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A MAN WHO FACES THE GRIM FUTURE OF EARLY ONSET DEMENTIA CONFRONTS THE NAGGING DEMONS OF HIS PAST.


 


Ethan Breen, a widower and middle-aged descendant of Irish immigrants, faces a growing personal crisis. He lives with his college-aged son, Kevin, on his ranch in Texas passed down from his grandfather and father . Ethan's life would appear comfortable, even idyllic. Ethan, however, is dogged by his own, private hell. He realizes that he is suffering the initial symptoms of early onset dementia, a condition that struck both his grandfather and father. He is contemplating killing himself, as his father did.


 


"It is rare to find a truly original voice like that of Evan Moore, an author who is also a gifted story teller with a gripping, taut tale to tell, a story that reads like nonfiction for it rings so true and is so close to so many of us who are experiencing similar things in our life. It is a particular story, wedded to its time and place, and at the same time contains universal truths, a testament to the human spirit and the gifts of the author."—Ray Mouton, attorney, author of In God's House.


 


“The title hints of poetry, perhaps mystery. Indeed long-time newsman and author Evan Moore deftly weaves these elements into Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang. It is the story of a man confronting his future — a future many 


 


of us will confront. But it’s also the story of a man looking at his past. You’ll want to skip to the last chapter before you finish. Don’t.”—Mary Moody, editor, photographer.


 


“Evan Moore's pure writing sweeps us along a road trip of violent, if somewhat colorful, memories and a doubtful future, as he prepares to confront something so awful that most of us just hope it will somehow spare us.”—Ken Hammond, Emeritus Editor of Texas Magazine.
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WHERE LATE THE SWEET BIRDS SANG


That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.




Chapter 1


The big buck worked his way along the creek bank, grazing silently in the false dawn.


The dim glow reflected in a light sheen on the  leaves and grass, still damp from an overnight rain that soaked the rolling plains west of Fort Worth and interrupted the deer‘s evening meal. Sporadic drops now fell from the trees and the scent of wet wood hung in the thick, still air. The occasional drop of water did not bother the buck. He was an old deer, experienced and driven by hunger. He had just shed his tenth set of antlers and he moved easily through the dense brush without them. Still, with each tenuous step, he raised his divot head to check for the sound or scent of danger. Looking uphill to the west in the afterglow of the moon, he could see an open space and, 50 yards beyond, the outline of a wrought iron fence. Behind the fence, almost obscured by towering oaks, loomed an old two-story home, built into the side of a hill. None of that concerned the buck. He had seen it before and he grazed on, secure in the knowledge that he was all but invisible in the dim light and, he thought, alone.


He did not see the man. Behind the fence, in the obscurity of the darkened yard, the man was seated at a small, decorative wrought iron table in a matching, uncomfortable chair. Dressed in a sweat-shirt and faded jeans, his feet in worn house slippers, he was as invisible as the deer. He was middle-aged, not tall, but thick, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest, a frame that once had been hard and muscular, now covered with a comfortable layer of fat. Heavy biceps bunched on his upper arms, and those arms were extended to the table, where his incongruously delicate, long-fingered hands rested, motionless. His face was round and ruddy, the visage of an aging Irish boyo whose once jet-black hair was now graying and whose dark blue eyes now saw the world through glasses. It was a face sculpted by life, the face of a drinker, a fighter, a humorist. Tracks of pleasure and pain showed in the face, along with the creases of laughter. It was the face of a man who might rage or cry, but who would more likely tell a joke with a tear at its heart.


That face remained expressionless now as the man sat and stared toward the early glow of sunrise. Slowly, his gaze dropped to the little table before him and a small cluster of items there. There was a half-full coffee mug — the art class creation of a child, a crude, garish multicolored pottery vessel of purple and yellow with “DAD” etched in red letters on one side and a handle that was slightly askew. There was a white, eight-by-ten spiral notebook with a ballpoint pen inserted in the spine. There was a letter-sized envelope, bulging with papers.


Lying in the center of the table on a slightly oil-stained hand towel, was a nickel-plated Smith & Wesson .38-caliber revolver with a six-inch barrel.


The man reached for the revolver with his right hand and moved it from the table to his lap. He hefted it, testing its weight, then gripped it, his index finger resting loosely on the trigger. He contemplated the gun for a moment, then raised the pistol slowly to his head and placed the muzzle against his right temple. He moved the gun slightly up and down, altering its relation to his skull, then lowered it back to his lap and regarded it again. He then grasped the barrel in his left hand, turning his right to wrap his fingers around the back of the pistol grip with his thumb inserted against the trigger. With the gun in that position, he raised it once more, placing the muzzle against his forehead. Once again he remained motionless for a brief period, then lowered the gun back to his lap. He switched his grip for a third time, again holding the revolver in a conventional fashion in his right hand. He raised it, the butt of the pistol grip pointing away from his chest, the barrel perpendicular to his torso and the muzzle against his lips. He opened his mouth and shoved the barrel inside. His head moved backward slightly as the cold steel touched his palate, then he straightened and remained still in that odd, awkward position.


After a moment, the man withdrew the gun from his mouth and returned it to the hand towel. He picked up the notebook and pen and opened the book to an inside page. A few notations were written there:





	
glasses — nightstand




	
house shoes — right side of bed




	
pistol — dresser under socks




	
table — outside









Below those he made a single entry, “mouth.”


At the creek bank the deer raised his head, sensing movement. He looked toward the house but, seeing no cause for alarm, continued to graze. The sun‘s pale glow was coloring the eastern sky and the chorus of tree frogs and whip-poor-wills was giving way to a few birds that announced the coming of the day. The man reached for the envelope then. It was heavy, filled with papers and a slit had been cut across its top. That slit had once been precise and neat, but its edges were slightly frayed and curled now from the repeated extraction and return of its contents. The man slipped his fingers into the opening and removed a single sheet, folded in thirds, and opened it. Even in the dark, he knew what it contained, knew it by rote. Centered at the top was a letterhead, “Dr. Harvey Gold.” A few spaces below, the text began.


 To: Mr. Ethan Breen


May 1, 2010


Dear Ethan,


I have received the results of your genetic tests.


To get directly to the point, the tests for the amyloid precursor protein (APP) and for the presenilin 1 gene (PSEN1) were negative. Neither is present.


 As you suspected, however, you tested positive for presenilin 2 (Psen2).


Ethan, I want to stress again, as I did when you first approached me about these tests, that the mere presence of Psen2 is not an immutable sentence. You may well not suffer from early onset dementia. The only true tests of any hypothesis are time and repetition and the Psen2 gene has passed neither. It has not been studied as extensively as Psen1 or APP. In fact, the only major study of which I am aware was the one we discussed, that done on a family of German descent. It showed some correlation between the gene and dementia that afflicted most of the adults between the ages of 50 and 65. The study, however, was not exhaustive and there could have been other factors contributing to their dementia as well.


You tested well on all your cognitive and memory examinations and, because I know you personally, I can tell you that your memory is as good if not better than most 60-year-olds’ and better than mine.


I am sending you these results because it is my responsibility as your physician, but, as both your doctor and your friend, I urge you not to base any decisions on them. I understand your concern, and I know your family history, but these test results, by themselves, are not definitive.


I have included the other results, but knowing that the Psen tests were the ones in which you held the most interest, I mention those first. You might also be interested to know that you appear to have no predisposition to heart disease.


If I can be of any further assistance, be sure to call.


Sincerely,


Harvey


The man folded the page carefully back in thirds and returned it to the envelope. He stared at it, then murmured softly to himself.


“Don’t guess anybody can be of further assistance, Harvey. But thanks for offering.”


Somewhere to the east, a rooster crowed. The glow had grown along the eastern horizon and the sun was cresting, its rays beginning to spread color and light. Those rays came slowly at first, then faster, reaching across the creek and through the pasture to the fence, the house, the table and the man. A single beam struck the gleaming nickel of the revolver’s cylinder like a spear and reflected back toward the creek bank in a burst of light.


The deer jerked his head upward at the glint and looked toward it. His sentinel gaze fell on the man, and, for the first time, the two became aware of one another. Their eyes locked and, for a moment that seemed to last much longer, neither moved. Then, the buck wheeled and in one majestic leap, cleared the brush behind him and disappeared back into the wood.


The man watched the deer flee, then rose from the table. He reached into his left front jeans pocket and pulled out six cartridges. He flipped open the cylinder of the revolver and loaded it, then carefully rolled it in the hand towel and gathered it along with the notebook and letter in his left hand. He stood looking at the spot where the deer had been, and raised the coffee mug in a gesture of salute.


“No problem, partner,” he said with a smile.


“Just a dry run.”




Chapter 2


Ethan Breen was a lucky man. He knew he was lucky and did not question his luck. Luck was as much a part of his nature as the color of his eyes or the length of his fingers, an axiom that he had learned in the course of life and now took for granted.


He considered his luck as he trudged through the wet grass toward the front porch of his home. It was not the good fortune of a man who wins the lottery or draws four aces. Rather, it was an accidental gift of preservation, providence that allows a man to live his life two steps in front of the falling tree and three steps behind the bolt of lightning.


The irony of a lucky man practicing suicide amused him and he smiled as he started up the concrete steps. Those steps, six in all, led up to a screened porch that spanned the front of the house, a structure that was a sort of glorified dugout. With a footprint roughly 60-feet square, it was built into a hillside, with the front yard surrounding the first story and the back yard extending around the second. A second story porch, also stretching across the width of the structure, was screened as well. It was an old home, its lower story built of stone in a time when North Texas was a frontier and stone could stop Comanche arrows and bullets. It had fireplaces at both the north and south ends that had once provided its only heat. The second story, built with cypress planks, had been added at some point near the turn of the century, after the chance that the Indians might set it on fire had diminished. Its porch had been converted to a sleeping area and several iron beds were arranged there.


The Breen family moved into the house in 1925 and four generations lived there. Ethan never had any other permanent home.


He crossed the porch, opened the front door and flipped a light switch, illuminating the entry way and the stairs. Visitors might have noticed the heavy, rich aroma of a ranch house long occupied by men, a composite of wood smoke from countless fires in the fireplaces, of leather and tobacco, of yeast and Bourbon whiskey. Ethan noticed nothing. Familiarity had long dulled his senses.


The house itself was divided by the stairway, with a large kitchen and dining room on the north and a living room on the south. Upstairs were four bedrooms. Only two were occupied now, by Ethan and his son, Kevin. To his right was the kitchen, dark now. To the left was the living room, where an aging leather camel-back sofa sat facing a fireplace. Above the mantel hung an old cedar plank with the name “Cashel” burned into its surface. Below it, a gnarled stick that ended in a knot, a Blackthorn shillelagh. One, a sign of homage to an Irish town Ethan had never seen. The other, an Irish cudgel no Breen ever carried.


Ethan looked up the stairs. Four generations of Breens, husbands, wives and children, stared back at him from photographs, dozens of them that covered the walls of the front hall and extended up either side of the stairway. The serious, square Black Irish faces of his ancestors all regarded him from those photographs. No red hair, no freckles, only the well-balanced, light complexioned faces of people with black hair and wide-set eyes. To Ethan, they all seemed to bear the same expression of flat, somber disapproval. He often wondered when people began smiling for photographs. The Breens clearly did not adopt the practice until well after the 1950s. Face after face looked back at him with silent accusation just as they had for the past 60 years. As a youth, Ethan imagined that all those faces spent most of their time with toothsome grins, but somehow lost them as soon as he came into view.


He mounted the stairs, turned to his right and stepped into his bedroom. He set the coffee cup on an end table and crossed the room to an oak dresser against the far wall. The room was Spartan, too neat to be lived in. A king-sized bed with its covers carefully spread, sat to his right and a leather easy chair and lamp occupied one corner. Only one picture hung in the room, at the center of the wall over the dresser. From its frame beamed the face of a dark-haired woman with a wistful smile. Ethan gazed at the picture as he opened the top drawer of the dresser and slid the revolver, wrapped in its towel, beneath the socks. Dora Breen‘s smile was one of the few that shone from any of the photographs in the house and Ethan never failed to look at the picture of his wife. The room had been his and Dora’s, but Ethan no longer slept there. He hadn’t slept there in almost seven years, not since the wreck.


The word “wreck” still brought an inward pang. It happened on the interstate one morning when Dora Breen was on her way to the office where she and Ethan managed their string of weekly newspapers. He left first as usual, waving a brief, wordless goodbye to her from the door, and headed on. An hour later a gravel truck overturned on her car, smashing the top against her skull as it spilled its load, burying her in small stones. She never returned home from the wreck, just remained in a hospital bed near death but unable to die for days until she finally breathed her last. And Ethan never slept in that room again. He tried, but a series of sleepless nights in the wide half-empty bed proved too painful. He now slept in the spare room in bad weather and on the sleeping porch most of the year.


What would you want me to do? 


Ethan regarded the picture, searching for an answer he knew would not come. He always asked Dora about all the big steps, all the big decisions. She had been his advisor, his confessor, his friend and his lover. She was his wife and the mother of their son. At times, he thought he could almost hear her voice. But no answer came this time.


He did not know how long he stood before the picture. Lately, he realized, he’d begun standing for protracted intervals in front of the dresser, staring at the photo. He reached to straighten it slightly. There was a smudge on the glass, where two lips had pressed against it, but he made no move to clean it. He placed the envelope and the notebook in the drawer, closed it and turned from the room.


He picked up the cup and started back down the stairs. Out of habit, he reached to straighten the picture at the top of the landing. The frame held the face of his father, the ruggedly handsome countenance of Seamus Breen. It was a strong face accented by a grand set of eyebrows. Ethan’s father’s most notable characteristic was his impressive brows. Heavy, dark and supple, they sat like garlands above the fine features.


 Garlands would have been as fitting. Seamus Breen excelled at everything he undertook. As a toddler he was regarded as a prodigy. As a boy, he was a celebrated athlete and a remarkable student. Seamus Breen never made less than an “A” in any class and the teams he played on rarely lost. He became the first in his family to attend college, then went on to practice law as a plaintiff’s attorney whose specialty was cross examination. His eloquent phrases uttered in an authoritative baritone wooed and entertained juries while the arch of one of those coal-black eyebrows and expression of devastating scorn wilted many a witness.


Women loved him, men respected him and his parents reveled in his achievements, all of which combined to convince Seamus that he had been placed on earth to give other, less fortunate human beings the privilege of adoring him. The greatest of those opportunities he bestowed on the quiet, beautiful wife who deferred to him. Seamus loved her in return as much as he loved any other person, so much that he forgave her for bearing a son he could not love. 


A son’s failings did not weigh heavily on Seamus Breen. When the courts recessed in the evenings, he stuffed his files in his briefcase and, after an interlude at his favorite bar, drove back to the ranch. That stop in the bar did not dull his acuity. It fueled it and Seamus Breen brought his courtroom qualities to his home, where his wife and son waited, one with dutiful anticipation and the other with a sense of dread.


Seamus Breen never struck his son. Such an act would have been beneath him. He rarely scolded him, because he seldom noticed him. When he did, it was with the same perplexed, somewhat offended attitude with which he might regard a freak of nature, a bearded woman, a two-headed goat. Seamus could never quite bring himself to like the boy. Ethan was too scattered, too lacking in any competitive spirit, too much of an overall disappointment who never seemed to realize his potential.


Seamus watched as his son was ranked as a near genius on IQ exams, then failed classes in school. He wondered at the polite young man who was always in trouble, at the strapping, muscular youth who repeatedly got into fights, but never joined any team. Ethan, Seamus decided, was his burden, his trial of Job, the one vexing problem he could not solve. Eventually, the sight of Ethan walking up the road from the school bus, emerging from the barn, or arriving late at the dinner table would bring an arch to one of those famous eyebrows and a clench of quiet resignation to his jaw.


That same face stared out from the photograph at the top of the stairs.


And what would be your advice, Father, you cold-hearted bastard? Rhetorical question at best. I know exactly what you’d do. You did it yourself.


Funny how he could remember the day his father shot himself in such detail while yesterday seemed so distant. Two months earlier, Ethan began questioning his own memory. They were only little lapses. He sometimes misplaced his car keys, his glasses. But, hell, didn‘t everyone? But then, there was the auto-tune. Twice now he had been watching the news when another program appeared on the screen with the little box reminding him that he previously selected it. It was annoying the first time and frightening the second. In neither case did he recall setting the damn thing. It was about that time that the insomnia started. He never was a sound sleeper, but lately he could only sleep for four, possibly five hours, then he awakened. Sometimes he laid there, trying vainly to fall back asleep. More often, he rose and made coffee. Today he decided to make better use of the time. He went outside to practice suicide.


It was not an act of despair. It just seemed a good time to get that done. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do it. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to. He still was not certain. Suicide was for the hopeless, the suffering who could bear life no longer. He was neither.


No, but you could become both. 


But he couldn’t be sure. Even after he approached Harvey, asked for the tests and gotten the results, he couldn’t be sure, could he? Hell yes, he could and, even if he couldn‘t, he started making arrangements. Just in case, he started keeping a list of things in the notebook. Things he would need to recall when — maybe — he couldn’t. He considered labeling the book Moments to Remember, but decided the humor was out of place, so he left the cover blank. He updated his will, made an inventory of his holdings and placed both in a safety deposit box that both he and Kevin had access to. He had the power of attorney ready for Kevin to sign and arranged a prepaid cremation.


Wonder what you’ve forgotten?


He reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped in to the kitchen. Lifting the coffee pot, he poured the remaining dregs in the sink and started a new one. Outside, the sun was beaming and he heard the crackle of tires on the gravel road. Through the kitchen window he could see the front bumper of the old truck as it appeared at the bottom of the hill. The bed was loaded with hay and, as it labored up toward the barn, he could see Kevin driving. The kid never came home last night. It was not the first time, but he wouldn’t ask why. Kevin was 21 now, a handsome kid. Looked like his mother, taller and fairer than Ethan, but with a face that still showed the evenly balanced, Breen features. “Too old to keep tabs on. Still, Ethan worried about the boy when he was out late. He and his son didn’t speak much these days. Not much and not enough.


Not since Dora died.


Maybe Kevin would go with him on the trip. He started planning it a week earlier — even traded in his old Lincoln on a new SUV that he was going to pick up today. Part of the arrangements. He thought of it as the “goodbye trip," though he figured it was really more a journey backwards. Ethan was never able to say the right goodbyes, but he thought they were important. Things were never quite finished without them. His last gesture to Dora was a perfunctory wave. The last words from his father had been an unfinished sentence. There were a handful of people who had figured prominently in his life whom he wanted to find and tell goodbye. A few friends to bid farewell, maybe an enemy to forgive. Then there was Fitz. Poor Fitz. Of all of them, he most wanted to find out what became of Fitz. He’d never forgotten what they did to Fitz, what he did to Fitz and the night it all came to an ugly, bloody end.


He wished he could tell Fitz he was sorry.




Chapter 3


The diesel engine in the old pickup growled as Kevin Breen drove slowly to the barn. Eighteen bales of alfalfa were straining the springs and the truck swayed slightly with each bump in the road, but Kevin paid little attention and stared straight ahead.


 The ball of pain was still there, coiled in a knot in his chest. He could still picture Ana, sitting in the old truck beside him, her black hair spilling over her shoulders, shimmering in the light from passing cars, the dark Mayan eyes that pierced his soul and her beautiful, serious features. She spoke softly, smelling like lilacs, and she tore his world apart.


She called just as he was getting the hay loaded at the feed store and asked where he was. The hay was an afterthought. The day was waning before he remembered he was supposed to get it and he barely made it to the store before closing.


“I’m getting a load of hay, but I can come over,” he said.


“No,” she said. “I’ll come to the feed store. I don’t want you to come to my house.”


He knew it would be bad then. He heard it in her voice and he knew Ana Flores too well. Besides, he had seen something coming for weeks, the detachment, the long silences. Now it was happening. Dusk was falling as he watched her aging, decrepit little Ford roll into the parking lot and pull up beside his truck. She stepped out and climbed onto the seat beside him. She didn’t smile or kiss him as she usually did. Instead, she looked down at her hands for a moment, then directly into his eyes.


“We can’t keep on like this, Kevin.” She was always like that, ripping right into what was on her mind. The words were simple enough, direct enough, but he rejected them.


“What do you mean? I thought things were good? I thought we’ve been pretty happy together.”


“We are, but it’s not gonna last. We’ve talked about it. I know it. You know it, too. It’s better that we stop it now, before we get hurt too bad.”


“But I love you. You said you loved me.”


“Kevin, you’re a rich white boy. I’m a Mexican girl with a drunk for a father and a whore for a mother. I’ve got five brothers and they’re all a bunch of matones. You know Paco. He’s gonna wind up in prison. He’s gonna kill somebody and I don’t want it to be you. Right now, he thinks you stole dope from him. I told him it wasn’t you, that it was probably one of his thug friends, but I don’t think he believes me.” 


“Dope? What dope?” Kevin was incredulous. He hadn‘t stolen any dope and if he was going to steal any, it wouldn’t be from Ana’s maniac of a brother.


“It was a bunch of heroin, Kevin.” Ana’s face darkened with anger. “My bastard brother hid it in my car and I didn’t know it. I guess he figured nobody would look there and he didn‘t care if I got in trouble for his dope. He went to get it last night and it was gone, so he started blaming you.


“I’m telling you ‘cause you need to stay away from him. I’m not gonna be here to stop anything, even if I could. I talked to my Aunt Rosa in California this afternoon. Her husband has a new job and he’s making a lot more money. They got a new house and she says I can come out and live with them near Los Angeles. I can get a job out there, get back in school. I have to get out of here. If I stay here, I’ll never get away from my family.”


The words came too fast, too hard and she stopped to catch her breath.


“There are two worlds in this same little place we both live in, Kevin, the one you live in and the one I live in. Yours is good, but you can’t leave it. Mine sucks and I have to.


“And besides, I love you, but I don’t think I love you enough. And I don’t think you love me enough either. Not to go through what will happen to us if we stay together.”


He stared at her blankly. He wanted to stop her, to yell, to pound his fists, but he only stared at her. His breathing was shallow and the pain in his chest was growing, a palpable, throbbing ball that left him almost doubled in the seat.


She might as well have hit me with a sledgehammer.


She kissed him then, lightly on the cheek, then opened her door and stepped out and walked to her car. He watched her drive out of the parking lot and turn onto the highway. He kept watching as her old car disappeared over the last hill. Finally, he started the truck and began driving toward home. He was dazed, in a sort of fog and two miles down the road, he realized he was creeping down the shoulder of the highway and other drivers were honking at him. He pulled off the pavement and sat there and started to shake. He had not felt anything like this since his mother died. He tightened his muscles and gripped the wheel. His breathing was ragged, almost sobs, but he didn’t cry. He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, but a clap of thunder brought him back to the present. To the west, the sky was dark. He saw lightning and he knew he’d have to hurry to get home with the load of hay before the rain hit. He pulled back onto the two-lane and gunned the old truck, feeling the cool, damp rush from the windows. He made it almost to the ranch when the first drops began to splatter on the windshield.


Preston place, he thought, remembering an old ranch that adjoined theirs. The Prestons left long before he was born. The house burned some years earlier, but the barn remained. The front gate with its rusted lock fell off its hinges years before and he could pull in there and wait out the storm. He turned off the pavement, drove over the cattle guard, up the rutted, overgrown drive and pulled into the barn just as the rain began in earnest. He’d saved the hay, but made himself a prisoner with his memories. Through the scent of alfalfa, the barn dust and the smell of rodent urine he could still catch the lightest trace of lilacs from the empty seat where Ana had been. He reached beneath the seat and retrieved a fifth of whiskey. Early Times. Not the world’s best, but it was whiskey, a bottle maybe half full. Early Tombs, he thought as he opened the cap and took a long drink. Not enough to get stinking drunk on, but better than nothing.


He and Ana Flores were never a predictable couple, but that made no difference to Kevin. He first noticed her in algebra class, a slim, dark girl with long black hair and deep, liquid eyes. He thought she was the most beautiful thing ever and he started dating her as a senior. She was untouchable. Not chaste, but untouchable. They’d had sex, but she always seemed to be somewhere else, watching him from afar. Maybe watching him fondly, he hoped, but not with him. That remote quality only heightened his devotion. They‘d been inseparable for almost two years, joined at the hip, but lately she became even more distant, talking about getting away from her brothers, mostly her brother, Paco.


He knew Paco as well. The Flores brothers all worked in the family wood yard when they weren‘t in jail. They were all petty thieves and dope dealers and Paco Flores was the oldest and the worst of all. He graduated from being the meanest, toughest kid in high school to become a full-fledged criminal. Kevin watched Paco as a tenth grader in a fight with a senior on the parking lot. The senior was older and bigger, but Paco was meaner. As the two boys circled each other, shoes sliding on the asphalt, Paco waited until the older boy swung at him. He jerked back and, as the large boy was off balance, Paco pulled a tire tool from inside his jacket and whaled the other boy’s right knee. When the larger boy went down, Paco kicked him in the face, then dragged him to a nearby car, threw open the front door and jammed the boy’s head in the door frame. Kevin could still remember the sound the door made when Paco slammed it on the other kid’s head. He could still remember Paco’s laugh when he did it.


That was before Kevin realized he was in love with Ana Flores. It didn’t matter who her brother was once he saw her. He thought she was beautiful.


You won’t see her again.


He took another drink of the whiskey, wishing he had something to chase it with, and listened to the rain. He tried the truck radio, but it was all but inaudible. The clatter on the barn roof was a roar. He switched off the radio and took another drink. He didn‘t feel so much like sobbing now, but the pain was still there. Impulsively, he pulled the cell phone from his pocket and punched Ana’s number. It went to voicemail and he knew he’d never get an answer. He thought of calling his father, but the old man would probably be asleep. He shoved the phone back into his pocket.


He finished the bottle. The pain wasn’t so bad now, or maybe it was. Maybe it was just dormant, waiting to wrap around his chest again. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to happen. You were supposed to find somebody you loved and they were supposed to love you too, not leave you sitting in a truck with a load of hay in a goddamned feed store parking lot. He hefted the bottle and hurled it through the open, passenger side window, smashing it against the old barn wall.


The rain was still falling in a steady rhythm on the barn roof. Kevin leaned back against the seat in a comforting fog of alcohol and self-pity and drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 4


 It was the birdhouse that changed Ethan Breen’s life.


It happened on a cold day in November, 1965. It was a day of last things, the day the season changed from fall to winter, the last day he would spend in public school, his last full conversation with his father. A stiff wind was blowing that morning as Ethan boarded the school bus and headed off for school. He shivered as he took his seat, thinking he should have worn a jacket.


He had just turned 15 and, just as the seasons were changing, so was his life.


He could have seen it coming, he realized later. For most of his childhood he swung between the extremes of attempting to please Seamus Breen and trying to infuriate him while inwardly railing over the futility of both. When those attempts failed, he turned to his own avocation, the single-minded effort to destroy any possible chance for his own future, an endeavor, he later realized, that was thwarted only by his intrinsic luck.


The Imp of the Perverse rode his shoulder. Young Ethan Breen’s report cards were studies in contrast, half As, half Fs. He was powerfully built, but showed no interest in sports and seemed to prefer manual labor on the ranch. He read, but his choices were always a mystery to his father. Flannery O’Connor’s The Violent Bear It Away rested on his nightstand alongside a dog-eared copy of Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf, books that Seamus Breen had paged through and found nothing to interest him.


He was almost always polite until he was outrageously out of order and he was often in trouble in school. Adults thought he was shy, while Ethan knew he was angry, angry at himself for being unable to please Seamus Breen and angry at Seamus Breen for being a father he could not please. His anger was a daily companion. It began growing sometime after breakfast and stayed with him until some point in the afternoon. Physical effort could make it diminish, and he often came home from school only to begin stacking hay or splitting wood. By evening, the anger was gone, but it always returned, simmering beneath the surface, ready to explode. When it did, it was usually among his peers. His quiet demeanor invited taunting and it took only a few derisive remarks to stir Ethan’s rage. At 15, he did not realize that rage has its price.


 Nor did he know it was the birdhouse that would stir it. Ninth-grade students were expected to choose a shop project and complete it by mid-term. Ethan’s choice was a bird house. With no real carpentry skills and a reticence to ask for help, he executed its construction with the skill of a blind ape. As it neared completion, it became clear that the birdhouse was not square. Nails jutted through its corners, its floor was loose and it appeared ready to collapse. Ethan began looking at it with embarrassment.


At school he stepped off the bus and headed for shop class, his first of the day. He stepped into line with a dozen other boys and shuffled into the room, actually a small warehouse, with drills, lathes and table saws arranged on a concrete floor. At one end was a small storeroom, where students kept their projects that were in progress. Ethan walked to the storeroom with the others. He opened his locker, removed the birdhouse and heard a voice behind him.


“What’s that thing?” The tone was exaggerated and mocking.


Ethan turned. It was Ralph Givvens, a boy he knew only by name. He had never spoken with Givvens, but he had noticed him watching him during shop class.


“It’s a birdhouse,” Ethan said.


“Looks more like a shit-house,” said Givvens, as he reached over and knocked the half-made structure from Ethan’s hands. The rickety little construction fell to the concrete floor. Ethan looked down at the birdhouse, now broken in several places, then back at Givvens, who, along with several others, was laughing. For a moment he saw only the color white, a blinding white that obscured everything else in the room. Then, Givvens came back into focus. Instantly, he hated Givvens, hated his voice, his grin and his face.
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