LD-50
Early Reviews of LD-50
Brooke Medicine Eagle, Native American author of BUFFALO WOMAN COMES SINGING and THE LAST GHOST DANCE -- "This intriguing mystery not only entertains us, but viola!, educates us as well, about sacred ecology which must be a priority for our very survival. Jim's book helps us take our 'medicine' with some sweet, zesty organic honey!"
Dr. Richard Wade, former Director of Environmental Health for Seattle, Minnesota and California and currently consultant on bio-terrorism to the National Academy of Sciences -- "I found the characters interesting, complex and credible. They push senses to new levels and allow us to experience a pseudo-cognitive shift through their eyes. The action and suspense keeps the book moving and the reader anxious for the next page. The toxic chemistry is all too possible."
John White, former Editor-In-Chief, Countryroads Press, and former Marketing Director, Quest Books -- "This is truly a timely work that evokes many things, on many levels. I found it reminiscent of the imagery and special messages about sacred medicine and sacred ecology conveyed by Indian medicine men. The characters in this book jump back at us as exciting, real and very interesting people. We care about them immensely and experience great pleasure in playing witness to their wonderful adventures. This story will appeal to anyone seeking wisdom at the dawn of a new millennium."
**********
Praise for James Swan's writing:
"The work of Jim Swan serves as an expansive guide to help us appreciate the value of the environment. He shows us how the wisdom of the past may help us create the future we want." Jean-Michel Cousteau
"Jim Swan makes the apprentice of spirit aware of the precious alchemy contained within the heart of nature." Lynn Andrews, best-selling author
James A. Swan (is) an authority favored by General Norman Schwarzkopf and other proud, manly-men hunters…” Natalie Angier, New York Times Book Review
"Jim Swan is a bridge builder, spanning the chasm between the earth-touching spirituality of native peoples and a modern society that tries to pick up everything with the tweezers of rationalism." Pat Stone, Mother Earth News
""Jim Swan may be the best of the outdoor writers at researching a topic and then putting all the facts together to create a truly inspiration book…" Tony Dolle, TNN Outdoors
"... Swan has an uncanny knack for putting into words what so many of us think and feel, yet find difficult to express, when it comes to hunting and killing. …” Dr. Jim Casada
"Jim is a passionate, sometimes provocative, and always articulate spokesman for our connectedness with Mother Earth." Brooke Medicine-Eagle, author, Buffalo Calf Woman Comes Singing
"Dr. Swan understands the American Indian mind better than any white man that I know. His understanding extends to all cultures that have a special feeling for our Mother Earth and all of her children." William Fields, Cherokee, retired Director of Indian Affairs, US National Park Service
**********
This is a work of fiction. The events described here are imaginary; the settings and characters are fictitious and not intended to represent specific places or living persons, and when they do represent real places, the intent is to provide setting for the story rather than to describe actual places and people.
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LD-50
In the Grand Traverse Bay area at the tip of the pinkie finger of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula; eagles, hawks, foxes, bears, and other predators are dying in droves and biologists are stumped. Some locals believe that the slaughter is a sign of an ancient Indian apocalyptic prophecy that the earth is out of balance. Additional proof of that theory, they assert, is that bigfoot footprints are starting to pop up.
US Fish and Wildlife Service Special agent Moses Molson, part-Indian (and some say part-hawk), is on the case but he needs help as special agents generally work alone and are about as common as whooping cranes. So, for his back-up Moses draws on two unconventional volunteers: "Fuse," a former army explosives expert hiding in the woods trying to try to heal a bad case of PTSD, and Charlie Wang, a multi-cultural wizard who heals man and nature with wisdom, magic and spirits. Things shift into high gear when a dying hawk leads Moses to connect with Monica Jankowski, A.K.A. Monique Juillet, a burned- out Motown blues singer and animal rights activist who embarks on a spiritual awakening when Charlie Wang takes a curse off her.
When people begin dying in the same strange way, Moses and his unorthodox team must shift into high gear to use a strategic blend of ancient wisdom, modern science and pure guts to stop a sociopath multi-species serial killer.
**********
This is a work of fiction. The events described here are imaginary; the settings and characters are fictitious and not intended to represent specific places or living persons, and when they do represent real places, the intent is to provide setting for the story rather than to describe actual places and people.
Special thanks go to Dr. James Ludwig and Dr. Richard Wade, for their pioneering work in toxicology, as well as their helpful suggestions. William Richardson and William Mullein provided very helpful assistance with toxicological laboratory procedures. Brooke Medicine Eagle and Jewell Praying Wolf James made helpful suggestions on Indian issues and Marshall Teague made helpful suggestions about the story. Eric Gebelein and Cha-Das-Ka-Dum Wichtalum deserve special thanks for introducing me to bigfoot.
“Absence of proof is not proof of absence.” Michael Crichton, The Lost World
Chapter 1
At the last second all he heard was a rapidly-approaching whistle, like an arrow honing in on its target. Before he could duck, something struck him hard square in the back between the shoulders, knocking him to the ground. As he fell, Moses Molson decided that he’d just been shot by a bear poacher that he’d been chasing for the last week. Laying in the knee-high dune grass, gulping for air, he looked down at his chest, expecting to see a growing gush of crimson blood or a protruding aluminum shaft tipped with a razor-sharp broadhead. Instead, he saw nothing.
Anyone who has been shot knows that it feels numb like someone has kicked you hard, until the shock wears off and the pain kicks in. Moses felt that way, but when he slowly rolled to his side, he saw no blood on the ground either. Still could be shot. Sometimes there isn’t blood or much of a surface wound, he mused, carefully inspecting himself as he gathered his bearings.
Moses decided that if he was shot it couldn’t be a serious wound. So, he slowly got to his feet, uttering a groan as a knife of pain shot between his shoulder blades.
When he saw what had struck him, he was shocked. The lifeless body of an adult red-tail hawk lay in the grass a few feet away.
“What the hell is this? I’m no rabbit,” he exclaimed as he knelt beside the bird, which was quite dead. The biologist in him kicked in. Hawks don’t attack people, unless there is a nest in danger, and there were no big trees nearby. Sometimes they did mate in mid-air, lose their bearings and fall to the ground. But this was not mating season, and he did not see any other hawks overhead.
To anyone else, getting struck by a flying hawk was a pretty incredible coincidence; statistically a lot less likely than being struck by lightning. Moses, however, believed there were no coincidences. A kamikaze hawk was more likely a helluva powerful message from the spirit world.
Moses slowly knelt beside the dead raptor and took a closer look. The bird seemed perfectly healthy. The thought came to mind, Is this another one?
Suddenly a shadow swept in and stole the sun. Startled, Moses looked up as he instinctively reached for the .40 caliber Glock holstered on his hip. Recognizing the visitor, he let out a sigh and called out angrily, "Brother, what the hell is going on around here?"
Fifty yards overhead in the turquoise Indian summer sky, an adult turkey vulture swept along, adroitly catching updrafts of the warm west wind that welled up as it collided with the Lake Michigan shoreline along tip of the pinkie finger of Michigan's lower peninsula.
Silence. Brother vulture had nothing to say.
Talking to animals is okay, but if you expect them to talk back they'll lock you in the nut house, Moses grumbled and returned to the dead hawk.
Could the dead predator be associated with a string of hawks, owls, ravens, coyotes, badgers and foxes -- almost 200 dead predators – birds and mammals – that had been reported in the county since grandmother moon had entered August? Like the others, the red-tailed seemed healthy and there was no apparent cause of death.
As he gently stroked the hawk's feathers, a voice from a deep pool in his psyche that was dark as a cedar swamp at midnight told Moses that this was not just a dead bird, but an urgent call for help as a serial killer was on the loose.
Overhead, the vulture's piercing brown eyes quickly dismissed the man kneeling on the sand dune. Instead, the thunderbird's ally zoomed in its telescopic eyes on a white-skinned female human in a scant excuse for a black bikini that was sunning herself in a sheltered clearing in the dunes about 300 yards away. Tasty, but the vulture had learned that humans were almost never food. So, the black bird glided on, looking for a fresh roadkill opossum or a spent coho salmon washed up on the gray stones along the beach after the climax of its final spawning orgy.
Moses pulled a plastic bag from his backpack and gently slid the hawk inside, muttering, “Another one for the lab;” talking to himself, as most people who work alone are prone to do. As one of the “whooping cranes of law enforcement” -- Special Agents for the US Fish and Wildlife Service number about 240 for the entire country -- the primary case he was working was to investigate a group of poachers who had been setting out bait piles of garbage and shooting bears for their gall bladders, leaving the rest of the bear to rot. Such a crime violated both the letter and the spirit of the law, according to Moses – a double felony.
As usual, he wore no uniform, except a gun and a golden badge with an eagle hovering over a buffalo on his belt. Special agents, the FBI of game wardens, do not have a regular uniform and on this day Moses was acting like a birder observing the seasonal migrations of birds of prey passing along the Lake Michigan shoreline near Sleeping Bear Dunes. Living at the top of food chain, predator birds were an especially good barometer of toxins. Like all the others, the kamikaze hawk looked very healthy, but toxic poisoning often shows no visible signs, he knew only too well.
The lab rats in Ann Arbor had tested the stream of dead predators for the usual chemical cocktails that lace most living things these days, plus West Nile Virus, Monkey Pox, Avian Flu and half a dozen other things. A couple crows and a blue jay had been ID'd with West Nile, but none of the predators showed symptoms of anything else.
“Nothing unusual" doesn’t mean the animals are poison-free,” Dr. Jim Andrews, the director of the Wildlife Forensic lab in Ann Arbor, had told him. “There are small amounts of DDT, dieldrin, mercury, PCBs, and a dozen other toxic substances in fat and muscle tissues of the dead animals. Not much different than the norm, or in us for that matter. No one really understands just what effects these chemicals are having on man or beast, but no one seems to growing three arms, yet,” he had said in a cynical dry chuckle.
When Moses had pushed him, Andrews had retorted, "We are all a big walking LD-50 study in process," and returned to munching on a tuna sandwich while learning against a freezer filled with dead animals awaiting necropsy, relishing his lunch as if the air did not reek of formaldehyde and a dozen other solvents and preservatives.
Moses knew the LD-50 protocol. It was one of the cardinal laws of the toxicology world; the established safety standard for an “acceptable” application of a pesticide. To find the LD-50 for a toxin, first you select a poison. Then you get some test animals, like pigeons, mice, rats, guinea pigs, or monkeys. You expose it on their skin, in their lungs through respiration, and put some in their food. Then you keep pumping up the dosages. When you kill off half the critters, you've got your LD-50 -- the dose that's strong enough to kill off half the test population -- not the pests, but the lab animals.
"Sounds a little crude, but then no one really knows what the hell most of these brews do unless someone or something starts dropping over. Man-made chemicals are part of modern life. Some are actually good for you," Andrews had wisecracked as he poured powdered creamer and Nutrasweet into his steaming cup of instant coffee.
Lately the techies were playing with the theory that the swarm of dead predator birds and animals might be a sign of some new disease, maybe a new exotic malady brought in by a smuggled parrot from Peru that had been found in a cage in a cargo container unloaded from a freighter in Detroit. Moses had decided that the Peruvian parrot fever theory meant that they didn’t know what the hell was going on.
His most important monitoring device, his gut, told Moses that something was seriously wrong, and for him that was a damn important sign; more important than any machine that spit out numbers and graphs from its soul.
Moses had sought a second opinion from someone a little closer to his world-view; Sonny Gonzalez, Hispanic and part-Hopi, who worked for the Soil Conservation Service in the Grand Traverse region. Sonny lived in a trailer behind The Maple Leaf Inn, the restaurant owned by Moses' sister, Wanda Brightfeather.
Sonny reported that the Ag. Department lab in Traverse City also had found no unusual signs of botulism, avian cholera, or West Nile virus and normal levels of common chemicals.
Sonny had offered the theory that shock from the warm summer and drought was responsible for the animals' deaths. “Maybe it’s global warming,” Sonny had offered.
Moses didn't buy that theory either. He knew that CO2 levels were going up in the oceans and glaciers seemed to be melting, but he also knew that global warming for some folks was an explanation for anything that they did not understand or did not like, or a way to twist people’s psyche's to get them to be more green.
"If these were humans, we'd have the National Guard in here by now," Moses growled as he adjusted the straps on his backpack to allow for the extra weight, as well as the persistent ache in his shoulder.
Moses understood predators, for he, too, was one. The blend of joy and sadness he felt standing over a buck he’d shot touched his soul like few other things. Unlike the animals of nature that suffer no guilt or remorse about killing, when Moses hunted and killed birds and animals, he offered some corn meal and thanked their spirits with a prayer, and promised to take only what he needed for food. It was a custom that felt right to him, even though what pumped through his heart was less than half Indian blood.
To honor the life of brother hawk, Moses took a handful of corn meal out of a leather pouch. He tossed some to the four directions, the world above, the world below and the center, and said with conviction, "Creator. Guide this brother’s soul to a better world. And guide me to find out what's behind these killings.”
He was silent for a moment to honor the life of brother hawk, hoping the spirits would respond. No visions, voices, or other omens manifested. The spirits were silent.
Their silence made Moses recall the words of his adopted father and mentor, Charles Wang; "You can't just call in powerful gods like you do for some old dog."
With a deeply tanned muscular hand, Moses pushed back windblown strands of his shoulder-length brown hair, picked up his binoculars and continued his survey. A flash of orange along a cliff to the north caught his eye. "One red-tailed hawk, adult, Dunes State Park, 2:38pm," Moses penciled into the grid in his logbook, adding to himself, At least there’s one still left.
When he looked up from his notes, the hawk had disappeared behind the tallest tawny dune of the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Seashore complex. A big sand dune to a tourista; according to the Anishinabe, the giant dune is a mother bear waiting for her two cubs, two offshore islands, to swim ashore.
Not needing to worry about what people would think of him speaking to spirits, Moses said aloud to the spirit of place: "Mother Bear, what is killing all these animals?”
He didn’t expect an answer. At times he worried that he wasn’t enough Indian to have the spirits freely converse with him, but expressing the thought helped him somehow find balance in life, and "Spirits like it when you talk with them," Uncle Charlie always said.
Continuing with his surveillance, Moses spotted the sunning female two-legged that brother vulture had been eying "Homo Sapiens, definitely female," Moses muttered as he zoomed in to enjoy her strawberry blond hair, generous breasts, and long shapely legs. It had been a while since he had enjoyed the pleasure of a lady. Knowing he was unseen, he gave free rein to thoughts driven by his deepest instincts, even if it was for an obvious "99-50'er." That label had popped into the alcohol-enriched cerebrum of Smoky Joe Means, a regular at the Forkhorn Bar and Grill in Manistee one cold November night in deer season. Inspired by a six pack of Stroh's, Means had climbed on the bar and declared to his red and orange-clad parish: "Ninety-nine percent of them dickey birdwatcher yuppies and tree hugging bastards never get their friggin' butts more than 50 feet from a fuckin' paved road. If you want to do something for deer, declare open a season on the 99-50'ers!" he roared, drawing a rousing chorus of cheers.
Moses savored his fantasies as long as his conscience would let him. Reluctantly he returned to his survey. Through his binocs he spotted a merlin falcon that was hunting to the south. The tiny raptor hung fixed in space; its wings blurred like a hummingbird's. There was a movement below in the bushes; something gray. The merlin folded its wings and swooped downward at the speed of a major leaguer's best fastball, sinking its claws deeply into a mourning dove. The dove died almost instantly as the falcon's talons pierced its rib cage and punctured its rapidly beating heart.
Moses followed the falcon as it carried the dove to the crotch of a nearby scrub oak, where it began to rip and tear apart the carcass with relish. He recorded the merlin's success in his field notes. Finishing his notation, he returned to watch the falcon dine. He felt a sense of pride. Just a few decades earlier, "If the dogs don't die and the bugs do, then spray!" had been the motto of the Ag. Extension boys, who Moses quietly considered conspirators in eco-crime. The rising tide of environmentalism had made that view politically incorrect, regardless whether the data were conclusive or not.
Pesticides, he believed, were just another modern addictive chemical that was draining the spirit out of life in the backwoods and on the rez. Hooray for Brother Falcon!
Moses felt caught between worlds. His lighter skin and gray-blue eyes had always made him suspect among FBI’s -- full-blooded Indians. He never felt quite at home in white society, either. His job with the Fish and Wildlife Service offered him sanctuary, but what his heart held was that plants, animals, water, earth and sky cared not at all what a man's skin color was. The wild things had supported him when humans had so often failed. They were his true family.
Moses had little faith in science until his college biology instructor had helped him appreciate the genius of the renegade British scientist James Lovelock who had invented the gas chromatograph, making it possible to detect the presence of infinitesimal quantities of toxic chemicals in living tissue.
"There might be a use for modern technology after all," Moses had declared when he saw the device cough up the evidence that fingerprinted DDT as responsible for predator birds laying thin-shelled eggs. The failure of the tools of modern science to detect what was now killing predators, however, had rekindled his suspicion of anything too modern and technological. His gut didn’t deliver a printout sheet, but it was usually a pretty damn accurate shit detector.
Moses returned to the binoculars that gave him the eyes of brother hawk. His rational mind wanted to continue to sweep southward, but a higher force suddenly drew him back to the north. The red-tailed hawk had re-emerged from behind the massive mother bear dune and was now gliding directly toward him. Suddenly the hawk swept downward, uttering a loud piercing scream. Moses spoke aloud to the bird, "Are you another kamikaze hawk?" while considering diving to the ground to avoid getting hit by a hawk twice in the same day.
In that instant before he pancaked, Moses' mind and the hawk's sparked into sympathy. To his amazement, the hawk rose up and a strong force of higher wisdom drew his binoculars back to the blond in the bikini. She was sitting up and was topless. A wave of sexual excitement surged through Moses. The broad was really stacked. He increased the magnification to enjoy her more fully. It was then that he noticed that her face was frozen in a mask of terror.
Moses panned to where she was looking. A gaunt, bedraggled man was emerging from a tangle of alders and scrub willows a scant 20 feet from the woman. The assailant had a large hunting knife in one hand and a pistol in the other. Stuffing his binoculars and clipboard into his backpack Moses plunged down a deer trail, hoping he still had the legs that the deer spirit had blessed him with.
Chapter 2
"Keep peeling bitch," snarled the drooling shrew.
Trembling with fear, Monica Jankowski, a.k.a. “Monique Juillet,” began to comply. It had happened so quickly that she had had no time to flee.
As her shaking hands had unhooked the knot that held up her top, she eyed her assailant. He was a scant 5’3”, with matted black stringy hair stuffed under a dirty ski cap on top of a scraggy salt and pepper beard raggedly trimmed with a hunting knife. A drity little rat, but she wouldn't argue with a Colt. Let him have his way and cry later, she decided to herself as she had bared her ample bosom.
"No one can hear you down here if you try to yell," the assailant shrilled. The stalker’s wardrobe was a bizarre hodgepodge of summer clothes stolen from parked cars and unguarded beach blankets. As if the gun and knife weren’t intimidating enough, he had one additional numbing weapon; he smelled like a locker room with no ventilation on hot summer day.
"Sound don't carry from this here pocket. Just you do what I say. Now you take off that bottom rag. Then you lay back and spread those sweet legs. I won't cut you up if you don't fight me. More fun to fuck someone who is alive," he cackled, waving the bush knife in a menacing fashion.
She was dropping the skimpy bottoms as Moses suddenly burst out of the bushes, pistol in hand, and ordered, "Federal Marshall. Drop your weapons!"
The attacker moved to defend himself. Moses shot instinctively, striking the assailant's gun arm. As the gun hit the ground, it went off, sending a bullet whistling over Moses’ head. Moses ducked, and in that split-second, the attacker disappeared into the bushes.
"You okay?" Moses asked, as he scanned the bushes.
"Yah, uh, yesss," the girl stammered, drawing up her Ted Nugent Whiplash Bash! sweatshirt around her trembling naked body.
Moses plunged into the thicket. Predator had become prey, and he wanted to keep it that way, for as he reminded himself as he slipped into the bushes, The little bastard still has that damn machete.
To Luke Williams, the spider web of trails that cut through the willows, alders and dunes grass was his turf. He loved sneaking up through the dune grass and watching people without being detected. When no one was looking, his hand would snake out, and food, money or clothes would disappear. For nearly three years he had prowled the Dunes campgrounds like a raccoon. Rangers had repeatedly tried to catch him, but Luke always had managed to disappear like a snake down a hole when things got hot.
In his late 30's, Moses still moved with the agile speed of the star halfback he had been at Traverse City Junior College. As he moved, his hawk-like eyes spotted the broken silky strands of a spider web, the smeared beads of dew on a fallen cottonwood leaf, and bent blades of grass. Faint odors on the wind added more information. As he ran Moses recalled a painful memory that made his blood run hotter. When he was eight, his mother had been raped by a man who had threatened to shoot Moses if she resisted. Her agonizing cries still echoed in his memory as he channeled his rage into pursuit.
Moses sliced down a deer trail to cut off the rapist. His intuition was right. The distance between them was cut in half and he could see the fleeing rat. Williams dashed out onto an exposed rocky slope. Moses was now 20 yards behind him. "Stop or I will shot!" he barked.
In desperation, Luke Williams turned and hurled his bush knife.
Moses ducked and the whirling metal blade sailed inches over his head. The force of his throw caused Williams to lose his footing. He fell on a slick slate ledge that pitched downward at a 30% angle for 10 feet before disappearing into a 200 feet vertical drop to the cold granite boulders waiting on the Lake Michigan beach. Williams pancaked and furiously clawed with his hands and feet for anything that would brake his slide. No such luck. The heavy hand of gravity steadily pulled him toward the precipice.
"Pppleeease, help me!" Williams squealed as he slowly slid downward, sending a pile of talus sailing over the edge and into the wind.
A voice inside Moses screamed for justice, but he collected himself. He smiled, holstered his gun and pulled a hank of nylon parachute chord out of his backpack. He tied a loop in one end and tossed it down to Luke, whose feet were almost over the edge. Williams frantically wrapped the rope around his wrist. Moses pulled the rope taught and tied it to the trunk of a small white pine tree.
Williams was stable but not able to pull himself up. "Aren't you going to pull me up? My wrist hurts like hell," he wailed pitifully.
Moses looked down at his catch, perched on the edge of what would be a plunge to a certain death. A sneer formed on Moses' face, and he said with a smirk, "Looks like you've got a bad hang-up fella." Moses chuckled, reached into his pack for his cellular phone and leisurely called the Leelanau County sheriff.
Chapter 3
An hour later, the red and blue flashing lights on the county sheriff's car announced that the “pack rat thief” of Dunes State Park had finally been caught.
"What's your name, mam?" a deputy asked the nervous blond.
"Monique Juillet," she said quickly, digging her wallet out of her purse.
The deputy wrote down the details. "You're from Wyandotte?"
"Yes. Born and raised there. MSU grad."
"Where can we reach you? We'll need to get a statement, and then we'd like to know how to get in touch with you if we have more questions."
"Well, uh, I'm on vacation,” she replied a little hesitantly. Realizing she needed to be more brassy, she added, “I’m a vocalist…singer. R&B. I needed to get some space for a while. Left Detroit last night after the last set. Drove up last night. This was my first stop. A little R&R. Hadn’t checked in anyplace yet.”
"My sister has a little motel and cafe just a few miles up the coast road near Crystal Lake, the Maple Leaf Inn. Cheap, too," Moses volunteered quietly.
Monique eyed her rescuer. His piercing eyes said that he was not afraid of much of anything. Besides, he’d just saved her life. She sensed a deeper, dark wildness in him; as if the soul of a wild animal lived inside him. She was surprised that she liked what she felt. Their eyes met for a brief second and she said quietly to the sheriff, "I'll be at the Maple Leaf, I guess."
As the sheriff's patrol car drove off, Moses noticed that Monique's hands were shaking. "Would you like some hot coffee?" he offered.
"Ah, yes. Thanks.”
Moses walked over to his dust-covered pick-up. From a battered metal thermos he poured a steaming cup of strong coffee sweetened with maple syrup and milk. Wrapping a leather work glove around the cup, he handed it to her as he advised, "Cup's pretty hot, don't want to burn yourself."
Thoughtful, too, Monique noted, as his hand briefly touched hers.
“Thanks for the help, Agent Molson,” the deputy said as he slipped into the driver’s seat.
“No problem,” Moses replied.
Agent? I thought he was was a marshal. Is this guy an FBI Agent? Monique asked herself as the patrol car drove off. She tightened up as he she remembered the marijuana cigarettes in her glove compartment.
A dark green pick-up with "Michigan State Parks" stenciled on the door pulled up beside them. The plastic name badge of the twenty-some raven-haired woman in the dark green uniform in the driver's seat said "Ranger Swanson."
"I caught the action on the radio. Nice job, Moses, but I thought you were just interested in birds and bees," Janet Swanson said playfully.
"Every once in awhile I have to stoop down to help some bipeds, just for comic relief. Equal rights, you know," Moses quipped back.
Swanson switched gears. She pointed to the back of her truck, and said, "Got another one for you. Found it at Pine Glen Campground this am."
Moses walked over and looked in the bed. "Shit," he growled. An adult marsh hawk lay inside a spare tire.
"Any idea yet what's killing them? This is the fifth this week and that’s five more dead hawks than I've found in four years wearing this green suit."
Moses carefully lifted the harrier out with gentleness as if it were still alive. "Not a God damn clue," he sighed.
"Viruses are big these days," Swanson joked, trying to lighten the mood.
"Yah," Moses grumbled as he walked to his truck with the bag. A gust of the sweet west wind lifted a tarpaulin in the back of the pickup. Under the tarp lay a fox and a great horned owl, stiff as cordwood, beside the hawk in his backpack.
"Oh! What happened? Some hunter shoot them?" Monique exclaimed.
"No," Moses said gruffly. Is this yuppie an anti? he wondered as he looked at Monique with the icy cold eyes of his inner hawk.
He pulled the tarp back, and said gruffly, "I could understand it if someone was shooting them to sell their feathers and claws and things. That would make sense, even though it's a crime. A poison or a disease would make sense, too, but the labs can’t find anything. These animals just seem to drop dead for no reason at all."
“This is awful. People shouldn’t go around killing animals,” Monique said emotionally.
“We don’t know what’s killing these animals,” he said in an icy tone. "Could be anything. Nature kills, too."
Moses sensed he had saved an animal rights sympathizer. For a brief moment he entertained the idea that maybe he should have looked the other way. Then he caught himself. Antis were people too, although a lesser species to be sure in his book.
“Catch you in the woods,” Swanson said, flashing a flirty smile as she drove away.
"Well, I was going back up toward my sister's anyway, why don't you just follow me?" Moses said coolly, climbing into his truck.
"Take the lead," Monique sighed, slipping into musician's lingo. She flopped onto the Hudson Bay blanket covering the tear in the driver's seat of her 25 year-old black and red Ford Mustang convertible and turned the key. Nothing happened. She tried again. The battery was dead.
Moses attached jumper cables to Monique's battery.
"Thanks, again!" Monique waved, as the car started.
Moses nodded back. There are no chance events or accidents, Moses believed. This woman had just had two mishaps in a row; attempted rape and dead battery. As he put away the cables, he made a mental note: this woman seems to be a magnet for trouble.
Chapter 4
Moses headed north on the road that snaked through the dunes. Two hundred feet above, a bald eagle circled, hoping for a fat coho salmon that had taken a wrong turn and ended up beached. Moses saw the snow-white head and tail sparkle in the sunlight and he smiled. He checked his watch and scratched a note on his clipboard as he drove. "Nice to see you hanging around here," he muttered aloud. Birds were usually a lot more interesting to talk to than most people were, even if they didn’t always respond.
In high school Moses had had his introduction to the Fish and Wildlife Service as a research assistant, climbing tall trees to recover eggshells from eagle and osprey nests. The birds had accumulated toxic residues in their reproductive organs, reducing eggshell thickness. Dutifully sitting on their nests, the weight of the mother birds cracked the shells of their own eggs, transforming the maternal instinct into infanticide. Analysis of the shells had helped establish the relationship between nesting failures and the seemingly minuscule amount of pesticides in food chain.
Moses felt proud of being a part of that research, though as he saw the data revealing that toxic poisons were everywhere and in everything, for a time he barely could sleep at night and everything he ate or drank was suspicious. His counselor had suggested seeing a therapist. He had worked things out on his own with the help of an eclectic shaman named Charles Wang who had sent him out to spend a month alone in the woods, doing ceremonies. Nature was a healer, as well as a great teacher, he had learned, but it may take a long time to heal the soul.
To his left out in the lake, several low-slung, dark, lake freighters surged along with belies full of iron ore. A cluster of smaller charter fishing boats pursuing salmon and lake trout rode on the azure lake closer to shore. They must be biting. It sure would be nice to spend some time fishing, Moses mused. Then a nagging inner voice kicked in, but the fish have got so much chemical shit in them. He caught himself. Christ, am I relapsing with toxiphobia or what?, he worried.
Since DDT had been banned in 1972, a seemingly never-ending parade of new chemicals had come along -- PCB, dioxin, mercury, etc., etc. It seemed like every time they got one under control, another more insidious chemical would appear. Hard to be in this business and not be a little paranoid, he rationalized.
Moses switched gears and found himself thinking of the blond trailing him. She was a looker, carrot-chaser or not.. He soon found himself whistling a blues refrain.
On occasion, Moses wrote poetry. For himself usually, although he’d done a reading at a cowboy poetry gathering and received a standing ovation.
He found that his best words came from things close to his heart inspired with the help of spirits. All these toxic chemicals can get a guy down. What would that sound like as a blues tune?
Words began to fall into place.
“I woke up this morning to my clock radio.
An Announcer man was telling me a tale of great woe.
There’s poisons all around us, he did declare, they’re in the soil, the water and the air.
Acid in the rain, when it falls. Carcinogenic chemicals in my kids schoolroom walls.
EDB, PCB, 2-4D, DDT, they’re chasing me, it seems like I just can’t get away from those toxic chemical blues.”
Have to write that one down, he mused, as to his right, golden sand dunes rose up two hundred feet above Lake Michigan; the Great Lakes defiant child, heading west toward the Thunder Beings while all the rest push toward the rising sun and the Atlantic.
A moving dark shape in the rear view mirror broke Moses’ reverie. The dark tarp in the back was flapping in the wind. Its appearance was a grim reminder that something new was killing again, much more ruthlessly than ever before. He wondered if a human would be the next victim. At least that would get him some back-up. There were only 240 Special Agents for the entire US, about as many as whooping cranes. Even with the new push for homeland security, Special Agents seldom enjoyed back-up. They had to improvise like crazy. Moses had come to feel that some his best back-ups had four legs and wings or were dis-incarnate entities.
Half an hour later, the tired, weather-cracked asphalt road plunged into a solemn stand of giant white pines that had escaped the logger's blade that had leveled most of Michigan's virgin forest in the 1800's. Slipping under the soft, green boughs and charcoal gray trunks streaked with white pitch strains, Moses felt drawn back to times when life was so much simpler.
A half-mile later, the road popped out at the edge of a harbor, protected from the lake by twin stone jetties. A leaning faded wooden sign sprinkled with bullet holes announced, "White Pine, population 250." Moses entered the sleepy hamlet of a dozen century-old wooden buildings perched along the banks of a ginger ale-colored river that flowed into the harbor. At the one aging stop sign in town, he turned left, crossed the rusting bridge over the Crystal River, and headed toward the harbor, waving at several people he passed.
The skeletons of old wooden fishing boats lay crumbling along the beach. Moses always felt a little sad as he passed them. They were lingering monuments of the days when commercial fishermen had seined in boatloads of sweet-fleshed lake trout and whitefish before the blood-sucking sea lampreys had slipped into the Great Lakes through the Welland Canal and vampirized the prized fish nearly to extinction. Out in the calm waters of the harbor sat the next generation of boats -- white cabin cruisers that took people sport fishing. Salmon and lake trout had been restocked after selective poisons applied in the breeding streams had knocked down the parasitic sea lampreys. A lively sport fishing industry had spring up, but the Public Health Warnings of poisons in the fish, too, tainted it. Not all poisons were bad, Moses knew, but he still didn't like man-made chemicals regardless if they killed off the lampreys. Coffee was the only chemical he had any love for-- laced with fresh whole milk and maple syrup. His sister, Wanda, was good at brewing that kind of poison.
At the foot of the north jetty, a weathered wooden building that once had been a proud boathouse was perched on pilings that jutted out into the bay. It had been kept white over the years by many coats of paint that formed a protective shell over the aged pine planks. Two large herring gulls were perched on the faded red sign on the roof that announced "Maple Leaf Inn." Moses pulled up and waved his hand for Monique to pull in beside him.
"Your coffee cup, sir," Monique said coyly, getting out of her car and handing him the cup and glove.
"Thanks," said Moses coolly. "This is the local Hilton."
Monique started to say "thank you" but she was interrupted by an Indian woman with long black hair and a beaming smile who emerged out of the back door of the restaurant.
"Hi sis, this lady needs a place to stay. Sheriff wants her as a witness for somebody that he caught down at Dunes State Park," Moses said.
"Heard abou the catch on the radio. I appreciate the business, Moses, but I'm not running a jail," Wanda said with an earthy voice, sizing up Monique.
"She's a witness, not a criminal, at least as far as I know," Moses said dryly.
Wanda and Moses exchanged a few quiet words and then he disappeared into the woods on a two-rut dirt road, nodding to Monique as he left.
Wanda let Monique into one of a dozen small, tidy, wooden cabins clustered in a grove of sweet-smelling large white pine trees immediately behind the Maple Leaf.
"I wanted to say 'thank you,' to your brother, but he left too quickly,” Monique said. "He saved my life. I was about to be raped and he chased off the guy that tried to rape me and then he caught him. Does he live close by?"
"His cabin's about half a mile up that dirt road, but I wouldn't count on finding a greeting committee. People don't get close to Moses very easy. Don't take it too personally," Wanda advised, checking to see that the girls had emptied the wastebaskets and cleaned the toilet bowl.
“Is he, Moses, like an FBI Agent?”
“No,” Wanda replied with a chuckle.
“CIA? DEA?”
“He’s a federal game warden,” Wanda said brusquely and exited.
Out in the harbor a sport fishing boat was returning to port. Monique shuddered as she watched a deck hand cleaning the day's catch toss salmon entrails to a swarm of screaming gulls.
After her agent demanded her body as part of his commission, she'd sprayed the sleaze ball in the face with hair spray and split town fast. She figured her career in Motown was history now, as her agent had last been seen screaming "You'll never work in this town again, you bitch!"
The feeding frenzy of the gulls reminded her that she'd not eaten anything since a sugar-coated sweet roll and double mocha at a gas station in Saginaw about five hours ago. She pulled on a sweater and quickly walked over to the diner for the biggest salad in the place and some strong coffee. With a full stomach, Monique figured she'd track down this Moses guy and see what made him seem so interesting.
As she walked across the yard, a young boy, no more than 10, came running up to her. He smiled. Then suddenly he pulled out a squirt gun and squirted her with water, and ran off laughing. She dismissed the incident as a prank. If she had known Charlie Wang then, she would have suspected that it was an omen.
Chapter 5
"Anybody home?" purred a silky woman's voice.
Moses jumped up with a start. He'd dozed off in his favorite chair, an oak rocker with a buckskin seat that he'd picked up from an estate sale at an old lumber baron’s mansion in Manistee.
The "Private, Keep Out" sign down the road kept most people away. Moses quickly regained his composure. He liked to think that he was always aware of what was going on around him whether he was awake or asleep. He’d never tell this woman that she'd slipped through his psychic radar system, but he made a mental note of it. Maybe she has some power, he mused without changing his stoic expression.
"Wanda told me where to find you," Monique said, gently setting one foot on the porch. "I just wanted to come up and say 'thanks' for saving my life this afternoon. Sorry if I woke you up."
"You're welcome," said Moses gruffly. He folded his arms across his chest and stared at her with his piercing hawk eyes.
"I didn't mean to disturb you," she said, withdrawing her foot from the porch.
As she stepped back, the warm afternoon sunlight highlighted her long golden hair. She was wearing tight jeans and a lightweight wool sweater. The backlighting made it very clear she was not wearing a bra. Moses remembered what he'd seen at the beach earlier. His juices stirred. Yuppies are humans, too, he decided. “I was just meditating. Would you like some coffee?" he offered, almost formally.
A pungent blend of sage and cedar smoke mixed with strong coffee greeted Monique as she stepped into the one room cedar log cabin.
Moses was proud that he had cut and laid the cedar logs himself without any power tools. It was primitive. That suited his soul just fine.
Monique was shocked. Deer, elk and fish heads stared down from all the walls. Two black bear skins sewn together covered the bed. A full-grown raven, mounted with wings outstretched, perched on the mantle over the field stone fireplace.
Monique struggled to keep a straight face. She was almost a vegan and had performed at anti-fur rallies in Detroit. She had stood in picket lines to protest hunting, and yet in this room, so filled with the symbols of death and killing, her feelings were strangely muted. The stuffed animals actually seemed friendly, almost alive. Spooky, she said to herself, trying to keep a good liberal’s open mind. She had already guessed that he was part-Indian. Maybe that makes killing animals okay, she told herself, although Moses did not need to kill things to survive, she reminded herself quickly.
Moses took a battered enamel coffee pot off the wood stove and poured half a cup of steaming coffee into a mason jar. "Coffee's pretty hot," he added, gently sliding the jar toward her, with a potholder. "Not used to more than one drinker at a time around here. Hope the China pattern doesn’t offend. It’s clean."
"The smoke has a nice smell, kinda earthy," she purred diplomatically, as she settled into a squeaky old chair with a woven cane seat. Ten years on tour in the music business had taken to some weird places, but never anywhere like this. She felt as if her personal mind was somehow being infiltrated with an invisible fog that made churning negative thoughts about the animals subside into almost positive attitude, almost like a spell was being cast on her.
"You French or Canadian?" Moses asked, before taking a sip of steaming hot Kona laced with maple syrup and fresh milk straight from Wanda’s cow.
"No," Monique said with a blush. "'Monique Juillet' is my AKA, you know, stage name. I'm a singer, mostly blues and R & B. My real name is Monica Jankowski. I grew up in Wyandotte, you know, downriver from Detroit. Polish girls do the polka, they don't sing the blues. Getting people's attention, that's how I make ends meet. Your name attracts things to you. That’s what I believe. 'Monique Juillet' sounds more like a person who has lived enough to sing some blues."
"July's a nice time of the year to be named after," Moses said politely, indicating that he knew some French. He savored a slow sip of coffee. An awkward silent moment materialized, so he stared out the window. The silence was finally broken by the throaty "ork, ork" of a raven in a nearby pine tree. Moses leaned back and croaked a throaty "ork!, ork!, ork!" out the door that sounded identical to the raven's. The raven responded. Moses responded. The bird called back. Out of the side of his eyes he saw Monique’s mouth drop, and he chuckled to himself.
Christ, he's talking with the bird!, Monique realized as the raven dropped down to the ground and hopped right up to the door of the cabin. The bird saw Monique, let out a loud squawk and flapped off crying loudly.
"I didn't mean to scare him away," she apologized.
"Joanie just isn't used to seeing strangers," Moses chuckled.
"Does she come here often?"
"One of my best friends."
"Are you an Indian?" Monique blurted out. She quickly flashed a smile, hoping she had not made an offensive remark.
"A little," Moses said with stoic coldness. "My father was Canadian Metis. That means someone with mixed blood; Indian and God knows what else. I don't know exactly how much blood dad had, but he had black hair and dark eyes. My mother was mostly Norwegian, but she had some blood, too. Guess I got my eyes from her. She died when I was a little kid, two or three.
Wanda's my half sister. Her mom was mostly Indian, but had some Chinese mixed in. We're just a couple of multi-cultural mutts. These people are my family now," he said, gesturing around the room at all the animals and skins. "You can trust wild things a helluva lot more than you can most people.” Moses crossed his arms across his chest and rocked back, checking to see how she’d respond to his challenge
"What about your dad and stepmom? They around here?"
Moses took a sip of coffee and said quietly, "Buried under those cedars," staring out the window toward a grove of white cedars. "A few years ago, their car got cut in half by a logging truck. They’d had a couple of beers. Judge let the red neck logging truck driver off Scot free, like he'd killed a deer or a skunk," he added with a grunt.
"I'm sorry," said Monique, wishing she'd never asked.
"What you say about names has some truth," Moses said. "Dad was adopted and wouldn't take his folks' name. His father beat him when he drank, which I guess was most of the time. He said he wanted to have a fresh start, so he ran away when he was maybe sixteen.
One day he was boozing it up with some buddies and he looked down at a beer bottle. It was a Molson's Canadian ale. He decided beer was his best friend, because it made him feel good, so he decided to become Henry Molson. Funny, I spend a lot of my life trying to get rid of chemicals and I get named after one."
Moses suddenly realized that he had let go of some personal matters that he normally kept close to his chest. He clammed up. This woman seemed to have a power to pull things out if him. This woman is a witch, and she doesn't know it, he said to himself.
“Wanda said that you’re a game warden.”
Moses chuckled. “Fish and Wildlife Service. Federal game warden.”
Monique looked around the room at the stuffed animals. She was about to say “Game wardens are supposed to protect animals, when a piercing cry stole the moment. "What's that?" she exclaimed.
"One of my patients," Moses replied with a beaming smile. "Wanna go meet him?" he said rising to his feet.
"I guess," she replied with some hesitation, not sure of the next challenge he was going to toss at her.
Moses opened the door in the rear of the cabin and stepped out.
Following him, Monique found herself surrounded by a hodgepodge of pens and cages containing a hawk, an owl, two crows, a raccoon, a coyote, several ducks and geese in a cage with a bath tub full of water, and a lone bald eagle. The eagle let out a shrill, "keek!, keek! keek!" when it saw Moses.
"I seem to have a way of getting hooked into rescuing wounded animals. Just can't seem to say no," Moses said with a chuckle.
As Moses tossed an apple into a cage with a raccoon with a bandaged paw, Monique wondered if that same trait had saved her life
The raccoon grabbed the apple and scurried back inside a shelter made from an old orange crate. A raucous din exploded as birds and animals began to cry excitedly and jump around in their cages.
"Looks like the folks are hungry. Want to help?"
"Okay," Monique said, trying to act like she did this every day. This would be helping animals. She approved of that.
Moses lifted the lid on a garbage can that was nearly full of cracked corn. He pointed to a coffee can and said, "Toss a few scoops to the ducks and geese."
Monique busied herself with the grain and Moses went back into the cabin. Shortly he came out carrying an old banged-up stew pot. “Chow’s on!” he called out. The animals began raucous calling. Moses pulled out fist-sized chunks of bloody meat and began dolling them out. The animals were going wild.
She tried not to grimace at the blood dripping from his hands. These were wild animals, after all This is the food chain, This is the food chain, she kept repeating to herself over and over again as a mantra.
As Moses fed his "patients," he introduced each animal to Monique, as if it was a member of the family. “This owl's mother built a nest inside a barn and the young bird couldn't get outside. It was still flightless, flopping around inside when kids rescued it from a farm cat. Crows ran into a power line in a fog, broke their wings, but they're on the mend. A car hit the coyote. Ducks and geese got caught in an oil spill in the harbor at Ludington. And then this, guy," he spoke with special affection as he tossed another chunk of bloody meat to the bald eagle. "Some stupid bastard shot him. There isn't anything that's legal that looks like a mature bald eagle; maybe he was trying to get the feathers. His wing's about healed. Got a great voice, don't you think? Maybe you can sing a duet with him. You got any Indian blood?" Moses asked, quite unexpectedly.
"I don't think so," she said a little defensively. "Why did you ask?"
"Chances are, if your family lived around there for a few generations, you've got some blood in you. Being an Indian used to be like being a nigger in a lot of places. You know, redskins drink, get in fights, dumb and never show up for work on time. No morals. Can't be trusted. Things like that. No one used to want to be Indian. Now it's fashionable. Indians are cropping up like ragweed. You've got to have at least 25% blood to be legal, according to the government, of course."
"What tribe are you?"
"I'm not an enrolled member of any tribe in the US or Canada, but my heart is Indian and I love the land," Moses said, his voice trailing off into a downhearted tone.
"Is that a problem?"
"Depends," Moses said quietly, washing his hands.
He switched the subject and said, "Anyway, I just wondered if you might have had a Cherokee grandmother someplace. Those Cherokee women seem to really get around," he said. He realized that again had let go of his private feelings. Definitely a witch, he decided.
Monique let out a laugh. "None that I know of. Did you kill what you were feeding the animals?" Monique asked, trying to put Moses on the defensive.
Moses liked the challenge. "Road kill deer I picked up the other day. Cheaper than buying food for them, and better for them. Venison is health food, you know," Moses shot back. He sensed it bothered her and he loved needling people, especially antis.
"You seem to have a real connection with the birds, like the eagle, the hawks, the owl and that raven inside. The wild raven, too," Monique said politely. She, too, liked sparring, but she was cautious to avoid sounding judgmental.
"Yah," Moses said. "Hawks, eagles, ravens, and owls. I understand them better than most people," he said. He looked at her with piercing eyes that burned with a cold fire, like a hawk about to thrust its talons into a rabbit.
For a split second Monique had the distinct feeling that Moses was some kind of strange bird-man. Then the presence slipped away and he returned to being a human.
Moses knew that he'd just won round one. He chuckled inside.
"Tell me about what you do, I mean saving animals and things. Sounds like a nice job. I like animals," Monique asked, trying to steer the conversation in a positive direction. She was surprised that she found him so attractive, she noted as she followed the strange hawk-man back into the cabin.
"US Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Law Enforcement, agent Moses Molson," Moses rolled off with a chuckle. "State game wardens are a scarce bird. Only about 7000 of them for the whole nation. There are 10 times that many cops in New York City; more NYPD Blue on the street for NY Eve than game wardens in the whole USA. Federal wildlife agents like me -- FBI for fish, birds and animals, we're whooping cranes. There are only about 240 of us for the whole USA. And we have the broadest jurisdiction of any law enforcement officer in North America, and can work internationally with Interpol, even negotiate treaties. I worked on one about importing walrus tusks from Siberia a couple years ago."
"I have always liked animals. I try to protect them," Monique said seriously.
"Uh, huh" Moses grunted. He sank into his favorite chair, picked up his coffee, enjoying the thought of pushing her buttons.
Monique could feel chemistry with this strange new wild man, but his attitude, the blood, dead animals all challenged her personal politics to the bone. Her stomach churned. She was about to get up and leave when Wanda suddenly appeared at the door.
Gasping for breath, Wanda blurted out, "Oh, I didn't mean to butt in, Moses, but some dogs are barking and carrying on in the swamp behind the restaurant. They must have got something trapped down there. Can you come, quick, please?"
"Dammit, wild dogs, maybe even coy-dogs," Moses said, bolting off from his chair and grabbing his .30-.30 off the wall.
"Coy-whats?" asked Monique.
"Coyote and dog cross-breeds. People come up for the summer, get a puppy and then dump 'em when they go back home. They don't have all the woods smarts of wild animals, so they team up on things to kill. Some breed with coyotes." Moses pumped a shell into the chamber, stuffed some shells in his pocket and started for the door.
"Can I help?" Monique asked.
"Huh," Moses grunted, looking at her sternly, he said gruffly, "You sure like trouble, don't you." Then for some reason that he didn't understand, and didn't have time to think about, he said, "Okay, bring this, but stay back out of the way." He tossed her a coil of rope and bolted out of the door and took off on a dead run toward the swamp.
Five minutes later, Moses noiselessly slipped down a steep deer trail that cut through a dense alder thicket. Ahead, a chorus of barking and growling rose up out of a thicket of willows, alders and swamp grass that circled a kettle depression tucked between two dunes. When he popped out into the open, he saw half a dozen mangy dogs that had cornered a doe and her twin fawns on a tiny finger of solid ground that jutted out into a half-acre peat bog lake.
With her front feet, the doe lashed out at the dogs, which would jump back respectfully. The fawns tried with little success to hide in a scant thicket of willows nearby. The doe was holding her own for the moment, but the dogs came at her in waves, new fresher ones replacing those who had been actively baiting her, wearing her down quickly. A black lab-coyote cross slipped past the doe and sank its teeth into the leg of one of the fawns. The fawn screamed out a loud bleat.
The doe spun around and struck the mongrel with a vicious blow with her front foot. The coy-dog let out a yelp and retreated, but in that moment another slashed the doe's unguarded flank, drawing blood.
Moses was about 30 yards away. He slipped off the safety, raised the .30-30 to his shoulder, drew a bead on a big German shepherd who was jumping at the doe's throat, and fired. The dog’s head exploded. As Moses was jacking another shell into the chamber, Monique and Wanda burst out into open. Monique had never seen an animal killed before. She screamed, pulling Moses' attention behind him. When he saw the women weren't being attacked, he turned back. The wild dogs had vanished into the bushes. No chance for another shot.
The doe leaped into the water, bleating in sheer terror. The two fawns plunged in behind her. They were trying to swim for the first time and finding little success.
Moses set his rifle down and sloshed his way through the spongy muck. He quickly sank to his waist and then plunged forward, swimming in the dank, coffee-colored water. He knew he had to keep clear of the doe's sharp hooves that were flailing wildly in the water. He grabbed the first fawn by the neck and pulled it back to shore. It was the one wounded by the coy-dog attack and it was too weak to get to its feet.
“Sis, come here and get this little guy so doesn’t try to do it again,” he called.
Wanda quickly waded out onto the bog and hugged the fawn, holding it down.
Moses turned back for the other. He got to the second young deer, just as it was slipping under, put an arm around its neck, and began to tow it back to shore. The doe was nearby, snorting and stomping.
He shoved the second fawn up onto the bank and then pulled himself out of the water. The fawn raced to join its mother, who was loudly bleating, and they both dashed into the bushes.
Moses was covered with black muck and was about to laugh when he heard a sound that sent a chill down his spine -- an angry growl. Four dogs from the pack had returned. Moses got to his feet and kicked a dirty gray coy-dog into the water. From the bushes came half a dozen more frenzied canines, closing in on Moses and Wanda.
Monique screamed. Moses looked, only to see that she was not being attacked. "God dammit!," he swore.
Moses caught the charge of the first dog with his boot and sent it into the water. Distracted, a second canine sneaked in and sunk his teeth into Moses' calf, sending a searing pain message to his brain. A hard punch to the eye of that bitch caused the dog to let go of Moses' leg, but immediately two more lunged at him.
"Shoot the damn dogs!" Moses yelled as he danced to avoid their teeth. Wanda was holding the fawn. That left only one option.
Monique stood frozen. She did not know what to do. Should she save a person or a dog?
"If you don't get the gun and shoot, they'll kill us and the deer!" Wanda screamed.
Monique picked up the rifle and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. A big white and brown collie came at him, barking loudly.
"Work the action dammit!" shouted Moses as he dodged jumping dogs and moved his hands to show how to work the rifle's lever action.
Monique followed his instructions and sent a shell into the chamber. She raised the gun to her shoulder and pointed it in the general direction of the dogs. She pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.
"The little button on the side of the trigger guard. The safety, push it in!" Moses yelled, sending a chunky gray mongrel into the water with a kick in the ribs.
Monique found the safety, pushed it in, and started to raise the gun to her shoulder. In her haste she squeezed the trigger before the gun had seated on her shoulder. It went off. The shot punched into the ground near Moses. The gun's recoil drove the rifle butt into her chin like a hard right cross, knocking Monique flat on her back.
The dogs backed off. Moses rushed over, grabbed the gun and began to fire.
Monique squealed as he shot the first dog, blowing a hole through its head.
Moses dropped a second before they were gone. "I think they're gone. You okay?" he asked turning to the women.
"Just fine," replied Wanda, who was down on her belly crawling out of the mud. "Any minstrel shows around? I'm a ripe candidate," she replied.
Moses let out a belly laugh.
Monique lay on the ground holding her jaw.
"You ever shoot one of these before?" Moses asked, helping Monique to her feet.
"No," said Monique defensively, as she gingerly touched her jaw. "Why did you shoot those dogs? You could have just scared them away," she challenged.
"That bunch of mutts will go after anything they could catch, including you or a child," Moses fired back. His piercing eyes shot right through her and silenced her. In her heart she knew that he was telling the truth, even if it was a truth she did not want to hear, and her stomach churned.
Moses walked out and picked up the wounded fawn, carrying it back in his arms. He placed the animal at Monique’s feet, saying, “Here, if you like animals so much, this one needs help.”
Wanda was standing on a sandy beach of the old lake, scraping the mud. Suddenly she exclaimed, "Moses, what's this!"
Moses walked over, knelt down and let out a long, slow whistle. The impression in the soft, dark sandy loam was like a human footprint, but it was nearly 18 inches long and eight inches wide and two inches deep. Four feet away in either direction there was another. They came from the dark, coffee-colored water and then returned again, as if the maker of tracks was living in the water. On either side of the tracks for a distance of five feet, plants were turning yellow and withering.
"Well, my God, bigfoot!" Moses exclaimed as he bent down to inspect the tracks more closely.
"Don't you want to take care of your leg?" Wanda asked, noting the blood that was running down his leg from the dog bite.
"Sure looks like the real thing," Moses said excitedly.
"Your leg is bleeding," said Wanda adamantly.
Moses glanced at the wound. "It's not bad.
This may be a real bigfoot track. I have heard about 'em, read about them, but I have never in all my roaming seen a track, and it's fresh. I want to get an impression before any details are lost," he said excitedly.
"A bigfoot. Around here. You got to be kidding," Wanda challenged.
"No way. Sasquatch, they call them out in the Pacific Northwest. In Tibet they're the yeti, you know, abominable snowman. Alma in Russia. Lots of people say that they don't exist. Uncle Charlie says they were here when the Indians crossed the land bridge; old ones left over from Atlantis. They're supposed to have the power to appear and disappear. Some live under water like muskrats, in homes with underwater entrances that are burrowed in the banks of streams and lakes. Might even live here. Smell read bad, too, they say. Wanda, has anybody ever seen anything, heard anything or smelled anything funny around here?"
"Just you when you come home late at night," Wanda joked.
"No, I'm serious. Some Indians I know out in Washington and California call them 'skunk apes,'" Moses said earnestly. "They say they smell like skunks and make a weird high-pitched call like a scared pig. Used to be around here too, so they say."
"I saw the 'Harry and the Hendersons.' I thought bigfoot was something like the bogeyman that keeps kids home at night. I didn't think those things were supposed to live around here," Monique said, looking around nervously to see if a giant hairy creature was about to accost her.
"There are reports of things like this all across North America from the Arctic to the swamps down in Florida and Georgia, the mountains of New Mexico and a lot of them in Northern California, Oregon and Washington. In the Fish and Wildlife Service, guys on patrol run into a lot of weird things that live in swamps or wilderness areas. I've heard about them, but this is the first physical evidence I've ever seen. This is incredible. I need some plaster of paris," Moses said.
"Birds falling out of the sky. Now big hairy apes. Sounds like the Judgment Day is coming up fast. Maybe the boys in the Militia really do have some crystal balls. Come to think of it, though, the last one I went out with didn't have much of any at all," Wanda snickered.
"Was that before or after you were through with him?" Moses shot back, as he sniffed the area around the tracks like a dog tracking a fox.
"Moses, you know what the elders say," Wanda said, switching gears to a serious tone. "They say that bigfoot or whatever you call it has the power to kill with its mind. Like hexing. Look at the grass. Maybe this is what's killing all the animals."
Moses looked up and saw what Wanda was talking about. A three-feet-wide swath of grass leading to the shore was yellow and dying. “What the..” he began to say, but he was interrupted as the fawn let out a frightened bleat.
Moses switched his attention to the wounded deer. He gently knelt down and began talking to the animal in almost a whisper. The fawn became still. Moses reached out and placed his hand over the eyes of the fawn and swiftly gathered it up into his arms. The fawn acted like it was asleep.
"He has a special way with animals," Wanda said, adding "He gets along with them better than most people."
"Who is this Uncle Charlie that Moses keeps talking about?" Monique asked as they trudged up the hill.
"He's like a father to Moses and I. His real name is Charlie Wang, but most people around here just call him 'Uncle Charlie.'"
Chapter 6
A 20 year-old red Ford pick-up truck with a reasonable case of Michigan salt rust on the fenders and a “Go Organic” bumpersticker on the left rear fender was parked in front of Moses' cabin when Moses, Monique and Wanda returned.
"Uncle Charlie's here," Wanda said in a matter-of-fact tone to Monique, as if she had expected it.
The front door of the cabin swung open. Out strode a short, stocky bear of a man with a radiant moon-shaped face, high cheekbones and a wispy gray mustache and goatee. He looked more Mongolian than anything else, but his skin was darker, in sharp contrast to his shoulder-length snow-white, hair, with small waves and curls. He was old, but his gait and movement seemed fluid and strong.
At five feet six, Charlie Wang was shorter than her by two inches, but Monique felt much smaller than him. As their eyes met, a strange rush of warm energy flowed into her as she stared at this fireplug wearing weathered Levis, a red plaid wool shirt and a black beret. At first, she felt like she'd just downed a double cappuccino. Terror started to well up in her. He sensed her mood and projected a warm smile. Her fears diminished, as if somehow he was controlling her feelings. Monique was speechless.
"Felt like I should drop over," the old man said, breaking his eye contact with Monique. "Looks like you've got another patient," he said, holding the door open for Moses to help him take the fawn inside. .
"Looks like I've got a patient, too. Moses, your leg needs looking after," said Wang in a fatherly tone as he saw the blood stains on Moses' leg.
"Not that bad," Moses said, tending to the fawn. "Someone get me a couple of those burlap bags from out back," he asked. Wanda and Monique went out and came back with several bags. "Good, now pile them beside the fireplace." Moses carefully laid the young deer down on the bags.
"Moses, I want to see that leg. If a dog bit you, it could be trouble," the old man said forcefully. Then he added, "Moses you're always trying so hard to be right. Relax. Be like me, I'm always Wang."
His pun lightened the mood.
“Let me finish this one first,” Moses said. He gave the fawn an injection of tranquilizer and bandaged its leg.
The fawn soon slept.
Moses slumped down into a chair beside the one table in the room.
Charlie Wang slid out a chair and motioned that Moses should put his leg up on the table, which he did.
"Boil some water, and get me the first aid kit from the truck," Wang said to Wanda. "This wound needs to be cleaned up so no infection sets in, no telling what those dogs have been eating. Had a tetanus shot recently, Moses?"
"We get one ever couple of years. Comes with the job," Moses said with a sigh.
"Good," Wang grunted. He pulled a hunting knife from a sheath on his belt. In one determined move he slit the pants from the cuff to the hip.
"Jesus, be careful!" Moses exclaimed.
“Now if he didn’t have rabies, you might live,” Wang chuckled. "Don't be bashful, Moses," the old man chuckled. His knife revealed that Moses wasn't wearing underwear.
"Wild man seeks wild life," Wanda joked.
"Now, about that dog that bit you?" Wang asked, gently swabbing the wound with an alcohol wipe.
"I shot him. He's down in the swamp. I'll take him in for a rabies test tomorrow. I think it'll be okay. He had an old collar on," Moses said wearily.
"For your sake, I hope you're right," Wang said, carefully washing Moses' wound. "Lot of skunks around this year and you know they carry rabies. Not afraid of anything, skunks. Keep getting bitten by rabid dogs because they don't know any better. Moses, sometimes I think you might be part skunk," Wang mused.
With a smile on his face, Wang dabbed iodine on the wounds. Moses winced in pain, but uttered no sound.
When the old man had finished, Moses grabbed a new pair of pants, stepped outside and slipped them on.
The old man had not said a word to Monique, but from time to time he glanced at her. Finished with Moses, Charlie Wang sat quietly at the table, sipping some coffee that Wanda had poured. The steam rose up in front of his face.
Monique felt drawn to look at the old man, almost as if she could not refuse. The steam seemed to make Wang’s face become fluid. One moment he was a wise old Chinese man. Then he seemed to be a black man with ice water in his veins. Then he looked like a stoic Indian. Suddenly the transfigurations washed away and he was a humble senior citizen drinking coffee from a glass fruit jar.
Wang looked off into space, as if daydreaming. Suddenly he looked directly at Monique and said in a quiet voice, as their eyes met, "You were right to leave. He was a bad man, tied up with bad people."
His words shot through her like bullets. She had told no one about her flight from Detroit after a blow-up with her agent, yet this old white-haired man seemed to know all about it. She looked into his large, dark brown eyes surrounded by a myriad of deep crowfeet. He was not looking at her, she felt. He was looking through her. Finally, he broke eye contact. Monique’s attention fell on the gold octagonal pin on the side of his beret. It had a yin-yang symbol made of blue turquoise and red jasper stones in the middle and was surrounded by eight patterns of straight and broken lines.
"It's called a Ba-gua," Wang said quietly, answering a question she had not yet consciously put to words.
"What?" asked Monique.
"The pin on my cap. It's a spiritual compass. Chinese."
"Uncle Charlie's a walking UN," Wanda said with a chuckle.
"My grandfather was a Chinese cook in a logging camp that married an Indian woman who was a wildflower of the northland woods; granddaughter of one of the first Negro freed slaves that the Underground Railroad hid in the woods around here who had married into the Chippewa. His parents were Chinese and Norwegian. Our tribe is Heinz fifty-seven varieties," he said with a warm smile.
"He’s descended from Genghis Khan, but he's peaceful," Moses joked.
"And nearly twice your age," the old man said with a twinkle in his dark eyes. Rising to his feet, he declared, "Moses, don't go running after any wild women for a couple of days and get that dog over to the county health department to check for rabies. I'm heading back for supper, anyone want a ride back to Wanda's?"
"Do you need any help with the deer?" Monique volunteered.
"No," Moses said coolly, erecting a stoic wall of defense.
Wanda and Monique piled into Uncle Charlie's truck and they headed back to the Maple Leaf.
A hundred yards down the road Wanda said, "Moses says he found a bigfoot track down in the swamp."
"Where?" said Wang, breaking the truck to an abrupt stop.
"I'll show you," Wanda said.
Wanda and Uncle Charlie hopped out of the truck. Monique hesitated. An owl hooted. Monique felt a shiver of fear crawl down her spine. She took a deep breath and followed them to the bog lake. A flashlight was not necessary. The golden harvest moon was riding full across the sky. The old man easily found the track and knelt down to inspect it.
"Moses said maybe it lived in the swamp," Wanda offered anxiously.
Wang sniffed the air, like a dog trying to catch the scent of an animal. He grunted, "No.”
Wanda pointed to the swath of dead grass. “How do you explain this?”
Charlie Wang slowly rose to his feet and approached the yellowed plants. He sniffed the air and cocked his head to the side, studying the grass intently. After a moment he grunted and spat on the grass and walked away silently.
As the truck pulled up at the Maple Leaf, a Hispanic woman came hurrying up. She carried a black plastic bag with a bulge in it.
"It's a dead hawk. Do you think Moses wants this?" Carol Mancos said.
"God, another one. I am sure he does. I'll give it to him tomorrow when he comes down for breakfast," Wanda said, accepting the bag.
"Birds falling from the sky and bigfoot. What’s your take on this apocalypse stuff," Monique asked with a nervous laugh.
"I think that God sometimes likes to play games with us. That's why he gave us the coyote as a teacher," Wang replied brusquely.
There is more evil here than I guessed, he said to himself as the two women walked away.
Monique shut the door to her cabin and let out a deep sigh of exhaustion. A heavy fog was slipping in, embracing the cabins. The mist made her feel safe and anonymous. She hooked the chain on the door as large drops of fog rain dripping off the leaves of the white pines textured a melody over the distant steady pulsing rhythm of waves dying on the beach.
She stripped down. Standing in the nude, she looked at herself in the floor length mirror on the bathroom door; the freckles, her flamboyant reddish-blond hair, her firm ample breasts, slender hips and legs, and the long feet that had always made her feel slightly self-conscious. "I've got lots of miles left in this chassis," she said out loud, turning slowing and examining herself front and back. Then, a devilish smile crossed her face. She raised the middle finger of her right hand, pointed toward the south and her former agent, and declared: "And this is for you Leonard, sweetie, you fucking bastard," as she launched into a bump and grind erotic dance. Laughing loudly, she tumbled into bed, making moans and groans like a she-cat in heat. Finishing her delicious act of spite, she pulled the covers over her and fell asleep with a juicy smile on her face.
Chapter 7
A loud thump and a squeal of pain awoke Moses with a start. The fawn was trying to get to its feet and had knocked over a chair. Moses bolted out of bed and gently gathered the deer in his arms. He made a quick blindfold from a T-shirt and gently placed it over the young deer's eyes. Then, he gave it an injection of tranquilizer that he’d been planning to use on a problem bear that kept raiding Wanda’s garbage cans. The fawn was soon quiet.
Moses walked outside and greeted the growing golden glow in the eastern sky. As a chorus of birds welcomed the return of the sun, Moses brewed up some coffee, slipped into his clothes, carried the fawn out and placed it on the floor of the passenger side of his truck, and drove down to Wanda's to cure his empty stomach.
As Moses popped in the door of the Maple Leaf, Wanda was presiding over a sizzling grill of home fries, eggs and bacon for two tables of fishermen chomping at the bit to get out on the big water. "Sis, I've got to take the deer over to the wildlife center in Traverse City. I don’t have enough room for him at my place. Can you keep an eye on him while I collect the dead dog in the swamp, if you haven’t ground it up for burgers?"
"Don't look at me, I'm herding the grease."
"I'll give you a hand," offered Monique, who was perched on a stool at the counter, nursing her third cup of coffee.
"I'm busy here," asserted Wanda more firmly. She was hoping for a little chemistry to connect her lonely brother with Ms. Motown crooner.
Moses grunted, and gruffly said to Monique, almost as an order, "Okay, the fawn's in the front seat. Shouldn't be able to get up, but if it gets frightened it could hurt itself.” Not waiting for a response, Moses turned and exited.
"Did I do something wrong?" Monique asked Wanda as Moses disappeared into a grove of pine trees.
"Don't take it personal. Here, take this coffee for him," she said, handing Monique a hot cup of brew. "He likes it with milk and maple syrup, with a vension breakfast burrito. When Moses forgets to eat, he really gets grouchy," Wanda said with a wry chuckle, handing Monique a paper bag.
Fifteen minutes later Monique jumped with a start as Moses tossed the dead dog into the truck bed. She had not heard him approach.
Moses was tickled that he had startled her, but he did not show it. He took off his backpack and gently laid it into the bed of the truck on top of several burlap bags.
"Your breakfast is in the bag. What's in the pack?" Monique asked, pointing at a bulge in his backpack.
"Bigfoot track; it's a real jewel. Cast is perfect," Moses said excitedly, as he climbed into the cab.
"Are you planning to sell the story to the tabloids?"
"Christ, no," Moses grunted, starting the truck. "Wanda needs business, but not that bad. Besides, if it is a real bigfoot, I want to meet it. Talk with it. Improve race relations, you know."
"Got another one for you. Juanita found an owl last night," Wanda said, appearing at the driver's side door with the black plastic bag.
"Can't you put it in the frig?"
"This is a restaurant, not a laboratory."
"Shit," he growled. He looked in the bag, climbed out and put the bag in the back of the truck.
"Wanda told Uncle Charlie about the bigfoot last night. She showed him the tracks, too," Monique said, trying to lighten him up as they headed off.
"Did Charlie say anything?" asked Moses, as they pulled up to the one and only stop sign in White Pine: a faded red octagon sprinkled with several .22 holes from Johnny Jackson’s last birthday celebration.
"He said 'no.' I think he thinks it’s a hoax."
"Huh," grunted Moses, and let it drop. His attention was now attracted to a dozen people gathered at the party boats’ dock. "Wonder if someone caught a big one?" he said, turning onto the wooden plank wharf.
As he approached the group, it became clear that an argument was underway between the crew of a fishing boat and several other people. Moses hopped out of the truck to check it out.
The captain of a fishing boat recognized him and approached.
"Moses, These sons of bitches got a petition saying that the fish ain't fit to eat. God dammit! The health warnings are cautions against eating too much fish, not any fish. No one has been killed by eating fish out of the lake. This is how we make our living, and it's an honest living, you stupid mother fuckers," snarled the captain.
"Can I see what you've got?" Moses asked.
"Sure thing ranger," said a college-age boy, handing Moses a clipboard with a petition that announced:
Poisoned Paradise?
Research studies have shown that lake trout and salmon from Lake Michigan contain considerable amounts of pesticides including PCB, DDT, DDD, Dioxin and mercury, so much that eating them can be dangerous to your life, especially if you are a pregnant woman or a child. These toxic chemicals are killing the birds and the fish, and they're after us. Some scientists believe they can cause cancer, birth defects and stunt the mental and physical growth of our children. Let's put a stop to using of Lake Michigan as a toxic waste dump RIGHT NOW! Sign below if you want to put a stop to this atrocity.
"Moses, these assholes are chasing away business. There are laws against this! If not, we'll make some," asserted a mate with arms as thick as fence posts who was clutching a razor sharp filleting knife.
Moses felt caught between two worlds. He shared concern about the levels of chemicals in the fish, but his heart was with the fishermen. Turning to the activists Moses said, "I'm with the Fish and Wildlife Service. We appreciate citizen support, but this kind of tactic is just causing conflict we don't need. If you want to get people to sign your petition, go into Traverse City or Manistee. Get some laws passed and shut down those big power plants, or stop farmers from spraying. These people aren’t the problem."
"We have a right to be here. These people ought to be concerned. They are being poisoned when they eat fish," challenged a portly woman in her late 30's.
"Look lady, these fishermen care about the environment just like you do, maybe more so. You people ought to be working with them to get the place cleaned up, not at each other's throats. These guys are just trying to make an honest living," Moses snapped back. Which is more than I can say for you, ran through his mind, but he held his tongue.
Both sides stood their ground. Moses saw it was standoff, so he said coolly, "Okay, look. I am also a federal marshal with full police powers. There are enough of you here to constitute a rally or a march. Do you have a permit?"
One man challenged, "What's your badge number and name officer?"
"Buddy, it's right here," he said produced his badge. "If you come over here politely, I'll let you read it." Moses replied with a forced smile on his face, but his rapidly redding skin said that underneath he was starting to cook.
The man approached, took out a pad and pencil and wrote down Moses' name and badge number.
When the man was finished Moses said, "Now it's your turn. Let me see your driver's license."
"What the hell for?" the man protested.
"Assembly without a permit is a misdemeanor. You folks break up and leave, or I will call for the sheriff. He happens to be a good friend of mine. You got five minutes to disappear." The man pulled out his wallet, Moses wrote down his name and driver's license number and then with some grumbling, the activists left the dock.
"Thanks Moses. I was getting close to cold cocking one of those sons of bitches," said the burly mate.
"You guys ought to be working together," Moses said.
"Some of the greenie-weenies are okay, but not those bastards. Before you got here, they were saying things about fish suffering from being caught on a hook, shit like that. They were antis, not some conservation group," said the captain.
"All we need. Okay, you give me a call if they show up again. Harassing a hunter is a crime. I suppose the same is true for fishermen, too," Moses said, shaking his head in disgust.
"Problems?" asked Monique, as Moses climbed back into the truck.
"Animal rights people," Moses grunted.
"Don't you think that animals have rights?" Monique challenged.
"Sure, animals have got rights. They got lefts too. Makes about as much sense."
Chapter 8
Moses headed inland, following the banks of the serpentine Crystal River as it sliced through a majestic stand of old-growth timber. Monique hummed a soft lullaby, and the fawn was quiet. A mile east of White Pine, they suddenly emerged from the forest into a stunning, verdant valley half a mile wide and two miles long. The higher hills on all sides were heavily forested. To the north, a jagged dark gray rock vertical face rose up 500 feet. A shimmering lake lay in the middle. A dozen small farms circled the lake, each with lush vegetable gardens and small groves of apple, cherry and peach trees.
The spirit of the valley lifted her brooding mood and Monique exclaimed, "This is beautiful, like a picture book!"
Moses waved to several people working in a large vegetable patch. They happily waved back. Things felt idyllic.
Shortly they rounded a curve and came to a large sign, hand carved into the side of a giant old gnarled pine stump, "Uncle Charlie's Organic Produce." Behind it, sheltered by two giant white pines, stood a neat and tidy roadside fruit stand. A dozen cars were pulled up in front. Moses waved as he drove past. Two young women who were waiting on customers smiled and waved back.
"The same Uncle Charlie?" Monique asked, finding herself calling the old man as if a relative, even though she scarcely knew him.
"Yup. People come from all over to buy his vegetables. He also supplies restaurants in Muskegon, Ludington, Petosky, and Manistee," Moses said with pride as they wound their way along the highway that bisected the valley.
Monique began to softly hum a slow blues tune. Like a spell, it softened Moses and he soon launched into one of his favorite discourses.
"Some towns have declared themselves nuclear free zones. Well, this place is a chemical free zone. Charlie owns the whole thing and won't let anyone use any chemicals here to grow crops -- no pesticides and no man-made chemical fertilizers. It's been that way for over a hundred years, ever since his family has lived here. It's supposed to be the only farmland in the US, other than some test plots at a research center at Rodale Farms in Pennsylvania where the ground has never had any chemicals used. This land is as pure as any in the Porcupine Mountains or on Isle Royale," Moses said proudly.
Soon they climbed up out of the valley and slipped into a scrub oak and pine forest with less fertile sandy soil. The dust made them close their windows. The barrenness of this land seemed to make Moses withdraw and Monique became quiet. They were silent all the rest of the way to Traverse City.
Moses dropped the dead dog off at the county health department offices, a cluster of gray brick one-story sterile buildings. Outside, half a dozen people were marching, carrying signs protesting a proposed spraying program for apple maggots. "Better to put energy in here than what those people were doing on the coast. Take on the government. Protesting someone who doesn't have much power. That's bullying, the coward's way," Moses said.
Monique felt that if she raised any objections she'd probably have to walk back so she kept her mouth shut as Moses picked up the dog and took it inside.
Emerging from the lab Moses ambled over to talk with the protesters. When he climbed back into the truck he said, "Keep Michigan Clean and Green. They can really be a pain in the butt to some of those bureaucrats who have their heads in desk drawers."
"Is that the same group that was down at the dock in White Pine?" Monique asked, trying to keep conversation going.
"No. There's lots of competition out there to see who can save the world. About as many different kinds of eco-ites as Heinz has pickles."
The tranquilizer was starting to wear off, and as Moses started up the truck, the deer began to struggle. Monique put her hands on the fawn and sang a soft lullaby. The young deer calmed down.
"You seem to get along with him," Moses said quietly as they drove along through Traverse City.
"I like animals, I hate to see them get hurt," she said, gently stroking the fawn's head. She knew what it was like to be a hurt animal. Moses did too, but wouldn't admit it.
"You'll love where the deer is going, then. A real hospital for sick wild animals. A vet runs the place. He can give proper care for bigger ones."
The Grand Traverse Wildlife Rescue Center occupied an abandoned gas station on the west side of town. The underground gas tanks had been removed, and the holes were lined and filled with water. A dozen ducks and cormorants splashed happily in one. In the other were several muskrats and a half-grown beaver. Other nearby cages held hawks, seagulls, several owls, a bear and three deer with bandaged legs. Two turkey vultures that sat on a high perch in a large cage with their wings fully spread seemed like sentinels. Overhead, a cloud of seagulls circled, hoping to locate food that had been tossed out of a cage. As Moses and Monique unloaded the fawn, they were met by a balding, slightly overweight man in his late forties wearing a white lab coat and scowling over his wire-rimmed glasses.
"Be careful and don't move him too much," said the man in a tight voice.
"Here, why don't you take her, doc?" Moses said, stepping back and motioning for Monique to follow suit. The vet gathered the fawn into his arms. Moses held the doors open for the vet as he carried it into the former garage area, which had been converted into a treatment room.
"Got chewed up by some wild dogs," Moses offered as the vet set the fawn down onto to an examining table.
"We'll take good care of the fawn. Thank you for bringing her in," the vet said coolly.
"Sure thing, doc," Moses said casually and returned to the truck.
"Why was that man so cold to you?" Monique asked as they drove off.
"I used to think that maybe it was because I am an Indian. Racist, I figured. But then about a year ago I heard him speak at a public hearing. He claimed that hunting is immoral and sadistic, and hunters are psychopaths. So I guess you're riding with a serial killer," Moses growled.
"But you saved that deer's life," Monique said defensively.
"Yah, but I kill my own meat, too. He knows that. Seems kind of stupid to have such strong feelings about killing animals when vets like him are putting millions of dogs and cats 'to sleep' every year. If Indians killed dogs for food, like they used to, he'd be on their case in a minute, but it's okay for vets and shelter to gas them or him to give an injection to a couple of million pets. Then they incinerate them and pollute the air. A lot of good meat going to waste, some Indians would say. Chinese would agree."
Monique's tried to remain calm and collected, but the thought of eating a dog made her stomach churn.
"You ever hunt?" Moses challenged. He knew that he'd struck a sensitive point and he liked to push people's buttons.
"No," Monique said abruptly.
"Well, if you eat meat and you don't hunt then you are a hypocrite. Do you think that meat magically comes out of the back room of the butcher shop, or out of a replicator like on Star Trek?" Moses shot back.
"I eat fish and chicken, occasionally" said Monique quietly, biting her lip.
"People ought to kill some of what they eat. Getting you hands bloody makes you more honest. Hunting is part of my religion," Moses said calmly.
"Your religion?"
"Yah. Kill God and then you eat him," Moses said with a snicker.
Monique decided she would not take the bait. She felt like she had landed on another planet. She had trouble swatting flies. He killed animals for food, which she deplored killing. Yet in spite of the vast differences between them, she felt attracted to Moses. That gnawed on her as they silently drove on until they slipped back into Sweetwater Valley, where the richness of the scenery eased the tension. Entering the enchanted land, she hummed softly, as if as the pristine valley was working a spell on her.
"You said that Uncle Charlie owns this valley?" she finally asked.
"Yup. It goes back over a century. His grandfather was a cook for a logging company around here in the late -1800's. The owner of the company got sick. Everyone thought he was going to die, but Charlie's father was also a traditional Chinese healer. He used acupuncture and herbs. The doctors had given up, but great grandpa used his methods and in a couple of days the lumberman was out of bed and healed.
As a way of saying 'thank you,' the lumberman gave him this valley. The old man asked that what was left of the old trees be saved, and his wish was respected. Virgin pines. Aside from Hartwick Pines State Park over near Grayling, it’s about the only place left in the lower Peninsula where the original trees are still standing. Water's pure too. Crystal clear. It comes from a deep underground spring that originates way up north in the Canadian Shield. People have been trying to get him to let them bottle the water and sell it like Perrier or Evian. Some claim it has healing powers. He has said 'no."
His father took over the place and started the garden. Charlie keeps the place up in the same tradition."
"That water could probably make a lot of money," Monique said, thinking of the high-priced bottled water that they sold in most of the clubs she worked.
"Maybe it could, but Charlie wants no part of it. He says the water is sacred, shouldn't be sold. I guess that must be the Indian in him," Moses said wistfully.
Chapter 9
Charlie Wang's roadside stand was packed with locals and tourists.
"Hungry?" Moses asked as he squeezed into a parking space.
"Starved," Monique replied, realizing that it was early afternoon.
"Help yourself. It's on me," Moses said.
The smell of fresh baked cherry pie was sweet perfume in the crisp Indian summer air as Monique bounced out to survey the bins of fresh fruits and vegetables, smoked fish, honey, jugs of cider and cherry juice, flowers, baked goods and arts and crafts. She chose an apple, some cheese, and a cup of fresh cider. Moses took a couple of sticks of venison jerky and a cup of fresh spring water and whispered something to one of the girls, who began to giggle.
A distinguished-looking gray-haired man in his early sixties sporting a trimmed beard and wearing a "Save The Earth Mother" T-shirt, cut-off Levis and sandals approached. "Best produce in the whole world!" he declared with gusto, shaking Moses' hand hard.
"Hi, doc," Moses said, diplomatically. The greenies are here, he said to himself under a proper professional mask.
"Any word yet on the dead birds and animals? Do you think there is any possible link to the chemical spill they had over on the Chippewa River a month ago? We never heard much about that spill. You know how those people in government are. Red tape pollution!"
"No word back from the Ag. Department lab yet on the latest samples. Normal background levels of PCBs, mercury, DDT in the birds or animals that have been examined so far. The usual garbage we all carry," Moses said.
"New chemicals! Six thousand or so new ones come out every year. People spray and dump them without any serious testing like they were soda pop or Kool Aid. No one knows what they are doing to us. It's stupid. Crazy! People sometimes are like a disease. A cancer on the earth!
Moses, you let me know if you get anything, please. My God, they want to turn northern Michigan into a dump. Transport all of Detroit's junk up here. Did you hear they want to use the old quarry at Limestone City as a dump for radioactive wastes? Can you imagine what that would do to the ground water, and then if there was seepage into the lakes? Crazy. Just plain crazy. Bad enough they dumped PBB fire-retardant into the winter livestock food in the seventies. Now we all carry a little bit of it around just to remind us how stupid we can be. Thank God for this valley, and for Uncle Charlie keeping things pure. He reminds us just how pure and spiritual life can be. Don't know what I'd do without this valley."
"That's for sure. Say, earlier today, I had to step between some people with petitions about pesticides in the fish in the lake and a party boat captain and his crew. Almost came to blows. Know anything about those people?"
"Absolutely not Clean and Green. I'll bet they're from PAPCA -- People Against Pollution and Cruelty to Animals. They're new. Not that we can't use more help, but I think it's wrong to mix animal rights with ecology. Leads to mushy thinking. My people know ecology and science. They're not hysterics."
"You know where I stand," Moses said taking a bite of beef jerky.
"I certainly do. Well, so nice to see you," said the man, vigorously shaking Moses' hand. He gathered up his bags of produce, climbed into a Volkswagen van and drove off.
Just then a dirt-covered long bed Ford pick-up with big wheel tires drove up. Three men in camouflage clothes wearing face paint got out.
"Are those people from the Militia?" Monique whispered nervously.
"No," Moses chuckled. "It's archery deer season." Moses joined the hunters to shoot the breeze. Monique retreated to the truck in disgust.
After a few minutes, Moses came back to the truck. He noted Monique's change of attitude and chuckled to himself.
"Hope you don't mind, I have to stop in to see Charlie," Moses added, not wanting to appear that he was trying to get close to her.
"Am I under protective custody?"
"Not with me," Moses snickered.
Moses headed up a dirt road behind the stand.
"Who was that guy you were talking to?" Monique said. She had realized that she could not stay angry with Moses for too long. That meant that there was some good chemistry between them. She could change him, she had decided.
"Dr. Clifford Bott. 'Dr. Green,' we call him. Used to be a college professor back east. Took an early retirement a couple of years ago, settled here, and started an ecology group called 'Clean and Green.' The people we saw picketing at the public health department were some of his people. He's built up quite a following. Some of the locals don't like him, but he's done some damn good work on pollution issues. Really big on raising hell about toxics. He's a regular customer and a lot of his people buy food from the stand, too. There's about as many different varieties of environmentalists as there are warblers in the woods in April. He's a good one as far as I know."
The truck slowly bounced along the sandy, two-rut road. On the right, was a field about 50 yards wide that paralleled the road. "I've never seen a field like this before. It's so bumpy. You can't move a tractor over it, can you?" she said, pointing to the parallel linear mounds of earth about five feet across that the field had been shaped into.
"All the cultivation is done by hand. No machines. See how close the plants are planted to one another. 'Biodynamic gardening,' Charlie calls it. He learned the method when he was in Europe years ago. Some guy named Rudolph Steiner invented it, I think he said. He gets ten times the yield of a regular farm. Says it's the method, but I have a hunch that he's got something else working, too. He's kind of a wizard."
"So I've noticed," Monique said, remembering last night.
The road crossed a cowcatcher and climbed gently through a grove of stately pines that sheltered a log cabin and several smaller log outbuildings. As the truck came to a stop, a large black German shepherd came racing up to the truck, barking loudly. Moses opened the door, spoke a few soft words, and the dog's growl changed to an excited whine. Suddenly the dog leapt into Moses' lap. Monique recoiled, bumping her head on the roof of the cab of the truck.
"He won't hurt you," Moses said, hugging the excited dog. "At least as long as you are with me," he added. "He's part-wolf. No one around here is pure breed anything. Raven, settle down. This is Monique."
Monique gingerly extended her hand toward the giant black dog. He carefully sniffed her hand, and Moses said reassuringly, "She's with me Raven, it's okay." Raven agreed and licked Monique's hand with his big wet tongue.
The front door of the log cabin swung open and a heavyset middle-aged Indian woman with long black hair braids stepped out into the yard. As Moses stepped out of the truck, she greeted Moses with a warm bear hug.
"This is Monique. She's staying down at Wanda's. Gave me a hand with a deer I had to take over to the Rescue center," Moses said.
"So I heard. Hello there, I'm Amanda," the fireplug-shaped Indian woman said, extending her hand.
"Glad to meet you," replied Monique, taking the older woman's hand. It was a strong hand with callused leathery skin, but it felt warm and friendly.
"Charlie's been expecting you," she said to Moses. "He's out at his office."
Moses thanked Amanda, and headed for a garage-sized one-story log building. As they approached, Monique noticed that the wooden posts on the front porch were carved in the form of large snakes rising up from the ground. A strange pungent herbal aroma permeated the air.
The door to the cabin swung open as they approached, and a slender attractive Chinese woman in her late twenties bounced out to greet them. "Hi, Moses," she bubbled. "This must be Monique. Charlie told me about you," she said turning to Monique. "I'm Susie Fong," she said, extending her hand.
"Come on in," bellowed the old man's voice from inside. The three of them stepped into a darkened room filled with a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke.
For a moment Monique felt light-headed. This passed, like a wave, and her eyes adjusted to the subdued light. The windows on all sides were covered with translucent rice paper but in the middle of the room a brilliant shaft of sunlight beamed down through a skylight, illuminating tiny swirling smoke particles that swarmed in the golden light. The shaft of light centered on a massage table draped with a white sheet.
As her eyes adjusted to the light, Monique saw that the old man was seated in a large overstuffed leather armchair in one corner. She had not noticed it from the outside, but now she realized that the building was an octagon. This reminded her of the pin on his hat. Just as she had this insight, he smiled, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. Monique slipped on her tough girl mask, but underneath she was slightly trembling, though she not quite sure why.
Around the room, several candles were burning on an altar that displayed statues of Christ, Kwan Yin and Buddha, a stuffed owl, African and Polynesian wood carvings, an assortment of crystals and feathers; all spread before a large red and blue painting of the yin and yang symbol. On other walls were diagrams of acupuncture meridians for people and animals. In one corner a human skeleton quietly observed everything.
"Moses, let me look at that leg. Slip off those pants and get on the table," the healer spoke in a voice of quiet authority. Moses looked questioningly at the old man. "Moses, I've never seen you bashful for too long," Wang chuckled.
"Maybe I should wait outside," said Monique quickly.
"You might like to learn about my healing ways," Charlie said. His dreams had told him that she was coming. Not every person is announced in dreams. He sensed that she and Moses had a connection and he knew Moses needed a woman to help him settle down. He knew the leg would heal. He was really hoping to kindle the relationship.
"After yesterday I'd say this was only fair," Moses said, regaining his composure. He slipped out of his pants, climbed onto the table, and lay on his stomach. Susie let out a giggle as Moses' boxer shorts had a rip across the rear.
"The underwear a person wears is one of the best indications of their real character," Uncle Charlie said. "Moses here is a fighter, but he needs to protect his ass a little more," he said, and everyone broke out laughing.
His skilled hands gently inspected Moses' leg. The wound was painful, but there did not seem to be an infection. He took hold of Moses' right hand and held on to the wrist, gently, adjusting his grip every few seconds. He grunted, put Moses' hand down and asked Susie for his needles. She produced a metal pan with a number of hair thin metal needles about four inches long. The old man ran his fingers lightly along Moses' leg and then stopped. He kept one finger on the spot and held out the other hand and grunted. Susie handed him a needle. He lifted his finger and inserted the needle almost two inches into Moses' muscular calf.
Monique gasped as she watched.
"Never had an acupuncture treatment, I see," said the old man, not looking up. "I'm making Moses into a porcupine. Leave if you feel sick."
"That's okay," Monique said. She wanted people to think that she could handle anything. Besides, the old man fascinated her for reasons she was not able to fathom.
Charlie Wang inserted half a dozen more needles in Moses' leg, and then several more along his spine all the way up to his neck. Then he stepped back, like an artist looking at his work and said to Susie "Now, the moxa." Susie took what looked like a cigar and lit it with one of the candles on the altar. She held the smoldering herb over each of the acupuncture needles.
"This is moxa, a Chinese herb. It works with the needles. The method is very old," Susie said to Monique.
"Smells like grass to me," said Monique.
Uncle Charlie walked over to the altar and picked up a wooden rattle carved in the shape of a fish. He whispered some words in an unfamiliar language, and then began to whistle softly and shake the rattle. He looked up at the skylight with the sun pouring through on them. In a few seconds the pitch of his whistle rose abruptly. Then he directed the rattle downward toward the ground and began to whistle again, this time in a lower tone. Again, he whistled for a few moments and then abruptly the whistle changed into a higher pitch. He continued this pattern, addressing each of the four directions, then he stopped and was completely still. He walked over to Moses and placed his hands several inches above the wounded leg. The old man's eyes took on a vague, distant stare. He did not move, but it seemed as though the entire room began to fill with a soft, warm quality. Moses' leg twitched, and Uncle Charlie smiled. He held his hands there for a minute, and then slumped down into his big easy chair.
Uncle Charlie closed his eyes, as if dozing off. The smoke in the room reminded Monique of some of the clubs she'd played that did not have air-conditioning. It swirled and curled like running water, forming spirals, then animals, and then people. A sense of something special, an intoxicating softness permeated the air. She felt relaxed, very relaxed. Her eyes closed.
"Want some tea?" Monique awoke with a start as Susie gently shook her shoulder. Monique nodded "yes" and Susie poured her a cup of Oolong tea from a steaming pot. Everyone else was drinking tea. Monique felt embarrassed. "How long have I been out? Sure felt good," she said, yawning and stretching.
"About an hour," said Susie.
"I never do things like this, I'm sorry," Monique said, blushing.
"No need to apologize, it happens all the time around here," said the old man with a beaming grin. He had not slept, but had journeyed to the next world in trance. He now knew why she was here, but the time was not right to say it yet.
"Is that what the moxa does?" asked Monique.
"No, it's the spirits," said Moses impatiently. He turned to Wang and asked, "Do the spirits have anything to say about the dead animals around here? The lab doesn't seem to have any answers."
The old man became very serious and replied, "To have many animals around a place is a good omen. When they die in large numbers it is a very bad omen. This is not an accident, I am afraid. But I cannot root out the cause, at least not yet. There is great opposition. You know that we can’t just ask the spirits to answer every question like a magic genie."
"Dammit, can't you perform a ceremony to see what's going on," Moses barked in anger. The needles must have loosened me up, he realized. Regaining his composure he apologized.
The old man silently stared off into space. When he turned to face them, his eyes were wide and cold like an owl's and spoke in a cold tone, "I have tried to look into this matter in many ways. Each time an evil, dark hateful fog blocks me. The truth eventually reveals itself when one holds truth in their heart, because evil does not come from the heart and that is the strongest power of all. And that is what I am doing, working on it 24 hours a day. I will know sooner or later."
At that very moment Raven appeared at the door, carrying a dead bird.
"Ooh!" Susie exclaimed.
"Damn it! Drop it Raven," Moses cried out. The dog bounded away, dropping the bird in a heap.
"It's your pet owl, Sage. It's still shaking and twitching, no, it's stopped now. It's dead, I'm sorry to say," Moses reported.
The old knelt beside the owl. "Sage has lived here for nearly ten years," the old man said with heavy sadness. A tear rolled down his cheek, quickly disappearing into the myriad of crowfoot creases in his face. "He would sing to me every night, this brother of the moon," the old man said, looking fondly at the large great horned owl.
The old man reached out to touch the bird but Moses grabbed his hand, explaining, "You don't know what killed him. If it is some kind of poisonous chemical, you don't know if it can be toxic to the touch or not. Some of the things they use can be absorbed directly in through the skin, so don't touch him with your bare hands. We don't need an LD-50 on us."
"A what?" Susie asked.
"It's a toxicology term. A bullshit figure that makes people look like they are doing their job when they don't know what the hell they are doing."
Moses pulled on gloves and dropped the owl into a large plastic bag.
Wang said, "If this bird has been poisoned by someone, I will find out and they will wish they never did this. Give me a feather," he demanded.
Moses reached into the bag with a gloved hand and pulled off a large spotted gray wing feather. He tore off a corner of the bag and wrapped the feather in it and handed to the old man. Tears streaming down his cheeks, the old man took the feather with him into his healing cabin and closed the door.
"What about the dog? Could he be poisoned, too?" Monique asked.
"We'll just have to wait and see," Moses said with a sigh.
Amanda came out onto the porch and called out "Dinner." She too had loved the owl, but she wanted to keep a positive tone in the air.
Large steaming bowls of food were passed around the table. "This is good, what is it? Monique asked as she pointed to a steaming dish.
"You don't want to know," Susie replied quickly. "There's a saying, that Chinese will eat anything with legs except tables and anything with wings except airplanes."
Everyone laughed.
At that moment Charlie Wang walked in and sat down silently. Moses asked eagerly, "Get anything?"
"Black magic!" the old man said angrily.
They finished eating in silence.
"Moses, why don't we take Monique and show her the spring?" suggested Susie, trying to lighten the mood as they finished.
Moses, sighed. Why not. "Want to see where Crystal Lake comes from?" he asked Monique, feeling that it was best to let Charlie rest.
"Sure," Monique said, wanting to slip away from the heaviness that had settled over the dinner table. She had had enough of magic, black or white, she felt. Little did she know that her education was just beginning.
Chapter 10
High overhead, strings of herring gulls winged into the sunset toward Lake Michigan, as Susie led Moses and Monique along a well-worn foot trail beside a joyful, rushing creek. At treetop level, swooping nighthawks inhaled fat gnats and mosquitoes in between shrilling loud "peeeps." Deep in the cedar thickets, white tails of deer flickered like ghosts before disappearing in the moist early evening darkness that scented the air.
Three hundred yard up the trail, Susie stopped and said, "Oh, I forgot. I have to work at the store tonight. I'm sure you know the way, Moses."
He sensed that he was being set up, but there was no way out.
"Yah," Moses said slowly.
"You okay with being out here in the woods with this wild man?" Susie asked Monique, hoping that it would push her feminist button.
It was a bulls-eye and Monique said, "Sure," stiffening up.
Susie waved and disappeared into the twilight, giggling under breath.
Moses and Monique continued on, soon arriving at a dark vertical rock face nearly 300 feet high. "They call this 'The Wall,'" Moses said, looking upward.
"It's so hard and dark. This doesn't look like any other rocks around here," Monique said, gently running her hand over the smooth rocky surface.
"Yah, big debate over this hunk of property," Moses said. He plucked a blade of grass, stuck it in the corner of his mouth, and leaned back against the rock. Pulling up one foot so that it rested directly on the wall, he continued: "Geologists say it was brought here by the glaciers, a piece of the Canadian shield that got swept along and then left here maybe 10,000 years ago when the ice age ended. Crystal Lake, they claim, was formed from melt water flowing around this big chunk of rock.
Charlie doesn't see it that way. He says this is a meteorite that landed here. He says it hit where Crystal Lake is today and split apart. Part of it bounced up here, forming a giant yin and yang symbol. Crystal Lake is the light half and this rock is the dark half. Makes a good story, and besides, this rock's like a watch dog, there's no easy way to sneak in to the valley from the north so long as its here," Moses said, patting the rock like a dog.
"Is there a problem with vandalism?" Monique said uneasily.
"What I mean to say is that there's a National Forest over there. Sleeping Bear Dunes National Recreation comes a few miles north after that. No big lakes or good fishing streams. About the only time that there are any people to speak of there is during deer season, or at least it used to be that way," Moses replied, tossing a stone up alongside the cliff and then watching it come tumbling down.
"Go on."
"These days, there are more and more people living out in the woods. Homeless people. Squatters. People on the run from the law. Some live in trailers and tents, like gypsies, others just live under logs and rocks and stuff. Some live out their cars. A bunch of draft dodgers came up here and hid in the woods in the sixties. Some brought families, too. More people have shown up recently. Some grow drugs. Some live off the land. You don't see the woods people too much. They show up on the satellite photos as heat blips that couldn't be deer or bear. So long as they stay on their side of this fence and don't take too many deer, I got no problems. Kind of like modern Indians."
"It doesn't sound like the kind of neighbors I'd like to have."
"The woods don't care what you've been up to. Mother Nature is pretty tolerant of everyone so long as you treat her right. Anyway, I kinda look at those folks as being just a step or two away from me, with a little bad luck," Moses said, spitting out the grass to make his point. "Still coming?" He hoped she’d back down.
"Of course," she said brusquely, covering the twinge of fear that he had aroused.
Moses shrugged and said. "Stick close," and began walking the trail. Monique followed close behind.
They headed west with the rock wall on the north and the rushing stream on the south. Up ahead, she saw something white in the woods and stopped dead in her tracks. It looked like a ghost. Moses walked straight for it and motioned for her to come. She approached gingerly and saw that it was actually a cloud of steam rising up from a hot spring.
A stream of steaming water slipped out of a crack in the rock wall and cascaded ten feet down forming a dark pool of water about 30 feet across. A pungent odor scented the moist evening air. "It smells like rotten eggs," Monique said through a pinched nose.
"The smell is a gas, hydrogen sulfide. Comes with the water from rocks deep down in the earth. If this was a cave, gas would kill you. The stuff is deadly poisonous in confined spaces, but out in the open air it's harmless. In a minute or two you won't smell it at all," Moses pronounced calmly.
"Is everything out here dangerous?"
"Only if you don't know what you're doing." Moses bent down and touched his hand to water, then said quietly, "Charlie says a strong spirit lives here. Some of the Indian healers from the reservation east of Traverse City come here to perform ceremonies, pray and bathe in the water. This is a sacred place. There are healing powers here. I'm going to give my leg a treatment."
Moses slipped off his clothes, waded into the pool, and then sat down. The water came up to his neck.
Monique felt uneasy. She had gone skinny dipping with friends, but she hardly knew this man. She liked to flirt, and had been naked around more than one man in her days, and this guy was a cop of some kind, but then again anything might be hiding in the bushes.
"Water's about 100 degrees," Moses said, settling back against a rock.
The idea of going back alone seemed out of the question. Monique reached down and touched the water. It was invitingly warm. She liked challenges. Why not? It was nearly dark. She peeled off her clothes, laid them on a log and climbed into the warm water, settling in a place in the pool opposite Moses, where she could keep an eye on him, just in case.
The soft mud in the bottom cradled Monique like an earthy hand. Wispy clouds of steam rose up into the air. As Moses had predicted, the sulfur odor soon was gone. She remembered when she was a young girl and she used to go on walks at night with her father when they would go camping. He had taught her to identify constellations and find the North Star, and she found it easily. Her father had taught her, "You'll never get lost in the woods if you can find the North Star," and she'd never forgotten his words. She written a song for him, "North Star," and she began to hum it softly, like a lullaby.
"Are you on the run from someone?" Moses said quietly.
Monique tensed up. There was a moment of awkward silence and then she decided, What the hell, I have not done any thing wrong. "I had a fight with my agent. I needed to get away for awhile."
Moses said nothing more. Her answer felt right. The spring and his words had loosened her up. With a wry smile on his face he laid back to enjoy the spring.
Moses' question had opened a festering sore. In the darkness, immersed in the soft healing water, Monique quietly cried for a few minutes as the emotions bubbled up. Her career was on the rocks. Her future was a big fat question mark. Finally she asked, "Why can't Uncle Charlie find out what’s killing all these birds and animals? He seems so wise."
"Hah," Moses laughed. "Spirits sometimes they hold back information because we need to learn something. Sometimes fear and suffering are the only way people can learn. We humans, with our damned stupidity and arrogance, we are our own worst enemy. Nature can always wait. Besides" he added, "some bad guys have spirits of their own."
As if on cue with that thought, a dark human form suddenly appeared beside the pool. Moses bolted upright and Monique let out a scream.
"It's me, me, M-m-moses," said a high-pitched, nervous nasal voice with a nervous stutter.
"Shit, Fuse, you scared the hell out of me," said Moses, slumping back down into the water.
The newcomer emerged silently from the darkness, like a shadow. He was a wiry man in his early fifties, not quite six feet tall, wearing a full camouflage suit. He had a sharp, angular face, and very intense eyes.
"M-m-moses, I'm s-s-sorry I d-disturbed your b-b-bath. Y-yours too, m-m-mam," he said slowly. "There's some a-a-a-action g-going on d-d-down at the old g-g-g-gravel pit over on the s-s-state land. Lots of c-c-cars, p-p-people w-w-wearing ski m-masks and they've g-g-got their l-l-license plates c-c-covered. I thought y-y-you'd want to kn-n-n-ow about it p-p-pron-n-nto."
Moses quickly climbed out of the water, clouds of steam rising from his muscular body. Rubbing himself dry with his T-shirt he said excitedly, "This could the bear poachers that I've been after for almost a year. Anybody look Asian?"
“D-d-d-didn’t g-get that c-c-close.”
"What am I supposed to do?" said Monique, as it became clear that Moses and his friend were about to leave.
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