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  Praise for Richard Hoyt and Crow’s Mind




  “Hoyt has a fresh, invigorating style that grabs the reader immediately.  He is a master.” The New York Times




  “Hoyt is an adroit and zestful writer.”—Minneapolis Star-Tribune




  “Hoyt is a delight to discover and a treat to read.”—Library Journal




  “Hoyt has a clean, clear style and is adept at mixing the mundane and the insane.”—Mystery News




  Crow’s Mind is an extraordinary effort, cleverly written and filled scenes that will have his readers laughing out loud...You won’t find many private investigators as richly imagined and with a story packed with as many colorful characters as this one. —Jack Hart, author of Skookum Summer, a novel of the Pacific Northwest.




  “Crow's Mind is smart, literate, funny and a heart-pounding mystery...Mystery fans and readers who like unusual stories, American Indian mythology and colorful characters won’t want to miss this one."—Katherine Dunn, author of Geek Love, nominated for the National Book Award
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  About the Author




  [image: ]The author of 26 mysteries and thrillers, Richard Hoyt is a former army counterintelligence agent, newspaper reporter, Newsweek writer and college professor with a Ph.D. in American studies. The New York Times included four of his titles on its annual notable books list. His novels include 10 John Denson Pacific Northwest mysteries and 10 James Burlane international thrillers. His John Denson mystery 30 for a Harry was nominated for a Shamus by the Private Eye Writers of America and Siege won the American Mystery Award for best espionage novel. The French publisher Gallimard published Trotsky’s Run as a Serie Noir best-of-the best title. He’s been widely published in British commonwealth countries, France, Holland, Belgium, Finland, Japan and Germany. Reviews reflect author reputations. Of Cool Runnings, the New York Times said, “This is a book that defies any category, but it is brilliant, sensitive, and altogether unusual. Does for espionage and terrorism what Joseph Heller’s Catch 22 did for war.” Of Darwin’s Secret, the Los Angeles Times Book Review said, “You need prodigious energy, a wild streak and a madcap sense of the zany to write a comic adventure story that transcends such funereal publicizing words as prodigious, wild, madcap, and zany.” The New York Times said Trotsky’s Run “is a stunner–superbly written, brilliantly plotted… A potent package. Put this book at the top of your list.” Publisher’s Weekly called the John Denson mystery Bigfoot, “a fast, funny and deliciously crazy story.”




  So is Crow’s Mind.




  





  




   




   




   




   




  The agony




  Grew. 




  Crow




  Grinned




  Crying: "This is my Creation," 




  Flying the black flag of himself. 




   




  —from “Crow Blacker Than Ever,” a poem by Ted Hughes
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  Crows enjoying a late lunch




  




  I heard the distant, excited cawing of crows when I was hunting for late-season morel mushrooms, found in western Oregon and Washington after the spring rains. It was a hot afternoon at the end of April. We were enjoying balmy spring weather in western Oregon. I had a clear, blue sky and a gusting breeze of piney air as I set out for a hike with my digital camera in my Pathetic Putz daypack. There were those who asserted that the name of my daypack described me perfectly. I denied it.




  Henry David Thoreau once said, “It is not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.” Before I saw anything on that splendid afternoon, I heard the cawing of crows. A minute after I heard the cawing, I spotted more than a hundred frenzied crows milling and hopping about something near the base of a sprawling oak tree.




  I knew that historically a gathering of crows was called the suggestive and unsettling term “murder” more often than the benign “flock” that applied to most birds. I dropped to one knee and focused my 210mm telephoto lens. The cause for the commotion became quickly became clear: excited crows, calling caw, caw, ca-caw, were competing for the choice parts of a female corpse. Satanic birds they were.




  A shadow passed across my eyes. I looked up. A crow floated in the gusting breeze above me, its wings spread wide. It was mechanical! A mechanical crow! Say what? It began circling me, its glistening black plastic wings flapping lazily. This I knew was an ornithopter, its flight made possible by the wave of microchips and miniature technology that was hard upon us, changing our lives. I remembered reading that Amsterdam’s Schiphol Airport used radio controlled ornithopters in the form of hawks to frighten birds that could damage airplane engines. I switched my camera from still to video and began recording its flight.




  The bird, blacker than midnight, circled behind me and then drove straight at me. Still shooting the video, I heard a sharp crack from the bird; a bullet ricocheted off a rock by my foot. What the hell! The damned thing was shooting at me! I turned and sprinted for the cover of a stand of Douglas fir about sixty yards away.




  As I ran, I glanced back. The bird circled, positioning itself for another run. I understood intuitively that the crow would be more stable flying with the wind. I turned so the wind came from my left, and I sprinted, jumping left and right, zig zagging. I looked back up over my shoulder again. The bird, bouncing from gusts of wind, was upon me again. Another crack. Missed.




  I stepped on a rock, twisting my ankle, and pitched forward on my face. I scrambled to my feet spitting dirt and running, heaving to catch my breath, my lungs ragged.




  The demonic crow circled again, preparing for another run. I knew that the operator needed to have me in its sights long enough him to take aim. It could not stop suddenly. No air brakes for a bird. As it peeled in on me, I waited for a heartbeat then pivoted and ran at a 45 degree angle to the right rear. I dove left and rolled. Crack! Missed!




  The frustrated operator sent the bird on a fourth run. Despite my dodging tactics, a slug hit the side of my neck. Ow! I pitched forward, my neck stinging and burning. I scrambled to my feet again, and kept running, hand at my stinging neck. Ouch!




  The ornithopter made yet another run, but although the ornithopter operator had maneuvered his bird directly behind me at almost point blank range, he pulled it up, and it flew over my head. The killer crow had run out of ammunition.




  I sat on a log at the edge of the fir trees to catch my breath, my lungs were ragged. My neck was burning and bleeding, but not pumping blood. The person operating the mechanical crow surely didn’t have time enough to have reloaded its magazine. My neck wound was superficial; it would heal. I needed to get to the tree before my invisible assailant had time to reload his mechanical crow. I slung my day pack over my shoulder and sprinted across the meadow toward the tree and the excited murder of crows.




  As I got closer to the oak tree, I saw a surreal scene, something like walking onto the set of Alfred Hitchcock’s classic movie, The Birds in which a crazed murder of crows attacked the actor Rod Taylor and his girlfriend, played by Tippi Hedren. The young woman’s body was covered with a frenzied murder of pecking crows. With my eye on the image in the viewfinder, yelling “hey, hey, hey” I moved quickly forward to scare the cawing crows away from the body. They didn’t like that one damn bit.




  The details of the dead girl quickly became clear. She was a brunette in her early twenties, tall—5 foot 10 or 11 inches—slender, with green eyes and superlatively handsome female appurtenances. All in all she was an astonishing beauty, almost certainly a dancer or showgirl. She was lying on her back. Her face, breasts, stomach and thighs were ragged and bloody but still mostly there. She had recently been shot in the mouth with the exit wound in the back of her head. I had no idea how long she had been dead, but I suspected one day at the most.




  I circled her body, yelling and shooing the agitated crows away with my right hand and shooting video with my left. The crows had likely just gotten started on their meal, and they didn’t like my interruption one damn bit. They were dining! Please! They were pissed at my bad manners.




  With the furious, agitated crows flapping their wings and cawing all around me, wheeling and diving, I knelt beside her, and switched the setting on my camera to take still photos the length of her body. She looked up at me with round, green, unseeing eyes. As I moved down her body, snapping shots, I was startled by a small tattoo of a three-legged crow on her groin. I continued on down her thighs to her feet, and then I rolled her over and shot her backside from head to foot. I carried a hiker’s GPS clipped to my belt, so I could remember the coordinates of good stands of mushrooms and so I could find my way back if I strayed too far from my minibus. I called 911 and told the woman who answered who I was, the situation and the GPS coordinates as well as standard directions.




  The ornithopter, likely reloaded, flew toward me again, flapping its huge black wings like an apparition in a cheap movie. The ornithopter was a remarkably graceful bird for a machine. If it had been a miniature helicopter, the operator could have made it hover, circling close to its target and if necessary pivoting this way and that. Humming birds could hover, beating their wings from 12 to 90 times a second, a fact that I knew because Bobby and I maintained a humming bird feeder, and I had looked it up. A crow and this ornithopter couldn’t match that. An ornithopter mimicked the flight of a bird; it could hover only momentarily, flapping its wings furiously before continuing to move forward. The mechanical crow had caught me in the open before. Now all I had to do was keep the trunk of the oak tree between me and the bird. Let the killer fly his bird around and around the tree to try to get a shot off if he wanted.




  I got behind the tree and popped another memory card into my camera. I peered around the trunk, watching the oncoming ornithopter through the view finder. The operator flew his crow three times around the tree that I was using for a shield. I kept moving and shooting video at the same time. The crow flew upward, hoping to fire down at me, but that was no good. The oak tree had a huge, full canopy; it was impossible for the operator to see through the canopy with his pencil camera, much less accurately fire a .22 slug through the leaves and branches.




  Finally, frustrated by my tactic, the murderous operator, knowing that I had likely called for help, gave up and flew his killer crow to the east. As the ornithopter grew smaller, it circled to the north again heading back to its operator.




  My friend Bobby Humptulips got his name because he got caught doing the nasties in a bed of flowers when he was sixteen years old. Bobby fancied that he was Coyote, an animal spirit who was a trickster and shape-changer. His sister Willow was allegedly Raven, the main trickster and shape-changer of the Pacific Northwest. To Bobby’s dismay, Raven’s powers had been sucked dry by living in the mindless greed of the white eyes world. She had forgotten who she was.




  Did I believe Bobby was Coyote or that his sister was Raven? No, although Bobby did have some of what appeared to be coyote-like habits. He was nocturnal and liked to roam around. He was a good guy, a friend. I could count on him. I called Bobby on my cell and told him the situation.




  “You want me to help you track them out of there?”




  “It will take the police hours to get moving. You know how they work.”




  The numerous variations of coastal Shalishan, the language of Bobby’s ancestors, were mostly extinct. The language did not contain vowels in the western manner. It contained long strings of “obstruent” consonants, meaning the speaker made full and partial stops of air in his or her throat followed by explosive releases of air. When Bobby thought I was getting too fancy by half, he called me his invented Shalishan word Th*r*m*n for Thoreauman, making crazed noises in his throat instead of vowels. I practiced saying Th*r*m*n in the Shalishan manner until I got it right. The three blasts from my throat were like a controlled smoker’s hack. Life was to savor.




  Bobby said, “Best to give it a shot while the trail is fresh, I agree. I’m on my way. I’m down at the slough. It’ll take me a close to an hour.”




  “Gotta go now, Bobby. This is not over yet.




  Although it was a sick thing to do, I continued my video of the macabre scene of crows attacking the girl’s body. It was grotesque, yes, but I couldn’t help myself. I stood astride the body, video running as the furious crows circled me, threatening, cawing loudly, and doing their best to drive me away. They likely thought I was a carnivore bent on eating her myself. I was no threat to them. I was competing for a corpse and they were defending their meal. Some of them hopped about on the ground less than ten feet away as though their ferocious cawing was going to make me abandon their prize. Good thing there weren’t seagulls around or those handsome flying rats would have pushed the crows aside and taken over.




  It would take close to an hour for any police vehicle or ambulance to reach the meadow, which was a couple of miles from the Nehalem River in northeastern Oregon. I didn’t expect I’d have to wait that long. While I didn’t expect that the crows would actually attack me, their frenzied cawing was unnerving. Ignoring the complaining crows seeking to oust me, I carefully shot close-up stills of the girl’s body both fore and aft. There were also footprints around the body. I shot those too, discovering in the process that they led to the trees that harbored the angry voice.




  A half hour later I heard the whop, whop, whop of helicopter blades that scattered the complaining crows. Still resentful, agitated, angry, the murder flew to another oak tree, the crows continuing to vent their bitter frustration at me for interrupting their meal: Ca-caw, ca-caw, ca-caw! Thoreau was right. I saw crows feeding on a dead girl, yes, but what was it that I was truly seeing?
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  Eater of slugs and yuck




  




  The first man off the helicopter was Bill Hodge a homicide detective with the Crime Analysis Unit of the Oregon State police charged with helping rural jurisdictions in Oregon that were often ill-equipped to investigate a major crime. Columbia County didn’t get a whole lot in the way of murders, and when the 911 call came in, the Columbia County sheriff called the CAU, the obligatory acronym for the Crime Analysis Unit.




  Since most of my cases were in the boondocks, I often bumped into Hodge and his attractive African-American wife, Lois, a crime scene investigator with the CAU. Hodge was tall with an erect posture that I maintained was caused by him carrying a corn cob up his butt, a running joke between us. He wore a suit and looked handsome, spiffy and competent. I wore a handlebar mustache and a pony tail, homage to my parents Abbie and Janis Hipp. The ‘stash gave me something to twist while I was thinking. I was far too cheap to spend money on barbers, but to Hodge my appearance only meant one thing.




  “Hippie man! Jake! Jake Hipp!” He rolled his eyes in mock disgust.




  ”Hippie! Please.” Hippie was a term of honor reserved for young people who resisted a mindless war. My parents were certified on-the-lam-in-Canada hippies, hence my surname. I was conceived in the single most barbarous year in American history, but that is a longer story.




  “You always wear the same getup, Jake?”




  My universal outfit, good both for interviewing a lawyer or hunting morels, consisted of Goodwill jeans, running shoes, a herringbone tweed jacket and an Irish walking hat. “I have three pairs of jeans,” I said.




  Hodge leaned forward, squinting at the lapel of my jacket. “Nice jacket, really. I mean that.”




  “Harris tweed, Bill. Norm Thompson.” I turned the jacket back so he could see the label.




  He blinked. “How did you come by that?”




  “A proctologist or professor bought the jacket then croaked.




  Nobody in his family wanted to wear it, yuck, so they donated it to St. Vincent de Paul where I scored it for eight bucks. It was like brand new. The hat is also the real deal, made in the Hebrides. Keeps the rain off.”




  “And you can stuff it in your hip pocket like a rag so you can check your oil.”




  I laughed. “There you’ve got it. My advice to you is stay away from shopping malls, Bill. If that all makes me a hippie then I suppose I am one. The real ones are all on Medicare.”




  “Are you telling me that you, Jake Hipp, eater of slugs and yuck for breakfast ….”




  “Wearer of a Harris tweed jacket, a universally recognized genius sleuth.” I gave my self-deprecating Jake Hipp grin.




  “And wearer of a Harris tweed jacket stumbled onto the body of a girl being eaten by crows?”




  I sighed. “Girls, girls, girls. Everywhere I turn there are girls. What can I say, Bill?”




  “Something wrong with your neck? What happened?”




  I removed my hand from the wound and turned so he could see it. “A mechanical crow shot me, a .22 I think.”




  “A mechanical crow? Bullshit! That’s a good one, even from you Hipp.”




  “Chased me all over the damn meadow. If it had been a calm day he probably would have nailed me.”




  Hodge laughed. “A mechanical crow shot you? I believed you when you said you were hunting morels. You’ve been eating liberty caps! They’re all over the place.”




  “No magic mushrooms. I save those for salads. They’re great with a crabapple vinaigrette.”




  “Right.”




  “ I’ve captured the action on video.”




  He blinked. “On video? You did?”




  I gave him my camera and punched the replay button. “I believe the correct name for the crow is an ornithopter. Here, see the action for yourself. Go for it.”




  Hodge watched the video in amazement. “My God, you’re not stoned. You’re telling the truth!”




  “Give me a break, please, Bill. If I were going to invent a story of how I got shot, I’d come up with something better than a mechanical crow.”




  He laughed. “Well, okay, you’ve got me there. If that round had severed a carotid, you’d be dead by now. Let me see what we’ve got while you tell me again what happened.”




  Still pressing my neck with my hand, I walked with Hodge to the girl’s body. I repeated sequence of events. From the footprints, we deduced that there was one person at the scene wearing running shoes. It was either a large female or small male.




  When we finished, Hodge said, “You should do your best to score a client for this one, Jake.”




  “Oh, why is that?”




  “Give you a chance to check out The Roost.”




  I blinked.




  “A high end strip joint in Portland. The girls there all have a tattoo of a three-legged crow down there by the fun place.”




  “Say again,” I said.




  “As I understand it, there are Roosts in Vancouver, B.C., Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Los Angeles and Tokyo. The dancers travel in murders of twelve, flying from Roost to Roost.”




  “Very clever.”




  He said, “Very high end, a place for suits, not Joe Six Pack. What I’ve never been able to figure is the association of beautiful women with crows.”




  I said, “Here’s an association for you. Muslims believe women are the incarnation of shahwa, which is lust, sexual desire. If shahwa isn’t controlled, it leads to fitna, which means social chaos, so they keep women inside the house and put them in black outfits.”




  “Where did you get that crap, Jake?”




  “Here and there. Books. You can read the Quran online.”




  “You’re telling me that Muslims put their women in black to make them look like giant crows? Stop it, Jake.”




  “No, I’m not telling you that. I’m saying that Muslim feel obliged smother female shahwa.”




  “To protect men.”




  “Correct. Fitna is also Arabic slang for a beautiful woman.”




  Hodge’s jaw dropped. “Fitna means both social chaos and a beautiful woman? Are you serious?”




  “Female shahwa is up front at The Roost. The dead girl is clearly fitna. Now she’s dead. A little chaos there, wouldn’t you say?”




  “There’s that,” he said.




  I said, “The answer to the mystery likely has to do with crows that have three legs. We’ve got the crow that attacked me. Crows feeding on fitna.”




  “Maybe.”




  “No offense, but the problem with you cops is that you’re literalists. You just look at the surface facts. You don’t consider the subtext.”




  “The subtext?”




  “The river of meaning that lies beneath everything that happened to me this afternoon. It will likely turn out to be a swamp, I admit, but it’s fascinating. Lois coming to check this out?” I arched my eyebrow. “Good looking lady. Amazing that she married an uptight guy like you.”




  He frowned. “At which time you need to be on your way.”




  We stood in silence for a moment, thinking, then Hodge said, “So where is your pal Bobby Fucks-in-Flowers?”




  “Humptulips.”




  “Right, right. Out there running around with his nose to the ground. Sniff, sniff.” Hodge made a passable imitation of a coyote howling. “There’s a maze of old logging roads out here. They could have parked their vehicle on any one of them. We’ve got people who think Bobby can track a ghost on a stainless steel floor. I was wondering if maybe ….”




  “I’ve already called him. He’s on his way. Maybe Bobby can track him out of here. We’ll call you straight off if we find anything.”




  He looked relieved. “I appreciate it. So what do you make of all this?”




  “I can only find one set of footprints. He used the ornithopter with a pencil camera as a lookout. The footprints at a slight remove tell me he was likely shooting a video of the crows feeding on the girl when I stumbled onto the action. He tried to drive me away with the ornithopter but when he ran out of ammunition, he retreated before I could see him.”




  Hodge winced. “Motive?”




  I released the pressure on my neck and checked the blood on my hand. “This was well planned and executed. Extreme rage? A psychopath? I don’t know.” I glanced at the dead girl. Awful. “We’ve known each other for a while, right Bill? We’ve established a level of trust.”




  He cocked his head. “Out with it.”




  “I agree that it would be good if we made public the video of the ornithopter attacking me. It took a lot of practice to fly an ornithopter that skillfully. Maybe somebody saw the murderer practicing with it. Maybe somebody can remember selling the murderer the parts or a kit he needed to make it. What the public doesn’t need is to see crows feeding on somebody’s daughter. Her family doesn’t need that. What’s the point? Think for a moment, what would happen if I give it to you?”




  “It would wind up on the evening news,” he said. “I would try to lock it up, but somebody, somehow, would find a way to dupe it and load it onto YouTube. People just cannot resist showing that kind of thing. Human nature. Even worse, if I did release it, my wife would give me the silent treatment for a month.”




  “It would wind up on YouTube, correct. Neither one of us wants that to happen.”




  “And your solution?”




  “I think I should make a separate video of just the ornithopter flying around and shooting at me and give it to you to release to the media. I keep the part with the crows enjoying their meal. You acknowledge that I shot the video of the crows eating the young woman but since you didn’t think it contained useful evidence, it was my property. You had no legal reason to confiscate it.”




  “Really, Hipp, wouldn’t it be dumb of me to let you keep it? A halfway smart cop would want to check it out.”




  I shrugged. “No offense, but the public will assume that you’re just another idiot cop wasting their money. They’ll ridicule you, yes, but the point is to catch the killer, not look good. It won’t hurt us to be civilized and have some respect for the dead girl. Be civil. Respect her and her family. Hippie ethics.”




  Hodge looked sour. “I’ll go along with it, but you’ll have to hide your camera’s memory card somewhere safe. Not in that little cabin of yours. I mean some place really safe.”




  “Done,” I said.
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  The logging road mystery




  




  It was late afternoon, and we were losing our sun when Lois Hodge arrived to examine the crime scene almost simultaneously with Bobby Humptulips. Seeing me, she grinned broadly. “Well, if it isn’t offbeat Jake. ‘If a man loses pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.’ ”




  I finished Henry David Thoreau’s quote for her: “ ‘Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured, or far away.’ Isn’t that sweet, Lois? What’s even sweeter is that you can recite it from memory. My kind of woman.”




  “The only music you listen to is Pink Floyd,” Hodge said. “Stoner music.”




  Lois ignored her husband. “I only knew the first half of the Thoreau quote. I looked it up. I’ve been thinking about you lately, strange one.” She arched an eyebrow to begin our game of driving Hodge nuts.




  “I’ve been thinking about you too, Lois. You want to take a little walk in the trees over there? We can talk about the case. I’ll get you up to speed. Bill won’t mind. He seems like an open-minded kind of guy.”




  Hodge scowled. “Okay, you two. Have your fun. Aren’t you losing your light, Jake? You and your redskin pal have work to do.”




  Bobby checked the bottom of his hand grinning. “Where did that redskin stuff get started?” He glanced at the body. “Hodge is right, Kemosabe. We’re losing our light, and we’ve gotta get this asshole. Where do you think the bird came from on its last run?”




  “The stand of Douglas fir over there,” I said, pointing with my finger.




  “We need to get going while the light is still good. Stay close and do what I tell you.”




  “Will do,” I said. “Gotta go, Lois. Probably best. There are mats of needles under those trees. Ouch!”




  Giving me a seductive smile, Lois rubbed her butt. “Such a thoughtful man. I like that. I could take it. Really I could.”




  Hodge said, “Go you two! Do your thing.”




  As we set out across the meadow, I heard Captain Hodge yell, “Thank you, Bobby. I appreciate it.”




  Bobby laughed, waving his hand by way of acknowledgement. We entered the stand of Douglas fir. About thirty feet into the trees, he suddenly squatted in the shadows. He put his finger to the ground, thinking, and then put it to his lips. Then he motioned me to him with his hand. Sound carries in the mountains. He whispered, “He hung out here watching the police arrive. He’s light to medium weight, not large. See there.”




  He pointed to a disturbance on the ground that I could barely make out. “Why?”




  Bobby said, “He was curious about you, also arrogant or he would have taken off after he failed to whack you.”




  “Or a she?”




  “A she? Yes. Could have been female, I agree. Impossible to tell from the sign.”




  I followed Bobby as he led me quietly into the forest. The trail led uphill toward a maze of old logging roads.




  High above us, the ornithopter was circling.




  “He’s watching us now with his bird,” Bobby said softly. “Using it as a kind of sentry. Changing world. In the days of the animal people that would be Raven following us around.”




  I watched as the ornithopter few off in the direction we were headed.




  A few minutes later an air-cooled engine started, buzzing like a lawn mower. It revved, buzzing, louder and louder. The buzzing lasted maybe thirty seconds then stopped.




  Bobby glanced back, looking puzzled.




  I shrugged. “I don’t get it.”




  “We’ll find out.” We had just about lost our light, but Bobby could still see the sign; he pushed on with me close behind. Ten minutes later, we came onto a straight stretch of a logging road of packed rock flanked by a stand of old growth Douglas fir trees 250 to 300 feet tall. After about a hundred yards, the road curved sharply left.




  Bobby bent over and slowly walked the length of the stretch. He stopped, looking puzzled. “His trail doesn’t go beyond this. Ultralight?”




  “I don’t know a whole lot about ultralights, but I can’t imagine that one could take off in this amount of space, much less clear those trees. How is that possible? Doesn’t compute.”




  “Good point. These rocks don’t leave prints. Bumpy take-off means it was an ultralight.” Bobby put his finger to his lips. “Shush. Listen!”




  We listened. It was silent except for the mellow lowing of the wind in the tops of the Douglas fir. There was no wind at all on the ground.




  Bobby started running downhill at a dogtrot. “This road circles around the ridge then goes down to the main road. Come on, Jake, show me your stuff.”




  I tripped and pitched forward on my face. “It’s dark, Bobby. I can’t see a damn thing.”




  “Get up. Come on.”




  I got to my feet, picking gravel out of the heels of my hands. I heard the sound of an air-cooled engine up ahead. The engine revved up and in less than a half a minute later it began rising, fading, fading, until it was silent again. Bobby and I stood for a few minutes trying to figure the sequence of events. Finally, he said, “I want you to zap your clearest shots of the ornithopter to raven@raven.com.”




  “To Raven? Your sister Willow? I thought she had lost her mojo.”




  “Just do it, Jake. By the way, did you thank Chinook for bouncing that damn thing around when it was trying to shoot you?”




  Chinook was the original Shalishan word for the wind that blew in from the Pacific Ocean, although it later came to be associated with warm winds in the interior. I said, “Chinook knows I’m grateful.”




  “Chinook knows you’re an asshole, but he had your back.”




  It was nearly pitch black by the time we approached the spot where the young woman had been murdered. The darkness didn’t seem to bother Bobby, but it was rough going for me. When I could see the lone oak tree silhouetted in the dim light, Bobby said, “Don’t forget the party at Cathlamet tomorrow. Willow will be there. You said you’d come.”




  Bobby had reminded me maybe a half dozen times that his sister Willow Blackwing would be at a party at his friend’s house in Cathlamet, Washington, on the lower Columbia River. There could only be one reason for his repeated insistence. Bobby wanted to set me up with his sister.




  It seemed somehow surreal that Bobby Humptulips should have a sister. Although I had never met her, I knew that Willow Blackwing, a computer whiz, had recently moved to Oregon from the Silicon Valley. She now worked for a secretive company located in a Portland suburb. It would have been uncool of me to ignore Bobby’s sister, and I was of course curious. “Wouldn’t miss it for anything, Bobby. Really. I just hope she doesn’t look anything like you.”




  Bobby sighed. “I do my best to be proud of my sister.”




  ***




  Where should I hide the memory card of my camera? I doubted that the girl’s murderer was familiar with the four pages of handwritten notes and five rolls of 35mm film hidden in a pumpkin on a farm in Maryland that belonged to the alleged Soviet spy Alger Hiss, a trusted member of the State Department. The House Un-American Activities Committee dramatically opened the pumpkin in December 1948, retrieving what were to become known as the Pumpkin Papers. It was upon this discovery that a member of the committee, a smarmy politician named Richard Nixon, launched his dubious political career.




  I drove into Vernonia on the Nehalem River, the nearest town to where I lived and bought a plastic cucumber at a hobby shop. I then drove south on Pebble Creek Road to my cabin on Yam Emet, a private lake owned by Avi Feuer, a lawyer with a wry imagination. The literal transliteration of Yam Emet from Hebrew to English meant Lake Truth or maybe Lake Reality. Never mind that it had once been Pebble Lake, there was no law in Oregon that said a private owner couldn’t rename a lake or that it had to be named lake anything. True, the federal government under an uptight administration had once changed an Oregon place name of Whorehouse Flats to Naughtie Girl Prairie, but that was marginally different. I slit a hole in the fake cucumber, hid the memory card of my camera inside, and nestled the cucumber among the real cucumbers in my garden. The plastic cucumber, containing the video of crows eating a dead girl, looked like the real deal.
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  Life on Yam Emet




  




  Yam Emet was on the west slope of Pebble Mountain just southeast of Vernonia, a forty-five-minute drive east to Port-land that was the source of cops, courts, divorcing couples, fuckups, miscreants and public defenders who were collectively the source of the income I needed to subsidize my foraging and scrounging. I landed on the shores of the lake by the accident of having dug up enough evidence to spare the son of a friend of Avi Feuer, a Portland lawyer. The young man was faced with the indignity of having to serve a stretch in the Oregon State penitentiary for allegedly growing too many marijuana plants to account for casual toking.




  Feuer, an amiable member of the dubious but apparently necessary law profession, owned the thirteen-acre lake in a stand of virgin Douglas fir. Bobby Humptulips, a Nehalem, or at least partly Nehalem had a scrambled ancestry—maybe a little Tillamook with some Cowlitz or even some Scotch, Irish, English or Dutch throw in—lived in Feuer’s fancy summer retreat, a sprawling lodge with six bedrooms. Bobby protected the retreat from casual vandalism and breaking and entering by restless pimple-squeezers and bored morons, plus he took care of Yam Emet, making sure that it was not fouled by creeping aquatic weeds, the introduction of trash fish or the blaring of boom boxes.




  As we smoked some sticky green in celebration of our not-guilty verdict, Feuer offered to build me a cabin on Yam Emet where I could live for nothing if I agreed to help Bobby take care of the lake. All I had to do was keep an eye on his retreat when Bobby was out and about hunting and fishing. Feuer’s logic was simple enough: Bobby Humptulips was a loon, well, a coyote. I was a straight-up loon. Ergo we would get along famously on Yam Emet. The young man I helped keep out of the slammer had construction skills and volunteered to help Bobby and I build my cabin. Feuer sprung for a guy with a fancy backhoe to dig a space for a cellar under my cabin that Bobby and I used to store our food. A sack of potatoes will last months in a good cellar before they start to sprout.




  When the cabin was finished, I carved the totem pole for the entrance of my cabin that was a duck sitting on a coyote atop a beaver. I was a graduate of the University of Oregon hence my preference for totemic ducks. I told Bobby that my totem would scare away evil White Man’s spirits including bill collectors, IRS agents and religionists out to save my soul.




  Feuer was generous but not an idiot. He didn’t mind sharing his lake with fishermen, but he established some sensible rules. The biggest one was that he didn’t want motors or machines that make an annoying racket. Bobby and I both had remotes to open the gate that blocked the road to the lake. Everybody else had to hike five miles. The result was a peaceful lake surrounded by chattering birds and towering Douglas firs that lowed gently in the wind. No screaming kids. No boom boxes. Just a few fishermen who didn’t mind a little hike to reach a quiet lake that had fish in it. As far as I could make out, the catfish on the bottom of the lake did not chant rap lyrics. As I saw it, green living meant uncomplicated living devoid of annoying racket.




  When I worked late in Portland, I slept in the back of my bus.




  The lake was shaped roughly like bowling pin. My cabin faced Feuer’s sprawling retreat about 50 yards across the shoulder of the pin. We each had our own small dock. Bobby had a canoe. I had a 14-foot-long banka or proa made in the manner of the Philippines, which was like a deep, narrow canoe with a long, curving bow, an outrigger with a lateen sail. If there was a breeze on the lake, I sailed serenely around the lake, pausing to float around in favorite spots. If not I used a long sculling oar mounted on a swivel on the stern that I moved back and forth in the water. I built the banka myself. It was elegant and graceful, a pleasure to use on what amounted to my private lake. The solitude and the beauty of the lake was grand! Across the lake, past Feuer’s retreat and over the mountain lay Portland, my Concord. There, in the words of Henry David Thoreau, the residents led lives of quiet desperation and went to the grave with the song still in them.




  At night I liked to sit in my kick-back swivel chair by my window that looked out over the lake and Feuer’s retreat on the far side. This was contemplation time. I liked to sip elderberry wine or take an occasional modest hit on my bong and twist the ends of my ‘stash as I thought about whatever or took notes on the birds I spotted. I played the guitar. Sometimes I wrote dumb songs. In the spring and summer with the window up, the piney air smelled fresh and good. I liked the silence and the occasional snapping of bugs, chattering of birds and trilling of crickets, no noise of vehicle motors, horns or sirens in the background. No dogs barking. I liked it in the fall when the leaves of the deciduous trees were turning yellow and gold and red. I even liked the monotonous rain day after day in the Pacific Northwest winter. I especially liked it on those rare occasions in the winter when the snow floated softly onto the lake, silently into the water. There were few pleasures that could match floating stoned in a banka on an isolated, quiet lake in a snowstorm. The beauty was astonishing.




  The headwaters of Pebble Creek emptied into Yam Emet and exited from it, plunging sharply downhill for its run to the Nehalem River; this enabled Bobby and I, with help from Feuer’s wallet, to install a water wheel that ran a generator that provided juice for the assorted gadgets of civilization including computers, a necessary accruement for life in the modern world. When Feuer and his friends came out to use the retreat, Bobby got lost, sometime sleeping on the floor of my cabin.




  Now looking out over the lake, I selected the clearest shots of the ornithopter and, as Bobby had requested, sent them by attachment to raven@raven.com. I assumed this was Bobby’s sister. I also beamed to Bill Hodge the shots of the ornithopter and the location of the stretch of logging road that the killer used.
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