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“Few are guilty but all are responsible. Indifference to evil is more insidious than evil itself.”

–– Rabbi Abraham Heschel 

 “There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.”

–– Henry David Thoreau

 “You may choose to look the other way but you can never say again that you did not know.”

–– William Wilberforce

“I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word in reality. This is why right, temporarily defeated, is stronger than evil triumphant.”

–– Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

“All it takes for the triumph of evil is for good men to stand by and do nothing”

	–– Edmund Burke

 

 

 

 

 

To eight-year-old Maelys de Araujo, whose body was found six months after she was abducted from a wedding reception in Pont-de-Beauvoisin, France. Having prayed for this little angel’s safe return to no avail, I feel as if I have lost my daughter, joining her family in grieving her loss.

 

To my mother and fellow author Judith Ann Hogan (‘Shrooms; The Shade), whose first book inspired mine.

 

In loving memory of Donald R. Schuster of Richmond Heights MO, my Replacement Dad.




Chapter I


Wanda Smith smiled as she gazed at the hummingbird feeding outside her window. She was an early riser and, though the sun had yet to rise, the bird’s plumage — red or green depending on how the light caught it — added a splash of color to a watery backdrop indistinguishable from the sky this time of day. Watching the hummingbirds feed was a comforting ritual, strange given what had happened eight years ago. Despite the violent jostling of as many as half a dozen of them, watching them feed was a chance to confront these creatures and somehow be at peace with them; indeed, it was part of the healing process. Nowadays, she was able to convince herself that what had happened was a fluke, courtesy of the global warming phenomenon nearly everyone was saying was turning the laws of nature on their collective ear.

Another hummingbird entered the scene, and even through the glass she could hear the buzzing of their wings. Lots of people fed the hummingbirds at Lake Tanaka, her neighbors marveling that her feeder should get so much more traffic than theirs, to the point she was filling it every night. The reason was simple enough: While they did the usual four-parts-water-to-one-part-sugar, her ratio was two-to-one. While hummingbirds needed insects for protein, it was nectar (including in manmade form) that gave them the carbs necessary to maintain a metabolism so voracious as to make starvation seem imminent. Thus, the ferocious battles that raged around the feeder, she supposed. She thought about getting more than one feeder, but more than one made it a commitment. It owned you, just as Thoreau had warned about the plight of too many possessions in Walden Pond. She also preferred a single feeder for purely selfish reasons: It made for better entertainment as she watched the show in her robe and slippers, drinking coffee mixed with chocolate malt powder.

A third hummingbird entered the scene, dive-bombing the first one as a smudge of pink smeared the horizon. Many told her she had the best view on the lake, and she couldn’t disagree. Her house faced slightly southwest, affording her glimpses of both the sunrise and sunset from her window, a near-panorama from her deck. Then there was the swimming platform forty yards out, crawling with kids in the summer, with an unimpeded view of the dam and the crowns of trees peeking above it. Given the right attitude, mornings like these gave her a pleasant feeling of solitude. The day’s first precious half-hour: before the machinations of breakfast and preparations for her half-days at the used clothing store on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Not that she needed the money. Between Social Security and her pension from the care center and Roy’s railroad pension, she had plenty. Rather, it was the sense of purpose that so many of her retired friends lacked. As much as anything, the job was a way to escape their griping, the disproportionate significance medical problems had taken on in their lives — as if living had become an endurance race, with an absurd measure of pride taken in surviving the blows it dished out.

When she didn’t have the right attitude, such mornings were tinged with melancholy and regret, usually involving memories of her husband. Roy going past in the boat with his buddy Ambrose, cheerfully shrugging his shoulders and shouting that once again they’d caught more beers than fish on this hundred-acre lake. Roy chugging up the hill with the mower only to swing it around and go back down; “When I need a ridin’ mower for this little yard it’s time to pack it in,” he’d say, smiling and waving as she watched from the window, she miming with raised eyebrows and a finger pointed at her glass and he, ever macho, shushing her with his raised hand. He’d be through soon enough, and then beer would be his beverage of choice. Roy sitting on the big, smooth log by the lake, playing with the tomcat that was so much like him until a coyote — the first anyone had ever seen on the lake, and this, too, they blamed on global warming — dispatched him one night with a terrible squalling. That was three years ago, and it hurt her almost as much as losing Roy. Both of them had loved that cat; losing him was like severing the last physical connection to her husband. The bridge she had built to his memory was becoming ever more rickety. More and more she could see only his back as he pushed the mower down the hill, his body lost in the shimmer of the late afternoon sun on the water. God, how she missed him! How desperate and hopeless and suffocating her longing, like trying to reach back into a past she could never retrieve! That was another benefit of this job: it gave her less time to think about Roy. In some ways a full-time job would have been ideal. Everyone at the shop loved her and, the wages being as low as they were — certainly not enough to support herself, even in a small Missouri town an hour south of St. Louis — it was conceivable she could have worked full-time. She tried working half-time, adding Tuesdays and Thursdays to the mix, but even then it was too much. She found herself needing a recovery day in between. Sometimes it alarmed her how much stamina she’d lost since her nursing days.

The day was gaining momentum, the pink smudge on the horizon turning to orange, then a flaming red that turned the underside of the clouds into rumpled cloth soaked with blood.

Red sky at morning…, she thought. 

This morning she saw blood in the clouds. Drawn as irresistibly as her tongue to a loose tooth, her mind went back eight years.

Anniversaries were like this; she knew it well from her work at the care center, for older people especially. They became more agitated, more depressed, and all it took was a glimpse at their charts to see why. Then, the mental health people would be called in, a little extra TLC doled out, and it would pass… until the next anniversary. Funny how acutely aware people were of their anniversaries when they were so out of it in so many other ways. Something instinctive about them. The Anniversary Clock, it seemed, kept on ticking on long after most others had stopped. 

As if to prove this to herself, she glanced at the calendar. It was a hummingbird calendar (what else?) her daughter had given her. She marveled at the skill it must have taken to capture one hummingbird after another in mid-flight. Depending on the effect the photographer was after, sometimes the wings were frozen, sometimes blurred. Always the birds had a jewel-like quality that couldn’t help but elicit a smile of admiration for God’s handiwork. The circled dates, the filled-in boxes of birthdays and get-togethers, the Special Event that seemed to occur every month or so, distracted her as she turned the pages, for the moment forgetting why she had picked it up. She smiled as she remembered, turning the calendar to the current month. The date was not hard to find because this was the month: April. Today was the 14th, and it had happened on the 15th.

A shudder went through her as she remembered this date eight years ago. It had happened, right here, as Roy was getting out of his car. She was making a salad, the potatoes already scrubbed and a couple of steaks tenderized and smeared with fresh garlic and ready for the grill. It was Friday, and dinner was an Event on Friday: the day of the week they made love, both of them surprised by how good it still felt, with no need for those little blue pills; Friday, that glorious day of transition from week to weekend. That day she had lost two of her favorite patients, with the social worker attending a conference and one patient’s family in the building at the time. Everything was agitated that day. Hummingbirds filled the sky in an iridescent roar that pulsated red and green and blue depending on which way they moved, and that was mainly down. Raining down like a hail of darts as Roy emerged from his car, babbling to the neighbors about how a man down at the shop, a neighbor of his from the lake, was killed by hummingbirds, coming from nowhere, seemingly without reason, six miles from here. He was just stepping into the carport, his body divided between light and shadow, when a hundred hummingbirds came surging up the hill. 

“Ah!” he cried as they went for his eyes, despite the fact he was wearing glasses. 

She still had his glasses, wondering why she’d bothered to save them; another way to keep his memory alive, perhaps? Their shattered left lens with missing shards of glass, bloody cracks long faded to brown. The coroner had said this was the fatal blow, that the bird had gone through the lens and, at the cost of shredding its own body, plunged through his eye and into his brain. Only its rear legs and tail feathers emerged, and the ER staff shook their collective heads at something they had never seen before.

Two birds went for his right eye, and soon Roy was no longer yelling, he was lying on his back convulsing as the neighbors retreated to their house and peered from the safety of their window. For a long time, Wanda had hated them for that. She did not think,  she only reacted. Storming out the door. Swatting at the birds with a broom. They converged upon her, and she nearly stumbled over the threshold as she backed into the house, shielding her eyes with her forearm.

One of them got into the house, and she raged after it. Closing one door, then another, the bird panicking as the playing field shrank.

Too bad, you little bastard! This is for Roy! her mind cried. 

She smashed a lamp, broke old china, and knocked half a dozen pictures off the wall before she connected, slamming the bird against the wall. Bringing the part of the broom where the bristles met the handle down on its eggshell head. Her heart was thudding, hot tears streaming down her face. Rage made her fearless, ready to go outside and have at them, no longer caring what happened to her as long as she could take out as many of them as she could. Not bothering to look, she burst outside, the world flushed by her anger — only to find them gone.

Roy lay across the grate that separated the carport from the driveway, some of the blood that bubbled out of him soaking into the gravel, looking as if he had died of lingchi, or death by a thousand cuts. No area of exposed skin was untouched, with many new areas created through the tears in his flannel shirt and his denim coveralls. His eyes were reduced to bloody holes, his glasses lying nearby. But the thing she could never forget was his mouth. The same laughing mouth that could spin one yarn after another, tell dirty jokes with the best of them, yet still kiss her with a softness that belied his gruff exterior. A mouth that was reduced to that of a badly carved pumpkin, his teeth visible in spite of it being closed. Giving him the appearance of laughing even as he was dying…

Whomp!

A hummingbird hit the window, hard enough to jolt her from her reverie and form a bloody spider web in the glass. Not being the world’s brightest creatures, birds tended to fly into windows, sometimes hard enough to break their necks. The fact her kitchen window lined up with the picture window that overlooked her deck gave the illusion of clear sailing. Every couple of months, a bird hit the window, but never a hummingbird and never like this. She watched as it peeled off the glass in a splash of red and green that seemed a cheerful irony to its death.

The sun was up now, red giving way to purple ranks of clouds that streamed across a pale, blue sky. Six birds were buzzing around the feeder now, with them the notion her morning ritual was about to change. What had just happened brought back a memory of Roy that wasn’t content to remain in the past, a memory that was actively reaching for her in the present.

Drink up, you little bastards. Tonight this feeder comes down… and stays down!

The rest of the day passed without incident, as most of her days did. True, it did make the time go faster, but that was how she wanted it. Since Roy’s death, it seemed she was only marking time, just wanting her life to pass as comfortably as possible. Sometimes she was afraid a sort of living rigor mortis was creeping into her and that she might be clinically depressed. 

I’ll cross that bridge when I can no longer will myself out of bed in the morning, she decided, secretly detesting all the smiling mental health cheeseballs she’d been forced to deal with in her days as a charge nurse.

That night she dreamed, a variation of the dream she’d been having for ten years now. It was a curious dream because the visual — hummingbirds at a feeder — never matched the aural: a man talking to a girl. She’d once shared the dream with Roy, and damned if he could make any sense of it:

“Come, join me on the couch, love,” the man said. “Our show is on.”

“I cannot,” the girl said, in an accent that sounded French. “I have a paper due tomorrow, and I have not even started.”

“What is the paper about?”

“Hummingbirds.”

“Surely there is plenty of information about hummingbirds on the ‘Net,” the man said. “Come, spend some time with me, and I’ll run something off for you first thing in the morning.”

“But that would be cheating,” the girl said. “My English is not so good. The teacher will know I cheated.”

“You will not get in trouble, I assure you. Come.”

“But…”

“Come! There, that’s better. How about you sit on Papa’s lap, and we watch some TV together?”

“I am still sore. Can we not just cuddle?”

“I miss my girl. She looks so pretty tonight! I want to be close to her.”

“Well, OK.”

“Slip off your panties. Lift up your nightie. Lower yourself; I’ll help you. Don’t worry, I’m lubed. He’ll go right in. Ah, there we go. Nice and easy. Just ease yourself down. That’s my good girl, my pretty girl. I’ll be gentle, I promise. See, isn’t that nice?”

“It hurts a little.”

“It will be OK. Now relax, and let’s watch the show.”

“Ow, it hurts! I am not ready!”

“It will be OK, love. We’ve done this before. Just relax.”

“Ow!”

“There we go. See, it’s not so bad. I’m all the way in. Now just move up and down. Pretend you’re on a merry-go-round. I'll help you. Up and down. Slow and gentle. Doesn’t that feel good?”

“Ow, it hurts! It feels like I am on fire!”

“It will get better, my dear. I promise.”

“No, it hurts! I want to get off!”

“You will get off when I say so! Don’t forget whose house this is! Don’t forget I can send you to the best college in the country or send you back home to grow potatoes with your family! I’m sorry, love. I don’t mean to get upset. I just want to be close to my girl, that’s all.”

Sound of whimpering.

“Relax, love. Ah, we’re almost there! Ah! Ah! Ah! Oh yes, love! Yes! Oh, yes!”

“Ughhhh!”

“Shh, it’s OK. Here, let me help you off. You can go work on your paper now. Oh, are you bleeding? I'm sorry.”

Sound of sniffling. “I told you I was sore.”

“I’m sorry, love. Really, I am. Tell you what, this Saturday we’ll buy that dress we were talking about and a pair of shoes to go with it. And maybe even a necklace. Then we’ll have a nice dinner. You pick the place. OK?”

“OK.”

“That’s my girl.”


 




Chapter II 


Things move too fast at a big city newspaper, so fast that the stories that seem insignificant go whizzing by without a second thought.

So thought Paul Mahr, editor of The Harper Gazette. A pattern was emerging, one he wondered if anyone else saw. Every April 15th for the last ten years, other than taxes being due. That was the problem: Taxes overshadowed everything else, including big things that sometimes lurked in the shadows.

He rubbed his eyes. God, but running a newspaper, even a biweekly, was hard on the eyes! Although he had heard the horror stories about laser surgery, having peered through glasses with lenses thick as furniture coasters for many years now, he decided he had little to lose. The surgery was no less than a godsend, his euphoria lasting an entire year. 

20/20 vision at last! No more being tied to big, clunky glasses draped over your nose like saddlebags on Sancho Panza’s donkey! 

While his eyes were more light-sensitive than before and he never drove in the daytime without sunglasses, what a joy it was to watch a baseball game with his own eyes! Ever married to his job — his eyes (tiny, shrewish, and somehow alien behind those lenses) providing a further hurdle to his social life — Mahr experienced a sudden spike in popularity. For the first time, women noticed his eyes, and, by golly, they were the same, luminous shade as Paul Newman’s, even if he lacked the face to go with them. He compensated by growing his hair, giving him a slightly dangerous Bohemian look. Before he knew it, he was a pseudo-chick magnet at forty-five.

But that was a year ago, before the novelty had worn off. The fact of the matter was he was good at his job; few people seemed to realize editing was nearly as important as writing, making sense of the slop writers passed off as a “story,” and he loved what he was doing except for the fact it was killing his eyes. Although he discounted the previous eye exam to simple fatigue, his second and most recent exam after a good night’s sleep indicated a slippage in his vision to 20/40. Still good enough to drive, good enough to watch a ballgame, but slipping, and he knew it could only get worse. He looked at one of the old eye exercise books he’d once deluded himself into thinking was a cure… that is, if you were willing to avoid sugar and TV and wearing glasses as much as possible; if you were willing to work each eye more than the other by wearing an eye patch in your spare time; if you were able to make yourself relax in a biz where there was no such thing (“relaxation is all-important,” the books invariably said); if you were willing to dedicate your whole fricking life to eye health! He looked at the book and resumed doing a couple of exercises that had given him some relief: “sunning” to rest and stimulate the eyes; “palming” as an emergency balm for eyestrain. The latter involved propping your elbows on a large book (a St. Louis phone directory was perfect) and cupping your hands around your closed eyes until they felt warm and moist, all the while breathing deeply and trying to relax. The rub was being able to do this at work when you most needed to. Always a well-meaning coworker asking if you were OK, in the process shattering any peace you had achieved. It was no use. Nothing but sleep and eye drops — a chemical crutch to the eyes’ natural production of tears that ultimately wasn’t good for them — could erase the burning sensation. It didn’t help when his ophthalmologist smiled and mentioned the need for “periodic adjustments.”

“Laser surgery may fix bad vision,” he said, “but it doesn’t make the eyes any stronger or fix bad habits.”

Like staring into a computer screen, Mahr thought dejectedly.

It was early Friday evening, his eyes already burning from a day at the word processor, and the petering out of  a six-month relationship which had at least temporarily made women seem loathsome, and here he was, staring into the screen. Unable to put to rest the pattern he saw taking shape over the last ten years on April 15th. It was easy to see because it was happening only twelve miles away, on Lake Tanaka, just outside of Benson. Although the couple of hundred families who lived on the lake were comprised of everyone from retirees to working professionals to future retirees on a weekend sabbatical from the city, every year on this date there were deaths, and they weren’t limited to a specific group. Not the usual someone getting drunk and drowning or getting drunk and running his car into a tree — the lake being notorious for alcohol consumption — but dying strangely.

In ways that involved hummingbirds.

The first year it was Ed Mawley, napping in his hammock while his wife was in town running errands. She returned to find his face purple, his eyes bulging out of their sockets, his hands dangling lifelessly at his sides. There was a tiny feather in his teeth, and when they pried open his mouth they found five hummingbirds lodged in his throat.

Last year it was ten people, two families who had tied their pontoon boats together for one of those water picnics that invariably involved drinking and swimming. Except alcohol wasn’t the problem, or a drowning. It was the hummingbirds. Every year at this time, there were suddenly a lot of them congregating in the trees beyond the dam. The day was unseasonably warm. Many boats were out, their owners availing themselves of that rare warm day in mid-April. Then, as eyewitnesses described it, the birds rose en masse — thousands of them, buzzing and flashing red and green against the sky like a swarm of monster hornets — and descended upon the lake, upon the families and their boats as they were cleaning up after the Sunrise Breakfast Cruise that had become a ritual for a farm family and a military family, the kids invariably daring each other to get in the water: three people in one boat; four in the other; three kids in the chilly water.

They went for the kids first, pecking the tops of their heads when they came up for air, followed by their eyes, followed by a kamikaze plunge into their shrieking mouths, forever pecking with beaks that were more like sewing machine needles. Pecking and pecking and pecking until three bodies in bright swimsuits were bobbing in the water like blood-diffusing teabags, all the while their families were waling at the birds with shouts, towels, and oars. One man pulled a gun.

“You might hit the children!” his wife said.

“The children are dead!”

“You don’t know that!”

It was a moot point because soon enough the attackers were under attack. The birds descended upon the boats, ripping their canopies to shreds. Going for the eyes first — take out the eyes and the rest would soon follow — and if the eyes were shielded, then the ears, the arteries in the neck, the bluish veins of sun-starved legs; everything a hole in the gas tank that would make the car bleed out, leaving it bug-eyed and broken down along the road. Sunglasses flew off as they went for the secondary sites, and then it was back to the eyes. They were too fast, and there were too many of them, and they seemed enraged. Yet no one had done anything to provoke them, anything they could think of. The hummingbirds would not be denied. Human eyes reduced to seven sets of ravaged pits, blood and vitreous fluid streaming into their mouths. Little geysers of blood spouting from their legs. A bird with its head embedded in an ear, blood trickling onto the lobe and down the neck. Pecking, always pecking. Liberating death as if it were trapped in human flesh.

One by one, the bodies toppled onto the decks or into the water. One weekend captain got his foot hooked on a bench as he fell, dangling in the no-man’s-land between boat and water, his Hawaiian shirt pulled up to reveal a pale, bloated belly. The birds took his belly button for a target, sinking their ice picks into him as its owner mustered a dazed shriek. The belly button opened into a wound, their claws coming into play as they surged outward, the stomach opening like a gruesome flower in time-lapse photography. Pecking, always pecking, at the murky membrane with the dark suggestion of organs beneath. Fatty innards heaving against a thin wall. A single peck and gravity sent it all spilling into the water, the flapping purple liver and the full bag of the stomach and the sausage coil of the intestines all smearing their way past the fat chin with the screaming mouth. The captain’s body would be found still dangling, the last of the ten to die that day. April 15th, a year ago, and the lake was still buzzing about it as April 15th approached once again.

A pattern was emerging, unlikely as it was grim: one death ten years ago; ten deaths one year ago. But why? Why on April 15th? Why hummingbirds? 

Mahr’s eyes were smarting. A glance at the big clock told him it was almost seven, the growl in his stomach a further reminder of the time.

Mexican tonight! he cheered himself with the thought. Kicked off by a nice, big margarita — rocks, no salt; why on earth did anyone salt these puppies, anyway? Half of the salt only ends up in the bottom of the frickin’ glass. With some fresh guacamole made tableside and a warm, salted basket of chips! But not yet! 

You gotta earn it, baby!

On a hunch, he went back twelve years, a year before the first death, looking for signs of anything curious happening at the lake. There was nothing, no deaths, as he scrolled through the next issue of the Gazette and its two major competitors, the Herald and the Messenger.

His eyes were flaming balls. So intent was he on what he was reading he caught himself staring again. His newspaperman side vied with his human side, and the former was winning. Another glance at the clock.

Seven-twenty! Hit the road, Jack! No, one more paper, and I’m outta here…  promise!

He began his perusal of the April 17th edition of the Countian, another bigger biweekly, silently thanking God that back issues were now available online, as opposed to inhabiting dusty stacks in newspaper backrooms or clunky microfiches at the junior college library. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Then, in a small box on the “Have You Seen Me?” portion of the next-to-last page, something: a single paragraph with a girl’s photo, her name and age underneath. The next thing that struck him was her beauty. At thirteen, Millicent “Millie” Fremont had the large-eyed, intelligent beauty of a woman several years older. Even in a small black and white photo with a pensive look on her face, it was unmistakable. Such beauty at such a young age was undoubtedly both a boon and a curse, opening doors both good and bad. After graduation he had done some subbing in area schools, augmenting this gig with stringing for three local papers before landing a full-time reporting job here. The prettiest girls were always the shiest, the strangest. Somehow you always had the feeling they’d been… messed with. He had that vibe as he read the copy that accompanied the photo:

“Millicent ‘Millie’ Fremont, 13, an exchange student from Nantes, France, has been reported missing from Lake Tanaka near Benson since the night of April 15th. She had been staying with John Galvin, COO of Crystal Glass in Harper, who reported her missing to Benson police on April 16th. At his request, the woods around the lake were searched, though no trace of her was found. A couple of her classmates at Benson Middle School described her as being depressed. Galvin speculated that she was homesick, adding that he was planning to send her home when she disappeared.”

 

Enough!

Finally, he willed himself to turn off the computer, rubbing his protesting eyes. Dutifully he dragged the St. Louis phone book over and put his elbows on it, cupping his hands over his eyes. Uninterrupted by his colleagues, the sting abated, giving way to a warm glow that made them feel as if they were melting in their sockets. He couldn’t help but marvel that, like sex, such a simple act could be so transformative. It was the best his eyes had felt all day. Disengaged from the distraction of burning eyes, his mind was free to roam.

John Galvin. A moneyed guy from back East — Philly? Why the hell would he move to some Podunk town an hour south of St. Louis? I remember when he came here, that something about him didn’t feel right. People who made this sort of move were trying to escape something, maybe even trying to hide something. Maybe it was as simple as a need for greater privacy, maybe something more. What could it have been? He was a big fish in a big pond; they don’t get much bigger than Philly. Why come here to be a big fish in a small pond, even St. Louis, where he originally had a house (if memory serves) in the Central West End? I thought his place on the lake was supposed to be a weekend retreat, but he ended up making it his full-time residence, and it sure as hell wasn’t because he needed to cut corners. Nor was it about convenience. Benson is still a dozen miles from Harper; there are plenty of nice houses here, with views of the Mississippi. Sure, there is something soothing about living on a lake, but the communities around them tend to be clannish, worse than small towns. Not the best place to “get away from it all,” despite the amenities. At the same time, Galvin has never struck me as a “community” sort of guy. Of course, he gives money, lots of it, to the point they named the new cancer wing at Harper Memorial after him. But there’s something clean about giving away large sums of money. A generous donation excuses the donor from further involvement in a project, the polar opposite of rolling up your sleeves and spending the sort of time “community” is all about. Galvin smiles for the camera as he’s handing someone an oversized check, tall and ruggedly handsome but somehow distant, and he’s outta there. My God, he has a crushing handshake! He led some sort of special scuba diving team in the Navy. I attended a party at his lake house once. Big house like something Frank Lloyd Wright might have designed, spilling down the hillside, a circular living room with a big picture window, stone deck running all the way around the front, with not just a yappy family dog to warn of intruders, but the biggest damn Rottweiler I’ve ever seen and none too happy about being penned up for the evening, to actively tear them apart. A city house in the country.

Mahr’s thoughts swam full circle. What was it? What the hell brought him here, anyway?

He opened his eyes. “Goddamnit!” he said, flipping the computer back on as he glanced up at the clock.

Seven-thirty! Eight o’clock, I’m fuckin’ outta here! 

“John Galvin… John Galvin… Why the fuck did you come here? Something to do with women, if I recall. Here we go,” he said when the computer was booted up and he found the site he was looking for. “Your wife left you… your only wife… and so did your daughter, your only child. Your wife remarried a couple of years later and is living on the Oregon Coast. She refuses to speak about the marriage, probably because she took you to the cleaners and signed a non-disclosure. Nobody knows where the daughter is; I’m guessing she, too, has been paid to keep quiet.”

The clock hit eight.

“Shee-it! OK, eight-thirty at the latest,” he said, shaking his head with a resigned smile.

The burning sensation was back — blink, you son of a bitch, blink! — but he couldn’t shut down his reporter side, especially when he felt he was on the verge of a breakthrough. Determining when Galvin came to the area, he went to the website for Philly’s largest daily, combing it for articles that would have occurred before his arrival at the lake. On a hunch, he chose a date three months before, coming up with nothing.

“Fuck! Wait a minute! Think! Remember, genius, he didn’t come straight here! He went to St. Louis first!”

He went back two years and came up with a headline on Page 2:

 “SHAKEUP PLANNED AT MAGNUM; 
GALVIN COULD BE OUT”

Finally, a frickin’ break at eight-fifteen! Thank you, Lord!

Something had happened to make Galvin persona non grata in Philly. Evidently, his skills as an administrator were legendary. More than once, he had taken a floundering company and, in a matter of a year or two, pushed it solidly into the black. Having accomplished this, he made himself available to the various suitors who invariably tried to lure him away. He allowed them to — for top dollar, with the cushiest of fringe benefits. Then, his mission having been accomplished, he would blow the smoke off his gun and ride to the next town for an even bigger payoff. He got his first penthouse apartment this way, during what he called his “three-year sabbatical” in New York, followed by his yacht: small by corporate standards, but a yacht nonetheless. He still owned it when he headed for the Midwest — save for Chicago, farther off the corporate radar, certainly, than either the West or the Southwest — and once thought about bringing it to the lake. Dissuaded when he noted the size of the lake and the rinky-dink pontoon boats the locals were tooling around in, with limits even on speed and motor size; all of which was good for the comparative quiet he seemed to crave, Mahr supposed. He already had the largest house, its owner who had built it in the sixties not as entrenched as he thought when Galvin offered him triple its worth, no doubt sealing the deal with a handshake that left you flexing your fingers. 

No need to stand out any more than I have to, Galvin must have thought. 

Yet John Galvin was the sort of man who couldn’t help but stand out.

Corporate expertise was one thing, image another — and a poor image could sabotage the most successful execs. It was all about how people saw you; even if the product you were selling was good, they wouldn’t buy it if something wasn’t right about you. Mahr suspected that was why John Galvin had worn out his welcome at Magnum and, by association, the Philly corporate world. 

Now that he was where he wanted to be, he skimmed the next dozen issues, looking for updates on what appeared to be a major local story. Another headline came up:

“MAGNUM BUYS OUT GALVIN’S CONTRACT 
FOR UNDISCLOSED SUM”

For probably the first time in a long time, John Galvin wasn’t the one calling the shots. One of his suitors had dumped him before he’d even had a chance to work his corporate wizardry. Instinct told Mahr it related to his divorce. His wife and daughter, who were paid not to talk. They had gotten what they wanted, after all: no more of him and plenty of his money.

Another glance at the clock: 8:35 — damn! OK, nine o’clock! I think the restaurant part closes at ten — and I do feel like Mexican! I deserve Mexican tonight!

Hunches were a precious commodity in the newspaper biz, and he found himself in a fugue state. Hunches led to scoops and, if a scoop was big enough, it could lead to a Pulitzer. If you were on publishing’s radar and worked for a major daily, that is, he thought with a knowing smile. Still, good reporting was its own reward. Something satisfying about a story well told, regardless of its exposure. Instinct told him to keep riding this hunch while the trail was hot.

Who died at the lake? When did they die? Was there a pattern to their deaths? How could there be a pattern where hummingbirds are involved? he peppered himself with questions.

He called a friend at the courthouse, a fellow workaholic he knew would still be grinding away, no doubt trying to dispatch the week’s paperwork in order to take some of the heat off Monday. A fellow workaholic in Benson, a place that didn’t have a great Mexican restaurant to compromise his diligence.

“Hey Bob, this is Paul at the Gazette. Yeah, tell me about it; I can’t get away from my desk, either. So much for ‘Cazh Fridays,’ eh? Say, can you do me a favor? I’m doing an article on the hummingbird deaths at Lake Tanaka. Could you send me a list of every property owner at the lake, including their addresses and when they moved in? Five minutes? No kidding? You’re a prince — or at least a marquis.”

Bob laughed.

“No, not that marquis! Hey, I owe you a nice Mexican meal — here, where we have a decent restaurant! Adios!”

He used the time to collate a list of who was killed and when. He was nearly finished when Bob emailed him the list in four minutes. The first name his bleary eye went to was John Galvin. He combed the rest of the list Bob sent him, matching the names with the ones on his list. His mouth went round and his eyes got big when he saw yet another pattern emerge: All of the deaths were long-time residents. No one who had moved to the lake more than a year after Galvin’s arrival had been killed.

He felt like he was getting somewhere. Secretly he felt he was wasting his investigative talents on this small-town rag. He realized the breakthrough this could turn out to be could truly launch his career, starting with the big city daily just up the road, the two bigger ones in Chicago. They were bigger, but were they  better? He had always felt a loyalty to his community, a satisfaction with his job in spite of the havoc it wreaked on his eyes. For the first time this week, he felt satisfied as he finally turned off his computer.

I need to interview some people at the lake, he thought, but not tomorrow morning. 

It always happened on the 15th, and here he let superstition — or was it common sense? — overrule his reporter’s instinct. Besides, he had already put in a full week, too full to be working all day Saturday for a biweekly. Ready for a much-needed sleep-in. 

He looked at the clock and smiled. 8:57: three minutes early! They don’t call me “PM” for nothin’! Viva la Margarita, my favorite señorita!

 




Chapter III


Dr. Kevin Cousey, a retired ear, nose, and throat man, was out on his deck cooking burgers under clouds tinged purple-brown by the last streaks of daylight. As was his ritual whenever he barbecued, he got a quart of potato salad from the deli of the town’s only supermarket, gussied it up with some bacon and onions, a hard-boiled egg or two and some mustard, and made a Caesar salad with homemade dressing to go with it. Much as he enjoyed cooking, he was damned if he was going to spend his time boiling potatoes when he could buy a decent potato salad for a couple of bucks and upgrade it into something as good as his own. He'd get this all done by the time the sun began its descent, then repair to his lovingly restored Gilikson lawn chair by the stump for a couple of beers: Two were enough if they were microbrews and well chilled, as he usually had a couple more with his meal. The medical side of him that had once been the only side of him told him four beers a day flirted with alcoholism. Society’s take on alcoholism, that is. Highly subjective, hardly a hard science with cut-and-dried rules, though the practical side of him smiled and realized he was bullshitting himself. The fact of the matter was he had always enjoyed beer. It gave him something to look forward to, goddamnit, what with his career and then his marriage going down the shitter through no fault of his own. No fault of his own, save for instinct.

That was twenty years ago when he was in his mid-forties and all but taking the medical world by storm. He was good, God he was good, and his response was to smile and shuffle his feet in “Aw, shucks!” fashion when they told him he was cut out for bigger things than Harper Memorial. The headhunters pursued him. Barnes-Jewish, the biggest hospital in the city and among the country’s best, seemed inevitable, and there was even talk of Mayo and Hopkins. Sandy was radiant then, an archetype of redheaded beauty with her blood-red hair and creamy skin and “come hither” look in her cat-green eyes: Nancy Drew, all grown up and ready for a roll in the hay. And roll in the hay they did, their union producing two beautiful children: a boy who grew up and never looked back and a girl who grew up and still kept in touch, albeit on her terms, both with families of their own.

And then it happened, with the seemingly random cruelty life can spring things on the unsuspecting. Two days before the Fourth of July, someone at the lake — to this day he never knew who — threw a firecracker big enough to be illegal through the passenger-side window of his car as he was headed down North Lakeview Way at the posted fifteen-mile-an-hour speed limit. It hissed like an elephant beetle, and instinct told him to get it the hell out.

How many times he had replayed those fateful moments, ever with the benefit of hindsight that showed everything in slo-mo and freeze-frame, mapping out with maddening clarity what he should have done. But life didn’t work that way. Life rarely gave you time to react, let alone think, and this was how mistakes were made. Mistakes that could impact the rest of your life. Like not realizing the firecracker you were about to handle was a mini-stick of dynamite powerful enough to blow your hand off. Hindsight told him he should have hit the brakes, turned his back to shield himself from the explosion, closed his eyes, and covered his ears. Hindsight told him that he should have been defensive rather than proactive. This was hindsight, speaking a language only hindsight could understand.

Meanwhile, there was reality, and reality screamed, “Get that thing the hell outta here!” That was what he tried to do, except by that time it was exploding, rupturing his right eardrum and mangling his right hand, his professional hand, into a stinging ball of raw hamburger, the three digits that remained intact dangling from their tendons like gruesome little puppets. God only knew how he had the presence of mind to make it home — hindsight told him he was in shock — clean and dress his hand, then ask a neighbor, with the calmness of his profession, ever downplaying so as not to alarm, to drive him to the hospital. Thank God his kids were at soccer practice and the debate team, and Sandy was still at work. They would find out soon enough when the worst of the shock was past. They would help him through this because that’s what families did.

Sandy was the key, and to her credit, she tried. For a full year she tried. But if the changes in his life were too daunting for him to accept — the hand had to come off, the best prosthetic device a good insurance policy could buy a poor substitute for God’s handiwork, with it the loss of his career — in the end, they were likewise too daunting for her. Their marriage unraveled when he touched her in bed one night with his prosthetic hand and felt her cringe. He already saw himself as a freak, her shrinking away only confirming the fact she saw him as one, too.

“I’m sorry,” she said, but it was too late. Her body had already spoken for her. Any excitement he had ever felt for her was gone, and it stayed gone. 

At the time, he couldn’t help but see her reaction, honest and understandable though it was —  he could now see in hindsight — as a betrayal. A year later, his Perfect Wife was asking for a divorce, and, suspecting she was already getting her “needs” met elsewhere, he gave her one without a fight. It occurred to him only later — in hindsight — that she wanted his forgiveness, wanted him to want her again, to fight for their marriage, the kids she’d certainly be taking with her. As it was, he helped her pack, kept things amicable, even waved with his good hand and forced a smile as they pulled out of the driveway and — in the case of his wife and son — out of his life forever, holding back the tears that had long built up like water behind a creaky, earthen dam. As far as he was concerned, his life was over. He had bought a good bottle of Scotch and a .38. A lot of guys did target shooting in the woods; there was nothing unusual about owning a gun here, and tonight he would use them both. As he turned to go into the house, one he had resolved never to leave again, his eye caught the wings of the life-sized St. Michael the Archangel in his backyard, early evening sunlight glittering on the watery backdrop that framed it like the brushwork of a Monet. The statue came from a church in South St. Louis they were tearing down. He’d bought it at a church “yard sale,” his biggest fear being the wings would break off in transport, though miraculously Michael had survived the trip intact. That night he decided it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen and that, despite it being blurred by tears, no less than God Himself wanted him to see it. He went inside for the Scotch — in a brown paper bag to hide it, a red glass to disguise it: always the neighbors to consider — but not for the gun. For the first time, he realized the stump would work as a table, and he pulled up a lawn chair, the statue, swimming platform, and setting sun all lining up. He sat there and did something he hadn’t done since the end of his residency: polish off a fifth of hard liquor in one sitting. It wasn’t hard if you took your time, and the good stuff didn’t bludgeon you with the hangover the lesser stuff did, like the single malt he could easily afford on the combo of SSI, a hospital pension, and an insurance settlement that had him set for life. Because as he drank and cried and remembered how life used to be, watching as the sunshine transformed the arcs of Michael’s wings into flaming curves of hope, he knew there would be a hangover, knew there would be a next day. Even as the grief spilled out of him like blood, he decided he was going to keep living. No matter what…

His burgers were ready, and he marveled at how good even the simplest meats tasted when cooked over charcoal. Tonight the sunset was an incendiary marvel, an exclamation mark on a day that felt complete — and yet it seemed nothing at the lake would ever be complete. It was April 14th, and as much as people tried to pretend nothing would happen tomorrow, deep down they knew it would and that it could no longer be written off to global warming. 

More than anyone on the lake, Cousey had a sense of what was going on, even if his grasp of the specifics remained elusive. Something was askew. Something was fundamentally wrong, and he had sensed it ever since Ed Mawley’s death over ten years ago. The lake had a secret, a secret that had something to do with hummingbirds, and until it was discovered and resolved, he sensed April 15th would always be significant here, and not just for taxes.

A feeling of foreboding seemed to inhabit the chill that swept across the lake as night encroached. In the distance, he could hear a rustling coming from the area behind the dam, and he knew there was more to it than leaves blowing in the wind. Windblown pine needles made a hushing sound, and only the few dead leaves that remained on the trees rustled, and there were not enough of them to rustle like that. The rustling he heard wasn’t leaves, and he damn well knew what it was.

Keeping busy wasn’t the problem he had initially expected forced retirement to foist upon him. Really, as long as you had Wi-Fi, a juco with the county’s best library a couple of miles away, and major bookstores in St. Louis, there was never an excuse to be bored. Only people utterly lacking in imagination got bored. He kept at his research and writing, once getting an article published in a medical journal — “off-Broadway” as opposed to AMA — that had once published him before he made it big, and he was determined to keep at it; harboring the notion of remaining an expert in his field, despite his removal from the day-to-day that had once seen him ever in demand. Speaking engagements. Invitations to big dinners in the city like before. Hey, there had to be something more than marking out what could be another twenty years of life. No one in his family who had died of natural causes lived less than eighty years.

Unwilling to jettison the vocation that had once been his life, he kept himself ready, making sure there were fresh batteries in his penlight and that his equipment was clean and his license current — just in case. Occasionally it paid off, never in money — since his retirement, he never charged for his services — but always with the feeling he still had something to contribute. 

There was the guy who returned from a deer hunting trip with something moving inside his ear.

Easy enough! Cousey thought, having the man sit with his head tilted as he squirted warm water into his ear. Dislodging a tick that was engorging itself with blood.

“Come back when the eggs hatch,” Cousey said, much to the man’s dismay. “Just kidding. That was a male. I’ve dealt with a few ticks in my time,” he said, laughing.

Then there was the man who brought his ten-year-old son.

“Hi, I’m Dr. Cousey. What’s your name?” he asked the boy.

“Josh.”

“What seems to be the problem, Josh?”

“I can’t breathe through my nose.”

“All of it or part of it?”

“On this side,” Josh said, pointing to his right nostril.

“How long has it been like this?”

“Hmm… a coupla weeks.”

“What do you think caused it?”

“All I know is I was eating popcorn and my friends made me laugh.”

Cousey smiled. “I think I know what the problem is.”

He withdrew something from a plastic wrapper that looked like a soda straw except thinner and more flexible.

“This might be a little uncomfortable. It might make your nose bleed. I’ll try to be gentle, OK?”

Josh looked apprehensive. “OK.”

“Just pretend you were playing football and the ball got stuck up your nose.”

Josh managed a nervous laugh. Cousey pulled up a chair, had him tilt his head back, and gently inserted the tube into his nostril. Feeling an obstruction, he tapped against it, and the tube went all the way through to his mouth before he withdrew it.

“Blah!” 

“You’re doing fine.”

“There’s… something in my mouth!”

“I’ll bet we can guess what it is. Spit it into your hand and let’s have a look.”

Out came a single, unpopped kernel of popcorn coated with bloody mucus.

“Can I save it, Dad?”

“Only if you promise not to show it to your mother.”

“I promise.”

“Better now?” Cousey asked.

“Better,” Josh said, smiling with relief.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Doc. I know you won’t take any money,” Josh’s father said.

“Say, aren’t you Sam Tucker?”

“That’s me.”

“The handsome, hard-working owner of Benson Hardware but, just as importantly, the faithful husband of one Debbie Tucker, she of those famous cherry pies with the impossibly flaky crust?”

Tucker smiled. “I get your drift.”

“Only if she feels like it. I bought one of them at the last bake sale, and I’ve been dreaming of another one ever since.”

Then there was the time a woman brought her three-year-old daughter, the child wide-eyed and making whistling sounds when she breathed.

Cousey smiled at the child. “Sounds like something got stuck in the plumbing. I’m Dr. Cousey. What’s your name, honey?”

“Amanda,” her mother said.

“Amanda, love, have a seat and we’ll have a look. What do you think it was?” he asked her mother.

“I think she swallowed a chicken bone.”

Cousey pulled out his penlight. “OK, sweetie pie, open your mouth real wide. Just like that. That’s a good girl! Aha, I see the little rascal! It’s small and gray like a bone, and it’s pretty far down there,” he said to the mother. 

He went to the cupboard and got out a large plastic bowl. 

“Here, hold this under her chin,” he told the mother.

Amanda’s eyes widened further, puzzled as to what was going on and unused to all the attention. 

“Now open up for me, honey. That’s it. Nice and wide.”

Cousey inserted his finger down her throat and made her throw up. Now she was crying.

“Good girl!” Cousey said. “You did real good, honey! Let’s see if we got it.”

He inspected the vomit. A piece of bone that resembled a gray snowflake was floating in it. 

“Open your mouth for me, honey.”

The child squirmed, the tears returning in force. “Amanda, sit still!” her mother said.

“Open your mouth for me, sweetie pie,” Cousey said, inspecting her throat: no sign of the bone. “Breathe for me, sweetie pie. Give me a couple of nice, deep breaths. That's it. Good girl!”

The whistling sound was gone.

Cousey smiled. “We got it! That was easier than I thought.”

He went to the sink, came back with a warm, wet cloth, and handed it to the mother, who proceeded to clean the child’s face.

“What do we owe you, Dr. Cousey?” 

“You’ve got it all wrong, my dear. I’m the one who owes you — for reminding me who I am and what I do. I wish I had a sucker for her; I used to keep them in my office.”

 Amanda had stopped crying. Cousey caressed her soft hair, finally getting a smile.

“That’s OK; she gets enough candy.”

They left quickly, for which Cousey was grateful. No sooner were they gone than he peered into his medical bag as if he were gazing into the past and cried… 

Yes, he admitted he drank too much, and even though it was only beer, he was aware of the potential for trouble and tried to compensate in other ways. Like keeping a healthy discipline, working on the flower beds around the house where he grew yuccas, tiger lilies, and hydrangeas, and the vegetable patch by the lake where he grew watermelons and green beans, half a dozen stalks of corn — an experiment that worked! — and what consensus held to be the best tomatoes on the lake. A few times a week, if the weather were nice, he would take his hiking stick (i.e., dog deterrent) and walk the three-mile loop around the lake, all of it paved save for the grass that ran along the top of the dam. He’d gotten to the point he could walk it in less than an hour, even when he stopped to talk with the occasional neighbor who was out. These walks were the best therapy of all, the oxygenated air lending clarity to his thoughts. He always slept great after his walks. Except for the nightmares.

Though they’d never been upbeat, loss being their common denominator, his dreams had changed over the years. Ten years ago, he was still dreaming about the firecracker, symbolized by an overexposed flash that had swallowed his career and his marriage and very nearly his life. Then the girl came (Mildred Somebody? It was a French name), or, more accurately, the girl went, and everything changed. He dreamed of her, and, as much as he tried to censor his subconscious (good luck with that one, Doc!), his dreams were invariably sexual, yet never involving him and strangely unpleasant. How could they not be? She was what, thirteen? Sex wasn’t supposed to be part of the equation at thirteen. OK, kids were doing everything earlier these days, from tattoos to menstruation. Maybe out of curiosity — with a boy her age or a little older — but certainly not with an adult. Certainly not with the adult he suspected with growing certainty.

Other than being tall, dark blond and, most would say, ruggedly handsome, John Galvin had nothing outwardly sexual about him. Nothing to indicate, say, a perversion. At the same time, there was a sense of determination about him, a sense that he would not be denied anything he wanted. With growing suspicion, Cousey suspected it was the French girl. Something about her reserved nature, her downcast eyes whenever he saw them together. The mental distance between them was palpable, born, he suspected, of a dysfunctional home life. Dangerously so, as evidenced by the telltale signs of abuse he as a medical professional had been trained to be on the lookout for: a blackened eye and cheek; a puffy lip; bruises on her upper arms that were unmistakable on her smooth, olive skin.

While his profession of necessity increased his awareness of the human body, proactivity had always been central to his nature. The first time he saw a mark on the girl that looked suspicious, he reported it to the authorities only to be told Galvin had already reported it. Seeing as how Cousey was a medical professional, he was often privy to what Galvin had told them. It seems his “adopted daughter” was distracted by laughter when she was out riding bikes with friends and didn’t see the branch hanging over the road; thank God she didn’t lose an eye! The first set of bruises on her arms was from a football game with the boys that had gotten “a little rambunctious.” There was no corroborating the “facts” of her injuries with her friends because no one seemed to know who they were. He had, in fact, never seen her with kids her own age. In any event, the girl wasn’t talking, the girl never spoke to anyone apart from Galvin, and maybe that was how Galvin wanted it. Cousey shook his head when he considered the dynamics of what he suspected was a classic case of enabling; the abused fueling her own abuse by, A. thinking she must deserve it, or B. seeing the advantages of tolerating it.


OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/9781592111411.jpg
. ' . /v / .
. ' V,[/.,..'” w‘. ,h“
E \m' iv, @A

. i‘w ’ S «*
z " .,f. l







OEBPS/images/image1.png
k.

Addison & Highsmith













