Chapter One

Eastern Lightning

Kuan-yin stood in the pale moonlight and wept bitterly, dreading what he was about to do to his own child.  He watched the tiny frost clouds appear above her clear complexion and soft features as the newborn gently breathed.  Father and daughter were saying “hello” and “goodbye” all at once.  Kuan-yin composed a mental impression for future remembrance, etching a detailed image of the baby’s elegance while she slept in his arms.    

Anchee’s cries faded behind as he crept away from the one-room shack, slipping into the deserted street.  It was late, well after midnight, and no illumination showed from the surrounding houses as Kuan-yin traipsed across the broken pavement, sidestepping ice and trash in the road.  Kuan-yin pulled at a colorful fleece blanket – it was his wife’s most valuable possession – and his daughter began to whimper as he tucked the fabric snug.  The new father tried to whisper soothing sounds, but his voice trembled and cracked.  Eventually the baby ceased stirring and she drifted back to sleep.    

Kuan-yin skulked past darkened workshops and market stalls as he made his way through the sleeping village.  He approached an empty bus terminal near the center of town.  Kuan-yin looked over the closed ticket window and the quiet departure area, seeing a single light burning inside the front door.  He crept toward the terminal entrance, heart pounding, and then paused to steady himself against the wall.  Eventually Kuan-yin slid near the glass doors and peered inside.  He saw a large waiting area with rows of empty wooden benches.  A janitor was hunched over his broom near the middle of the room, sweeping the floor.  Kuan-yin clutched his daughter, stepped back into the shadows, and waited for the janitor to leave.

The new father looked again into his daughter’s sleeping face.  She had been delivered only hours ago.  When she drew her first breath he had experienced mixed joy and grief.  Here was his flesh and blood; a piece of him would now be in this world even after he passed on into death.  But when he saw that the baby was a girl he had been overwhelmed with grim reality.  

Kuan-yin bent forward and kissed his daughter on the forehead.  He indulged in the momentary luxury of her soft skin against his lips.  Then he saw movement inside the terminal.  The janitor emptied his sweepings, picked up a dustbin and walked through a door behind the luggage counter.  The waiting area was deserted.  Kuan-yin gingerly opened one of the glass doors, relieved that it did not squeak.  He stepped over the threshold into the terminal.  An eerie quiet permeated the room – the man and his daughter were alone.  Kuan-yin took a deep breath and then strode deliberately toward one of the wooden benches.  His throat was dry as he carefully placed the child on the bench, still wrapped in the fleece blanket.  As the father mournfully released his grip the infant lay facing upward with her eyes closed, at peace with the world.

“Please forgive me,” whispered Kuan-yin.  “I hope that your life will be better than mine.”  

Kuan-yin turned and fled out the door without looking back, plunging into the darkness.  He ran through the empty street and past the market stalls, feet padding on the frozen mud and lungs aching as he gulped the cold night air.  He was startled moments later by a voice shouting from the distance.  

“Who has abandoned this baby?”  

Kuan-yin yelped – rending open with uncontrollable weeping.  He tripped over a piece of trash in the road, slid on an icy patch of mud and fell headlong into the ditch.  Kuan-yin sobbed by the roadside.  Eventually the bitter tears ran dry – then he crawled to his feet and trudged home, arriving just before dawn.

Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers.  Kim Morgan could still remember her father’s tone of voice from fifteen years ago.  She replayed the scene of arriving home late on the night that Hunt had finally proposed marriage.  Her parents’ cold reaction did not dissuade her – Kim was in love and ready to compromise.  There was much to like about Hunt – he was handsome, charming, and had just graduated from law school.  She saw plenty of potential.  Kim told her parents that there would be plenty of time to work on Hunt’s heart.  Kim knew that her new fiancé would eventually accept the invitation that her pastor always gave at the end of each church service.

The only problem now – a decade and a half later – was that instead of joining Kim’s church, Hunt had decided to sue Kim’s pastor, parlaying an unfortunate feud in the church family into what he hoped would be a lucrative lawsuit.  Hunt had patterned the case after the infamous Catholic priest abuse cases that had been in the news.  Her husband’s eagerness to fuel the fires of litigation now left Kim embarrassed rather than eager when she attended worship services, afraid to meet Reverend Ragland’s eyes as he preached.

Kim sighed and studied her husband as she waited in the medical office conference room.  He was still the fit and handsome man who had proposed to her.  Hunt was oblivious to his surroundings – the sterile air, the drug representative freebies stacked on the table, the diagram of the human anatomy on the wall.  His brow was furrowed as he relentlessly pecked away at his PDA, sending messages to his law office – he was ever the plaintiff’s lawyer and special prosecutor.  

They had made a long drive that morning, stopping off in Atlanta on their way to the airport for a jaunt to the Caribbean.  Kim had convinced Hunt to take a detour at the Emory University School of Medicine before their plane left later in the evening.  She had arranged to get some professional advice about another sore spot: the lack of children.  Hunt had no desire for a child, but Kim had the awful sense that something was missing.  A marriage without a child enabled them to make quick getaways to the islands – and then return to an empty, quiet, perfectly-arranged home.

Kim’s musing ended when the door opened and an old hippie came into the room.  “Hi.  I’m Dr. Roland,” he said.  

The physician had longish gray hair, his eyeglasses were pushed above his brow, and his lab coat contrasted with the tie-dyed shirt beneath.  Hunt reluctantly set aside the PDA and shook hands as everyone made their introductions.

The doctor sat at the end of the table and then shot a point blank look toward the Morgans.  “So why don’t you have any children?”

Kim sniffed but kept silent.  It would be up to her husband to answer this one.  She looked toward Hunt and gave him an imploring stare.

Hunt glanced about helplessly.  When it became apparent that his wife would not rescue him, Hunt finally stammered, “Well … er … you see … uh … we decided to put off having kids so that we could get our careers on track.  And now we are afraid that we’re too old.”

“Nah!” The doctor replied, tossing a file folder onto the table.  “Sure there’s more danger as you get older.  And you’ll have to make a decision soon.  But looking at your chart, I don’t see any reason for you not to have a child.  So are you going to try?”

Hunt hemmed and hawed.  “I don’t know,” he finally answered.  “I guess we will have to give it some more thought.”

“Look,” said the doctor, “it’s okay if you don’t want to have kids.”

The physician’s comment was not what Kim wanted to hear.  “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Yeah.”  Hunt brightened up.  “What do you mean?”

The doctor chuckled.  “I’m just saying that many people decide that they want kids.  They have a natural feeling that they want to procreate.  But there’s a part of the population that just doesn’t have any desire for children.  And if both of you are in that group then don’t worry about it.”

“But our parents keep …” Kim started.

“Don’t worry about what they want,” interrupted the doctor.  “Seek their advice, yes.  But it boils down to what you want.  If both of you want to have kids then by all means, go ahead and try.  I see no reason not to.  But if you don’t want to have kids then don’t feel guilty about it.  It’s a decision you must make as a couple.”

“But I like being around kids,” protested Kim.

“Well sure,” said the physician.  “Who doesn’t?  When someone hands you a baby it’s great.  It takes a cold-hearted person not to like a little baby.  But liking kids and having that innate desire to be a parent are different.  What you two need to do is determine if you have that desire.”

The color returned to Hunt’s face.  “Thanks, Doc.  This conversation has done us a lot of good.”

Kim shook her head.  “But what if only one of us doesn’t want to have a child?”

Dr. Roland hesitated and the smile left his face.  “Only one of you …?”

Kim nodded.

The doctor shrugged.  “I can’t help you there.  The two of you will have to solve that one on your own.”  Dr. Roland pulled out a pen and began jotting notes.

Later, after they finished the medical consultation, the Morgans searched for their car in the hospital’s cavernous parking garage.  Hunt had forgotten where they had parked – Kimmie was too busy pondering her next move to guide her husband to their Beemer.  Kim knew that she was down but not out – she had an alternative plan that would paint her husband into a corner.

“So our flight doesn’t leave for a few more hours,” said Kim.  “Do you want to do some shopping while we’re in town?”

“Sure,” replied Hunt.  “What do you have in mind?”

“The CNN studios … the Olympic park … Peachtree Center?”  Kim offered.

“Sure.  Let’s do it all … provided that we can find the car.”

“It’s over there.”  Kim stuck her index finger under Hunt’s nose and pointed two parking lanes over.

“Oh,” said Hunt.  “That’s right … it’s just where I remember it.”

As they got into the car, Kim opened the glove box and took out a compact disc.  “Would you like to listen to some music on the way?”  

She passed the CD over to Hunt – it was an album by a singer who had become a big time Nashville star.  The musician’s album cover included a picture of his adopted Asian daughter.  Hunt glanced at the compact disc, grunted, and then pushed it into the car stereo.  Kim hummed along as Hunt drove.

The CNN Center held special fascination for Hunt.  He was a political junkie – frequently getting his fix watching late night political talk shows.  But Kim seemed to have another destination in mind.  As the Morgans passed the television studios they approached another office building nearby.  Kim gestured through the building’s front window.  

“Look at those gorgeous children,” she exclaimed, pointing to a photographic wall-covering inside the office.  

Hunt stopped in mid-stride and squinted through the glass.  He could see a large mural in the office’s waiting area.

“Let’s look inside,” said Kim, pushing through the front door without waiting for Hunt to reply.  As he followed her into the building it became apparent that they were in the lobby of an adoption agency.  And the wall mural was a collage with pictures of adopted children and their new families.

“That usually grabs everyone’s attention,” said the receptionist, looking up from her desk.  “Those kids are from China … and now they live with their new families all over the United States.”

Kim eagerly looked over poses from dance recitals, birthdays, Christmas mornings, and vacations.  But Hunt lingered near the doorway as if it were an escape hatch.  He read the sign behind the reception area: “The Hart’s Help Adoption Agency.” 

The receptionist stood and shook hands with Kim.  “Would you like to hear more about adoption?”

Kim blurted out an acceptance before Hunt could decline.  Hunt’s stomach began to churn as Kim picked up literature out of a display.   After a few moments, a social worker appeared from a nearby hallway.  She introduced herself as Lucy Hancock.  Her diminutive size was outmatched by her exuberance.  Lucy gave the Morgans a tour of the agency on the way to her office.  When they were seated around a crowded desk in the back of the building, Lucy asked about infertility treatments.  Kim replied that they had not been trying to get pregnant.

 “Other people will probably assume that you’re infertile.  What’s wrong with that?  Who cares what other people think anyway?”  The social worker paused and her expression grew stern.  “And I know some people will say that you’re not the real parents.”  Her tone rose.  “Let me tell you … if you are the ones who feed, educate, clothe, and make a home for the child then you are the real parents.  The real mom and dad are the ones wiping up the kid’s puke and cleaning the diarrhea oozing out of a dirty diaper.”

Hunt cringed.  Discussing bodily functions was not a confidence booster.  He envisioned himself wiping vomit from the backseat of their BMW after traveling with a car-sick child.  

Kim reached over, placed her hand on Hunt’s arm, and gave him a pleading look.

Lucy continued.  “So get excited.  You’re about to bring home a baby!”

When the words left the social worker’s lips Kim began to glow while Hunt grew pale.

Lucy appeared perplexed at the conflicted reaction.  “You have decided that you want to adopt, haven’t you?”

The Morgans answered simultaneously.

“Yes,” Kim gushed.

“No!” Hunt gasped.

The couple exchanged glances.  Finally Kimmie turned back to the social worker.  “Maybe,” she said.  “We just wanted to find out what was involved … and then get back with you after we return from vacation.”

Lucy raised a doubtful eyebrow but after a moment she switched back to her perky persona.  “I suppose that we can talk about adoption further after you return from all of the sun and fun.  I hope that you will have a relaxing vacation.”

Hunt’s prospect for relaxation had already slipped away – and he was still on the way to the airport.

Macon’s InTown neighborhood was a piece of the Old South in renaissance.  Rows of stately, columned houses overlooked the magnolias, pin oaks, and cherry blossom trees.  History lovers had redeemed the antebellum neighborhood over the past several decades.  Stately residences were restored, bed and breakfasts appeared, and artists turned decrepit buildings into studios and galleries.  

But the Knowles mansion missed out on the redemption.  Once handsome red bricks were now covered with layers of dirt and mold, vines grew along four white columns at the front, and paint on the eaves peeled away from splintered wood.  Dull windows were cracked and covered with spider webs – overgrown trees and shrubs concealed the porch.  Heaps of leaves piled on the curb rustled in the mid-winter wind.    

Sunlight streaked through the dirty kitchen windows around back; the rays shown upon old Harvey Knowles as he lay face down on the floor.  From his vantage point, Harvey was able to peer into the eyes of a dead rat caught in a mousetrap beneath the refrigerator.  Harvey realized that he would soon share the rat’s fate.  

Harvey tasted blood as it oozed around from behind his skull, overwhelmed by the familiar intoxicating smell of the liquid pouring onto his back.  A liquor bottle hit the wall and shattered; a fragment of glass bounced against Harvey’s eyelid.  There were unscrewing sounds followed by the sensation of more whiskey sloshing over his back, stinging the raw flesh of Harvey’s gashed head.  Harvey was unable to roll over – he heard clattering and shuffling behind him – but he was too weak to rise from the floor.  He could only speculate about the preparations the killer was now making to get rid of his soon-to-be corpse. 

These were Harvey’s last moments – sadly, he lacked confidence about what lay beyond the grave.  Not being a man of faith, Harvey had certainty about only one thing: that he would not be mourned.  Everyone would be glad to see Harvey go – the community joked about how one funeral would probably fix the neighborhood’s problems.  That moment was now very near and Harvey feared that he would spend eternity in a dark, horrible place.

Eventually the racket behind him ceased.  Then Harvey heard the metallic clink of a cigarette lighter followed by the sound of a flame coming to life.  Intense heat began building up at the nape of his neck.  After a few moments the numbness of Harvey’s alcoholic haze seared away.  He drew a final breath.  This was how it would end.  The last thought going through Harvey's mind was regret.
