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Part I

Preparation

 


For once I wasn't searching, chasing
or wandering after someone else's truth. Content with life and the
pursuit of nothing, I'd had it with quests and causes. The chatter
of birds in a deep forest, the call of a bull moose, the splash of
rainbow trout, a blue sky by day that winked back at night, more
than satisfied my obsession for futile pursuits. Life, however,
being the pain in the ass that it often is, thought
otherwise.

My favorite escape is a lake in
northern Maine, a two-day hike from the nearest civilization–a
down-home, country general store with one of the last hand-operated
gas pumps still working.

Many would call it an
ideal spot to hang out and contemplate life. But to sit in the
woods, in the desert or on a mountaintop just to ponder life's
mystique, la raison
d'exister, or whatever 'seeking' metaphor
is in vogue, is to miss what natural solitude is about. Here,
Nature does the thinking for you. There is nothing to ponder, no
question to ask, no wonder that needs understood.

Granted, wilderness can inspire one to
write, read, paint, play music or make love. I simply immerse
myself into what might appear to be emptiness, a void. Yet, it
could not be more complete, for this is where I listen to what
Nature has to say.

Listening to her voice, feeling the
pulse of Earth spinning through the heavens, and moving to the
rhythm of her universal song, I had no time to write or read, no
urge to paint or play, no desire to make love.

Though Nature's voice was faint, I
could not imagine being more content than when trying to decipher
her message. Patience may have its virtue, but I now see that
everything comes not to those who wait, but to those who are
content. This same contentment is what brought it all on, for
listening is what I was doing when this odyssey began.

With the Sun about to set, trout
started jumping like they did every evening at dusk. In ten
minutes, I caught three beauties, enough for breakfast, too. I got
a fire going, tea steeping and put on a pot of rice. Suddenly, I
felt that unmistakable sensation. Someone was coming.

Spend enough time alone in
the wilderness, and sensing another presence is the first instinct
that returns. I wouldn't call it a sixth sense. It's more as if all
the other five senses are working together.

I hadn't seen a soul in weeks, so I
didn't mind the intrusion. Besides, someone hiking this late is
lost or in some kind of trouble. No doubt, they'd smell my
campfire, but with no moon the woods would soon be pitch-black. I
called out to give a bearing. A man answered.

He sounded older. I could tell by his
footsteps when he got nearer, that he was light footed. He appeared
at the edge of the clearing, about twenty feet away. In the
flickering campfire light, he looked to be in his fifties. His gray
hair gave it away. About five-ten, a little shorter than me, his
build looked solid, even through his loose-fitting clothes. With
the bounce in his stride, he could have passed for thirty, if it
wasn't for his hair. As he approached, I saw that his khaki
trousers and canvas shoes were wet.

"Had a spill, eh?" I said, and got up
to help him off with his knapsack. "Slipped on the moss by the
creek back there?"

"Something like that," he replied,
short of breath.

I set his knapsack down and rolled a
rock next to the fire. "Sit here and dry yourself before you catch
pneumonia."

"That is kind," he replied. "Thank
you."

"Nice night for a walk in
the woods." He sort of smiled at my jesting as he slipped off his
shoes and set them beside the fire.

"I thought if I left the trail," he
explained, while wringing out his socks, "I could go around rather
than over the knob."

"I know. It's a pretty steep six
hundred feet," I replied. "You'd think there'd be an easier way
around it, but there isn't."

"I found out. Just beyond the last
stream, I smelled your campfire. Hurrying to beat the dark, I
slipped. If you would be kind enough to point the way, as soon as
my shoes are dry I will—"

"I can point the way all right," I
interrupted. "There's a trail about a mile due west. But you'd
never find it tonight. Here, have some tea." I handed him a full
cup. "You're welcome to stay."

He contemplated with an appreciative
look, then said, "Maybe you enjoy being alone. I would not want to
intrude."

"Not at all," I responded, without so
much as a second thought. "It'd be a pleasure. I have plenty of
food. After the distance you just covered, you must be
starving."

"I could eat," he agreed.

"Too bad you didn't go over the knob.
The top might still have some late blueberries. I could have
whipped up some blueberry biscuits."

"But then," he said, "I would not have
come this way, and would have missed your hospitality. I would
rather miss the blueberries."

What a nice
response. It's rare to meet someone that
can come up with a warm, spontaneous reply. Ingrained customs and
rigid formalities tend to get in our way. First impressions can
fool you, but he radiated a pleasant aura. He spoke soft but not
meek, his voice had an easy tone. His eyes seemed to engage, not
pierce, with an attention of genuine interest.

His shoes were not practical for
hiking, though sufficient if your feet didn't mind. When he emptied
his knapsack to dry, all it had was a coarse woolen blanket and
socks–handmade, not store-bought– a spool of thin string, a canteen
made from a gourd, a mixture of dried herbs and a root of some
kind.

There was no compass, flashlight,
matches or lighter, first aid kit, fishhooks, extra food, or other
recommended Boy Scout necessities. Maybe he didn't plan on being
out that long. A lot of hikers know how to get by on little for a
few days.

When the coals were ready my guest
offered to cook the trout. He kept them at the perfect distance
from the heat, roasting outside so they stayed moist inside. Adding
kindling, he placed one end in the coals, then push it in as it
burned, keeping the temperature as even as grandma's oven. His
actions may have showed that he was at home in the woods, but his
clothes, footgear, and knapsack would never have led me to believe
it. There was something different about him... different, but not
awkwardly so.

As soon as the fish were done, neither
of us wasted any time. He used the rice pot lid for a plate and
declined the spoon I offered, insisting that his hand would do
fine. Breaking off a piece of fish and pressing it neatly on top of
a mound of rice, he cupped his first three fingers, scooped it all
up, held it to his mouth, then pushed it in with his thumb, as if
eating with your hand had a certain etiquette. Not even Emily Post
would have objected.

We didn't talk; we were
both too hungry. We'd look at each other with a mouthful of food,
exchange a close-lipped grin, nod, and grunt, "Umm."

After we finished eating, we threw the
fish bones into the fire, stacked what needed cleaned and went to
the lake to wash it all. Being a gracious guest, he volunteered to
do it. Being a gracious host, I let him.

I handed him the soap, but he said he
didn't need it. With a handful of gravel, and both hands working
like a vibrator, he cleaned everything in no time, including the
soot accumulated at the bottom of the pot. I always considered the
soot to be a losing battle, and let it build until it was time to
throw the pot away. There's also the excuse that the more soot, the
better the pot cooked. A lame excuse for lazy campers, I know, but
I still used it. When he finished, the pot looked like it did the
day I bought it.

We carried everything back to the
campsite, put more wood on the coals to take the chill out of the
air, sat next to the fire, and sipped tea. Once we were settled, he
picked up the dried herb I'd seen in his pack. Using a leaf for
rolling paper, he made a two-inch joint shaped like a trumpet,
thicker at one end where he tucked the excess leaf into the center,
and tapering to a point at the other end.

"Smoke," he asked?

"Sometimes in the city. Maybe a little
hash now and then. Out here, I don't get the urge."

"Would you like to try this?" He
handed me the joint. "It is good after you eat."

"What is it?"

"An herb I carry. I do not know its
name. Someone showed it to me a long time ago."

I took a hit. "…has a sweet taste.
Nice smell."

It wasn't a drug. All I felt was
satisfied from that lethargic stupor you get after a big
meal.

He rolled another one for himself.
With the dexterity of a riverboat gambler, roll, fold and tuck, his
small hands and nimble fingers produced another trumpet in seconds.
A little practice with a deck of cards, and he could have made a
fortune.

Other than chirping bugs, croaking
frogs, or a splash now and then, the forest was quiet. The
unseasonable chill meant that winter would come early. I slid
closer to the fire and used the log I was sitting on for a
backrest.

When the teapot was empty, I dumped
out the old leaves to make a fresh pot.

Reaching for the root I'd
seen earlier, he asked, "May I?"

Sure, why not?
Cooks, cleans, rolls, makes tea. I could get used
to this.

As the water reached a boil, he placed
the root in the pot, waited, took it off the fire, covered it to
steep, and then poured me a cup.

"Has a clean organic smell." I sipped.
"Ginseng?"

"I am not sure what it is called.
Names are difficult for me. It is enough to know what a plant looks
like, and what it can do."

I could relate to that. In college, I
took a naturalist course expecting to learn what a plant looks like
and what it can do. The professor, however, a stickler for Latin
nomenclature, was enough to make you wish Carolus Linnaeus had
mistaken hemlock for parsley and poisoned himself.

"Where'd you get it?"

"I dug it up sometime ago. A piece
that size will last awhile."

Either he didn't remember, or he
didn't want to say. I couldn't tell.

A fresh trout dinner, cool
night, tea, heat rippling off the coals, ahhh... life, is good. The way my
lost friend kindled the fire when needed, and everything else I had
seen so far, I commented on his expertise, not looking for a
dissertation, just paying a compliment.

"There are those who know much more,"
he replied. "I have met some so attuned to Nature that they can
take nourishment from the very air they breathe."

A folk-wise
exaggeration, probably for emphasis.

"Yeah," I added, making conversation,
"there are some who know quite a bit. Strange how they're not
always those born in it. I guess being around it all your life, you
tend to take it for granted."

"Living in a natural environment all
one's life, its nature is often overlooked."

His melancholy expression and
remorseful tone made it impossible for me not to be
impressed.

"You seem to have a very spiritual
relationship with Nature," I blurted, without thinking.

His humble glance made me feel
self-conscious for baring an obviously deep, personal
conviction.

"Nature is a never-ending school," he
quickly replied, as if to relieve my uneasiness. "She has no
secrets she will not reveal. But learning how to listen is not
always easy."

As soon as he said, "listen," I perked
up like a druid who just found a lost brother. I had never heard
anyone come close to inferring that Nature had a voice, and was
trying to tell us something. Though skeptical as to whether we
shared the same awareness, I was excited over expanding my
brotherhood of one. Maybe, I hoped, he also heard that voice, and
knew things I could not yet understand. I hadn't let on that our
beliefs might be similar, and thought it best to leave it that way
for the time being.

I slipped into the night's calm, and
sensed him doing the same. For an hour or so, we drifted in
timeless space. It could have been less. I'm not sure. That's why
it's called timeless.

We listened to the insects' cacophony
become a choral symphony, listened to the silence of the stars
broken by a splash on the lake or the crackling fire, listened to
the voice I'd heard a thousand times, but never clear enough to
decipher its message.

The Stranger's calm interruption
brought me back. "Have you been to the mountains?"

It took a moment to gather myself.
"Some of my greatest escapes are in the mountains. I've spent time
in the High Sierras, climbed Mount Rainier, been to Denali. Yeah, I
like being in the mountains. They have a special
energy."

He listened, nodding in
agreement before replying, "Those Mountains are indeed special, but
I was talking about the
mountains, the Himals."

I thought I understood where he meant.
"The Himalayas," I asked?

"Yes, the Himalayas."

"I've never been there, but you know,"
I smiled, reminiscing, "when I reached the top of Rainier, that's
what I thought of. There I stood at fourteen thousand feet looking
down on the entire Cascade Range. In the Himalayas, though, I would
still be in the foothills looking up. I can't even imagine
mountains with such a feeling of power." He looked as though he was
thinking and listening at the same time, so I continued. "Except
for Canada, I've never been outside the States. There's so much
open space here, I haven't felt the urge to explore anywhere else.
Now, the Himalayas, that's different. Anyone who knows the feeling
of reaching a mountaintop has a desire to climb in the Himalayas. I
hope to see them someday. When? I don't know. It takes money to get
there—"

Before I could finish, he replied,
"You have been very kind. I have enjoyed this evening. There is
something I want to give you." I shook my head with an expression
that showed even the thought was unnecessary. "No," he insisted,
"please listen. I know the Himalayas, and I have learned much from
those who live there. Watching you sit this evening, I saw one who
wants to learn." He leaned closer, lowered his voice, and
continued, "I am going to tell you something I have never told
another. Near a village called Dhungla there is a man you must
meet. His name is Sunam. What he knows of the natural world, you
cannot imagine. He can teach you those things you wish to learn. I
know he would welcome you."

Since he was so evasive about a root,
I was puzzled at his divulging this information. Though curious, I
wasn't sure whether to believe him or not. Maybe he was just eager
to return a favor and had backed himself into a corner.

To give him a way out, I replied, "It
sounds interesting, but I think you've overestimated me. I'm only a
part-time woodsman. I know very little about the wilds."

"I see a great desire in you," he
persisted, "so you must also have a strong potential. Seldom is one
found without the other."

Compliments are something I'm more at
ease giving than receiving. Groping for a response, while trying to
deal with what could have been a preposterous story, didn't
help.

"Well, like I said, someday I might
find a way. For now, the Himalayas are just a dream."

"If you want to go, you will. When the
time is right, a way will be found. It is the way things
are."

I agreed with his statement, and with
the matter-of-fact way he expressed it. I've learned over the years
that I can always get what I want. It's the common sense of
positive thinking. But, I've also learned that once I get it, I
don't always want it.

Still unsure of whether to
believe his story, I asked, "If I do go, how would I find this man,
Sunam?" As I said it, I thought …stupid
question.

"Look for him," he replied, with a
shrug.

I deserved the answer.

Thinking Sunam might be some sort of a
sage or something, I asked, "If I find him, is there anything I
should do? I mean, like something I'm supposed to say?"

He thought about it before replying,
"Why not sit? Sit as patient as you have tonight. I assure you,
when Sunam is ready, he will speak."

"Is Sunam one of those who can take
nourishment from the air?" The Himalayas had always been associated
with unexplainable things, maybe he wasn't exaggerating.

His smile almost became a
laugh, the first time all evening that he didn't have a serious
look about him. "No," he answered, with the inward chuckle of a
private joke, "Sunam is
extraordinary, but he is not quite that
exceptional."

With that, I took it that he'd been
exaggerating, and that the rest of his yarn was nothing more than a
tall tale around a campfire. In a way, I was relieved to think that
none of it was true. I was too content to be reverting to my old
ways and gallivanting off in search of another rendezvous with
disappointment.

But something kept gnawing
at me, something that wanted me to believe. I dismissed it as a
resurgence of days gone by when I would have jumped at the
challenge. No, I was a member in good standing of
Quests and Causes Anonymous, determined not to fall off the wagon.

"I feel privileged for what you've
told me, especially since you've known me for such a short time.
I'd have to give it some thought."

"When you have given yourself enough
time, I am sure you will seek this man."

Since I stayed up later than usual, I
would sleep later, too. Still, I didn't want to miss sunrise. My
day has no beginning when I miss the first rays. Of course, my
visitor was too polite to make the first move.

"I'll have to give it some thought.
For now, though, I'm getting sleepy. How 'bout you?"

"Yes, the fire is dying."

I straightened everything–I like a
neat campsite–then took one end of the rope slung over a tree
branch, tied it to my pack, pulled the other end to hoist the pack
about fifteen feet, and tied the rope around the tree
trunk.

"Why do you do that," he
asked?

"I lost a pack to the bears once; had
to walk two days with nothing. If it isn't bears, though, it's
other critters that like to chew pack straps for the salt from your
perspiration. Ever tried carrying a pack with no
straps?"

"I have never had such trouble, but it
is possible."

He started to spread his blanket next
to the fire. Before he got too settled, I said, "Look, there's
plenty of room in the tent. You're welcome to share it."

"That is kind, but I would rather
sleep by the fire. It is comfortable for me."

"Suit yourself. If you change your
mind, I'll leave room on the right. Don't worry about waking me, I
sleep like death itself."

"Thank you."

"Good night."

"Have a pleasant rest," he
replied.

I fell sound asleep before my head hit
the pillow. Next thing I knew the sun was shining and the air had a
crisp, clean smell. I soared for the longest time over snowy peaks,
swooping down to run my hands through powdery snow. Cold wind
whistled by and nipped my ears. Thought piloted my direction. As I
gained confidence, I dove from higher and higher elevations. Soon I
was streaking at sonic speed from frozen heights of blue ice, down
into lush tropical valleys. Turning at the last possible moment,
centrifugal force propelled me to greater heights, pushing the
envelop far above the tallest peaks. I even had butterflies from
the sensation of weightlessness

Fearing I might lose control, I
settled into a smooth glide, and raised my head to feel the warm
sun on my face. To the north, a plateau stretched past the horizon,
divided by a chain of massive mountains. Rolling hills fell south,
disappearing under a thick fluff of thunderheads. The jagged peaks
and forbidden terrain were both unfamiliar and unimaginable, as if
I was on another planet. Lost in the thrill of flight, I looped and
turned between towering citadels.

Then birds were chirping.
It was past the break of dawn. The smell of forest reminded me
where I was. Last night's
conversation must have induced the
dream. Flying dreams are always fun, but
this one had the added reality of wind and high altitude chill. The
dream was so vivid that my face tingled and my hands were cold as
ice.

The sun had not peeked out
yet. I unzipped the mosquito net, crawled out of the tent, and
pulled on my Levis. Rubbing my eyes and trying to get the cobwebs
out of my brain, I walked over to the fireplace. The Stranger was
not there. Must be down by the
lake. Then I noticed his pack was
gone. Hmmm... I didn't hear him
leave. I started to put kindling in the
fireplace, but it was already there. All I had to do was light it.
He had also filled the teapot, and lying next to it was the ginseng
root. That was generous.

Then I saw three trout
lying on the rock where he had sat. How
did he catch them, when other than some string, he didn't have
any fishing gear?
Mine was still in my pack, and I could tell that it hadn't been
moved.

This was too much for first thing in
the morning. I went to the lake, slipped out of my Levis, dove in
and swam out to catch the first rays dart over the
treetops.

Floating motionless in the middle of a
calm lake at sunrise feels as if you're wearing an enormous cloak
of bright morning colors rippling in the breeze. Then, in that
brief moment, that split second just before the sun pops into view,
everything stops, like a time void. Chirping halts, the wind holds
its breath, squirrels and hawks pause in a frozen
scenario.

And there he is, comical in a way,
like Kilroy peeking over the fence. The sun's smile announces
another day begins. Without further adieu, the show rolls on as
though it never skipped a beat. The wind blows a sigh of relief,
the birds continue their chatter, the squirrel races for another
nut, the hawk nosedives for a mouse. The beat goes on.

I swam back, dried off, strung the
fish and set them in the lake to stay fresh. As morning wore on,
questions came to mind; questions I should have thought of the
night before. How'd he get so far in the woods without any
provisions? And if he is that good, why'd he get lost? He didn't
even know that old trick of stringing up your pack.

It hadn't occurred to me
to ask his name, but that's not so uncommon. Nor did I ask the
unimaginative, where are you from?
Or, what do you
do? A more pertinent question is,
"What do you feel?" What
a person is feeling at any given moment is a more accurate
indication of who or what they are. People tend to ask
from and
do, to stereotype those
they meet.

From hyper New Yorkers to faddish
Californians, temperamental musicians to spaced-out mathematicians,
putting new acquaintances in our filing cabinet of generalizations
prevents us from experiencing one anther's uniqueness.

The filing cabinet extends to
religion, gender, politics, body type, face, and on and on. What's
amazing is how we comply, subconscious or otherwise, with others'
expectations.

To beat the game I'll say that I'm a
doctor, heart specialist, from Denver. That always gets a motel
room, a restaurant reservation, or an airline ticket when none is
available. To short someone's fuse, try Zymurgist from Tierra del
Fuego.

It's impossible to
eliminate preconceptions completely. I'm guilty. I judged a lot
about the Stranger by his tone, his clothes, the way he walked.
I've simply eliminated two …from,
and …do.
Not having to be anybody from anywhere allows
others to be whatever they feel like being at that
moment.

But for someone so unobtrusive,
soft-spoken, and gentle to be with, the Stranger sure began to
weigh on my mind. Meeting him was like being touched by a feather.
Now, with the thoughts of him invading my solitude, it was
beginning to feel as if I'd been hit by a train. First impressions
can be a lousy indicator.

Everything brought back
memories of the night before. The birds' chatter made me recall our
conversation. Moose tracks had me wondering what direction he
headed. Trees reminded me of his tall tale about some guy named
Sunam who lived in a village called Dugout, Dungaree, Dunghill,
some name I never heard of and couldn't recall, but it would come
to me soon. Dhungla. Right! That was it. Later, while cooking the trout, I
wondered how he caught them. That was the most puzzling of
all.

Why all this bothered me, I dared not
admit. In years past, I found myself eclectically involved with one
pseudoscience after another.

From Big Bang to YinYang, you name it,
I tried it. Astral Projection, Childhood Rejection, EST, Seth,
chess, Primal Scream, Wet Dream, lost soul, Pentecostal,
Macrobiotic, Embryonic, Sufi, sushi, Rolf, golf, Numerology,
Scientology, Biorhythm, Inner Child, Primitivism… I walked the
plank of Ultimate Truths.

In the end, when the fads played out
and illusions vanished, what remained was the knowledge that I, and
everyone else, already had what counted. There are no shortcuts,
for none is needed. The distance between your head and your heart
is not that far.

The humiliation upon awakening was
painful, yet, I was addicted to some masochistic drive for
experience. I tried to believe I had it whipped, but it was still
there, just waiting for someone like the Stranger to set off that
spark that would rekindle it.

By the end of the day and after a
restless night, I gave up, packed my gear, and started for home. It
was time, anyway. I had to get back to my computer if I was going
to make any money before winter. I also had to plan my fall trip to
the Smokies.

Jumping into the city's hustle and
bustle after a summer in the wilderness is hazardous to life and
limb. I needed a middle ground. A short visit with Dave and Jenny,
a back-to-the-land couple, sounded like a good plan. Their
thirty-acre homestead in Appalachia was close enough to
civilization to prepare my head for the city.

Dave was my pseudoscience
sidekick once upon a time. Not as involved as before, his main
cling is the I Ching. His head is often in the clouds, but Jenny, with her
cutting sarcasm that could crash-land a levitating yogi, manages to
keep his feet on the ground. Not having seen them in over six
months, and being two of my favorite people, I owed it to our
friendship to pay them a visit.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


I got an all-day ride with Dave and
Linda Broughton from Babbitt Minnesota which is quite a bit north
of Hibbing because their grandson Eddie was also out on these roads
somewheres hitchhiking and they just prayed to god that he was safe
which was why they decided to pick me up hoping god would notice
and do kind by their Eddie.

After bidding them amen at the diner
that evening, I hitched an all-nighter with Billy Bob Thornton and
his rig out of Murfreesboro that's in Tennessee though most don't
know that but truth be told ain't no better folk nowhere 'cause
even if'n a man whoop your ass in a fight he'll still be taken ya
to the hospital after—"

Both Billy Bob
and his custom Peterbilt
were on speed. I gave him a big ten-four good buddy just passed
Wheeling. Wheww! Then hitched a couple of short hops that put me at Dave and
Jenny's around eight in the morning.

Dave spotted me walking up the rutted
driveway. "Hey Jenny," he yelled, "guess who's here!" He set down
the basket of tomatoes he was carrying from the garden and hurried
to meet me, "Where in the hell have you been?" After taking a good
look at me, he answered his own question. "Never mind, I can tell
by that glassy look in your eyes. You've been out in it a long
time."

"Yeah, most of the summer,"

"Where this time?"

"New England. My hideout in
Maine."

"Reid!"
The screen door slammed and Jenny came running
down the steps. Though most people greet you with something like
'…you're looking good',
Jenny is not most people. "Your hair! Your beard!
You look like a goddamned Neanderthal."

"Well, to tell the truth Jenny, that's
why I stopped by," I replied in my best country twang. "If you'll
kindly give me a quick trim, I'll be moseyin' on."

"Bullshit!"
she snapped. "You ain't goin' nowhere. Do you
realize how long it's been? Traipsing around the country, sleeping
with your goddamn bears. For all we knew, you fell off a
cliff."

"Yeah," Dave jumped in, "If we have to
chain you to the barn."

"Okay, but it'll cost you. I haven't
had a home-cooked meal in months."

"You're on," they both
said.

A familiar aroma filled the air. "Is
that coffee I smell?"

"Oh shit!"
Jenny ran to catch the pot before it boiled
over.

Dave and I strolled to the porch to
settle into a couple of rockers. Jenny came out with three cups of
coffee. I mentioned that I had to get back to work, so I should be
on my way by the next afternoon. Dave said that tomorrow was
Farmer's Market in the city, so I could maybe get a ride in the
morning. I would have rather spent more time here, but getting home
in one ride sounded better than having to hitch a half-dozen short
hops.

Since it looked like I might not be
staying that long, Dave asked if I'd mind helping him get some
heavy work done. I agreed, provided Jenny made her famous
lasagna.

We spent the rest of the morning
digging postholes. While we were sweating away, a neighbor showed
up to borrow some tools. Dave mentioned that I needed a ride. Later
that afternoon another neighbor stopped by to say that Brent and
Peggy had room if I'd be waiting by the mailbox at five. That meant
I'd be home before nine. The country messenger system may not be as
fast as Ma Bell, but it got the job done. It also put the touch
back into Keep in Touch.

By dinnertime, I was ravenous for Mama
Jenny's Famous Made From Scratch Lasagna. During dinner, Jenny
asked how the gang was doing. I filled them in on the dated news I
had. Dave seemed to be studying me more than listening to
me.

"If you don't mind my asking," he
interrupted, "anything bothering you, Reid?"

"No, nothing. Everything's fine,
couldn't be better."

"C'mon man. Your head's been someplace
else all day."

The Stranger had been on
my mind, but I insisted that I was okay. Not convinced, Dave
suggested that we throw the I
Ching. Although I had studied the
I Ching, I could never
get into its ambiguous language. What the
hell, why not? Perhaps he'd come up with
something.

We all went to the porch,
sat cross-legged in a circle and began the meditation. With Dave,
consulting the I Ching was a solemn affair of meditation, followed by a ritual
tossing of the coins. Dave meditated on the I Ching, I meditated on the croaking
frogs, Jenny sat trying not to fidget.

When Dave was convinced we'd calmed
ourselves enough to communicate with the oracle, we proceeded with
the tossing of the coins. Placing the coins in my left palm, then
cupping my hands and shaking gently, I let my fate fall to the
floor.

Dave calculated the appropriate number
after each of six tosses, marked the corresponding line to form a
hexagram, and then studied it before making his preliminary
assessment.

"Things are changing, I
see. This is very strange. You've thrown one young yin and one
young yang, so
four of the six lines are moving."

I had no idea what this mumbo jumbo
meant, but I let him go on.

"What you've thrown is
hexagram seventeen, 'Sui'.
Translated it means, Following. It indicates
great success, depending on the moving line, of course."

"Of course," I replied.

He turned to number
seventeen in his reference book. "Sui has great success and progress.
But, '… it will be advantageous to be firm
and correct'."

"Oh, very wise advice from noble
oracle," Jenny kibitzed.

"Jenny, please!" Dave
begged.

"So sorry noble master. I shall now
throw dishonored self off cliff. Before I do, would either of you
two witchdoctors like some coffee?" Looking at Dave, she asked, "Or
would Oolong tea be more apropos?"

"Coffee's fine," I said. Dave ignored
her sarcasm.

"You see," Dave continued,
"with Sui it says
that '…all under heaven will be found
following at such time'. The timing of
your following, though, is very significant. All I can say is that
I feel no urgency. The moving lines are the most relevant, so now
we look them up, and try to put it together. I can tell you what it
says, but how it relates is between you and the oracle."

"So far I haven't gotten
anything."

"That's okay, let's see
what the moving lines say. You have a nine in the first place. This
shows you changing the object of pursuit. 'Going beyond to find new associates will achieve
merit'."

"Nothing's hitting home, yet," I
lied.

"Okay, how 'bout this: You
have a six in the third place, which says that you
'abandon youth and cling to the man of age and
experience. This following will get what it seeks'."

"Abandon youth! Sorry pal, the oracle
has me confused with someone else."

"No, you threw the coins;
it's talking about you. Let's go on. You have a nine in the fifth
place that says, 'With sincerity there
will be good fortune'. And with the six at
the top we see the hexagram reaching its extreme development
with, '…present an offering on the western
mountain'."

That struck a chord, but I kept it to myself. Did
'Western Mountain ' mean
the Himalayas? Was Sunam the '…man of age and experience'? I didn't
want to think about it, and was beginning to get a bit
irritated.

"Sorry, Dave, nothing relates. I get
no message."

"We're not through, Reid.
You have to think on this for awhile. Now, the moving lines
transcend to form the next hexagram. Try reading this one
yourself." He made more calculations, then handed me the book. "It
transcends to 'Lu', hexagram fifty-six. Look it up."

Thumbing through the book,
not expecting to find much, I stopped at the page marked,
'…fifty-six…Lu…Traveling Stranger'.
The vision of a flickering face with gray hair
and the voice of a soft-spoken man haunted my brain. No matter how
irritated, I shouldn't have taken it out on Dave.

"Damn it, Dave!"
I slammed the book shut. "This thing is a waste
of time. It never makes any sense."

He knew something had hit home. "I
feel you're about to take a journey, Reid. The hexagrams indicate a
pursuit of some kind."

"But I don't want to take a journey.
I'm not interested in any pursuits. You know better than anyone the
dues I've paid. I don't want to decipher some message, and find
myself off on another tangent to quench my curiosity. Man, my life
is happy now that I've quit taking up causes, and pursuing ultimate
truths."

This was not entirely true. There was
my pursuit of Nature's voice. The truth, however, the reason behind
all this seemingly unwarranted fear, was that there had been an
unstable period in my life. Dave knew all too well, since he was
the one who helped me get through it. I had a nervous breakdown
several years ago, not something I wanted to experience
again.

Although it's all behind me, I blame
it for the most part on my involvement with metaphysics, dabbling
with forces or things I was not prepared to deal with.

"This merry-go-round we call life,"
Dave replied, "is not something we jump on and off of at our
pleasure, my friend. We're on it for the duration.
Everybody!"

Carrying two cups of coffee as she
came out the door, Jenny asked, "Not even if you catch the golden
ring?"

It wasn't difficult to hear our
conversation.

"All that golden ring gets you," Dave
answered, "is another ride."

"But that's my point. We spend our
lives with round and round, up and down pursuits, but where does it
get us?"

"You know very well, Reid, that
there's a lesson in every up, and a message in every down. We keep
coming back until we get it right."

"And after we get it
right?"

"Then," answered Jenny, half-mocking,
half-serious–with her, you're never sure, "we advance to a higher
merry-go-round."

"Jenny may be right," Dave
agreed.

I felt my life's pattern being torn to
shreds. Maybe it was for the better. Maybe I had gotten in a rut,
and that rut is what makes you old. If so, what could I do about
it? Easy, what I've always done. Get myself going again.

I might have felt better if I told
someone the whole story about the Stranger. Dave would be
interested, but having studied every 'ology from astro' to zoo', I
wasn't in the mood to be exhausted with comprehensive analysis. I
also knew Jenny would not take any of it seriously, and I didn't
feel like playing straight-man for her wisecracks.

There was one thing they might be able
to help with. I went and got the root out of my pack, and handed it
to Dave.

"Ever seen a ginseng root like
this?"

Dave turned it back and forth. "This
isn't ginseng."

"I know, but I don't know what else to
call it. What do you think it is?"

"Well, it doesn't smell like ginseng,
and it's way too hard. The shape isn't right, either. It should
have some small roots coming off this main one." He handed it to
Jenny.

"You don't recognize it,
either?"

"Not from around here, I don't," she
replied.

"Coals are still hot, let's boil some
water, and see what we get," Dave suggested.

When the water was ready, I made the
tea the same way I'd seen the Stranger do it, then poured a cup,
and handed it to Dave.

"Not ginseng," he said after a few
sips. "A bit bitter. Not bad, though."

I offered some to Jenny, but she
declined for fear there was something in it that would keep her
awake.

Jenny retired early. Dave and I stayed
up awhile longer. We talked about where I'd been all summer, and of
course we had to reminisce of all the times he spent deep in the
redwood forests. Tied to the demands of homesteading, reminiscing
is all he can do. Dave hoped that I had gone out west to see the
redwoods, and could fill him in on their clear-cutting with
reckless abandon.

People like Dave cannot fathom how
anyone could chainsaw the oldest surviving life on the planet, just
to turn it into shake, fencing, and picnic tables.

I promised to spread his
ashes around the tallest redwood I could find, and made him promise
to do likewise. Which one of
us, I wondered, would be able to keep that promise?

I woke up to the smell of coffee.
Jenny was putting sausage in the skillet as I walked into the
kitchen. I poured a cup of Java piping hot, sat at the round oak
kitchen table, and kept out of the way. When Jenny is cooking, the
best way to help is to stay clear.

"Not fresh country sausage again!"
Dave said, rubbing his eyes as he sniffed his way to the
coffeepot.

"Overindulgence in the
good life has dulled your senses," I said. "Sit over here and watch
your charming wife, l' artiste gourmet
extraordinaire, perform."

"Good gawd, spare me these exaltations
from the Jenny Sawyer Fan Club so early in the morning."

"I didn't want to wake up," Dave said,
as he sat down. "I dreamt I was walking on thick moss in a redwood
forest. Strangest dream I ever had, like I could feel the forest
talking to me. Everything was so real, even the smell. Can't
remember when I've had such a vivid dream. You sleep all
right?"

"Don't remember, so I must
have."

"Have you thought about what you're
gonna do?" Dave asked, referring to last night's
reading.

"Get ready, here it comes," Jenny
said, placing breakfast on the table.

"Later, Dave. I never mix business
with breakfast."

Before diving in we joined
hands while Dave gave thanks to The Powers
That Be. Jenny went along with it... to a
point.

"We thank
The Powers That Be for
this wholesome food and the health that has been bestowed upon us.
We also give thanks for the companionship that you have brought to
our home and ask that you—"

"I think they got the message, Dave,"
Jenny intervened. "If you don't sign off, we'll be eating cold
eggs."

It was difficult not to laugh. I
stifled it to a cough.

"Sorry, Reid, but if I don't keep
Reverend Dalai Guru here under control, his incantations could last
till lunch."

While I was packing away a hardy
country breakfast, Jenny's maternal concern came out.

"Have you written anything lately,
Reid?"

"Not a word all summer."

"Why you don't use that wilderness
time to get some writing done. At least take a book with you. Don't
you get bored?"

"It's impossible to get bored. And
with so much to listen to, I don't have time to get lonely.
Besides, the animals keep me company."

"What could you possibly hear out
there that could keep you occupied all summer?"

With a crazy look in my eyes, I
whispered, "The silence, my dear. The silence."

"Next thing we know you'll be marrying
one of your animal friends," Jenny joked.

"Well, actually Jenny, I almost did.
We were madly in love, determined to spend our lives together. In
the end, we couldn't work it out. I insisted we run off and get
married, but she couldn't go against her nature. She was an
anti-lope."

"Reid, you're so full of shit," Jenny
laughed. Dave choked on his coffee.

"With that," Dave said, after catching
his breath, "we'd better get started. You don't want to miss your
ride."

Jenny loaded me down with canned
veggies. After a stern warning to make sure she got her jars back,
we all walked to the mailbox in time to meet Brent and
Peggy.

Dave and Jenny rode along to the local
store. They had some calls to make, and it had the only telephone
around. With hugs and kisses, I promised I'd be back
soon.

"I think," Dave said, "you're about to
embark on a journey, my friend. Go in peace, and come back in one
piece."

Home is a cozy, second-floor,
two-bedroom abode in a redbrick fourplex built in the days before
plasterboard. It has a fireplace in the living room, with French
doors that open onto a covered balcony, surrounded by flower boxes.
Before leaving for New England, I planted morning glories, petunias
and coleus. Looking up from the street, I saw that a jungle had
incased the balcony.

It felt good to be home.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


I headed straight for the
balcony to check out the flora. In my excitement, it took a minute
to notice the breakfast table set for two, the coffee warmer on,
and orange juice poured. Dona must be
having company this morning, I thought,
before I saw the note:

Went to store. If here
before I

get back, hot water in tub.
You smell

like Daniel Boone's coon.
French toast.

PS: Oh ya, welcome
home.

 


My thoughts tossed
between She makes the best French toast in
the world, and, how'd she know I'd be home this morning?

While soaking in the tub and unwinding
from three-hours of my butt straddling cucumber and tomatoes crates
in the back of a vegetable truck, Dona came charging in wearing
only a robe.

"Hey, what's a guy gotta do to get
some privacy around here?"

"Put a lock on the door. Move over,
Buster."

She dropped her robe, and jumped in
the tub.

Dona (pronounced the same
as 'Donna'. She claims it shows her frugality by not wasting a
perfectly good N)
was happy to see me, as happy as I was to see her. We would never
admit it openly. We had other ways of expressing our
feelings.

We had a weird relationship by
'normal' standards... weird, but healthy. It began as a matter of
convenience. I had two bedrooms and no money. Dona had money and no
bedroom. We had known one another for a short time before she moved
in. It was several months before the relationship progressed beyond
the platonic housemate stage.

One rainy, thundering Saturday night
we both stayed home. Being such a rare occasion, we decided to
prepare a gourmet steak dinner. I ran out for a bottle of Cabernet
Sauvignon. By the time I returned, the storm had knocked out the
power. Dona had the table set with candlelight.

After dinner and wine, we
polished off half a bottle of Chivas Regal. I don't recall who
started it, but we made love in front of the fireplace for most of
the night. The next day there was no clumsy I-don't-know-what-got-into-me embarrassment. The relationship continued on its natural
course, and has grown ever since.

Dona had her career with a research
team at the university. I never knew what they worked on. She's not
one to bring her work home. Besides, her thesis was in
microbiology, which is far above my head, and even further below my
interest.

We kept separate bedrooms,
which suited me. She made her bed only when she changed sheets. I
like my room neat and orderly. That's where I do my writing. If my
work area is a mess, my mind is a mess. We kept the rest of the
house in order, though. We also shared the cooking, cleaning, and
shopping, plus the rent, the bills, and the cost of running
her coupé de jalopy.

Sometimes we slept in her room,
sometimes mine, depending on whose juices started flowing first.
But when working on an assignment, I'm lost in space, so she gives
me plenty of domain. Whenever she needed space, I returned the same
respect.

Marriage, a home, children,
permanence, the future, were never discussed, as if it was an
unwritten rule. She had her life's work, her zygotes, embryos and
chromosomes. I had my writing and the freedom to enjoy Nature. In
the terms of a microbiologist, it was a mutually beneficial
symbiotic relationship.

I didn't date other women, she didn't
date other men. Any couple with the freedom to roam seldom will.
Or, maybe she did date others. I didn't ask. Since I'd stay gone
for months at a time, I did not have, nor did I want, the right to
restrict her whereabouts.

And when I left, not once did Dona
show remorse. She never asked to come along, or how long I'd be
gone. She'd just say, "See you when you get back, Reid."

We romped in the tub, and washed each
other's back, and those hard-to-get-at places. It was all I could
do to keep from carrying her into the bedroom and going for it
soaking wet. It would have been great, but we both knew it would be
best to get business out of the way first. Besides, the
anticipation could only make it that much better.

Before I reached the point of no
return, Dona jumped out of the tub, threw on her robe, said,
"Breakfast will be ready when you are," then paused at the door,
flashed me, and ran out laughing.

I got out of the tub, and tied on my
sarong. I prefer it to a robe ever since a friend had brought me
one from Bali. With the warm breeze drifting through the foliage,
and the aroma of Dona's double-dipped French toast, the balcony
smelled like a Garden of Allah.

While smearing my ambrosia breakfast
with copious amounts of Land-O-Lakes butter, and pouring decorative
lines of first-run Vermont maple syrup all over it, I asked, "How'd
you know I'd be home this morning?"

"There's so little you know about me.
Would you believe it if I told you I'm a witch?"

"Yeah, if you spelled it
with a B."

"Well then, would you believe I saw
your arrival written on a double helix of ribonucleic acid through
my electron microscope?"

"I'd believe you're full of
shit."

"How 'bout, Dave called BT, BT called
me, first thing this morning?"

Now, why didn't I think of
that? As soon as she said that Dave calling BT, I thought,
how simple mysteries can be, when the truth is finally known!

"BT wants you to call him first
chance. Said something about getting together at Susie and Gate's
for a barbecue. Fine with me."

"Sounds good, I'll call him after
breakfast. How 'bout my other messages?"

More as a warning, Dona asked, "You
want them now, or after breakfast?"

"That bad, eh? May as well give 'em to
me now. Besides, nothing can upset your French toast. You make
the—"

"I know… best French toast in the
world."

"Okay, here goes." She opened her
spiral notebook. "Other than umpteen calls from friends, relatives
and bill collectors wanting to know when to expect you back, you
had four calls from the IRS. You underestimated your income tax
last year. Send three hundred and fifty-five dollars and
eighty-seven cents, plus twenty percent penalty.
Immediately!"

"And if I don't?"

"They said they'd take your computer,
and your firstborn."

"That's so goddamn stupid," I said, as
if she hadn't heard this rant umpteen times. "How in the hell are
you supposed to know how much money you're going to make, then pay
the taxes in advance?"

"Next year just ask me. I'll gaze into
my crystal microscope, and see what RNA has to say about IRS.
Moving right along, Mackey called ten times—"

"Hold it!" I insisted, thinking how
peaceful my life had been all summer not having to deal with the
problems of Mackey, The Guild, and its clients. "Your French toast
can stand up to the IRS, but no breakfast can tolerate
him,"

A small group of freelance writers and
I work for The Communicators Guild, headed by a jerk named Mackey.
He's a scoundrel, a scourge, and a scrooge. He's a pervert, a
snake, and a shyster. He's a damn good agent.

Mackey organized The Guild four years
ago, about the time Dona moved in. Since then, he's built it into a
respected organization with a string of writers that can handle
anything–even ad copy.

There's plenty of work, and Mackey
gets us top dollar. He also takes top commission. But hell, we were
all parking cars and pumping gas before he came along. Now we're
making good money, plus a few have moved on to bigger and better.
For all his faults–actually, with all his faults–Mackey has what it
takes to deal with the business world. Writers seldom
do.

"You can't stop me now. Eat your
breakfast, and listen. The Guild lost three members, Vicki, Penny,
and Harrison."

"There goes three of the best. What
happened?"

"Vicki landed a big job in D.C.,
writing for some tourism campaign. Penny Nickels got
syndicated."

Though not surprised, I
asked, "You mean, Spare
Change, her political column?"

"Right. And Harrison–you're not going
to believe this–found Jesus, and is on the road with Reverend Wayne
and his gold-plated Cadillac."

"Oh, I can believe it. That's where a
lot of pill-poppin' dope shooters end up. It's not much of a leap
from dope to dogma. One thing's for sure, with Harrison's talent,
Reverend Wayne won't miss any car payments. Harrison could write a
sermon that would make the Ayatollah Too Many cry at a bar
mitzvah."

"That's the truth," Dona laughed.
"Anyhow, Mackey doesn't have enough people to handle the work. Said
he needed you right away."

"I'll call him Monday. Any other
messages?"

"Yeah, this grizzly bear called… said
he's going to kill you for messin' with his daughter."

"You didn't tell him where I lived,
did you?"

"No, but he said she's
pregnant."

"Give it to the IRS."

I finished
breakfast–gawd! She makes the world's best French toast–and called BT for a dose of his off-the-wall sarcasm. BT and
Jenny should have married. Their lives could have been one
continuous flow of smart-ass remarks.

As soon a BT heard my voice, he
started in. "If it ain't the amazing Dr. Doolittle, back from his
talk with the animals."

"You know, BT, I only come back to
remind myself how much more pleasant it is to be around animals
than people."

"Touché!"

"What's up? Dona said something about
a barbecue."

"Yeah, it's a celebration. Gate
finally passed the bar, and wants to make an official announcement
that he can now charge us exorbitant fees for legal
advice."

"About time. Three tries in three
years."

"Vicki will be there, so this shindig
will also be a going away party. If you're coming, it'll be a
welcome home party, too."

"I'll be there. About six?"

"Great. See you then."

Another reason I prefer the wilds is
to avoid the influence of my friends' onerous goals to achieve,
climb, attain; grow old–something I fought like Peter
Pan.

Curious to see the gang's summer
progress in their Pursuit of Happiness, The American Dream, the
Pre-depression Baby Boom, and this generation's version of
middle-class, Dona and I prepared our contribution to the
potluck–our infamous three-chili, four-alarm BBQ sauce–and arrived
early.

Middle-class was progressing just
fine. Everyone contributed their special dish, and we all laughed,
talked, and stuffed ourselves. Being back with the gang took my
mind off things.

Conversation was Montessori, La Leché,
political action committees, Greenpeace, or No Nukes. I overheard
someone asking Dona to volunteer an hour a week at the Rape Crisis
Center.

I took particular notice of Dona. Her
wit and intelligence made her a dynamic conversationalist, and a
tough debater, but in a social setting, she was the epitome of
geniality.

We stayed at the party for a sociably
acceptable time, before excusing ourselves. We both wanted to spend
the rest of the evening cuddled up, and letting nature take its
course. Nature took its course for most of Sunday, too.

Late Sunday afternoon Dona hit me with
her subtle sledgehammer. "…you gonna let me in on it, or just keep
it to yourself?"

"Keep what to my—"

"Don't give me that, Mr.
Fuhrman. This isn't the gang you're talking to. I was also
watching you at
the party. It's not like you to be that quiet. And I wasn't the
only one who noticed. The others wrote it off to your being in the
woods so long, but I know better."

"What makes you so sure of
yourself, Mizzz.
Fischer?"

"I'm the one sleeping with
you."

Dona allowed me enough time to put my
thoughts together. It was clear that she wasn't going to accept any
half-answers. Something bothering me this much had to be shared,
otherwise, I may as well live alone.

I told her every detail. How I felt
the Stranger coming, what he looked like, his voice, his clothes,
what he had in his pack, what we talked about, Sunam, Dhungla, the
cigarette, how he rolled it, the root, my dream that night, the
three fish he replaced, and how I haven't been able to get him out
of my head.

Dona listened attentively, which was
typical of her. When I finished, she leaned back, looked down, and
thought everything over before she spoke.

"You were out there a long time,
alone. Is it possible you conjured up this man? You know,
hallucinated it? Maybe the fish, the water in the teapot, the
kindling in the campfire, were from the night before."

"That's possible.
No! Wait! This isn't
conjured." I went and got the root. "I call it ginseng," I said,
handing it to her. "Dave and Jenny both said they didn't recognize
it."

"Did you tell them this
story?"

"No, I didn't want to get into
it."

"Can't say I blame you. Not with
Jenny, anyway."

Dona held the root and examined it.
"Let's go over it one more time, word for word?"

"Word for word? Let's see, 'I have
been to the Himalayas and have learned much from its people.
Watching you sit here this evening, I saw one who wants to learn. I
am going to tell you something I have never told another'…" Dona
blinked and shook her head. "…something wrong," I asked?

"That's what you did the last time,
too. Is that how he spoke?"

"Yes, from what I recall."

"Was he a foreigner?"

"I don't think so. Why?"

"Don't you think it's weird that he
didn't use contractions when he spoke? 'I have' instead of I've, 'I
am' instead of I'm, 'there is a man' instead of there's a
man'."

"It didn't seem out of place at the
time. I guess I've been over it so much in my head that it feels
natural, like a part of his personality. I don't know how I
overlooked it."

"It's hard to imagine how you missed
it," Dona said. "That's journalism 101."

"You're right, but I didn't care to
pin him down. Upsetting the tranquility of the evening wasn't worth
it. Come to think of it, even the tranquility was different, almost
hypnotic."

"I know," she said, "tomorrow I'll
take the root to Dr. Meir in botany. It's right next door, wouldn't
be any trouble."

"If anyone would know, he would. I
guess it'd be okay to tell him I gave it to you. I doubt if he'd
remember me."

"Don't worry, that guy couldn't
remember yesterday."

Dona and I hit the sack early again.
We had a lot of catching up to do, and hadn't even put a good dent
in it.

By Monday morning, the transition was
complete, from woods, to farm, to city, to work. I was ready for
anything, even Mackey.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


The phone rang three times–it always
rings three times–before Ronnie answered: "Communicators Guild.
Please hold."

I wasn't ready for
anything!

Ronnie, Mackey's seventy-year-old
secretary, has been with him for over twenty years, ever since his
days in insurance, through his stockbroker phase, working for
nothing when he lost everything, and now with The Guild. She was
efficient, reliable and sweet, but she had a telephone voice that
pierced your ear like a beginner's violin.

"Ronnie," I screamed, "this is long
dist—" Too late. She punched the hold button.

I got lucky; Ronnie came back in less
than a minute. "Thank you for holding. With whom do you wish to
speak?"

That was a dumb question. There are
only two people in the office.

"This is Reid. May I speak to
Mackey?"

"One moment please."

I didn't expect any
personal greeting from Ronnie. We’ve known each other for over four
years. Whenever I was in New York, we'd all go drinking and dining,
maybe catch a play, or some jazz in The Village. Regardless, from
nine to five she was strictly business. If her father called from
the grave during working hours, she'd put him on hold.

"Reid, you're breakin' my
heart," Mackey jumped in without so much as a 'how ya doin'. "We're losin' money.
What're yuh doin' to me, pali? We gotta work together."

"Hey Mackey, if I want to
hear the blues, I'll call B.B. King. Quick, what do you have? This
isn't collect." Opps! I should not have said that.

"I'm in a bind. We lost
three—"

"I heard. I'll do what I can. How'd it
go with the last batch? It's been over three months, have I been
paid yet?"

"Most of it's in your account. The
rest is due any day. Sorry, pali, we didn't get as much as I
thought we would."

"We never do, Mackey. What's
new?"

"I'm tellin' yuh, if you'd write about
what yuh love. Yuh gotta write about those birds and bears, fields
and streams, mountains and trees—"

"I gave you a wilderness piece in that
last batch. That was a damn good piece."

"Good? It was great! Could smell the
flowers, and feel the breeze blow right off the page. Outdoor,
Geog, Adventure, all said the same thing. But they wouldn't buy
it."

"Why the hell not?"

"No location, pali. Yuh tell the
reader there's a paradise, but yuh don't tell 'em
where."

"Yeah, and if I did, the place would
be crawling with Winnebagos, Smokey the Bear signs, and rangers
giving campfire talks."

"I can get yuh over a grand if you'll
fill in the blanks."

"No thanks. Let them keep their grand.
I'll keep my spot. The readers can take the jungle cruise at Disney
World. Everybody's happy."

"Have it your way, but we're losin'
money."

I wanted to say that money
isn't everything, but that is not a concept to implant in an
agent's mind, especially your
agent.

"Right now, Mackey, the only thing I'm
losing money on is this phone call."

He ran down the list.

A narration on pygmies of
the Ituri forest–fun.

Japanese ad
copy–pays double.

Three corporate year-end
reports–boilerplate.

And a three-foot stack of
computer manuals–cure for
insomnia.

Now that I was going to
have my hands full in a few days, I figured I'd stop by the
Paddock, grab a con
lechi, and see if anyone was around. Not
many of us old-timers go to that funky, worn out, pinball, rock
blastin', loud-ass, smelly, but cheapest-beer-in-town bar, anymore.
It's been taken over by the latest college underclass. I still drop
in occasionally, if only to maintain a memorable piece of my
youth.

Rumor has it that the Paddock might be
torn down to make way for one of those thirty-thousand-flavor ice
cream chains. The preservation of my youth is no deterrent to
progress.

On my way to the Paddock,
I ran into an old friend, Henry 'the Aussie' Bauer. Professor Bauer
taught chemistry, but his hobby was things
that go bump in the night. He spent his
last sabbatical in Scotland looking for the Loch Ness Monster. I
took his course one year, and we've been beer-drinking buddies ever
since.

True to his Aussie heritage, he was a
serious beer drinker. If his mug had over a quarter-inch head, he
took the matter directly to the bar. He'd take it to the Supreme
Court if he had to. Slamming his mug on the counter, he'd declare,
"Look 'ere, mate, ya know you'd cause a bloody riot in Oz if you
served a beer like 'at to a bloke."

Walking with my head somewhere else,
Henry had to holler to get my attention. He greeted me with that
warm smile of his, and extended his hand. "It's been awhile,
Reid."

Shaking hands is one custom I wish
we'd do away with. The athletic slap, soul shake, high five, and
other fashionable variations, have turned it into something that
more resembles hand-to-hand combat. Henry, however, looked you in
the eye and gave you a firm grip.

"Hey, Henry, how you
doin'?"

"Can't say I'm doing badly,
mate."

"Any luck with Nessie?"

"Not really. But I've been trying to
get 'old of you. All the time you spend in the outback, I thought
you could 'elp. You 'ave a minute?"

"No problem. Paddock okay?"

"Perfect. Beer's on me."

"Henry, it's ten-thirty."

"No worries, mate, 'adn't ate me
breakfast yet, feelin' a bit peckish, a beer'd do me
right."

As we walked in, Ol' Gatewood was
taking the stools off the bar while Mr. Ray, his boss and
occasional lover, sat in the kitchen and barked a steady string of
orders to prepare for the lunch crowd.

"No problem, Gatewood." I went behind
the bar to draw two draughts from the tap. "You go ahead with your
work. I can get it."

"Thanks yuh Mistuh Reid. 'Preciate it,
shor do."

Henry took a booth in the corner so we
could talk, and not be in Ol' Gatewood's way. When I set the beers
down, Henry gave me a stiff stare.

"Sorry 'bout the head. It's the best I
could do."

"I guess it'll 'ave to
suffice."

I slid in across from him, careful not
to tear the duct tape from the plastic upholstery any more than it
already was, then held up my mug and toasted, "Cheers."

"'ave another piss, mate," he
replied.

Only an Aussies could come
up with such descriptive expression.

"Well Henry, what can I help you
with?"

"Lately, I've been digging up
information on Sasquatch, better known as Big Foot. Not much is
known about 'em, even less than what's known about Nessie. But like
Nessie, there've been sightings all over the world."

"There's more than one
Nessie?"

"Lord yes. Nessie is merely the most
famous. By no means is it the only one."

"What about Big Foot?"

"Well, there've been many sightings,
but unlike Nessie, they've been reported in uninhabited
areas."

"And you believe they
exist?".

"I'm a scientist. I deal in concrete
evidence. Until I actually see one, I can only
speculate."

"But you believe in
Nessie."

"Ah, but you're wrong, me mate. I
believe in the possibility. There's enough evidence to justify
that. But without material proof, it's all speculation."

"Is there enough evidence for Big
Foot?"

"From the accounts I've read there's a
strong possibility. Indian tribes in the Northwest claim to 'ave
'ad contact, a long time ago mind you. What I believe is that these
Big Foot—"

"Wait. If you're referring to more
than one, wouldn't they be called Big Feet?"

Henry cracked a smile, and ignored my
smart-ass interruption.

"…'ave evolved into multiracial groups
similar to Man. So far, the most frequent sightings are in the
Sierras, Alaska, the Northern Rockies—"

"I've been to all those
places."

"Which is what made me think of you.
What I'm getting at is that those places all 'ave forests. Possibly
another family of the species exists in higher regions above the
tree line. The way Big Foot shies away from Man, and if they do
exist, it could be that some of their species evolved for such cold
climate adaptation. Extreme altitudes would be an ideal place to
stay hidden from Man for centuries."

"No," I had to say, "I've never run
into anything that might fit. But like you said, without one being
captured, it's all speculation."

"I 'ave read an account where one was
captured, sometime in the seventeenth century, in one of those
god-forsaken countries in the Himalayas."

"Damn it!"
I said under my breath. Again, I was overcome
with nagging thoughts, wondering if this sort of thing was going to
continue. First Dave and his I
Ching, now Henry and his Himalayan Big
Feet. Would I keep running into reminders so long as my thoughts
dwelled on it?

"Well, Henry, I wouldn't give your
theory too much merit. It's not feasible. What would this creature
eat at such high altitudes? And, if it did find food, where's the
other evidence? Bones? Tracks? Habitats? Or, as any good
archeologist would ask, where's all the shit?"

Henry grinned at my empirical logic.
"Those are sound archeological questions, all right."

The lunch crowd was starting to
arrive. Henry looked at his watch as if he had an
appointment.

Confident that he had some place to
go, I said, "Look, you bought the beer, let me buy lunch. Not here,
of course."

"I'd love to, mate, but I'm meeting
someone. 'ow bout a rain check?"

Rain
check. Henry's
been in the States too long.

"Anytime, mate," I replied, shook
hands, and excused myself.

If I hurried, I could catch Dona
before she left for lunch.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


I found Dona in the biology research
building, walking down the hall, looking like the emblem of
authority in her white lab coat, and carrying a clipboard. Hidden
behind her business-like posture, tied-up hair, and unbecoming lab
attire, however, was the most incredible body I'd ever seen in
person or in centerfold.

Lost in thought, I don't know what
startled her more, tiptoeing up behind her and asking if she'd be
interested in a bacillus burger for lunch, or the invitation
itself.

"What a surprise this is. Okay, but
I'll do my own ordering, thank you."

On the way to her office to change, I
asked, "Did you take the root to Meir?"

"Did I ever! I'll tell you about it at
lunch."

Dr. Meir is your stereotypical,
absent-minded professor. His thick accent made his lectures
difficult to understand, especially when he'd get so carried away,
he'd start rattling in German. You couldn't help but sorry for him;
a devoted ecologist, an international authority on indigenous
vegetation, and yet his own children, out of defiance, threw beer
cans and trash in his front yard.

I lost my credits because I didn't
take the final exam. I just couldn't grasp what was useful amidst
all the useless information. So, instead of studying to pass a
test, I spent that time getting a practical education in the Botany
greenhouse.

Dona and I went to Alfalfa's, a new
health food restaurant we wanted to try. After ordering, she began:
"I found Dr. Meir in the greenhouse, on his knees, wearing coat and
tie, digging in the dirt. I said, 'Dr. Meir, you probably don't
remember Reid—" He jumps up shouting, ' I wemember, I wemember.
People zay Dr. Meir cannot wemember anyzing but hiz plantz, but I
wemember many zings. Yah, yah, it waz ten o'clock, zee fourth zeat,
zecond wow'."

"It was four o'clock, and I sat in the
back row."

"Well, then he must have you mixed up
with somebody else, because he also said you were a good student.
'I don't worget zee good ones."

"I was a good student!"

"On your terms!"

"True. Anyhow, what'd he say about the
root?"

"Well, I handed it to him and asked if
he knew what it was. He asked me where you got it, and I said in
Maine. Then he starts yelling, 'No, no zis iz not fwom Maine. I
would know. What did zee plant look like?'

"Sorry to put you through
this."

"No, that's all right.
Dealing with Meir first thing in the morning is better than a
double espresso."

"What'd you tell him?"

"I said that you didn't see it
growing. It was given to you by a —" And he interrupts with more
shouting, "Why you no zay zo. Of courze he didn't zee it growing,
it does not gwow in Maine. I have to check zee weverence books.
Come back later. Zhen I will let you know."

"You left the root with
him?"

"Was that all right?"

"No problem for me, you're the one who
has to go back. I'll make it up to you. How 'bout if I have dinner
ready when you get home?"

"Make it blackened steak and Caesar
salad, baked potato with sour cream, and don't forget
the—"

"Chives. I know, never forget the
chives. Okay, you got it."

I was already on campus, so after
walking Dona back to work, I went to the library to check on one
bit of concrete information. In the reference file, I located the
most recent geographical survey maps on the Himalayas–Circa 1950.
The tight patterns of the contour lines indicated that hiking in
these mountains was hard work. A medium pass was fourteen to
sixteen thousand feet. The trails I'd have to follow crossed
against the natural grain of the land, which meant a lot of long,
grueling climbs, dropping back down and climbing again.

Scanning the maps with a magnifying
glass, I noticed several villages had the same name. Most likely,
they signified landmarks, similar to Cabin Creek, Log Hollow,
Smokey Ridge. Then how many Dhunglas were there? I found three, all
in small print and all in out-of-the-way places, which made it even
more upsetting because the Himalayas were out-of-the-way enough to
begin with.

So what? I already decided to go. That
was the first time I admitted that I had always been ready to go
ever since the Stranger mentioned it. As soon as I said this to
myself, a relief swept over me. The big question remaining was,
'When?'

I had a pile of work to do first if I
was going to have enough money. Many things needed to be looked
into, and since this was going to be an extended trip, not one of
my seasonal excursions, I had other special considerations, the
main one being Dona.

In the past I wouldn't have given it a
second thought. I came and went as I pleased–another unspoken
understanding. However, our relationship was evolving along its
natural course, you might say. My last absence seemed to create a
closeness I hadn't noticed before. She wouldn't mention it, neither
would I. The beauty of it was we didn't need to.

With this newest
development, I doubted my leaving the next time would evoke the
usual, 'See you when you get back.'
Unless, she understood the whole story, not just
the part about the Himalayas. She would have to understand my
kinship with Nature, the serenity, the meditation, its voice, its
being. I knew what needed to be done and the best way to go about
it.

By the time Dona arrived home from
work, I had the table set, romaine ready for my Caesar dressing,
potatoes baked, two inch-and-a-half top-sirloins marinated in Chef
Prudhomme's Blackened Cajun seasoning, a bottle of Merlot breathing
away, and jalapeño poppers for hors d'oeuvres.

"Zee work iz finished, and I am
starwing," Dona announced from the door.

"I see dealing with the Mad Botanist
has affected your speech pattern."

"Not to mention my brain wave pattern.
That guy's a nut. I think he's been eating too many mushrooms grown
in cow shit."

"It couldn't be the mushrooms, my
dear. They contain vitamins for the mind. So what's the
report?"

I poured her a glass of
vino, and held the bottle label up awaiting her approval. She
joined the charade by first swirling before sniffing and sipping
while looking down her nose at the label as though she was
searching for its Appellation d'Origine
Contrôlée. Actually, she was looking for
the price tag.

"The report is that after ranting and
raving like a madman, and throwing books all over the floor, he
can't identify it. He kept mumbling, 'I know zhem all. Any wild
species you name. I know zhem all'.

"I asked him what he thought it was.
He said it's definitely not domesticated, he was positive about
that. He's also sure that it's a high-altitude tuber. I asked, 'As
high as the Himalayas?' Since he had no experience with vegetation
at such altitudes, he thought that must be it. But he was still
puzzled over why he couldn't find it in any of the reference books.
Anyhow, he said that because the fiber is so compact, the plant is
a slow grower. Also, it is very hardy, which might indicate that it
is from the mountains, probably the Himalayas."

"So the Stranger wasn't
lying," I thought aloud. "He had been to The Mountains."

"It looks that way, doesn't
it?"

"Another thing," she
continued, "Meir's mind is not as absent as we zink. Before I left he showed me an
old seating chart marked ten o'clock, and your name was on the
fourth seat, second row."

"Really! It's been so long, I can't
remember."

"Well, he can. He even said if you
make up the final exam he'd give you credit for the
class."

"I've already graduated. Besides,
after all these years, I wouldn't stand a chance of passing that
exam."

"Hell, you wouldn't have stood a
chance then, either!"

 


 



Chapter Six

 


The next month and a half passed
without notice. Mackey sent a steady stream of work. In my spare
time, I read all I could about Himalayan climate, trekking, and
culture. Not a lot available. When not glued to a monitor, Dona and
I had many romantic evenings, quiet dinners, and passionate
hours.

Autumn. Soon fall would be in full
bloom in the Smokies. If there were ever a time and place for
someone to be captivated by Nature, this would be it. Even a
tenderfoot like Dona couldn't help but fall in love.

Talking her into going would require a
little underhanded manipulation. The invitation alone would knock
her off guard. Then, if everything was in placer and ready to go,
she wouldn't have the heart to say no.

I ran around one day buying what she'd
need–thick hiking socks, backpack, sleeping bag to match mine, a
whistle to scare off bears (it doesn't work), lots of moleskin for
blisters.

That night I popped the cork on a
bottle of Chateau Lyon. When it was half finished, I popped the
question, "Could you manage to get two weeks off?"

"It shouldn't be a problem. Summer is
over, we have a full staff. Why? What's up?"

"I'm thinking maybe we could do
something together. Just the two of us."

She looked at me with a suspicious
grin. "What are you up to, Reid? I know that look. There's some
sneaky work afoot here."

"I was thinking you might want to
spend some time with me," I replied, trying to stay nonchalant.
"I'm planning on going to the Smokies to watch the leaves change.
Wanna come along?"

Eyebrows raised, mouth dropped, eyes
opened wide. "Am I hearing things?"

"No, you heard right. A couple of
weeks strolling through the woods, fresh air, exercise."

"And taking a bath in cold water,
sleeping on hard ground, eating freeze-dried food, and don't forget
the bears."

"It's not all that bad. You get used
to it. Maybe even learn to like it." I walked over to the closet.
The situation called for quick tact. "Before you answer, here, try
this on." Her expression turned from confusion to shock.

"What's gotten into you?"

"Nothing's gotten into me. Put your
arm in here. Notice the extra-wide straps. That's so your shoulders
don't get sore. Now, this belt goes around your waist. Feel how
that takes the weight off."

"In all the years I've known you, you
have never—"

"I've never done a lot of
things. I felt it was high time you saw my other side, that's all."
I stepped back. "Oh dawling, that color does look
marv'lous on
you."

"Olive drab!" I wasn't sure if that
was a statement or a question.

"You'll blend in better with the
surroundings. What color do you want, safety orange?"

"I like the sound of it."

"Good, I'll exchange it tomorrow. Does
that mean you'll go?"

Dona threw her arms around me, partly
because she was happy, and partly to hide her misty eyes–I heard
her sniffle.

"Oh, Reid, of course I'll
go."

She tried on all the equipment, made
adjustments, and tried it on again. I finished the wine myself.
When I went to bed, she was still playing with her new
toys.

On the morning we were to leave, Dona
woke up two hours early, fixed breakfast, and had everything ready
to go. We arrived at Smokey Mountain National Park in plenty of
time to get a good start on the trail. But not before registering
at the ranger station, filling out two hiking permits, and picking
up a Smokey the Bear list of rules and regulations. And don't think
they're not enforced. Ask the Cherokee what happened to them for
breaking park regulations. Dona asked Ranger Robin if Pasqual had
to go through all this. I ushered her out before Robin got the
gist.

Although the next few days turned out
as expected–dirty, uncomfortable, blisters, sore muscles–Dona never
complained. She asked if I belonged to the school of "pop" or
"non-pop". I said, "Pop," and offered to show her. She insisted she
was asking just in case.

My pace was faster than hers, but she
could go for hours without a break. I offered to walk with her, but
she said that it would make her feel rushed. She'd doze off right
after dark and didn't move until I woke her up with coffee. On
about the fifth or sixth day, I was the one who woke up to hot
coffee... and oatmeal.

"It's about time, you lazy bum. Look
at this beautiful day." Dona said, sounding full of piss and
vinegar.

"How can you tell? It's not even light
yet."

"Let's get an early start. Show me
where we're going today. Here's the map. Where are we
now?"

"Hey, easy there
Sacajawea. Lemmie throw some water on my face and finish my
KAWFEEE!"

We broke camp, and opened the map to
plot our day. "Look here," I showed her, "the up and over is
shorter but steeper. The wind-around is longer but level. Which is
it?"

"Up and over," she insisted. "I want
to get a full view."

"Okay, you asked for it. Let's
go."

Three thousand feet later, I was
sitting in a grassy meadow enjoying a three-sixty panorama. Dona
arrived a moment later, twirling and flinging her arms as she
walked along kicking up leaves. She couldn't have looked less tired
if she had taken an escalator.

"Isn't it incredible," she raved?
"Look at that color. Mountains and mountains of it."

"Aw, it ain't nothin'. Nothin' but the
low temperature threshold of green chlorophyll pigment in the
leaves bein' killed off by the colder climatic change, thus
exposing the more climate tolerant orange carotinoids in the
leaves' cellular structure."

"It's nothing of the sort. It's nymphs
and gnomes, fairies and elves with palettes of pastels. It's Jack
Frost and magic wands. It's Fairyland."

"Could this be the same perverted
peeper who gets her kicks eavesdropping on amebic sex?"

"It's just so fantastic. Why isn't
everyone here to enjoy it?"

"If everyone was here, my dear, it
wouldn't be so fantastic."

Now that Dona was feeling up to it, we
left the trails and bushwhacked. Bushwhacking with the wind to your
face is the best way to see wildlife. Dona spotted so many deer she
quit pointing them out. There were plenty of squirrels scampering
to add to their winter stash, owl, woodpeckers, opossum, coon,
buck, doe, bear, porcupine, skunk... hey, nothing's
perfect.

Bushwhacking, though, keeps your eye
to the ground. You have to remind yourself to look up. I pointed
out a flock of Canadian geese flying in perfect 'V'
formation.

"Where're they going?"

"Florida. They'll follow Interstate
75, on down to Sarasota or their condo at Lake
Okeechobee."

"Those are the facts," she sighed.
"I'm sure some are true."

One morning while bushwhacking, I
realized Dona was not in sight. I backtracked and came upon her and
a doe admiring one another. Both stood motionless, staring into
each other's eyes.

Dona reached out to touch it. The doe
raised its head and allowed her to. She had just communicated with
a child of nature, a deep, spiritual experience, especially the
first time it happens.

When bushwhacking, we had
to camp outside Designated Campsite
Areas without '…regulation fire pits
provided'. So as to avoid pissing off Smokey the Bear, or the wrath
of Ranger Robin, we cooked on a Gaz Bluet butane burner.

Without a campfire blazing
away, along with seeing a billion more stars, you also see and
smell things you'd never notice otherwise. On these nights, we
snuggled and listened. Maybe,
I hoped, she would hear
that voice. It was just such a night that
I decided it was time to tell her. As I was thinking of how best to
break the news, she asked, "When do you think you'll be
leaving?"

Granted, Dona is not known for
subtlety, but I was still taken aback.

Trying unsuccessfully to maintain
composure, I asked,."What makes you think I'm going
anywhere?"

"I guess I've known all along. I
sensed it when you returned from Maine. Then meeting me for lunch,
and all the time we spent together when I knew you had work to do.
When you asked me to come here with you, I knew it was more than a
walk in the woods."

"How do you feel about it?"

"What I've always felt
about it, See you when you get
back. If there's anything to that story,
you'd be crazy not to check it out."

"And if checking it out takes a year
or more?"

"Of course I'll miss you, but think
how great it will be when you get back."

It was hard not to smile.

"Look," she explained, "when we met, I
knew you lived in a macro world. If I changed any part of you I
might not like what I end up with, and what's worse, neither would
you. I like what we've got, a good relationship and
companionship."

"What about love?"

"Isn't that what love is, if there is
such a thing?"

"I can't imagine it being anything
more, although we've never expressed it to one another."

"I've never liked that trite
expression," she replied, emphatically. "We care for each other,
and we never cause one another any harm. That's all love ever needs
to be. More love than that is for the gods, not for us mere
mortals."

By the force of her conviction, I
regretted that we never discussed it before. I'd never given it
much thought, at least not to the depth that Dona had.

"I heard something once. I was too
young to understand it, but it stuck in my head like a nursery
rhyme:

Let the bird in your hand
fly free.

If it comes back, it’s
yours.

If it doesn't, it never
was."

She not only memorized it, she lived
it.

"So, little bird in my hand, when do
you think you'll be leaving?"

"It's not certain, maybe after the
holidays."

"Any idea how long you'll be
gone?"

"Hard to say. I'm not even sure I can
find this guy, Sunam. If I do, and he knows everything the Stranger
says he knows, no telling how long I'll be. I'll keep in touch,
that I promise."

"Don't make promises you can't keep.
Is there mail service in the Himalayas?"

"I promise to keep in touch as much as
possible."

"That's better. Now, I don't want to
seem pushy, but you are leaving in a few months. And you don't know
for how long. Even if it's just six months, that's a long time to
spend with microbes and masturbation. I mean—"

"I know exactly what you
mean."

During the last days, Dona and I
stayed close together. Conversation often led to the Himalayas and
my journey. Her comments were always encouraging. There was no need
to bring up altitude sickness, falling ill so far from
civilization, injured and not able to find help, language barrier,
hygiene, food. She knew the gang would take care of
that.

Of course, I had to tell them where I
was going. They're family. The part about the Stranger and Sunam,
though, I would leave out. That, they wouldn't understand. I barely
understood it myself.

The way Dona took to the experience
with such familiarity, I almost felt as if it was more of a
remembering, a longing even, possibly of another life past... if
there is such a thing.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Only three loose ends to take care
of–The Guild, timing, and money. I estimated about ten thousand
dollars, which was doable. Season determined my departing date. If
I didn't arrive in the Himalayas before February, there wouldn't be
much time to search before monsoon season, around June, and I'd
have to wait another four or five months. The situation with Mackey
and The Guild was more difficult.

I stated my needs, gave them a
definite cost and time frame, put the matter aside and took care of
what I could–passport, shots, medicine, new Frisbee, spare parts
for my pack—" It's best to go about your business and do what you
can, knowing that problems beyond your control are somehow being
solved. Otherwise, when opportunity does knock, it won't make any
difference because you won't be ready anyway. Then we end up
blaming our predicament on bad luck, or accusing fate. Luck and
fate, adult replacements for Santa and the Tooth Fairy.

Right after New Year, the dam broke. I
was typing away when Dona interrupted and said that I had to sign
for a package. A special courier handed me a manila envelope with a
return address from a bank in Phoenix, Arizona.

"Who do you know in
Phoenix?"

The phone rang.

"Beats me."

Before I could open the envelope, Dona
hollered, "Reid, it's for you." Covering the mouthpiece, she said,
"Sounds like trouble. It's Penny. She's crying."

"Penny, what's up?"

"Oh, Reid
(sob), what am I going
to do? (sob) They're going to (sniff, sob)
take everything!"

"Who's going to take
everything?"

"They're suing me. They
want four million (SOB!)"

"Penny, get a hold of yourself. Who is
suing you?"

"The newspapers, the
senators, governors (sniff),
everybody."

As soon as Penny's column was
syndicated, she took on the task of sweeping the American political
scene clean in a week. In the spirit of new-wave investigative
journalism, she wrote a seething series implicating congressmen, a
multinational corporation, and a governor in a bribery scandal with
some lurid sex thrown in. Just the stuff that sells newspapers. But
they hit her with a 'slap suit'. Journalists and environmental
groups get them all the time. Time consuming nuisance is all they
are.

"All the newspapers cancelled my
column, or will by tomorrow. They swore they'd stand by me, those
cowards. I don't have any money. I need a lawyer. I'm out of
work—"

"Look, call Gate. He can handle the
legal end. I'll call Mackey about work."

"Thanks, Reid, I appreciate that. I
was so upset, I forgot about Gate."

"Get back to me as soon as
you find out what's happening. And, ahh, yeah, I ahh... I have a little bread saved.
If you need it, ahh..." I dreaded the thought of parting with my savings, but if I
were in trouble, Penny would hock her socks to help.

"That's such a relief. I'll probably
need filing fees for Gate, and my other bills are already late.
Could you front me about three-thousand, right away? I can get it
back to you by summer."

"First thing Monday." Gawd, I hated to
do that, but I had to.

"I can't tell you—"

"Please Penny, don't mention it." My
heart was breaking enough. Listening to all the gratitude would
only make it worse.

Feeling a little down
about having to delay my plans, and relaying to Dona what was going
on, I almost forgot about the envelope. When I got around to
opening it, the first thing that struck me was the bold, scroll
letters, Last Will and Testament.
Then it hit me. Aunt Mary. Sun City. Died about
ten months ago.

Aunt Mary, my father's eldest sister,
never married, so her only children were the nieces and nephews.
She went into the civil service, and was stationed around the
world. By the time she retired, she'd seen eighty-seven countries
and six continents.

I started a stamp collection when I
was eight. To get more stamps, I'd write her more letters. When I
think about it, that was the impetus for my writing
career.

At the bottom of the will,
next to my name, it read: All cash, bonds and securities
remaining. She didn't have any cash, bonds
or securities, but it was sweet of her to
think of me. The next page was an itemized statement of savings
accounts, government bonds, stocks, and interest due. Clipped to
the bottom of the page was a certified check for $10,
843.27.

I swore on my Aunt's soul in her
heaven to use the money in a manner befitting my benefactor. I
would spend every penny of it on travel, right down to the last
twenty-seven cents.

I showed the check to Dona. "Well, I
have the money, Penny can take over for me. What's
left?"

"Call Mackey," she replied?

"I better do that right
away."

Now, what to hit him with first? I
called and played it by ear.

"Hey, Reid! Heard the news?" Mackey
said as soon as he heard my voice.

"Well, I heard some news. We talking
about the same thing?"

"I don't know. What are you talking
about?"

"You first," I insisted.

"Vicki."

"Vicki?"

"Yeah, she was here this morning.
Drove up from D.C. Funding was cut. She didn't have ninety days, so
she was first to get the ax. Great, eh? Practically beggin' me to
put her to work."

No way did Vicki
beg. "Did you give her some
work?"

"Well, I hee-hawed around. Said, lemme
see what I can do.' Just before she went down on one knee, I said I
might be able to give her back the Swedish account."

More bullshit!
If anything, Vicki did the hee-hawing, and Mackey
was down on his hands and knees. That Swedish magazine syndicate
was big bucks. Mackey was sweating over losing it when Vicki went
to D.C.

"Yeah, well, that's why we love you,
Mackey. We know deep down, you're all heart."

"You're damn right I am.
But I ain't gonna be for long if these people can't be dependable.
By the way, did you read 'Spare
Change' last Sunday?"

"That's one of the things I called
about."

"Hey, that gal's sayin' some dynamite
stuff. Can she back it up?"

"You know she can, but they're slap
suiting her. What's worse, the newspapers cancelled her column.
She's out of work."

"Wow! That's great, eh?"

"You know, Mackey, sometimes you have
the most warped—. Ahh, never mind. You going to call
her?"

"In a few days. Let her sweat
awhile."

"If you don't call her as soon as
we're finished here, I'll personally strangle your ass."

"Okay, okay, I'll call her right away.
You guys. I give yuh a home, take care of yuh, and what do I get?
First shot in the dark, and you're off. Why do I put up with
it?"

"'Cause you love us," I
laughed.

With both Vicki and Penny back, I felt
less remorse. May as well lay it on him. "Here's some more news.
I'm leaving in a couple of days. Don't worry, I'll finish what I'm
working on, but don't send anymore."

"Not again! Where this
time?"

"The Himalayas."

"Himalayas!" I think I heard the phone
drop. "What the hell for?"

"There's something I've got to follow
up. I don't know how long it'll take. Maybe six months."

"C'mon Pali! Things are hoppin' around
here. You can't leave now."

Mackey ranted and raved, but once he
realized I'd made up my mind, like a true friend, he changed his
tune.

"Well, if that's the way it is… You
know it's a pretty long distance… I mean, like half way around the
world… ahh… you need any money?"

"No, I'm squared. But thanks for
asking."

"If you're flying out of Kennedy, I'll
meet you for a drink."

"Sure thing, Mackey. I'll let you
know."

"Be talkin' to yuh. And I'll call
Penny right away."

"Thanks, pali."

I couldn't accept that positive could
have so much negative. All my good fortune was due to others' lack
of it. There had to be an equal amount of good coming out of all
this.

"What else could possibly happen,"
Dona asked?

"Well, maybe something positive, like
Harrison knocking on the door."

The following day I called
several airlines to make a reservation. Post-holiday traffic, they
claimed, had created a backlog. No Problem. I had my secretary,
Dona, call and reserve a ticket for Dr. Reid Fuhrman.
Bingo! I was booked to
fly the friendly skies. And since my trip was due to a last-minute
request to fill a vacancy as guest lecturer at the International
Symposium on Heart Defibrillation, the airline waved the
fourteen-day advanced booking requirement and gave me the lower
fare.

I boiled my trip down to four probable
destinations–Karachi, Delhi, Bombay (Mumbai, for the
neo-colonials), and Calcutta.

Bombay won!

While I was in my room putting things
in order, I heard Dona answer the door. A minute later, she looked
in and said, "You won't believe who's here."

"Not Harrison."

"Believe it."

Harrison had returned to the flock.
Last I saw him he was dull gray with tombstone eyes looking for a
hole to die in. Now, he was his old self, full of energy, bright
and ready to tackle life.

"So, where's your head now," I
asked?

"Shooting up Jesus or shooting up
dope, it's all in the same vein. One zaps the body, the other zaps
the mind. Either way, your life is not your own. I used one habit
to kick the other. Now I've kicked them both. I don't drink, smoke,
pop, snort, shoot, or pray. I'm writing and painting better than
ever. I'm in control again. I want to go back to work. Think you
could call Mackey and put a word in for me?"

"I'll do better than that," I assured
him. "I'll be seeing him Tuesday. Call him the next day. He'll have
work for you. Count on it."

Perfect!
I had the money, The Guild was back intact,
Dona's full support, I was packed and ready. The next day I picked
up my ticket, and transferred money to Penny's account.

That night the gang
gathered at Joe Bologna's Pizza for a farewell dinner. On hearing
my destination, reactions ran from fantastic, to, are you crazy? Mostly the latter. I
ran the gauntlet of hearsay horror stories, pending dangers, and
the probabilities of death and destruction. By dessert, they all
came around with the niceties that friends exchange before a long
bon voyage.

Later that night, Dona expressed her
farewell in the way she knew best. Hugs and kisses at the airport,
with tearful waves to a rising plane were not her style.

Dona called in sick so
that she could drive me to the airport. The traffic subsided as we
left town and headed south past blue-green pastures, sectioned with
white fences. I glanced at the scenery. We exchanged looks. Silence
communicated more than we could say. She pulled up along the curb
marked Passenger Drop Off.

"You're not going to see me
off?"

"There's an old Irish
proverb. The longer you watch someone
leave, the longer it will take for them to return."

"You're not Irish."

"I still believe it. It's worked every
time so far, hasn't it?"

She never did see me to the door or
watch me leave, but I never knew there was a specific reason for
it.

We got out, opened the trunk, I threw
on my pack. Dona got back in the car, I held the door for her, then
closed it and gave it a tug to make sure it was shut tight.
Stalling, another second, one more glance, a smile, maybe
two.

"And don't you watch me drive off
either. You turn around. You got that?"

"I promise." I turned and started to
walk away.

"Reid."

"Yeah?" I glanced over my shoulder for
one last look.

"See you when you get
back."

 


 


 



Part II

Action

 


During my layover at Kennedy, Mackey
and Ronnie met me for drinks and a quick bite. At London's Heathrow
International I changed over to Air India, but fog delayed
departure. With one more stop in Athens, I was in Bombay on a late
arrival and clearing customs by three in the morning.

"Ess thar anything you weesh to
declar, Sar?" The customs agent asked, sounding like a salaried
employee ordered to work late and just wanted to get it over
with.

"No, nothing."

"How long weel you be een my
cuntree?"

The way he said 'my
cuntree', sounded like
he owned it.

"Not long. I'm just passing
through."

"Vedy well," he said, as he rubber
stamped, paper clipped, stapled, filed, folded, stacked, and
processed with robot precision all the documents necessary to make
a Third-World demi-nation feel important.

"Next please."

I exchanged some traveler's checks for
what looked like worthless pieces of faded paper printed on a hand
press in somebody's basement. Though the rate was seventeen to one,
my way, I still felt shortchanged.

Not having familiar faces
on my money made me skeptical of its value. The tainted pieces of
tattered scrap that were handed me, these undersized substitutes
for money they called rupees–even the name sounded
like, rip-off–had
faces that looked like they'd rob you as soon as look at
you.

If this fiat cash could be
exchanged for goods and services, then woe to the unsuspecting. I
realize, of course, that although the greenback is the
lingua franca for
international exchange, no longer being on the gold standard, it is
also worthless. Fortunately, the world has not come to my
realization. When it does, the only thing left will be to clean the
fan and start all over.

Exhausted from over twenty hours in
the air, and feeling cheated at the currency exchange counter, I
dragged myself out of the terminal where a mob of bobbing, bowing
turbans pounced on me. They owned what they swore were taxis, but
looked more like leftovers from a demolition derby. Shouting and
cutting one another's price, they dispersed as I auctioned it down
to the lowest bidder. With only four hours to kill before the train
left for Delhi, I decided to wait at Victoria Station, but the taxi
driver wanted to take me to a dear friend of his.

"No, just the train
station."

Then he wanted to take me to a woman,
but I sad, "No, the train station would be fine."

Then he insisted I look at some of the
finest Kashmir silk carpets.

Right! Made during an
80-hour workweek by the nimblest fingers of unschooled children no
older than nine..

"How 'bout the goddamn
train station!" I was too tired to be tactful, Ugly American or not.

Without the slightest offence, he
replied, "As you weesh, Sahib. My pleasure ees only to sarve you.
Wee weel bee thar in but a moment."

He wasn't exaggerating.
With white knuckles, I held on for dear life as we peeled out of
the airport at Formula-One speed, bouncing along a potholed, two
lane, dirt packed road. And, to add a touch of suspense,
no friggin’ headlights!

Driving through Bombay, he
jabbered a string of rehearsed platitudes of Sikhening politeness.
The scene, though, was too riveting to pay him any mind. On both
sides of the street, lined up like sardines in a can, were miles
and miles of bodies, maybe dead, maybe not, there was no way to
tell. I'd never seen so many people sleeping in the streets. From
the looks of it, they'd never seen people sleeping anywhere
else. Glad I arrived at night.
In the light of day, I would have had trouble
handling this real life Fellini flick. It was going to take more
than a train ride across the country to overcome my culture
shock.

No matter, I refused to allow myself
the luxury of generalizations. Although the dilapidated dwellings,
makeshift shelters and dingy, dark-gray tones made the place appear
worse than an American slum, I had to admit that I didn't feel
fear, or sense danger.

I figured that sixty rupees for the
taxi was highway robbery, but I was too tired to haggle anymore
than I did. Although the taxi drivers acted as if they were cutting
one another's price, I learned later that it was a prearranged
performance to help the next driver in line. Lesson one: Honor
among thieves is international.

To avoid ill feelings,
when we arrived at the station I paid him the sixty rupees and gave
him a five-rupee tip. He looked at the five rupees in the palm of
his hand, then looked at me, then back at the rupees, then back at
me, then rupees, then me, rupees, me, rupees, me, and with a
merciful whine of pleading distress, he cried, "Saaahhhhiiiiiib! My seveen
cheeldren, my seeck wife, my dying moother—" Before he exhausted
his family tree, I gave him five more rupees and told him
scram.

Built during India's colonial period,
the building's architecture had a Victorian appearance, very
British indeed. Outside the station, no one was moving about. Once
inside, my eyes gazed upward to an enormous atrium with polished
pillars, and a marble balcony running the full square length of the
main area. When my gaze drifted to the floor, my breath
gasped.

In the center of this imposing
grandeur was the largest pile of bodies imaginable. On the street
they were lying in a neat row, which gave some orderliness to the
chaos. Here, strewn about the floor in the main lobby of the
station, they resembled a mass grave. Not a soul moved. The air had
a stale stench.

My mind raced with the
thought, what if they are dead… and the
police charged in right now? How would I
explain my being the only one alive? What would everyone back home
say when they picked up the morning paper and saw:
American Tourist Found Guilty of Mass Murder In
India.

Jetlag with culture shock can rouse
quite an imagination. Beat, and running on inertia, I needed to sit
or maybe lie down. The bodies were piled in a dimly lit area in the
middle of the floor, but none was along the walls, and the balcony
was vacant. Not asking myself why, I figured that the balcony would
be the perfect place to unwind.

I trudged up the stairway, found what
looked like a safe spot against the wall, dropped my pack, and sat
on it. The higher level accentuated the bizarre scene of genocide
on the first floor. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a
glimpse of something dashing along the wall. A second later, I
thought I saw a flat, black, fuzzy spot maybe a foot wide about
twenty feet away on the floor to my left. The next time I looked,
it was fifteen feet away. I stared for the longest time to see if
it was moving or if I could make out what it was. When nothing
happened, I wrote it off to a tired imagination and stretched out
on the floor to relax.

As I was about to get
comfortable, right smack in front of me, the silhouette of a
foot-long, hairy rodent with a curled tail dashed along the
banister. "Jeezus Key Riste!
Rats!" The dark along
the walls and the pitch-black balcony were their turf. The dimly
lit area in the middle of the floor was reserved for people. On
with pack. Down the stairs. Back to the mass grave.

Rattled by my stupidity, and wishing
daylight would hurry and bring some life into this tomb, a tap on
the shoulder put my heart in my throat. I snapped around and saw a
young man with dark, beady eyes set somewhat close together, which
made him appear nearsighted, and a body with bones like
matchsticks. His chest was bare, but from the waist down, he was
wrapped in a white bed sheet pulled up between his legs.

With a pearly smile that contrasted
his dark complexion, and a greeting of eager friendliness, he said,
"Coming from?"

It took me a second to guess what he
was asking. "Oh. Country. Yeah. Ah, Tierra del Fuego."

"Ahh, I am hearing that ees wonderful
place. Soon I am seeing all the world. If I may be asking Sahib,
what ees your working?"

Since the first question was '…from',
'working' had to mean, 'what do you do?'

"Zymurgist."

"That ees but a fine thing to be
doing. You must bee—"

First the taxi driver, and now Mr.
Congeniality. Surely, the art of conversation in this culture ran
deeper than flowing banality.

"Hey, look," I interrupted, not
wanting to cut him short, but my mind was too many other places to
deal with this blabber, "I could use something to drink. Is there a
soda machine, or a water fountain around here?"

"Ah, you are thirsting. Come, I weel
bring you."

"No, just point the way. I can find
it."

"Eet ees not troubling."

"I insist, just directions,
please."

"Vedy weel, eef you are insisting.
Going out and turning left weel bring to you the machine. But
Sahib, please, let me be assisting for you. The pack, eet ees vedy
heavy. I weel protect eet."

It was hurting my shoulders, and I
didn't think I’d be gone more than a minute.

"On my mother I am swearing, I weel
protect eet weeth my life."

"You don't mind keeping an eye on
it?"

"Sahib," he said, slapping his hand to
his heart in a gesture of disbelief. "Eet ees my dooty! You are the
guest een my cuntree."

There was that,
"my cuntree" again. I
wondered how many owners it had. The machine wasn't where he said.
From what I could tell, there was no such thing as a Coke machine
in India. I explored around, however, and spotted an old man half
asleep on cases of something called Campa
Cola, which I learned is India's knock-off
of the secret recipe Coke refused to reveal, and was therefore
banished from the market.

The old man, perceiving my need and a
chance to make a quick rupee before business hours, grabbed a
bottle, dusted it off, popped the top and motioned for me to come
over. My buddy's directions were lousy, but he was watching my
pack, so I bought two colas.

When I returned, the
little bastard was gone... and so was my goddamn pack! I hadn't been in India
two hours and already I'd been short-changed, demolition derbied,
shocked, overcharged, surrounded by rats, and now ripped-off. I was
beginning to feel like shit!

Despite the urge, sitting
down and crying wouldn't help. Stay
calm. The predicament
required all the positive imaging I could muster.
I'll find my pack, just be positive. 

I imagined finding that little bastard
with my pack, then punching in his face. That vision was
fifty-percent positive, an improvement. I knew I would have to do
better, so I imagined him returning with tears in his eyes,
repentant for what he had done, not knowing what came over him, he
had never done anything like this before. I reward his change of
heart by giving him fifty dollars to feed his seven children, his
sick wife, his dying mother.

But the vision quickly
faded. I imagined giving him forty dollars, then I lowered it to
twenty, then five, then one, then I was punching in his face again.
I was too goddamned pissed
to be philosophical.

I couldn't make him out, it was still
too dark, but I knew without reservation that standing before me
was the weirdest character I was ever going to meet if I lived to
be a thousand.

"Hey Bro, you're either awfully
thirsty or you're lookin' for a friend. In that case you came to
the right place." He said with a sarcastic laugh, then grabbed one
of the colas from my hand and chugged it down non-stop.

"Bruce Gordon's the name and crime's
my game. By the way, you wouldn't happen to know who owns this
pack, would you?" He slipped out of the shoulder straps, dropped
the pack on my foot, punched me on the arm, and started laughing
like a banshee.

"I was lying over there
with one eye open when I saw you come in." He couldn't stop
laughing. "Even in the dark I could see the big 'CT'. tattooed on your
forehead. 'Chump
Tourist'. When you went to the balcony to
rest, I said, Self, here's a dude who's
gonna need your help.

"I couldn't believe you left your pack
with that sleaze. He's been operating out of this station for
years. You weren't even out of sight when he split. That's when
super 'G' here came to the rescue."

What a waves of relief. Winning
something you've never had may be exhilarating, but it cannot
compare to regaining something you've lost, especially a little
thing like a backpack with everything you owned, ten thousand miles
from home.

"You saved my life. Thanks a million.
The name's Reid."

"Well, Reid, talk's cheap. That's why
I have so much of it. Let's say you owe me dinner, and we'll call
it square."

"Throw in breakfast and
lunch."

"I wouldn't turn it down. How long you
been in India?"

"About two hours. I came here straight
from the airport."

"Yeah, and I'll bet you paid forty
rupees for the taxi."

"Not exactly…" I covered.

"What'd you do, tip the sleazy
bastard?"

"Something like that," I replied, but
he could see through it.

"Man, you do need help. Which way you
goin'?"

"Delhi."

"Me too. It may be a good idea if you
stick with me. I'll give you a crash course on stayin' alive in
this cesspool."

Gordon and I ended up spending a week
together. There was nothing he didn't know about cheap travel, and
every scam Asia had to offer. He was a fast talker, and you
couldn't get a word in edgewise. But he was a great storyteller, so
you didn't mind. A former air-traffic controller, he retired early
due to 'mental instability'. He claimed he faked it. I had
doubts.

Everything about him was a mass of
contradictions. His sweatshirts were taken in because he didn't
like baggy shirts. He wore traditional baggy Indian pants, but the
cuffs had to be tailored one inch longer in the back so they'd hang
better. He was cunning but honest. He had high morals, and was both
selfish and generous. His personality was overbearing, pleasant,
tiring and energetic. He hated India. This was his seventh visit.
The beggars were creeps, Indian's were full of shit, and every
country he'd been to was a complete bummer. He'd been traveling for
six years with no prospect of settling down.

If you took his rap seriously, you'd
be cheating yourself from seeing that his heart and character were
solid gold. His rapid, continuous chatter of sweeping
generalizations, bummer adventures, and negative observations
turned a long train ride into a brief journey. Although I was glad
when it was over, if the opportunity ever arose, I wouldn't
hesitate to do it again.

We piled on board the train with the
rest of the herd, then nudged, crowded and fought for our fair
share of a hard wooden bench in an open compartment.

"Here Bro, sit by the window. It'll
give you a better view of this wonderful country and all its fine
citizens."

How kind,
I thought, until I saw that he was giving me a
front row view of bedlam. The crash course had begun. In India, the
whiter you are the richer you are. Therefore, no white person in
their right mind dares to sit by the window of an Indian train. The
hoards of beggars got larger at every station. They must have been
telegraphing ahead: WHITE MAN STOP WINDOW
STOP NEXT TRAIN DEFINITELY STOP.

The crowds were an inferno
of faceless faces with cries and moans of despair.
"Saahhiiiib, Backsheeesh. Backsheeesh,
Saaaaahiiib." Filthy, tattered, pleading
beggars clung to the sides of the car. Lepers grasping for donation
tried to thrust oozing limbs with hands of stubs through the bars
on the window. Weeping mothers displayed infants with mangled legs
and broken arms dangling, some exposed milk-less breasts, one man
carried the side of his face in a bowl. The words of a song played
through my mind, 'Carries her face in a
jar… nobody cares… all the lonely people'.

Station after station, contorted
figures and cries of misery increased. Gordon chuckled while I
fought pangs of confusion, pity, shame, guilt, bewilderment,
disbelief.

"How can you chuckle at all
this?"

"You're the one I'm chuckling at, Bro.
Reaching for your pockets, wanting to help. You think they need
money? Go right ahead. Throw it out there. You ain't gonna solve
nothin'. All you're gonna do is perpetuate it."

"You sound like that millionaire,
'give a bum a dime and you condone bumming'."

"I'll tell you what, Bro, you give a
dime to the next baby with a broken arm, and when you come by this
way again you'll see more mangled babies than you got dimes
for."

"You trying to tell me that mother's
actually—"

"You got it. What kind of creeps could
stoop to that?"

I refused it as best I
could, but judgment was difficult to contain. Without experiencing
hunger first-hand, who could say what they'd resort to?
Still, I
wondered, at what point does survival lose
all dignity.

"Sure," Gordon went on, "I hurt when I
see it, but what can you do about it? Money's not the answer.
They're too far gone to understand generosity. They see it as a
sign of stupidity."

"What a pity that with all the wealth
in the West we can't give them food, medicine. Why, our waste alone
would be enough to—"

"Right," Gordon jumped in before I
exposed anymore naiveté. "Keep them all alive so they can each have
ten more children apiece. How much suffering would the next
generation go through?"

Cruel, though rational, his point made
sense. Without the benefit of technology to absorb the exponential
increase in population, you could cause more harm than good. I
brought up the point of providing technology, but again he
countered with another dose of hard reality.

"Yeah, right. A bunch of clowns who
can't make matches that light, or envelopes that seal, and the West
builds a nuclear power plant for 'em. And what’d they do? Help the
poor, feed the homeless, care for the sick? Hell no. They walked
into the first public library they saw, checked out the necessary
manuals, and detonated a nuke six weeks later. Like giving a hand
grenade to a baby."

"So what's the answer, let them
die?"

"You call what they got,
life? It ain't even existence. The problem, Bro, is their goddamn
caste system, Hindus and their institutionalized racism. You're
born there, you live there, you die there. Beautiful, eh? All
together everybody now, let's chant Ooooommmmm."

"C'mon, Bruce, their religion is all
they have. Without it, they wouldn't be able to handle their
situation." A weak point, I know, especially coming from
me.

"Without it, they
wouldn't be in
their situation."

"Man, you're so goddamn negative," I
said, out of frustration.

"Not as negative as you."

"How so?"

"You don't see any positive purpose
here."

"And you do?"

"Yeah, India has a positive purpose,"
Gordon replied, pausing for emphasis. "It shows the world where
we're all gonna end up if we don't get our shit
together."

Though his statement was a cheap shot,
the view from the train made it difficult to refute. Ignorance is
bliss, until you bite the apple. I could feel a large part of my
liberal youth being yanked away. Was older and conservatively wiser
better than young and idealistically naive? Youth had misplaced
hope, age held despair. Although I didn't like it, somehow I felt
more hope in the despair.

At every stop, peddlers came on board
with their wares–chai, fruit, cigarettes. When I bought some
oranges, the peddler pulled out his knife, and with elaborate
motion peeled one for me as if he was performing the service for
Shiva. It was unnecessary considering the cheap price, but I
accepted it as their custom. When the train started to move, the
peddler bowed and backed out the exit.

I turned to Gordon, and said, "They're
very polite, don't you think?"

He rolled his eyes. "Oh yeah, they're
beauties, Baby. Real beauties."

With the train rolling down the track,
and the car swaying, I broke off a section of orange and popped it
into my mouth.

"You gonna eat that!"

"Why not? Peeled fruit is supposed to
be safe."

"If you peel it! Do you know where that
knife's been, or his left hand, the one that held the orange? Do I
have to tell you?"

I spit it out the window.
Pulp stuck to the bars and dangled in the air as the clickity-clack
of the track chanted, 'dysentary-dysentary-you-will-now-get-dysentary.'
Gordon roared. I wondered what he did for
entertainment before I came along.

Later, a group dressed in orange got
on the train.

"What are they," I asked ?

"Hare Krishna."

"Oh yeah. They hang around national
parks and airports singing and chanting for donations."

"Panhandling, you mean."

"I wouldn't imagine you'd ever get
mixed up with a religion like that, eh Gord?" I was just provoking
him.

"You judge too quickly, Bro. Just
because I would never join them doesn't mean I can't share what I
find good in their philosophy."

"Now what would you of all people find
of value in any of their philosophy?"

"Their chant. I've passed it on many
times."

"C'mon."

"Seriously. Whenever a telephone
operator calls and wants to know who called me long distance on a
phony credit card, I say Harry Krishner in New York. Can't you just
see some phone company employee going down the Greater New York
directory and saying, 'Harry Krishner, Harry Krishner, Krishner,
Krishner, Harry, Harry'. I figure it's good for the phone company's
karma.

During the train ride, and later
walking the streets, a local would often walk up to me, and in a
tone more like a shout, ask, "Coming from?" Sometimes I would get
a, "You're coming from?" And when they introduced themselves they
would throw in a full run of first, middle, last, mother's maiden,
caste, and a weird title of, "double graduate", or "foreign
returned". Sometimes they'd even combine the two.

Gordon explained, "When
they ask coming from, they're uneducated. If they ask, you're coming from, they're
educated. Other than that, there's no difference between the
two.

We stopped in Agra to see the Taj
Mahal. I was captivated with its architectural precision, and its
enormous cultural wealth. Gordon looked perturbed at my exuberance,
but I presumed he'd seen it so many times that it had lost it
grandeur.

While walking around the perimeter, I
lost track of him as he photographed it from various angles. Photo
exposé, by the way, was Gordon’s new occupation. He hadn’t sold
anything yet, but only because the world was not quite ready for
his perspective. After enough architectural splendor, I went
looking for him. About a hundred yards away, I saw him lying on the
ground and positioning his camera for a low-angled shot.

"To put it in perspective, Bro," he
said, as I approached, look through the lens."

His camera, stabilized on
the ground between two rocks, had a zoom lens with a fog filter
attached. I got down and peered through the viewfinder. Centered in
the background was a misty but unmistakable image of the Taj with
its rising corner tiers. Focused in the foreground were a couple of
ribs and a human skull bleached white by the sun. A monsoon flood
had long washed a body there to decay. Who
but Bruce Gordon could perceive any symbolism, much less photograph
it?

"Does that tell it all, Bro? How many
starved while some creep built that phallic symbol to his wife? Do
you think I could sell this shot to Air India for their in-flight
magazine?"

"I don't know," I said, shaking my
head ,"but I do know an agent in New York that would love to handle
it."

"Hey, if he's interested, I got a
bunch of stuff more absurd than this."

"It's hard to imagine. I'll put you in
touch. You and Mackey would get along great."

Gordon convinced me to
take a side trip to Benares. He wouldn't tell me why, but insisted
I'd see the real India there. With the two downers he gave me on the train, I
slept well, considering.

He carried a jar of Quaaludes. How
hyper would he have been without them? If he got busted, he had a
letter from a mental hospital, and to be safe, a prescription from
an Indian psychiatrist.

At first, I didn't think India had
such a thing. On second thought, though, there was no shortage of
patients, so it had to be the most in-demand profession in the
country.

We arrived in Benares
before sun-up and found a medium-priced hotel. Well rested and
ready to discover the real
India, Gordon said, "C'mon, Bro, you gotta see
this."

"Where're we going?"

"To the Ganges."
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