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  Chapter 1




  Whitaker stood by the curb on the edge of Lincoln Park, allowing the after-theater crowd to swirl around him. It was a dark night. Just a sliver of a moon. Across from him, in the triangle where the statue of Lincoln stood sentry, a bearded man juggled torches in the air. A young woman, wearing a flowing multi-colored, ankle-length skirt, panhandled the crowd, using an old brown derby.




  The flickering light from the torches fell on the faces of the crowd. Whitaker searched for Harry’s face. Would he recognize him after so many years? Why had he called? What did he want to see him about?




  Whitaker had chosen to move from Berkeley to Jefferson City in Southern Oregon to get away from it all. The crime, the traffic, the people. Or so he explained his move to others. He was a writer. He could live anywhere. So why not a beautiful town, nestled on the side of a mountain overlooking a small valley? Peaceful, yet cultured, tolerant, progressive. He loved the town, his small house surrounded by ponderosa pines, his life as a writer.




  However, Whitaker knew he hadn’t been simply getting away from Berkeley when he moved here. He was running away. But from what? The past was as close as he could pin it down. Harry is my past. How did he find me?




  He was happiest sitting in his study totally absorbed in the mystery novel he was writing. He became part of the world of his book. If the phone rang he would be jarred back to reality, a reality decidedly inferior to the world he created on paper. It was a danger, he knew. He had to fight off the tendency to retreat totally into his fictional world. He would venture out, as he did tonight. Yet, he tended to fictionalize the real world he entered, transforming it into images to place on paper, plots to discover and develop. Tonight this tendency had all but completely taken over. He’d escaped from fiction into fiction. The torch-thrower, the panhandling young woman, the curious older couple just now passing by—all characters. And Jefferson City. A setting.




  And Harry? Is he real? Or another character? He would soon find out.




  A rusted, dented, dirty-white Toyota passed under a streetlight. He could make out the driver—a young woman—attractive, short curly red hair, dark lipstick of the kind women paint on. The bulk sitting next to her looked familiar. Could it be Harry?




  The car slowed down, passed him, then pulled to the curb under a canopy of fir trees and stopped. No one got out. Were they arguing about the meeting? Had Harry changed his mind? Whitaker wasn’t close enough to see what was going on inside the car.




  A breeze blew a scattering of leaves around his feet. Here the leaves fell off the trees. Seasons, how he enjoyed them after decades in California. The fall was his favorite. But it was nippy. Unseasonable cold penetrated his body as he headed towards the Toyota. He wore only his woolen Pendleton black and red checkered shirt and a fleece vest. Enough for fall. Tonight felt more like winter. Not a night for a stroll. But it was Harry’s call, his setup, his meeting.




  At least thirty years had passed since Whitaker had last seen him. Where had Harry been? What stories did he have to tell? Why does he want to see me?




  As Whitaker approached, the door on the passenger side opened. The hulk exited, worked his way along the side of the car, and started down the sidewalk toward him. He leaned on a cane and walked crab-like, bent over, moving almost as much sideways as forward.




  A car passed and for a moment the figure was silhouetted in the glare of headlights. Harry—for it surely was him—stopped, raised himself to his full height, and rested on his cane. He didn’t remember Harry being so tall, over six feet, or so heavy. His beard was tinged with gray. A frayed canvas hat perched on top of his bushy hair. A long duster, like the kind Clint Eastwood wore in High Plains Drifter, covered a swollen body down to black boots.




  Harry hadn’t aged well. Whitaker couldn’t help but contrast Harry’s appearance with his own: blond hair without a touch of gray, thin muscular body toned through daily jogs and the occasional mountain hike. He’d changed so little over the years. Harry so much.




  Harry began to walk again. Whitaker looked into his face. Harry grimaced with each step. He was close now, less than ten feet away. The muscles in his face relaxed, his gaze softened. Harry had become an old man, but his face retained a boyish charm. He smiled at Whitaker as if no time had passed, like they’d just bumped into each other after a class at Cal. His blue eyes appeared darker than Whitaker remembered. Almost black. They penetrated him. Like he was searching deep inside for a sign. Of what?




  He realized how much he had missed the fellow. They had something special going between them, Harry and him. Love, he supposed you could call it. Whitaker had been about as close to Harry as he’d ever come to another human being. It was as if Harry had come back to fill a huge empty space in his heart. But there’d be a price.




  After Harry had left Berkeley, Whitaker had continued to feel his presence. Telegraph Avenue. They had marched there to close down the recruitment center. Sather Gate. They’d fought for free speech at that spot. Peoples Park. Site of hope, then of battles.




  Whitaker rushed to him. Harry hugged him, his enormous limbs surrounding him. Whitaker stiffened slightly. Couldn’t shake the crab image from his mind. Yet, the physical contact brought back the childlike warmth of the fellow.




  “Whitaker. God, it’s been too many years. Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” Harry said. He let go of him but his eyes held on, still searching. “How the hell are you?”




  “Can’t complain, Harry.”




  “Hear you’re a writer these days. Like it?”




  “Don’t make much, but I love it.”




  “Money means nothing to people like you and me. The main thing is you’ve kept clean. You’re still outside the system. That’s why I wanted to see you.”




  “How’d you find me?”




  “Have friends in this town. These days I have friends everywhere.”




  “Why have you looked me up after all these years?” he asked, trying to deflect Harry’s gaze. “I lost track of you after you moved into that yurt up in Mendocino.”




  “Left there a long time ago. Had to find a place where I could work, study philosophy, politics, find people who understood.”




  “Understood what?”




  Harry glanced around. A couple rushed by, heading toward The Jefferson Pub in the building behind them.




  “Let’s take a walk,” Harry said. “More privacy.”




  “Don’t want to strain you. What happened?”




  “Arthritis. Hit me all at once about five years ago. Probably poisons from the days I lived in the city.”




  “Couldn’t you get a hip replacement?”




  Harry jerked away. Anger exploded from some hidden cauldron deep inside his bulky body. Whitaker could feel the waves of emotion as if they were electrical charges.




  “No. Never get me in a hospital. That’s where they kill you. Slaughterhouses.” He paused and looked more closely at him, then proceeded quietly, “I take herbs. I’ll be fine. Just a bit of pain. I’ve gotten used to it.”




  Harry’s outburst unnerved Whitaker. It shouldn’t have. That’s the way Harry acted in the old days. Mercurial, fanatical, burning inside against injustice. Harry had been equipped with too much emotion and given too little outlet. He’d favored the most radical action, supported the wildest proposal, and used the most extreme language. His passion burst out of him, like stuffing from the split seam of a child’s toy.




  The pair walked for a while in silence. The cold crept inside Whitaker’s vest, chilling him. He pulled up the zipper. The weather seemed to have no effect on Harry.




  They left the crowds in Lincoln Park behind them and followed a paved path along Grizzly Creek. The only light came from the occasional dim street lamp and flashes of orange glow from the fire juggler behind them. The only sounds were the rushing water in the creek and the tap, tap, tap of Harry’s cane. A canopy of ponderosas rose around them. Here and there he could make out the golden leaves of aspens.




  Harry stopped in mid-step and, balancing on his cane, swung around to face him. His face reddened with rage.




  “We were goddamn wrong in the old days,” Harry said. “Pussyfooting around the real issue.”




  Whitaker remembered no pussyfooting. Quite the contrary—maddened ranting. His days with Harry were burned into his memory like a Technicolor clip spliced into the middle of a black and white film noir.




  He would hear it now—the reason for the telephone call, the meeting, the stroll by the creek on a cold night. Let Harry tell it as he wants to. Don’t argue. Just listen. For God’s sake don’t confront him. It’ll all come out, like the pus in a sore that’s festered for thirty years.




  Chapter 2




  “What’s the real issue, Harry?” Whitaker asked.




  Harry’s expression softened. He concentrated his gaze on the tip of his cane.




  “Technology,” he replied.




  He puffed out as he talked, gesturing with his cane. The lecture. Harry the frustrated professor no one would hire.




  “It’s destroying us,” he continued. “We’re drowning in our own products, worshipping these goddamn laptops, TVs, Mercedes. Killing the planet in order to make more. We’ve declared war on the whole ecosystem, and we’re bound to lose.” His face reddened again, eyes glistened. “We’re doomed, doomed.”




  Damn Harry. Once a raving Marxist, now some kind of anarchist, Luddite, eco-radical. Expanded his hatred from capitalism to…everything. Harry barely fitted into the world of SDS and the anti-Vietnam War movement. Could today’s timid times contain his energy, tolerate his rage, absorb his life force?




  They’d come to the end of the maintained walkway. Ahead was dense forest where the cougars and bears roamed and the homeless lived in their tents.




  Harry lifted his head. “Somebody’s got to stop them,” he shouted out into the darkness of the forest, “before it’s too late.”




  “Stop what?” Whitaker asked.




  “Damn it. Where’s your brain? It’s obvious. Stop everything. The cutting down of trees, agriculture based on fertilizers, factories, urban and suburban sprawl, trains, planes, macadam roads, television crammed with stupid ads, billboards, landfills, nuclear plants, oil refineries, denuding the Amazon.”




  Whitaker buttoned the top button on his woolen shirt and raised the collar, more to protect himself from Harry’s ranting than to ward off the cold.




  “But what can we do about it?”




  “Act, for Christ’s sake.”




  “I don’t know, Harry. You know me.” Whitaker shrugged his shoulders and stared at the roaring creek beside the trail. “You’re the guy with the vision. I’m just Ted Whitaker, a writer of rarely-read mysteries. I kind of like a crowded bar, a touch of whiskey, a tender steak, maybe a Bach cantata. Still, I’m not into urban sprawl and I like trees. That’s why I live here. And I send my fifty bucks to the Sierra Club each year.”




  Harry raised his cane and gripped it with two hands. Is he going to strike me? Whitaker tensed his body, ready for the blow, ready to strike back. Then Harry relaxed his arms. Tears came into his eyes.




  “You, too. Joan said you’d be hopeless. Guess she knows you better than I do.”




  “Always was hopeless. Part of the problem. You were the solution guy. Who’s Joan?”




  “A friend, a young friend. She says our generation’s sold out. Packed it in. Just fuzzy memories, do-good bullshit, a petition here, a meaningless demo there, no substance.”




  She must be the redhead driving the car. Harry knew how to pick ’em. Back in their Cal days, when Harry was working on his biochemistry graduate degree, Whitaker would run across him sitting in the outdoor patio of Raleigh’s surrounded by young co-eds. Lecturing on Marxism and revolution in a voice that echoed off the walls of the pub. Their eyes focused on him—their guru. Yes, the fellow once had a touch of the charisma. A cult leader. In a fashion that he didn’t fully comprehend, sex, love, and ideas had become a spellbinding combination. It appeared he still had at least one follower.




  Harry turned and stalked back down the path towards the park’s entrance. With each step he banged his cane on the macadam, as if he were hammering nails into Whitaker’s coffin. He ran after him. Couldn’t leave it like that. Just couldn’t. He loved that guy. Once.




  “Sorry, Harry,” Whitaker said as he caught up to him. “Can I ask you one question?”




  “Sure.”




  “How are you going to stop them?”




  “The stopping’s already begun. Tree spiking, SUVs blown up, ski resort, subdivisions burned down. The war’s on, Ted. Are you joining up?”




  So that’s where Harry was coming from. Environmental terrorism. What was the name of that underground group? Earth Revolutionary Front. ERF. That was it. Those must be the people he found who “understood” him.




  “To do what?” he asked.




  “Just one action, one goddamn big action. Been thinking about it for years. Got it worked out to the last detail. It’ll make a difference. Something that can’t be ignored. But I need some help. It’d be like the old days, the two of us against the whole shitty world.”




  He smiled warmly at him. Then he took Whitaker in his arms and hugged him, lightly kissing him on the cheek. Like the old Harry.




  “I want to,” Whitaker said. Harry wasn’t an easy guy to turn down. At least, not for him. “I really do. The problem is, you believe. I don’t. So it wouldn’t work.”




  Whitaker pulled out of Harry’s grasp and shivered, yet he was no longer cold. He was seized by a powerful urge to run away. Put distance between himself and this phantasm from his past. Last chance to escape before being dragged back into Harry’s world. He didn’t move. This was Harry, his friend, still his responsibility. Stuck.




  A look more of disappointment than hostility filled Harry’s face. Then anger returned.




  “Ever hear of Kaczynski?” Harry asked.




  “The Unabomber?”




  “Yes,” he screamed. “He was right. And sane. The world’s crazy.”




  “No shit.”




  “And do you want to know something else?”




  No, I don’t want to know anything else. But he knew he’d be told.




  “Kaczynski was penny ante. A bomb a year or every other year. Meaningless. We face a challenge far too immense to handle that way. Pestilence, that’s what’s needed.”




  “What did you say?”




  “You heard me. Civilization and cities produced plagues. Now we need these plagues to get rid of cities and civilization. That’ll make ’em take notice.”




  Harry didn’t wait for Whitaker’s reply. He turned in disgust and limped toward the white Toyota.




  Take notice? Of Harry’s ideas or of Harry? The disappointed professor no one would hire, now an old man with a twisted body and a twisted mind.




  The crowd in the square had grown with the addition of young people taking a break from drinking in the nearby pubs. A young woman replaced the male juggler. She held chains tied to flaming cubes. As bongo drums beat, she swung the fiery objects round and round, then bent backwards and passed the torches between her legs. The drumbeat grew in volume. The crowd cheered.




  Whitaker noticed at the edge of the crowd a small knot of tourists, students, and homeless around a figure holding a sock puppet. The puppet lip-synced as his creator sung a Western tune in a high-pitched voice. He wore a brown and maroon knitted Peruvian cap with earflaps and tassles. A peace symbol was strung around his neck. There was a distant gaze in his brown eyes and a warm smile on his face.




  Whitaker knew the fellow. “Toad,” he was called. Lived above Whitaker’s house. Late at night Whitaker would see him walking up the hill, headed for the forest and his tent. One of the characters he collected in his head for future fictional use. As Harry passed, Toad nodded. Harry waved his cane. One of Harry’s people.




  Harry reached the car and the redhead pushed the door open for him. Whitaker stopped and stood frozen in place. Harry, crazy Harry. He knew a thing or two about germs, viruses. He wasn’t just ranting this time. He could harm, he could maim, he could destroy. He had a plan. He was ready to implement it. Whitaker had to try to stop him.




  Whitaker rushed towards the car. Too late. The Toyota sped away. He tried to catch the license plate number. It was obscured by dirt. A faint impression of something green in the center of a white field. A pine tree.




  Oregon.




  Chapter 3




  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Sara Stein said as Whitaker walked into Tudor Books, on a side alley off Main Street. He caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror built into an antique cuckoo clock. His light blue eyes seemed paler than usual. And his robust tanned skin appeared washed-out in the dim indirect light of the store.




  Normally the place would be closed, but that night they had a date. He was to pick her up and they would head for his place, share a bottle of wine, and then go to bed. Always his place. Fine with him. But tonight he was late, damned late.




  “I have seen a ghost.”




  “Tell me about it.”




  “I ever mention Harry Abrams to you?”




  “No.”




  “My best friend in the old days. We were as close then as you and I are these days. Or almost.”




  He had to add the “almost,” even though he wasn’t quite so sure how close Sara and he were. She noticed his hesitation. She always noticed.




  Sara sat at her roll-top desk, which was covered with papers. Her shop was crammed with books, Shakespeare collectables, and junk. She insisted the clocks that didn’t run, the chipped china, the oil paintings of somebody’s relatives, the three-legged chairs, were antiques.




  “So have a seat and tell me about this guy. I assume he’s why you’re late.”




  Whitaker lowered himself carefully into a rocking chair beside the desk. Sara’s soft brown eyes—almost sepia—opened wide in anticipation. Those eyes missed nothing.




  For a moment he sat there absorbing Sara. Reading glasses were pushed back on top of her wavy auburn hair. Her oval-shaped face, light complexion, and delicate lips with a touch of fullness, made her look sad, beckoning. Wrinkle-free except for just a touch at the edges of the eyes. Middle forties, he figured. He’d never asked. She had a small, shapely body. An elaborate tattoo featuring red tulips that encircled her right arm peeked out from under her short-sleeve blouse.




  Sara had a story to tell. He had yet to hear it. Sexy. Sometimes he had difficulty talking with Sara because he knew that body so well, her warmth in bed, her passion. This wasn’t one of those times. Harry, damn him, had destroyed his lust. For the moment.




  “You going to speak or are you at it again?”




  “At what?”




  “Transforming me into one of your damn fictional characters. You are, aren’t you?”




  “What’s wrong with looking at a beautiful woman?”




  “Give me a break. Most of the time I’m with you, I feel I’ve lost you. We go to a restaurant and you don’t look at me or talk to me. You’re searching the other tables for characters. That way you protect yourself, wall yourself off from other people.”




  “So today, I’m making up for it. My eyes are solely devoted to looking at you.”




  “Right. Now tell me about this Harry friend of yours.”




  “Hadn’t seen him in over thirty years. Then he called me. Asked me to meet him at Lincoln Park.”




  “Why there?”




  “I wondered that myself. Once he arrived, Harry insisted we should take a walk up Grizzy Creek beyond the crowds in the Square. He got to talking and I knew why he needed privacy.”




  “About what?”




  Whitaker told her the whole story. As close to word-for-word as he could remember. She liked his stories that way. She was the first reader of his manuscripts, his toughest critic. But this story wasn’t fiction. If only it were.




  “You’ve got to be kidding,” Sara said when he’d finished. Whitaker sensed tension in her. Something about his encounter with Harry was affecting her. As it should. He was her lover. She would be concerned. Something more. It was as if she’d also known Harry. Or someone like him.




  “This Harry buddy of yours can’t be serious.” She paused, then reached over and squeezed his hand. “But he must be or you wouldn’t be sitting there shell-shocked.”




  “There’s no time,” he continued.




  “For what?”




  “To stop him. He came to see me because he’s ready to act now.”




  “And do what?”




  “Something big. That’s what he said, ‘One big action.’ He mentioned the Unabomber. Then the really scary part. He talked about how the birth of cities brought with them pestilence, plagues. That’s what he has in mind. Unleashing some new killer germ or virus. As retribution. To get attention for his cause. As a first step in his master plan to rid the world of cities and civilization.”




  “Could he really do that?”




  “Harry’s got a warped mind, but a brilliant one. And he studied microbiology as a graduate student. He could have been one of the greatest in the field. But he was Harry. He got in fights with everybody. Irritated those who ran his department. Burned too many bridges.”




  “Then we’ve got to stop him. We’ve no choice.”




  “We?”




  “Yes, ‘we.’”




  Whitaker was about to argue with her about the “we” comment when a new thought came to him. Stop him? Damn. Sara was on to something.




  “Maybe that’s why he came to see me. He wanted me to stop him. But I didn’t. I didn’t really try. I blew it.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Like in the old days. I didn’t understand. I was no help to him this time.”




  “How did you help him then?”




  “Let me tell you a story.”




  Sara let go of his hand and settled back into her chair. He no longer focused on her. Instead his eyes lighted on a mannequin dressed as a Twenties flapper, short pink dress covered with sequins, matching hat with a huge plume of feathers. He let his mind return to a more serious period, a time of war in Asia, turmoil at home. His time with Harry.




  He began his tale.




  There was one SDS meeting in particular, a meeting he’d never forget. It was held at a time when the war just wouldn’t end. Bombing Hanoi, Cambodia, whole villages wiped out, forests defoliated with Agent Orange as if the countryside itself was the enemy. Napalm. The United States seemed determined to win even if in the end no Vietnamese were left.




  At least two hundred students attended that meeting. Kids really, greeting each other with hugs and shouts of “Right On!” Long-haired, as they all were then. A whiff of pot hung in the air. Yet, underneath, they all shared a grim understanding that they had to do something. But what?




  A young woman rose and proposed they chain themselves to the front of the ROTC building. A shaggy young man, who looked like he’d been living in the mountains, suggested they throw horseshit at the Governor. A thin man with earnest eyes proposed a mass pray-in to disrupt the upcoming Cal-Stanford game.




  Harry stood up, towering over them. Body shaking, face red, his eyes glowered like he was a maddened pit bull. The assembled students felt his rage even though he had yet to say a word. All two hundred students fell silent. Then he spoke, starting out softly.




  “They bomb Hanoi. We prattle on about a sophomoric prank like throwing horseshit at the Governor.”




  His voice rose in volume.




  “They drop napalm on screaming little girls. We can think of nothing better to do than chain ourselves in front of a building.




  “They defoliate a land, cripple a population with landmines, seek to subdue a people.”




  His voice vibrated with the rage of his generation.




  “And we,” he paused, “talk of prayer.” He spat out the last word.




  “We must fight fire with fire,” he shouted, “bullets with bullets, bombs with bombs.”




  “Yes,” people in the crowd called out. “Right on,” others shouted.




  “Burn down the damned ROTC building,” Harry screamed. “Tell the shit-head Governor we’ll kill him if he steps on this campus. Blow up the fucking Livermore Labs.”




  Silence. Harry had gone too far. He’d expressed their anger. When he confronted them with the actions that flowed logically from that anger, they pulled back, leaving Harry all alone.




  “Fuck you all,” Harry shrieked.




  He stomped out of the meeting.




  Whitaker followed Harry, put an arm around him, and said, “I know, Harry, I know how you feel. Let’s go get a beer and talk it over.”




  He shook himself free from Whitaker’s grip.




  “They’re all chicken-shit liberals. I’m going to act this time. You’re not talking me out of it. We’ve got to stop this war. And you can’t stop a war with talk. You’ve got to act. Those assholes won’t act. I will.”




  “I’m not trying to talk you out of anything,” Whitaker said. “Just want to have a beer with you.”




  “Bunch of shit-heads,” he said.




  But Harry kept walking with him. Whitaker steered him into a pub on Telegraph and found a booth in the back where his ranting wouldn’t bug anybody. Then he ordered pitcher after pitcher of beer. Harry had a big capacity.




  “I didn’t say a word to him that day,” Whitaker concluded. “I just listened. Then I helped him down the street to his pad, found the key in his pocket, opened the door for him, and gave him a big hug. He slept it off. And that was the end of it.”




  “So that’s it?” Sara asked. “The two of you just got drunk.”




  Her voice startled him. He’d been in his head, back thirty years in time with Harry. It was as if Harry sat across from him in that student bar. But it was Sara in a dusty, crowded bookshop on a back alley in an Oregon town.




  “What did you say?” he asked.




  “You saved Harry by getting drunk with him?”




  “Yes.”




  “And if you hadn’t gone off with Harry would he have done something violent?”




  “Oh, yes. Once he smashed in the window of a recruiting office. Got himself all cut up from the glass. The cops took him to a hospital then booked him. Another time, I walked into his room and found him trying to construct a bomb out of matches and the powder from shotgun shells. Luckily he made a mess of it and it just created a lot of smoke. As the war escalated, so did Harry.”




  “You saying you should have argued him out of it this time?” she continued.




  “Can’t argue with Harry.”




  “I think I get it. You should have allowed him to talk it out, to drain himself of his hatred.”




  “Something like that. I was there with him when everyone turned their backs on him. Harry wasn’t left entirely alone. I took the edge off his bitterness. I didn’t do that for him this time.”




  “In fighting evil you can become evil,” Sara said, so softly Whitaker barely heard her.




  “What?”




  “Just talking to myself.”




  “I agree. That was the danger back then. We were becoming hard, cruel, violent.”




  “Not just then.”




  Sara spoke once again, primarily to herself. In some way he didn’t understand. It was as if she’d faced the same dilemma that he and Harry had confronted in the Sixties. But she was younger. She wasn’t there. Something more recent.




  Chapter 4




  Whitaker thought of Harry. Bent hulk of a man, he lived in pain all his waking hours, turned inward, too stubborn to permit a doctor to fix him. Each year over the past thirty he must have become more embittered, more convinced of his role as the savior of the planet. Nothing was more frightening than blind belief.




  “Ted, go to the cops, the FBI,” Sara said. “This is beyond you.”




  “You don’t understand. I can’t just turn him in. He’s still Harry, my friend. We went through the Sixties together, just the two of us. He was always there for me. When I had no money, he lent me some. When I got thrown out of my apartment for non-payment of rent, I moved in with him. I was there when Damon, Harry’s kid, kicked the winning goal for his soccer team. We spent hours together, smoking pot, muttering about dialectics, semblance, essence.”




  “Funny today you hide from people with your fiction yet then you were so close to this crazy guy.”




  “Maybe it was the times. And I’ve lost something over the years. An intimacy. Real human connection beyond images. At least now I have you.”




  Sara laughed. “I’m not enough?”




  “That’s not what I’m saying.”




  “I know what you’re saying. And I appreciate it. It’s not like I have a lot of friends, real friends. Unlike you, I spend most of my day talking with people. Comes with the job and I enjoy it. They’re acquaintances, not friends. Deep down we may not be that different.”




  “When I saw Harry I wanted so much to connect, to do as he wanted me to do, so we could be friends again. But I couldn’t.”




  “All the more reason to find him. Stop him. Save your friend. Save his victims. You have no choice.”




  “No cops,” Whitaker said. “At least not now. I’ve got to try, to talk to him, drink with him, maybe, just maybe ease his anger.”




  “And if you fail?”




  “I just don’t know what I’ll do.”




  “Hesitation at that point could condemn tens of thousands to their deaths.”




  “I know.”




  “You think you could find him?” Sara asked.




  “I can find him. There’s the Oregon plates. The young woman named Joan. His undoubted connections to the eco-radicals. And there’s Toad.”




  “Who’s Toad?”




  “A homeless guy who hangs out at Lincoln Park. Entertains the tourists with sock puppets. They recognized each other. I bet he knows where the guy lives or at least could send me in the right direction.”




  “Us.”




  “Come on, Sara. I got myself into this mess so it’s my responsibility to get out of it.”




  “You told me. So now it’s my responsibility as well. I wonder if you’re aware of what you’re getting into?”




  “I know Harry. I know he’s a fanatic. I know I can’t reason with him.”




  “Thirty years have passed since you knew him well. He’s planning a violent act. You have no idea who he’s hanging out with these days. Got to be violent people. And they’re not going to like you nosing around. I’m going with you. I’ll be your backup.”




  She was serious. Damned serious. Whitaker had never seen such a determined look in Sara’s face. This was a different Sara than the woman he thought he knew.




  “Backup?” he said. “You’re a pacifist.”




  “Where’d you get that idea?”




  “You go to the Friends Meeting every Sunday.”




  “So I’m a Quaker Jew. Must all errant Jews become Buddhists? Maybe I have my reasons for wanting to hang out with peaceful folk. It could be just the opposite of what you think. Maybe violence in my past has driven me to associate with the non-violent.”




  “You’ve never told me anything about your past.”




  “And I don’t intend to tell you now. Someday, but not now. You’ll need to take my word for it. I detest violence. I’ve tried to seal myself off from it. But I know how to handle the violent if I have to. And it looks like I may have to. You write books. I once lived what you write. You’re going to need me.”




  “I need to know more than that.”




  “That’s all you get…now.”




  “Tough chick.”




  She smiled. “Better believe it.”




  “You’re taking this kind of personal. Almost as if you knew Harry.”




  “I have come across Harrys before. One-man murderous cults. They kill always for good causes. And they don’t feel a thing when they kill. They have that glint in their eyes. Faith. Not always religious. But faith nonetheless. God, I hate absolutes! Yes, I know Harry even though I’ve never met him.”




  Whitaker stood up. Who is this woman? Her eyelids partially closed over her brown eyes. A frown distorted her oval face. He’d never remembered Sara frowning. Defiant. Sad.




  “Suppose we find him,” he said to Sara. “Then what will you do?”




  “You do your thing. Try to convince him. But it won’t work.”




  “Then what?”




  “I will not allow him to murder innocent people. And you? What will you do?”




  “I don’t know.”




  She rose in her seat and approached him. Whitaker looked down at her. He said, “You’re like a whole different person.”




  “I’m the same person. You’re just seeing more of me. You didn’t ask so I didn’t tell. I sensed you didn’t care.”




  “In a way I didn’t. I liked the Sara of the present. I was content.”




  “What do I really know about you? Tonight a bit more than yesterday because you told me about your life in Berkeley when you knew Harry. Things between you and me are getting a little more complicated than sharing meals, going to bed together. Sure you can handle it?”




  “It’s going to be interesting.” Whitaker smiled.




  “Ah, maybe you’ll get a book out of it.”




  Sara reached out and held his hands. She said with an intensity that startled him, “I want to tell you everything, but I can’t, not just yet. I can’t go there. Too painful. But I will for you, for both of us. Just give me time. A deal?”




  “A deal.”




  He kissed her. This new Sara intrigued him. Who is she? He sensed discovering Sara would be harder than finding Harry.




  Chapter 5




  Joan drove west on Route 199, heading towards Crescent City and the Pacific Coast. Not the way home, but Harry had promised her. If she drove him down to Jefferson City to meet Whitaker, then they could make a side trip and dip into California to the redwoods, to the place where they’d first met. They had plenty of time. Eventually they’d be home and safe. Safe? Well, for the moment.




  Harry had tried to teach her about time. Take it, milk it, live with time, don’t battle against it. That’s the way we were meant to live, he would say, the way we once lived. She accepted everything Harry said, but she had yet to succeed in living Harry’s timeless way.




  That’s not why she was drifting into the opposing lane, speeding around hairpin curves as the road began to make its way through the redwood forest. She drove furiously because she was furious. Pissed at Harry. The trip had been a waste. She’d known it would be. He’d endangered their cause.




  Harry slept soundly in the seat next to her. He’d filled her in on his meeting with Whitaker and then fallen asleep before she could discuss the matter with him. She’d leave him alone for now. His walk by the creek had worn him out physically and emotionally. She’d choose her time, then have it out with him.




  Joan was forced to slow down as Route 199 dead ended into Route 101 and she entered Crescent City. Bright lights, malls, fast food outlets, gas stations, cars, trucks, exhaust, dirt, overflowing garbage cans. She didn’t like cities, but she took her time. No way could they risk getting a traffic ticket.




  She wouldn’t be driving much longer. Only a few miles to the Big Lagoon, and the tiny county campground. Should make the place before midnight. Joan remembered the place from growing up in San Francisco, before she went away to the University of Oregon in Eugene. Great for kayaking. There would be nobody around at night. She’d just cruise on in, find a nice campsite overlooking the lagoon. They’d be out of there before the campground host came to collect fees in the morning.




  The road rose as they left the city, clinging to the side of a coastal hill. Joan heard the crashing surf below. The froth below twinkled in the dim moonlight.




  Beautiful, but damn it, there was that Whitaker bastard. Harry and his Sixties bullshit. The more she thought about the meeting the madder she got. And the faster she drove. She pressed down on the accelerator as if she were bearing down on Whitaker’s neck. On all of them. Old farts. Talk, talk. Harry? Yes, Harry, too.




  The Toyota skidded around a curve. Joan fought the wheel, swinging into the opposing lane to avoid flipping over. God help her if a car was coming the opposite direction.




  The Toyota slid on the loose gravel and sand covering the macadam. She was thrown against the door, stones blasted from around her wheels as she jammed down on the brakes. The right rear tire dipped over the embankment, axle banged down on the pavement. Joan’s body propelled forward against the seat belt restraints. The right front tire slipped on the gravel. She pumped the brakes. The car teetered towards the embankment.




  Joan ground her teeth. This is it, damn it, stupid, stupid. She’d risked Harry’s life, their cause. Beads of sweat formed on her brow. The two left tires held. Then the right front gained traction. The back right tire dug into the edge of the embankment. The car leveled. She’d made it. Barely.




  “Joan, for Christ’s sake, slow down.” The maneuver had awakened Harry. “We’re in no hurry. We’ve plenty of time. Always have plenty of time.”




  “Now’s not the time, Harry.”




  “For what?”




  “A lecture on time.”




  * * * *




  Joan sat in lotus position on her sleeping bag, hands on her knees. Short curly bright red hair and a touch of freckle gave her a boyish look. She wore khakis and hiking boots. She felt the warm glow of the fire Harry had built for them. Sparks floated up into the bent boughs of the cypress over her head. Harry lay on his side across the fire from her. She could tell by his grimace that the effort of making the fire had taken its toll on his arthritis.




  Behind Harry, a thin slice of moon barely illuminated Big Lagoon. A slight breeze caused ripples on its surface. Joan saw the dim outline of the white dunes that kept the sea out. Most of the time. Occasionally in the winter, the ocean breached the dune and the salt water mingled with the fresh. She inhaled fresh, salty air. In the distance she could hear the pounding surf. Joan missed the sea, but the Oregon hills were better. There were fewer people and more hope.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





