HOUR OF THE MANATEE
  
  
Chapter One

  
Manatee River, Florida, 
Mid-October:
The cry pierced the morning air along the bayfront, sending a flock of snowy egrets scurrying to wing from the shoreline, where they had been scouting the tidal flats for crabs. 
Another sound echoed across the waters as the air suddenly began to vibrate with a swelling, thumping, grinding rhythm. It grew, alien to the landscape, more intense. More birds took flight. Even the ever restless mullet seemed to hesitate and seek cover, leaving the surface waters still as glass. 
Twenty feet above the high water mark lay a hulking partially restored wooden schooner, in homemade dry dock at the edge of a pine wood that bordered the mangroves along the water's edge. Forty five feet of half‑replaced planks, a solid twelve‑by‑twelve keel, and broken spars jutting skyward like the remains of a burned out forest were all that was left of the once stately vessel. 
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A heavy yellow power cord ran from the boat across an open marsh towards a clump of trees. Beyond, stood a small, somewhat dilapidated bungalow, barely visible in the woods. The boat shuddered on its cradle, sawdust drifting in thin streams from cracks in the planking forming tiny cones on the sandy soil below.
Someone began to sing: a male voice from the past, captured for decades on brittle Mylar; thin and Caucasian, rendering a kind of folk‑blues fusion. The air trembled next with the roar of an electric bass and guitar, blaring across the water from twin Altec‑Lansing speakers, long ago salvaged from a condemned movie theater and now set up on the boat deck in defiance of man and nature alike. The music was old: vintage Sixties rock and roll, a cut from an album by Donovan called Mellow Yellow. From a time that was certainly not mellow, despite myth to the contrary. 

The song was "Season of the Witch." And such a season was about to begin.

As the music began to swell, the cry rang out again. It could have been from sheer pleasure. It could have been from pain. Or effort. Close by a blue heron spread its great wings and lurched away, in search of quieter waters.
"Yeah, that's good. Real good." A man's voice. Mature, but with signs of wear, like loose gravel. Confident. Possibly just slightly bored.
A female voice cried out once more from exhaustion, then spoke up, in gasping protest. “Can I stop now? This is hard!” Whoever she was, she was young. Too young to know who Donovan was, or care. 
"Keep going!" said the man. 
Other sounds began to invade the normally peaceful atmosphere along the shoreline. There was a kind of grinding noise. Then a series of muffled clicks.

"So was that good?" The young woman spoke again, her voice slightly plaintive. Or maybe just winded.
"Great," was the reply. "You're beautiful. You can stop."
Up on the pilot deck of the boat stood yours truly: a man of fifty something—long, sandy hair pulled back in a pony tail, face weathered and tan: both permanent features in the hot Florida climate. I had not recently shaved. Armed with an antiquated Nikon F‑1, I took one final frame and was finished. Switching off the ancient reel to reel tape deck that sat on a nearby hatch cover, I unscrewed the 50 millimeter lens and put it away. I then unloaded a roll of black and white 35 millimeter Tri‑X from the camera, and tossed it to the girl.
"You'll have to do your own lab work," I warned her. She caught it deftly, with an uncertain grin. She was wearing a Florida T‑shirt and faded jeans cutoffs, and had been exerting herself cranking an old fashioned carpenter's brace and bit. Hence the sounds. 
"Sure, Mr. Lowell. They're gonna look good, right?" 
"Long as you use the right mix of chemicals, and don't rush the timing."
She really seemed worried about her looks. I laughed. Sheila Balfour was nothing if not stunning. If she felt she was nothing, that was her problem. She was one of the students at the local college where I taught photography in my spare time. She wanted to be a model and would probably succeed. I was taking a portfolio of stills for her as a favor, and had made no demands for compensation. She found this peculiar and a little disquieting. She had offered me money, which I'd refused; then hinted at more sensuous rewards, which I'd tacitly ignored. 

I had other things on my mind than the problems that inevitably arose from contact with attractive female students. There was my boat, a long time restoration project. It needed a million things done, and life was short. There was my beloved bayou, under constant pressure from developers, polluters, and predators. There was my business, such as it was. I could use a client, and soon. And sexual involvement, however fleeting, with a student, however attractive, was something I could do without. 
We climbed down from the deck, breathing in the humid, salty air. It was October, and the heat was finally beginning to break. It was going to be a gorgeous day. 
I turned my gaze to the bayou and bay beyond. The mullet weren't jumping today. Probably because of the cooler weather. No one knew exactly why mullet jumped. The most accepted theory was that hot weather depleted the oxygen in the water, and the jumping was supposed to have an aerating effect: sort of like shaking a soda bottle. But I believed the small vegetarian fish jumped for no other reason than sheer terror‑‑ a desperate attempt to escape the relentless jaws of dark predators that slid through the glassy water like hollow daggers. 
"I'd offer you a beer but you're under age," I told her. "If you like tea I got Red Zinger, Constant Comment, Chamomile, Lemon Sunrise, Tangerine Dream, and some kickass Jamaican Blue Mountain Java."
"That isn't something you smoke, is it?"
I laughed appreciatively, enjoying her naivete. I started up the crushed oyster shell path leading through the bromeliads, succulent and blooming now‑‑ past the clumps of red and pink hibiscus and spring gardenias, to my bungalow. It was an original crab fisherman's cottage, Queen Anne‑style, single story, with a peaked red shingle roof overhanging the large veranda in front and smaller porch in the back. 
Sheila adjusted her hair and clothes, and hurried to catch up with me.

"Mr. Lowell?" 
Stopping by the back door, I turned my gaze on her. "Yeah?" My eyes were that rare variety that changed color in the prevailing light: sometimes grey, sometimes, green, or brown. Today they were pale smoky blue, and fixed on her like twin Nikons. She felt almost naked.
"I was just wondering if you were busy this afternoon?"
"Why?"
"Well." She faltered, then went on. "There's a rally over at the campus today. To stop the drilling?"
I paused. "What about it?" 
"The wading birds are dying," she explained defensively, misconstruing my response as disapproval. "You live right by the water. It impacts you."
I shook my head. I knew about the drilling, and the birds, and cared plenty. A small oil slick was licking against the shoreline at that very moment: the price of economic development further south along Manatee Bay. So‑called "progress," consisting of yet another dredging for a shipping channel. More ships, more spillage and bilge, all to feed the endless outward spread of industry and commerce. Soon, the spectacular west coast of Florida would be no different from the long since devastated bays of Mobile, or Galveston. 

Just yesterday, the parasite‑ridden carcasses of two spotted terns and a snowy egret had washed in on the high tide. Fewer and fewer shore birds could be seen, even here on the backwater. Ninety percent of Florida's bird population had died off since I'd been born, and the rest would go soon enough. There'd been manatee once, as well. But no more. The last had been shredded by a cigarette boat five years before, and no others had ventured into these waters since. 
"We really could use some faculty support on this," Sheila persisted. "And you're from the Sixties. You know about protests and stuff."
My eyes narrowed. She watched me, sensing some inner disturbance, and correctly intuited her mention of ancient history (the Sixties) to be the cause.
"I‑‑I'm sorry, I know how busy you must be‑‑" she stammered.
"Forget it. What time is it going to be?"
Her eyes lit up. God, she is beautiful, I thought. I suppressed the thought immediately. 
"Three o'clock. At the main quad. That would be so fabulous, if you could make it."
“I’ll see what I can do.” I knew there was little point, but I had to admire the effort. The growth and development people had long since won out: here in Florida and everywhere else, too. They were going to do what they wanted, exploit and pollute some more of what was left of the Earth's natural resources, bankrupt a few more lending institutions in the process, and stash the profits in the Cayman Islands or somewhere, protest or no protest. That's the way the world turned now. Of course things might change, with the new generation‑‑ my own generation coming to power up in Washington. But somehow, I doubted it. As the forgettable Alphonse Kara once observed, 'Plus ca change, plus c'est la mem chose.'
Sheila saw my eyes cloud over, and turned away. 
"Well, thanks for the pictures."
"Any time."

Ducking under the canopy of live oaks, palmettos and spreading magnolias that lined the crushed oyster drive, she headed back up the drive to her recent model cherry red Honda Civic, parked on the thick, uncut St. Augustine grass out front. 
With detached approval, I watched her tight buttocks flex as she went. Nice girl, I thought to myself. But the encounter depressed me. I rarely had visitors. Especially such young ones. Nobody besides my old Indian friend Perry bothered me here on the bayou unless it was business. And the feeling was mutual. My nearest neighbor was two miles away across the water, five by road. Which was usually the way I wanted it. Or thought I did. But moments like this reminded me how alone I was, at times.
My name is Tony Lowell, and I'm a private investigator. So private, few even knew of my existence here on Manatee Bay. Again, that was the way I wanted it. When work came my way, it was from word of mouth. A former press photographer, I had once had access to many exalted persons and places. Those connections, and memories, had caused me more pain than provender over the years. But they were an inescapable part of who I was.
When work didn't come my way, I had the survival skills to get by. In the worst case scenario I had some small savings stashed away that I could fall back on, and a modest income from a couple of bond funds‑‑ enough to cover bare necessities. I'd just as soon work on my schooner as poke my nose where it wasn't wanted into other people's business, unless it was a clear-cut case of injustice or grounds for outrage. My boat restoration was clean, neat, predictable, and completely under my control. Other people's business was none of those.
I watched my pupil drive away, and decided to take a break. It was getting hot. And after all, there was no deadline. I carefully packed the rest of my tools into their handmade wooden box‑‑ an old habit from my photographer days‑‑ and headed for the bungalow that I called home.

I had lived here on the Gulf Coast since I left my job at United Press International, just after Watergate. As I'd jokingly told my surprised colleagues, it just wasn't any fun anymore without Tricky Dick to kick around. I'd bought the deteriorating fishing shack for $5,000 cash a decade earlier. It was probably worth ten times that now, maybe more. But it hadn't improved with age. 
I entered my thirties kitchen with its cast iron double sink, painted yellowed cupboards, and ancient Frigidaire‑‑the kind with the cylindrical compressor on top. Checking the fridge, I found a pitcher of sun tea made that morning. I poured myself a glass and gulped it down, ignoring the slight aftertaste of the old hamburger in the meat drawer.
I went into my combined studio-den and put on a CD: the Stones' Beggar's Banquet. I had just seated myself comfortably on my settee to re‑read Piloting, Seamanship, and Small Craft Handling, when the phone rang. I got up with a sigh, and took my time getting there. After  a long series of failed relationships with what Perry diplomatically noted were “not the best choices” in women, I was almost relieved to be going solo, for now. And calls for my services were seldom uplifting. On this particular day, in this particular mood there was nobody I particularly wanted to hear from. Or talk to. Except maybe Perry, who usually had little to say. 

The voice on the other end of the line sounded as though it was coming from the end of the world. Old, tired, frightened, and female. The hair on my forearms prickled when I heard it.
"Hello? Anthony? Anthony Lowell, is that you?" She had an Irish accent.
A ghostly flicker of an image from the distant past flashed through my mind like the dizzying red haze you get when you stand up too fast. "Who is this?" I demanded, my memory cells reaching, reaching, and resisting at the same time.

"You wouldn't know me, Anthony," crackled the ancient voice. "But I got your number, you see. From Caitlin." 
Caitlin. Another ghost from the past. I dragged the twenty foot cord across the room and dropped down hard on the nearest love seat. The leather felt cold, and so did the back of my neck.
"Do I know you?" 
"No, no, we were from the same town, though. Long, long ago. My name is Maureen Fitzgerald. But I knew Caitlin, you see."
"But how the devil did she‑‑?" 
Maureen anticipated my question. "She knew, Anthony. She always knew."
"Jesus," I muttered, mostly to myself. But the old woman clucked in disapproval.
"I need your help, Mr. Lowell. It's a favor for an old friend."
"Caitlin?" that came out more sharply than I had intended.
"No. I'll explain it all when I see you. Could you possibly come tomorrow morning, for tea? Say around nine?"
"I guess so. Where are you?"
"I'm at the Sun Coast Motel. Do you know it?"
I knew it all too well. A rat‑trap known mostly as a place where fraternity boys from the college took their girlfriends, in hope of getting laid. Usually, they just got drunk, made noise, tore up the place, and passed out. It wasn't far, maybe four or five miles down the coast road. 

"All right," I sighed. Mornings I usually reserved for work on my boat. But there was something about the old woman's tone that gave me a profoundly uneasy feeling.
"Is this a personal matter, Mrs. Fitzgerald? Or are you looking to employ my services?"
"Oh good heavens, I wouldn't think of asking what I'm going to ask of you as a favor. No, please, I intend to pay. This is business!"
"Do you know my fee?" I always found the subject distasteful, especially when dealing with the elderly or infirm. 
"Don't worry, I'll pay you well," she repeated, firmly.
I hesitated. "We'll discuss it tomorrow," I decided. "It all depends," I added, "on what it is you want me to do."
"Exactly. Nine o'clock, then? I'm in unit one."
That was it. She hung up the phone. 
I put down the receiver slowly, my pulse racing. The old woman had mentioned a name I hadn't heard in years. One that brought back a flood of remembrances, most of them painful. Going over to my cluttered desk and office area, I searched through the bottom file drawer. Tattered earmarked yellow folders were stacked in erratic heaps, with such arcane labels as: "Msc. Unfin." and "Old Bus.", and "Dead File."
The letter was still there after all these years. Relegated, appropriately enough, to the Dead File. It was addressed to "Miss Caitlin Schoenkopf, 1001 Bayshore Drive, Palm Coast Harbor, Florida." The stamp was mint, never canceled because it had never been mailed. First class, seven cents. 

I stared at the letter a long moment, pondering. Then, yanking open the top drawer of my desk, I fished out a tattered old brown leather address book and tore through the pages: name after woman's name, most crossed out with angry red X's. The name was there, prominent amongst the banished. "Caitlin." Under the "C's." With a phone number. I picked up the telephone, hesitated a long moment, and put it down again. This was a call I'd tried a thousand times before and never made. I wouldn't make it this time, either. 	

