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A Great Blue Heron

●

The third crate

●

Raccoon boobs
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I had just finished grinding coffee beans when my cellphone rang. A quick check of the number showed that for once it wasn’t McAllister, so I accepted the call.

“Mr. Kade?” A woman, young by the sound of her, with an accent I couldn’t place.

“It’s Haarlson,” I replied.

“What?”

“My first name is Kade. Last name Haarlson.”

“I know.”

“Then why... never mind. What is it you want?”

“To see if your voice matches the way you look.”

“Excuse me?”

“It does, so that’s good. See you soon, Mr. Kade.”

She hung up.

Jeez—a stupid prank call before breakfast! But she knew my name and said she knew what I looked like. The girl next door? Hopefully not. I gave the coffee beans another long blitz.

Making coffee with the Fortissimo 2000 was my morning ritual. When I’d first come to stay at the house, my early attempts with the big gleaming machine had been nearly undrinkable—now I had full mastery over all its various knobs, dials and spigots. Cappuccino or espresso? Espresso today—in fact, an extra strong triple shot was in order.

The rasping, hissing sounds and clouds of steam emitted by the deluxe Italian coffee maker were worthy of an old-time train. Casey Jones and the Cannonball Express. That was a TV show from my childhood. It had probably been in re-runs even then. The theme song came back to me. Yet another random piece of flotsam cast up on the shores of my memory. That had been happening a lot lately, ever since receiving news of my inheritance. Things long forgotten kept popping into my mind with total clarity, yet some recent events were complete blanks. Memory was weird.

The ‘Cannonball Express’ finally wheezed to a halt and the last of the pungent black liquid and brown foam sputtered into my oversized mug. Silence descended. A profound, disconcerting silence, one that seemed to spread from the kitchen across the chic open-plan living area all the way to the concrete walls and floor-to-ceiling windows.

I whistled a few bars of the Casey Jones theme song and took a sniff of the near boiling coffee in my mug—very strong. I stirred in a spoonful of sugar, then headed out to the sun-drenched patio.
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The morning air held the promise of another scorching day in the Hollywood Hills. My attire didn’t exactly match the luxury of the location. Or did Hollywood elites also slouch around in baggy blue-and-white striped robes and plaid boxer shorts in the privacy of their homes?

I wandered barefoot across the broad patio to where it cantilevered out over the steep hillside. A waist-high barrier made of thick sheets of glass supported by chrome-plated posts lined the edge to prevent unwary guests from falling off. The view was expansive, though not overly attractive. The distant towers of downtown Los Angeles glittered like tiny beacons of energy in a flat ocean of suburbs beneath a faint haze of smog. Cars were crawling along freeways—the lifeblood of the city creeping through its veins.

I took a sip of coffee and grimaced—way too bitter despite the added sugar. I leaned over the glass barrier and dumped it out, staining a patch of bare dirt between scrub bushes on the hillside below with a satisfying splat. Time to earn my keep as a house-sitter.

My main, in fact only, responsibility was to keep the swimming pool topped up. The four-lane, twenty-five-meter pool sat to the right of the house at the rear of the sprawling patio. The usual rancid smell wafted to me as I headed over to it. Rotting black leaves covered the entire surface, and a row of six dead Aspen trees stood behind it like gloomy mourners at a wake. I was under strict instructions to do nothing but add water if required.

The level had dropped about six inches from yesterday, so I went to fetch the hose.

The pool was the sole blemish on the property. Everything else exuded perfection. The jacuzzi spa, the massive brick barbecue and shaded outdoor dining area, the fire-pit surrounded by wicker armchairs; all perfect. The house too, was perfect, if you liked that style. It was ultra-modern, designed by a famous Swedish architect, an asymmetric stack of block-shaped rooms, all glass and concrete with a few artfully placed wood panels.

This morning, the roofline had a peculiar addition—an enormous bird perched above the master bedroom, intently watching me as I dragged the hose over to the pool. It suddenly spread vast wings and swooped down, landing on the shade structure above the outdoor dining area. A Great Blue Heron—a giant bird with long legs built for wading, an S-curve neck, and a big, pointed beak. Its plumage was blue gray. Its skinny legs, with their backwards knees, were gray and scaly. From its webbed toes to the crown of feathers on its head, it stood over five feet tall. Such birds were a relatively common sight wading among the reed beds in the river deltas of California, but not up in the hot dry hills.

“You're a long way from home,” I said, as I started spraying water into the pool.

The bird fixed its yellow eyes on me for a moment before spreading its wings again and floating down from its perch to land at the deep end. It looked at me again, then concertinaed down its neck so that its head rested on the shoulders of its folded wings and began slowly strutting along the edge of the pool.

“You'll not find any fish in there,” I called.

It ignored me.

I'd heard of predatory birds raiding residential Koi ponds. Perhaps this one had hopes of an easy meal. It certainly seemed focused on the pool, pausing after each step and peering intently down at the turgid water.

A sudden feeling of déjà vu swept over me. A Great Blue Heron hunting in a grassy field; its curved neck pulled back like a snake ready to strike; yellow eyes fixed on the ground. In a blur of motion, it struck down, then raised its head high with its prize, as if showing it to the sky—a small furry creature clasped in its long, pointed beak. The poor little thing alive and struggling to escape. The heron had made two quick clicks with its beak to improve its grip, opened its gullet, and swallowed the creature whole.

The memory was very vivid and upsetting. Herons should eat fish in rivers, not cute little furry mammals in fields. And the bird had swallowed it alive. The image of it disappearing down the bird's gullet gave me the shivers. But was it really a memory? Perhaps someone had told me about it, or I'd dreamed it? Did it matter which? Actual events shape lives, but stories and dreams can be equally powerful if you believe they’re real.

Anger welled up in me about the poor little creature being swallowed alive. I swung the hose spray at the heron.

“Get out of here, you stupid thing!”

The giant bird gave me an affronted look as water spattered down around it, then abruptly took to the air.

“Good riddance to you.”

It circled up and away, ever higher into the vaulted blue sky. Tipping my head back to keep it in sight made me dizzy. I stopped trying to follow its progress and shook my head to clear my vision. An odd floaty sensation remained, and I now had the vague start of a headache lurking behind my eyeballs. Probably a slight hangover from last night. Either that or caffeine withdrawal. A decent espresso was what I needed—something to fortify me for the day.

The final crate should be arriving soon.
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The house felt chilly after the warmth outside. The AC had come on, its subtle whirring barely audible, like a butler not wanting to create any disturbance while going about his duty. To the left was the dining area, the massive mahogany table and high-back chairs gleaming in the morning sunlight through their delicate sheens of dust. To the right, the lounge area: an L-shaped sofa around a coffee table with a large flat-screen TV on the wall between floor-to-ceiling windows. The remains of last night’s dinner littered the coffee table—four empty beer cans and a pizza box, the lid half open, exposing the congealed remains of a pizza. I leaned over the back of the sofa and peeled a slice free. The bottom was greasy, the crust hard and dry, but you couldn’t go wrong with pepperoni and mushroom.

I was about to take a bite when I noticed a sheet of paper lying on the sofa. There was a poem on it, written in my left-handed scrawl, though I didn’t remember writing it.


Cassandra



Where can fair Cassandra be?

At Diocletian’s Palace by an azure sea?

Or Hagia Sophia of Ottoman fame?

Or Graceland Memphis in Elvis’s name?

When you flew from me to see the world

My dreams into the abyss were hurled.



Good grief, what a load of pretentious, pseudo-romantic crap. It didn’t even scan properly. To think that I used to submit stuff like that to poetry magazines. Thank God they never published any of it. I wadded up last night’s feeble effort and took a big bite of pizza. My phone rang.

It took until the third ring for me to extricate it from my robe’s floppy pocket. Caller-ID showed McAllister. I let it go to voicemail and headed to the kitchen to make a decent cup of coffee.

The Fortissimo 2000 resided on the white quartz countertop next to a gleaming industrial-scale gas range. I’d never even turned that on. The microwave oven above it served my cooking needs—though that still needed cleaning from when my spaghetti and meatball frozen meal had exploded all over the interior a couple of days ago. A stack of dirty mugs and dishes in the enormous farmhouse sink in the central island also awaited my attention. Time enough for all that later.
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I was happily stretched out on the sofa in the lounge, eyes closed, coffee mug balanced on my chest and David Bowie’s greatest hits album playing on my cellphone when McAllister called again. Bowie was in the middle of Heroes. The phone rang, the music cut off; I jolted out of my reverie and sloshed hot coffee all over my robe. After  taking a steadying breath, I answered the call through gritted teeth.

“Good morning, Mr. McAllister.”

“And good evening to you from here, Mr. Haarlson.” McAllister's gloomy Scottish voice came after a split second of satellite delay. “I was worried I might have missed you.”

“No. Here as usual. I—”

“Did the third crate arrive yesterday?”

“Nope. It hasn't shown up yet.”

“Very strange.”

“The delivery probably guy got a hernia trying to get it into his truck. The second one he delivered weighed a ton.”

“You still haven't opened the first two yet?”

“No.”

“I wish you would. Are they still outside? I don't think that's safe.”

“They're fine. Look, I promise I'll call you when the third one arrives. In fact,” I added in my best attempt at a Scottish accent, “I'll gey up to the highest toor in me cassel and keep watch for yon delivery man.”

“Yes, I've heard you like to keep watch,” McAllister replied and ended the call.

What did that comment mean? What did a Scottish lawyer calling from halfway round the world know about my little routines?

I used an old pizza napkin to dab the spilled coffee from my robe, then headed upstairs to get changed.
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My bedroom was on the top floor. Every room, except mine, had floor-to-ceiling windows and fabulous views. I had two regular windows. The larger one overlooked the garage and front driveway. The smaller side window looked down on the neighbor’s red tile roof. Though if I squeezed up next to it, I could get an excellent view of their back patio and swimming pool.

They threw lavish parties on weekend evenings. By watching through my old Zeiss binoculars, I got a vicarious sense of participating. Cocktails and canapes, lights and laughter. A young woman, probably their daughter, had moved in two weeks ago. She liked sunbathing next to their pool.

I’d never met her or her parents. They came and went by car. The daughter had a red Mazda Miata. The father drove a big black SUV and seemed to be away a lot. The mother had a silver Maserati sports car with an engine note that rattled my windows. I imagined the husband to be a TV producer and his wife a PR consultant. Fair guesses in the Hollywood Hills. I had my neighbors on the other side pegged as a plastic surgeon and his wife a former patient. I’d never met them either.

I peeled off my robe and tossed it onto the bed. The coffee stain didn’t look too bad. Yesterday’s jeans, T-shirt and underwear were in a heap on the floor. I scooped them up and gave everything a quick sniff—good enough for one more day. I was about to get dressed when a low rumbling sound outside set my windows rattling. The Maserati was leaving.

I watched it go, then squeezed up next to my side window. It would be earlier than usual for the daughter to be sunbathing, but it was Saturday and already hot.

She was there, next to their glistening pool, lying on her stomach on a lounge chair. Nude! Or almost nude. Her discarded bikini top was on the ground next to her, and she’d hiked up the already small bottom of the bikini into an almost invisible thong.

I grabbed my binoculars and took in the sweep of her bronzed body from the tips of her toes to her slim shoulders, obscured by a cascade of blonde hair. She had sunglasses pushed up on top of her head, eyes closed, arms folded flat with elbows out wide, one hand on top of the other, her chin resting on them. A sleepy, sun-drenched goddess.

The side of her left breast was visible. It looked as tanned as the rest of her. Years ago, back in high school, one of the boys in my class had filched a copy of Playboy and brought it in to show us. The centerfold had the most bizarre tan lines—bronzed everywhere except for the parts her bikini had covered. Her breasts were bright white. The boy had called her raccoon boobs, and we’d all laughed, even though it made no sense. I was pretty sure the girl by the pool didn’t have raccoon boobs.

I shouldn’t spy on her, but loneliness and boredom make you do weird things. It wasn’t lust, but simply admiring a beautiful young woman and daydreaming of life with her. Today, however, was different. The memory of viewing a porno magazine in my youth seemed to have stirred dormant testosterone. My semi-erect penis was straining against the fabric of my boxer shorts. I reached down and liberated it. I hadn’t masturbated in weeks... maybe longer? Now that I thought about it, I had no recollection of doing it since I moved in two months ago. Surely, I must have. More gaps in my memory. I really ought to cut back on booze and—

At that moment, the girl rolled over. She had the most perfect breasts that money could buy. At least I assumed they’d been surgically enhanced—natural ones couldn’t be that spectacular. She arched her back and fondled them, circling her thumbs on the tumescent nipples. I gulped. My view through the binoculars trembled. My penis was rock hard. She suddenly half turned onto her side, propped up on one elbow, and looked up toward my window. Shit! She pouted her lips, winked directly at me, and laughed. Shit! Shit! Shit!

I reeled back from the window and landed in a heap on the bed. She knew I’d been watching—standing there almost naked with my dick in my hand. Thankfully, she’d only have seen my top half, nothing else. How old was she? Twenty? Eighteen? Christ, she’d better not be any younger. Did my age of thirty-seven qualify me as a dirty-old-man, or merely a regular voyeuristic pervert?

It must have been her that called me earlier, the ‘Mr. Kade’ girl. Oh shit. Was she planning some sort of revenge for me spying on her?

I closed the curtains and hurriedly got dressed. My hands shook as I laced up my sneakers. I’d better clean up my act. Cleaning the house would be a good form of penance.
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An hour later, tidying done and the microwave spotless, I was busy with a second round of washing up. I'd already swished off the less soiled dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher. I was working on the tougher ones, up to my elbows in soapy water, scrubbing at calcified spaghetti sauce, when the doorbell rang. I hurriedly dried my hands and ran to answer it.

The Hispanic man on the doorstep wore a brown shirt and matching brown shorts.

“Got another crate for you. You need to sign for it.”

It was the same guy who’d delivered the first two crates. He didn’t appear pleased to be back. He pushed a few buttons on an electronic device, then held it out to me. I scrawled an illegible signature with my forefinger on the small screen and gave him a friendly smile.

“I'll open the side gate, if you don't mind taking it round back for me like before.”

“No problem, sir. I’ll meet you round there. It’ll take me a minute to get it unloaded.”

I closed the door as he plodded back to his truck. His weary demeanor contrasted with my excitement. To him, it was just another delivery. To me, it represented my future. I jogged through the house, onto the patio, and around the corner.

The side yard, big enough to accommodate an RV, was empty except for two crates next to the house. Oleanders lined the opposite wall. The tall, dense bushes were covered in glorious white blossoms. I jogged past them to the double-wide gate at the end of the side yard, quickly unbolted it and swung the right half open. I needn’t have rushed.

The deliveryman was standing next to his truck, mopping his brow. The liftgate was whining its way down, carrying a crate. It seemed to move in slow motion. The man then laboriously strapped the crate onto a dolly. The wheels of the dolly squeaked under the load as he slowly pushed it up the driveway.

I held the gate open and gave him an encouraging smile. “If you could put it next to the others, that would be great.”

He nodded, puffed his way over to the requested spot and set down his load with a resounding thump. He mopped his brow again and eyed the crates.

“You've not opened the first ones yet. Not sending them back, are you?”

“Certainly not. I wouldn't do that to you.”

He nodded and began unstrapping the new crate from the dolly.

“Can I give you a hand?” I asked.

“No, I've got it,” he replied, struggling to release the last strap.

Were you supposed to tip delivery men? Normally you wouldn’t, but for the same guy, and three big heavy crates? I could go get my wallet, but it only contained a five-dollar bill. Would that be an okay amount? Probably not.

“This isn't my place,” I said. “I'm a house-sitter.”

The man seemed indifferent to the information. He yanked the last strap free, pulled the dolly away from the crate, straightened up, flexed his back and left with a perfunctory ‘have a nice day, sir’.

After bolting the gate behind him, I hurried back to the crates. They were identical cubes, about three feet on a side; the faces made of smooth, pale brown wood. Strips of darker, rougher wood framed the edges. Shipping and customs labels had been plastered on various sides, but I preferred not to read them. I sat down on the ground cross-legged and stared at the crates.

Any unknown package was a gift of potentiality. The crates weighed a lot and contained an inheritance from Scotland. That's all I knew. They could be full of fabulous antiques and jewelry. Books would be a better guess based on the weight. That would be disappointing. No, it had to be something valuable, but what?

Opening packages always left me with a vague sense of loss. Discovering the true contents destroyed what might have been—reality rarely lived up to fantasy. As a child, I'd often feigned delight after opening a present. And the crates contained more than mere gifts. They held things from my ancestors and possibly the key to my future.

After ten minutes of fruitless contemplation, I went to the garage in search of a hammer and pry bar.
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The builders of the crates had evidently not intended them to fall apart in transit. The quantity of nails holding the lid to the sides proved ridiculous. I repeatedly hammered the pry bar into place and heaved on it, working my way halfway round the lid of the first crate before it budged. When it finally gave way, several bits split off and remained behind, still nailed in place.

The only thing visible inside was a layer of wood shavings; curly bits of yellow wood, the sort of thing you got when using a plane to shave down a plank. I had a vague recollection that it used to be a packing material in the old days before the invention of Styrofoam peanuts. I shoved some shavings aside to reveal a section of dirty white canvas. I gave it an experimental tug and all the packing material shifted. It was evidently part of something large. I took a deep breath, grasped it with both hands, and heaved.

A big, vaguely white thing emerged in a shower of wood shavings. A cloud of foul black dust enveloped me, stinging my eyes. I dropped the canvas thing and backed away, rubbing furiously at my burning eyes. Half-blinded, I blundered along the side of the house and round to the patio door. As I fumbled my way inside, a loud splash came from somewhere behind me, but I kept going, heading for the kitchen sink and water to soothe my eyes.
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The girl next door

●

Unpacking the crates

––––––––
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After a few minutes sluicing my eyes under the kitchen faucet, the fiery pain subsided. I headed to the first-floor bathroom to find soap and towels for a proper cleanup.

My eyes looked red and sore in the bathroom mirror. Black dust or mold or something was all over my face and forearms. I had to scrub to get it off. While toweling dry, I remembered the splash I'd heard. It had come from the swimming pool—not good. I hurriedly finished drying myself and went back outside.

There was a darkened damp patch on the one-foot-wide concrete border of the pool at the exact center of the deep end. A white tile there showed the depth as 15 feet. The rotting leaves on the surface had been disturbed, exposing an area of turgid, green water. I walked over for a closer look.

Nothing. No sign of motion, though seeing anything more than a foot down in the murky water was impossible. A big critter like a raccoon had probably fallen in, then crawled back out. The image of the centerfold with raccoon boobs popped into my mind again.  

“Hello!”

The female voice made me jump. A teenage girl wearing an open white shirt over a bikini was walking toward me.

“Hello!” she called again, waving her hand. “The gate was open.”

“I thought I’d bolted it.”

The girl shrugged. “I’m Lorna from next door. Nice to finally meet you, Mr. Kade.”

“You’re the one that called me this morning?”

She nodded.

I’d assumed the call had come from the bronzed young goddess I’d been spying on. This girl bore no resemblance to her. She was slender with pale skin and shoulder length reddish hair with a single white stripe at the front. Her shirt appeared to be a man’s one, much too big for her, with the sleeves rolled up. It flapped open as she walked, exposing her red polka dot bikini. It was quite demure, like something from the nineteen-fifties before string-bikinis and thongs came into vogue.

“So, you’re from next door,” I said. My eyes drifted down to her flat chest. “You're not as... tanned as the other girl there. Are you related?”

“She's a sun-worshiper. She's nineteen, I'm seventeen. I don't like sunbathing. I burn and peel.”

“Yeah, but who are you? Are you sisters, cousins, friends? I’ve not seen you around before.”

“But I’ve seen you, watching her.”

“No, I don't. I just... um... happen to see her sometimes. My room overlooks your pool.”

“Don't worry, Mr. Kade. She likes it. And I like you.”

“Great, I think.” I decided to change the subject. “So, does my voice match the way I look?”

“What?”

“This morning on the phone. You wanted to know if my voice matched my appearance. Does it?”

“Yes. A Texas drawl or something would have been wrong. A mundane California accent suits you.”

“Mundane, thanks a lot. What about you? You’re not from around here. You sound vaguely Scottish or Irish.”

“Good guess, Mr. Kade.”

“Why do you keep calling me Mr. Kade? My last name is Haarlson.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t suit you. You should be blue eyed and blond with a name like that. Curly black hair and hazel eyes is all wrong.”

“Oh well, sorry about that.”

“And you’re going a bit gray at the temples.”

“Great, thanks. Why are you here?”

“What's wrong with your swimming pool?”

“Nothing. It’s just—”

“Did somebody die in it?”

“Of course not. Why would you say that?”

“I think a lot about death. Don’t you?”

“Er... no. Not really.”

The girl’s demeanor was disconcerting—the odd lilt of her accent and the dreamy, detached way in which she spoke. Not to mention the fact she was being downright rude.

She suddenly stepped very close to me, the top of her head almost touching the tip of my nose. I leaned away from her, thinking she might kiss me, but she simply stared up into my eyes, a slight smile on her lips. The pupils of her dark brown eyes were extremely dilated. I had the odd feeling that she was trying to read my thoughts.

“When are you going to open the crates, Mr. Kade?

“What?”

“The crates. You have all three now. Why haven't you opened them?”

“I have. I’d have thought you’d have known that if you’d been watching me.” I took a step back to break her hypnotic stare, unsure why I had to justify myself to her. “I opened one and got a face-full of dust for my trouble. Should have left it shut. Potentiality is always better than reality.”

“What's that mean?”

“It's like Schrödinger's cat. Until you open a box, you don't know if it’s alive or dead.”

"You thought a cat was in there?"

“No, it's a.... You've honestly never heard of Schrödinger's cat?”

“It sounds stupid.”

She turned her back and marched away across the patio toward the side yard. Presumably heading home.

“Have a nice day,” I called after her.

What a space-case; like some hippy lovechild. Her name should be Moonbeam, not Lorna. At least she’d gone. Or had she? My crates were in the side yard.

I chased after her and found her examining the canvas thing dangling out of the open crate.

“Hey, just a minute, young lady. That’s my stuff. It's private.”

“It's a diving suit,” she replied.

“A what?”

Only the upper half was visible; the rest still buried in wood-shavings. It resembled a bulky jumpsuit. The stiff fabric was beige, though so filthy the precise color was hard to determine. A dark brown ridge ringed the neck hole. The sleeves dangling down to the ground seemed unnaturally long. It was as if a giant, headless jack-in-the-box had sprung up, then deflated. I took hold of the shoulders of the suit and slowly lifted it out of the crate, with my arms straight and my face averted from the resulting cloud of dust. When clear of the crate, I dumped it unceremoniously on the ground.

“It's a diving suit,” Lorna repeated.

“So you said. It looks more like garbage. Why the hell would anyone send me that? I wish I hadn't opened the damned thing now. The other two crates are probably full of crap as well.”

“They're tea chests.”

“What?”

“The crates are called tea chests.”

“I really don't care.”

“They were originally used for shipping tea.”

“Great. That's wonderful. Now they're used for shipping crap halfway round the world.”

The girl kneeled and spread the suit out properly, then popped back to her feet. “That’s better. Do you have cleaning stuff in your house?”

“Of course, but—”

She was off before I could finish. “Oh fine,” I muttered to myself as she disappeared around the corner. “Go on in. Help yourself. Do what you want.”

The girl was weird. The whole day was weird. And a diving suit! The dumb thing lying there spreadeagled and flattened like the victim of a steamroller accident. I grabbed the hammer and pry bar and vented my frustrations by attacking the second tea chest.

I had the lid off by the time Lorna returned with a bucket of soapy water and a scrub brush. My mood had not improved. I'd hit my thumb twice, cut the side of my right hand on a broken nail, and picked up several splinters.

“You're really going to clean that thing?” I demanded.

“Of course I am.” She kneeled and began gently scrubbing at the diving suit.

The second crate, like the first, was brimful of wood shavings. I glared at the enigmatic yellow packing material and decided to open the third crate before delving into the contents.

The last crate proved even tougher to open than its companions. Lid removal required over ten minutes of banging, pulling, and prying. I was sweating with the effort by the time it finally gave way, but I’d managed to avoid any further injuries and felt somewhat calmer. I wiped my brow with my forearm and stared down at yet more wood shavings.

“I wonder what marvels are in here?” I muttered.

“I'd have thought that obvious,” Lorna replied, looking up from her scrubbing. The torso of the diving suit was now reasonably clean. She was kneeling in an expanding pool of grimy soapy water and working hard on the left sleeve of the suit.

“You're making a mess of the side yard,” I said. “And what's obvious?”

Lorna dropped the scrub brush into the bucket and stood up. She shook her head as if amazed by my stupidity; then wiped her hands dry on her shirt and peered into the middle crate.

“I bet this one is the helmet,” she said, and began delicately brushing aside wood shavings.

“You don't mean...?” I couldn't even finish the question. I eased her aside and stared down at the crate. A curved piece of tarnished brass was visible. I plunged my hands in and hauled out an antique brass diving helmet. Wood shavings showered down around me like celebratory confetti.

Just fucking marvelous. I dropped the heavy helmet back into the crate. It landed with the front faceplate up, showing my reflection in the dusty glass, as if my head was inside. Why in the hell had someone sent me this? I wasn't a diver. And it was ancient stuff that belonged in a museum or on a scrap heap.

“You're not pleased?” Lorna asked.

I gave a derisive laugh, turned to the last crate and angrily swished aside the wood shavings to expose a coiled rubber hose. The reddish-colored tube was about one inch in diameter, coiled like a snake inside the crate. A hose? The final piece of my inheritance was a hose! I walked away in disgust.

“You don't want to finish unpacking everything?” Lorna asked.

“I need a drink.”

“Can I unpack it all?”

“Do whatever you want,” I replied and stomped away.

The Great Blue Heron was back, standing next to the swimming pool, peering down at the opaque black surface as if inspecting a freshly dug grave.
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Whiskey and memories

●

A photograph

––––––––
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A diving suit! What the hell was I supposed to do with a diving suit? I was lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling with a glass of Scotch in my hand. I had no memory of retreating to my room or of pouring the Scotch. It was early evening; hours had passed since opening the crates. I must have been too absorbed in stewing about my fabulous inheritance to notice. Either that or I had another peculiar blank in my memory. Those seemed to happen if I got too stressed. And boy was I stressed. Or alcohol might have caused it this time. The bottle of twelve-year-old Talisker on the bedside table was half empty. I sat up and took a swallow from my glass and grimaced.

Scotch lovers claimed to find the peat-smoke flavor of Talisker evocative of the Highlands. To me, it tasted like someone had stirred a nice whiskey with a burned stick. So why drink it? The liquor cabinet downstairs was fully stocked. Why had I chosen this one? Whatever; it didn’t matter. I took another swallow and flopped back on the pillows.

Nothing made sense. My entire life didn't make sense. I was going nowhere and doing nothing. The inheritance had been my great hope. Now that turned out to be a complete bust. It should have been a turning point for me; something to shake me out of the doldrums. Something to ricochet me into a new direction—any direction.

Most people spent their lives in a rut, constrained by inertia, only able to break free when a life-changing event came along. I had the opposite problem. I'd never been in a rut. Never had anything tying me down. Even as a child, I'd never known stability. My father dead of cancer when I was two, my mother in a hit-and-run accident when I was five. After that, I'd passed through six foster homes.

I have no memories of my father. I do vaguely remember my mother reading stories to me from daddy’s book—a collection of Scottish folk tales. Even those stories are now mere shadows in my mind. The details dissipated by the march of time. All except for one thing—an illustration of an evil-looking man standing in a rowing boat. That malevolent image haunted my dreams as a child and became etched in my memory.

I can recall my mother’s touch as she soothed away my nightmares. She had a favorite dress—white with red flowers on it. She'd been a waitress at a restaurant in San Francisco when she’d met my father. I was born in that city, but after my father died, we moved to Modesto in the Central Valley as it was cheaper to live there. My mother rented a tiny one-bedroom apartment for us. I remember riding a little red tricycle along a first-floor balcony past apartment doors. A neighbor looked after me when my mother was at work. The woman was fat and the carpet in her place smelled funny. One day, my mother didn't come home from work. A policeman came, other people came. A woman in a suit kneeled and talked to me. I have a distinct memory of her suit; it was like a man's suit, but she wore a gold necklace and pearl earrings. She took my hand and led me out of the fat woman's apartment.

I spent the rest of my childhood in a series of foster homes. Six different homes, six different families. I wasn't a bad kid; none of the foster families rejected me. Bad luck just seemed to follow wherever I went. The first foster home got shut down because one of the other children was being abused. At the next place, the father lost his job and could no longer pay the mortgage. Then came a fire, a car accident, and a cancer diagnosis. Moving to each new foster home also meant changing schools. Middle school had been the worst, arriving halfway through the Spring term in hand-me-down clothes and a god-awful haircut courtesy of my new foster mom's clippers. Plus, I was way behind academically. Transitioning to high school had been a relief, but by then the die was cast. I couldn't shake the role of being a loner and a loser.

At eighteen, I left school and my last temporary family. I drifted into adult life like an aimless butterfly, flitting from place to place around the U.S. It’s hard to be grounded when you don’t know who you are. My birth certificate and most of my possessions had been lost in the fire at my third foster home. I didn’t know my dad’s first name or my mom’s maiden name. All I had was an old photo album. The first photo was a snapshot of my mother posing like a swimsuit model on a sandy beach. Next, came family shots: mom, dad and me as an infant. Those were in color, though the hues had shifted toward purple. All the other photos were black and white with people I didn’t recognize. The ladies' long dresses and hats suggested bygone times. Presumably, they were distant relatives, but they might as well have been random strangers. My family history had always been a complete mystery. Then, three weeks ago, McAllister had contacted me about my inheritance and—

The photo album! One picture showed a man in an old diving suit. I rolled off the bed and blundered over to the dresser. The album lived in the top drawer, buried under socks and underwear. It had a black leather cover, peeling in places to reveal the cardboard below. The pages were thick gray paper with black triangles securing the corners of the photos. I leafed rapidly past the early pages. The one I sought was near the back. A black-and-white photo of a man in a diving suit.

It was postcard-sized, mounted vertically, alone on the page; the details sharp, though faded a little toward sepia tones. It showed a seated man in full diving gear, the brass helmet balanced on his lap. He appeared to be in his early twenties. His expression neutral, as if the photographer had told him not to smile. He had fair hair, short but with the hint of some unruly curls. A large black metal box next to him had two big dials on the front and connections to thick hoses that disappeared behind it. A coil of thick rope on the ground between the diver’s heavy lead boots snaked up and attached to the shoulder of his suit.

I gazed into the eyes of the young man in the photograph. Was he my great-grandfather? Was the diving suit in the picture the same one currently on the patio? McAllister had told me that my inheritance came from my great-grandfather by way of various intervening relatives. A second cousin I never knew existed had died in Australia. McAllister had tracked me down as the last living descendant. An entire tree of life extinct, except for me. I was the last green leaf on a dead tree.

What a depressing thought. I closed the album and poured myself a triple shot of Scotch.
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An unbroken chain

●

The helmet

––––––––
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I woke up and blinked my bleary eyes into focus. I was in bed, on top of the covers, propped up on pillows; my left arm crooked behind my head and completely numb. The old photo album lay on my lap. Both windows framed cloudless sky like squares of bland blue fabric. I shifted forward to sit up and my numb arm flopped down like a severed limb. It clunked against an empty bottle of Talisker. My mouth tasted like a peat bog and a dull ache pulsated behind my eyes. I rubbed my right hand over my face and felt the scratch of heavy stubble on my chin. The fingers of my left hand started to tingle as circulation returned. The clock on the bedside table showed 9:30 a.m.

I'd winked out of existence for almost twelve hours. I might as well have been dead. The world had apparently managed to get through the night just fine without me. If I had died, would anyone have even noticed my absence? Would anyone care about the extinction of the DNA in my genes?

When pondering my lineage, I’d often thought about how my forefathers formed an unbroken chain dating back millennia; back to Adam or to the first fish that crawled from the primordial ocean. Through all the vagaries of life. Over millions of years. Every one of my male ancestors had survived long enough to procreate and pass on their DNA. The same was, of course, true for the women—from womb to womb across time. Many lines ended, many branches died out, but anyone alive today was the progeny of an unbroken chain. And now, I finally had a clue to my own unbroken chain of forefathers. Or did I? Damn. The diver in the photo might be my mother's ancestor, unrelated to my father. Did that matter? I sighed and rubbed my hand over my scratchy chin again. Ah to hell with grandiose thoughts, I needed a pee, a shave and coffee.

Midway through my shave, I suddenly remembered Lorna had talked about unpacking the crates. I quickly finished shaving, headed downstairs and straight out to the patio. Another hot day greeted me; glaring sunshine and blue sky with the usual haze of smog lingering over downtown LA.

The canvas diving suit lay spreadeagled a few feet beyond the sliding glass door. It was slightly yellowed with age, but now completely clean and drying in the sunshine. The brass helmet had also been cleaned. The glass portals shone, but the metal retained a dark patina. There was another large brass piece, like the shoulder pads of an American football player, and four curved brass strips. They all shared the same dark patina as the helmet. Two massive boots made of dull gray lead were by the feet of the diving suit and a belt loaded with square lead weights lay across the waist. The whole thing looked like an exploded diagram, all the pieces in their correct places ready for assembly. A large hose coil lay to its left.

“Good morning, Mr. Kade.”

I jumped at the greeting. Lorna was standing beside me, dressed in jeans and a thin T-shirt with Mickey Mouse on the front.

“Jeez, I didn't see you there,” I said. “Did you do all this?”

She nodded.

“On your own? Cleaned it, scrubbed it, set it all out?”

“Yes. Even swept up all the packing material you'd spilled.”

“Wow. Well... thank you... I guess.”

“Now you can try it on.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. There was enough mold in the suit to put an elephant in toxic shock.”

“Just the helmet, then. I worked hard cleaning everything, inside and out.”

“Well, in that case, you should put it on. You did all the work.”

“It's yours,” Lorna replied. She gave a slight smile and added: “Please.”

Despite being hungover, it was hard to say no to a pretty, seventeen-year-old girl. I ambled over to the helmet, hefted it up and raised it over my head.

“No,” Lorna said. “You need the corselet first or the helmet will wobble around on your head.”

“Okay, you’re the boss.”

I set the helmet back down and picked up the part Lorna called the corselet. It was quite heavy, made of thin brass, oval-shaped and deeply curved, designed to fit over a man's shoulders. A dozen threaded posts were spaced at intervals around the outer edge. The head-hole in the middle had a thick brass collar. That part was polished to a lustrous gold; the rest, dark with age.

The head-hole was a tight fit, barely clearing my nose as I eased my head through it. The shoulder area lacked padding, and the curvature seemed designed for a bigger man.

“Lovely,” I said, and bent down to pick up the helmet. The corselet shifted, and the collar thumped into the back of my neck. I grunted with annoyance and straightened up again.

“I'll get it,” Lorna said brightly. She skipped forward and picked up the helmet. “You’re very lucky to have this—a 12-bolt Siebe Gorman.”

“Oh, and there was me thinking it was a 14-bolt one from Frank Gorman.”

The sarcasm seemed lost on Lorna. “It’s a Siebe Gorman, the nameplate is on the corselet, and it has twelve bolts.” She pointed at the threaded posts around the edge of the corselet and mimed screwing something onto one of them. “They’re how you secure it to the suit.”

“You seem to know an awful lot about all this stuff.”

“Yes. Let’s get the helmet on. It goes on facing a bit sideways, then twists into place. You ready?”

Before I could reply, Lorna hoisted the helmet above my head. I instinctively hunkered down to make it easier for her and flinched thinking she was about to drop it on me as she adjusted her grip.

“Hold still,” she said.

I closed my eyes as she lowered it. It touched my hair, then came a bonk on the back of my head followed by a light scrape on the tip of my nose before it settled onto the corselet. I opened my eyes and found myself staring at the curved brass interior, as if I was inside an opaque fishbowl. The view abruptly shifted with a jerking twist and suddenly I could see out of a circular front porthole.

All exterior sound was gone, all I could hear was the rasp of my own breathing echoing back at me. The air had an odd taste, metallic and oily, overlaid with soap and a hint of something burned.

Lorna’s hand appeared in front of the porthole. The helmet jostled as she worked at something, then the porthole swung open, and she peered in at me. “Are you okay in there?”

“Yes, but it feels kind of weird. Good thing I'm not claustrophobic.”

“You've got three portholes, but the ones on the sides don't open. They have metal grills over them to protect the glass.”

I looked right and left to check them out.

“Have fun,” Lorna said. She closed and latched the front porthole without waiting for a reply.

Fun? With the front porthole closed, the world outside seemed very remote—my view limited to a four-inch circle of thick glass. As my eyes grew accustomed to the semi-darkness inside the helmet, I realized the interior wasn't devoid of features. There were two things
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