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STORM AFTER STORM BORE DOWN ON THE EMERALD TRIANGLE, WASHING AWAY RECENT MEMORIES OF SMOKY, SMOLDERING SUMMERS. The California counties of Humboldt, Trinity and Mendocino are rugged but loosely piled---held together by forests regularly stripped for lumber and largely illegal grow sites. Cities famous for rain, such as Seattle, pale in comparison to Garberville's average of sixty-seven inches of rain a year. Locals are used to the Eel River rising quickly and even flooding. It's a tradition, so to speak, to be isolated by mud and high water---one much older than fire.

Winter was once the busy time of year for emergency responders, but that was before Garberville became the largest cannabis-producing region in America and the center of the illegal pot growing industry. The legalization of recreational marijuana in 2016 affected these operations very little, as the illegal trade was deeply entrenched and fees and taxes applied to legal trade were sky high. Growers continued to do as they had done highly successfully for decades. There are as many trimmers as tourists in the summer and fall, but come winter the harvest is over and the workers move on, leaving the region to a very few soggy tourists and locals holding up a skeletal local economy until next season. The spats and gunfire fade into the patter of raindrops, and the sheriff settles into his chair to finish end of year reports. Dispatch fields the usual calls of fences down and wayward cows, of people tired of the isolation and wanting to be rescued, and cars skidding off slick roads. The latter usually doesn't cause as much alarm as loose cattle or being out of milk, but when a driver spun out and came face to face with a skeletal hand sticking out of a muddy embankment, the deputy got a little excited.

Unsurprisingly, the driver was long gone when the deputies arrived on the scene. He was yet another person with something to hide, petty or otherwise. Only plastic shards of a headlight littered the churned up ground beside the road---and that hand, almost as if it was waving down a ride. The hand dangled from arm bones---much more than had been reported, as if the mud was giving birth. The deputies stepped back and studied the scene. What they presumed was a buried full skeleton was outside the fence line above, but since the earth was obviously on the move there was no telling where it originated.

“Ya know who owns this land?”

“Dutch Bogart, I think.”

“Good,” huffed the senior deputy. “He's less of an asshole than most. Still, you better back me up.”

“And leave this unattended?”

“Like we have a choice?”

The other deputy studied the scene for a moment. “I guess it doesn't show unless you know what you're looking for. Better make this quick.”

They drove about a quarter mile up the road to a driveway blocked by a gate with a code entry. “Call dispatch and get Bogart's number.”

They called the number given to them and reached Dutch Bogart quickly and easily. Dutch gave them the code and they found themselves going up a long driveway, past lush forests and gardens, to reach a beautiful, Frank Lloyd Wright-style house. 

A man with a long gray ponytail and a friendly smile opened the front door. He was a familiar face from the sixties music scene. “So what's up, officer?”

“The remains of a body were found on the land just outside your farm. We need to ask you some questions.”

“Okay.” Dutch did not seem nervous or shocked. 

“Were you aware of this?”

“No.”

“Any thoughts as to how it got there?”

“No.”

“Do you live here alone?”

“No.” Dutch was apparently a man of few words.

“Uh, can we speak to the others who live here?”

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” Dutch came back with a motley crew of characters: three women and three men. Two of the men, one Black and one White, were quite old, maybe in their late eighties. The other man was Black and looked to be about forty. The three women all looked like they were in their twenties or thirties. “Do you want to talk to them privately?” Dutch asked.

“We can interview them together. Did you explain why we’re here?”

“Nope.”

One of the deputies began to explain. “A body was found just outside this farm. Anyone know anything about it?” There were noticeable glances among them, but they all shook their heads. The old White man was trembling while one of the young women stepped next to him and took his hand. “Why you shaking old man? You know something?”

“You---" the young woman bit her tongue. “He has Parkinson’s!”

“Hey girl---"

“My name's Juniper, not girl!”

“Whatever! I wasn't accusing anyone of anything.” Juniper snorted. “Okay,” the deputy sighed, taking out a pad of paper. “Juniper's your name. How about the rest of you?”

“This here," Juniper announced, lifting the old man's hand, “is Mr. Shaker.”

“Cool it, Juniper,” Dutch said and then turned to the deputies. “I can give you a list of their names. They all live here with me.” Dutch left and returned with a pen and piece of paper. He jotted down the names and handed the paper to the deputy who hadn’t spoken. 

The bossy one, however, snatched it from the other deputy and read the names aloud. “Which one is Tasha?” One of the women raised her hand. “So you’re Scarlett, I assume?” he said, turning towards the other young woman.

“Yes,” Scarlett murmured.

“Homer’s the man with Parkinson’s,” Dutch added. “Buster’s the older gentleman and Luther’s the younger one.”

“How long have all these people been living here?” the vocal deputy asked.

“Juniper and Homer for several years,” Dutch answered. “The others for a year or so.”

“Anybody got any idea at all who that body might belong to?” the other deputy finally spoke up. They all shook their heads again.

“How about you, Luther?” the more obnoxious deputy asked with a smirk.

Luther took a deep breath. He knew what was going through that deputy’s mind. There were very few Blacks in Garberville and Buster, at eighty-something, didn’t fit the profile. “No idea, officer,” Luther finally asserted.

“Where you from, Luther?”

Luther looked at Dutch who nodded to him. “Um, Bay Area.”

“Whatcha doing here? Don’t you boys stay in the city?”

“He works for me,” Dutch interjected.

The deputy looked down at the paper. “Luther Banks? That’s your whole name? No aliases?”

Luther sighed. “Yes that’s my only name.”

“We’ll be back after we get the medical examiner’s report.”

“I’ll see you out,” Dutch said as he led the deputies to the door.

“Don’t go anywhere, Luther,” the quieter deputy said.

The group went en masse to the kitchen table and sat down. They said nothing while Juniper prepared a vape pipe for Homer. He was shaking uncontrollably until he took a few tokes from the pipe. “You okay now, Homer?” Buster asked.

“Yeah . . . I’m okay.”

“You did a good job keeping cool, Luther,” Dutch said as he entered the room.

“Yeah, I wanted to punch that asshole!” Buster said. 

Luther snickered. “Probably wouldn’t have been a good idea.” 

Dutch looked around the table. “We all have a pretty good idea who the body is, but it seems Luther is the one they’re focusing on.”

Juniper jumped in, “That’s good for Tasha, but not so much for Luther!” 

“Let’s not get into it,” Dutch replied.

They were all quiet, glancing furtively at each other. Finally Buster spoke. “Dutch, couldn’t you go to the cops and tell them the truth?”

Dutch looked into Buster’s eyes. “You know I can’t, not without implicating people I need to stay on the right side of.”

Buster nodded and looked away. Juniper stood up, slapping her hand on the table. “Not even for Luther’s sake?”

“Luther, come with me.” Dutch got up from the table and Luther followed him out the door.

They got to the music room and even before they sat down Luther said, “It’s okay, Dutch, I get it.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. You’d be in a great deal of jeopardy.”

“I’m surprised Juniper demanded it. She knows better than anyone what would happen if I let on.”

“She’s just trying to help me. She isn’t thinking of the big picture.”

“It will all die down soon enough. But maybe, it would be a good idea for you to go somewhere for a while.”

“I know. I agree. Especially once they figure out that I had been in prison for murder.”

“Does it still show up on your record even though you’ve been exonerated?”

“You have to sift through the court records to see it, but yes. I’m a Black ex-convict. That’s a lot of strikes against me.”

Dutch sighed. “Where will you go?”

“I don’t know. Jed?” 

 “Maybe it’s best if we don’t know,” Dutch answered. “I need to talk to the others first, before anybody does something without thinking.”

“Juniper wouldn’t, but Tasha might. You know, to try to ease her guilt.”

 “None of it was Tasha’s fault.”

“We know that,” Luther said. “But if she and Leo hadn’t come here––”

“Do what you think is right,” Dutch interrupted as he went to a closet door. He put in a key code, opened the door and stepped inside. He came out with an envelope and handed it to Luther.

Luther opened it and looked inside. “You don’t have to do this––”

“It’s an advance on your salary,” Dutch interrupted.

Luther chuckled. “What salary?”

Dutch smiled. “Just take it. And don’t hesitate to ask for more if you need it.”

Luther smiled back, shook his head, and pocketed the envelope. “Thanks.”

Dutch nodded and watched Luther leave.
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JED AND MONICA WERE JUST FALLING ASLEEP WHEN JED’S CELL PHONE RANG. Monica covered her head with her pillow. “Who’s calling at this hour?” she groaned.

Jed took his phone off the night table and looked at the screen. “Luther?” he said, getting up and plodding out the door.

“Did I wake you? I’m so sorry.”

“It’s alright. What’s up?”

“I need to leave. Can I come there and I’ll tell you when I see you?”

“Of course. Now?’

“I’ll get there at a more reasonable hour.”

“Well, we might be at work––”

“I’ll come straight to the columbarium. Still start at nine?”

“I’ll be there by eight-thirty getting ready to open.”

“Okay. I’ll see you in the morning. Thanks, Jed. I really appreciate it.”

They hung up and Jed went back to bed. “What did he want?” Monica asked.

“He’s coming here tomorrow morning and he’ll tell us when he gets here.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Seems like it.”

“Hm. I wonder if something happened between him and Juniper.”

“Well, he was in prison for twenty years and he was awfully young when he went in. Maybe he needs to sow some oats.”

Monica sighed and turned over. “Let’s try to get sleep. We’ll find out soon enough.”

Jed tried, but couldn’t keep his mind from overflowing with thoughts and worry. What could be wrong? He finally stopped tossing and turning and got out of bed. By the time Monica joined him in the kitchen, he was on his third cup of coffee. “I’ll make you a fresh pot,” Jed said, standing up quickly.

“How long have you been up?”

“Too long. It’s okay. I’ll survive.”

Monica chuckled. “Maybe you can curl up in one of the niches and take a catnap.”

“Sure,” he winked. “Sam and Sadie have a double size and they don’t take up much room.” He kissed her and left to take a shower and get dressed.

Luther arrived at the columbarium just after nine and found Jed setting up chairs for a memorial service. Jed had started working at the columbarium as a handyman. He now called himself the caretaker/historian, telling the stories of the people whose ashes were in the glass-doored niches to the many visitors to the incredible copper-domed building. “Can I help?” Luther said as he entered the large atrium.

Jed hugged him tightly. “I’m almost done. Why don’t you go say hello to your mother and I’ll be upstairs shortly. The service isn’t until eleven.”

Luther climbed the stairs to his mother’s niche. He had wanted to add some things to her apartment, the word Jed used to describe the recesses in the wall that held the ashes of a few thousand people. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been back to San Francisco since leaving for the farm, less than a week after being exonerated. He stood in front of his mother’s picture that was placed next to the urn and let the tears flow. Jed watched from the stairs until he saw Luther wipe his eyes and turn towards him. “I keep meaning to decorate her apartment with some stuff that would show people what an incredible woman she was.”

Jed put his arm around him. “Maybe the time is now.”

“I don’t think I should stay here.”

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

“It might be better if I don’t. Then you could honestly say you don’t know anything . . . if anyone should ask.”

Jed stared at Luther for a minute, puzzled yet accepting. “Whatever you think is best. Do you want to go to the house? I’ll get the key.”

“No. I don’t want you and Monica to be in the middle of this.”

“Decide what you want to do. I’ll be downstairs getting ready for the memorial service.” Jed patted Luther on the back and left.

Luther stood in the back and watched the service, wiping tears even though he didn’t know the person. He mourned the fact that he had not been able to go to his mother’s service and the predicament he had been in then and how it led to the one he was in now. He’d had nothing to do with any murder and yet here he was, being blamed again. He watched as Jed’s compassion and integrity spread over the grieving friends and relatives. He couldn’t put Jed and Monica in any position of jeopardy. He couldn’t think of a place he’d rather be than with them, but he wouldn’t. He needed to go further away than San Francisco. The city would be where they’d look for him since that was where he was from originally . . . before prison and the farm. His mind was made up, but where would he go? “Can I give you a hand?” Luther asked Jed when the last of the mourners left the columbarium.

“Sure. You remember where the chairs go?”

“Yeah,” Luther grinned. “It wasn’t that long ago that I arrived here straight from San Quentin.”

Jed smiled. “Seems like an eternity.”

“Can you leave for lunch or should I get us some pizza . . . for old times sake?” Luther asked when they had finished cleaning up.

“Yeah, get us a pizza.” Jed reached into his pocket to get his wallet out.

“I got it,” Luther winked as he walked outside.

They discussed mundane things as they ate . . . the rainstorms, Homer’s condition, the music festival the previous spring at the farm that had been the last time they’d seen each other. After the last piece of pizza had been eaten Jed said, “So do you want to hang out here? Go to the house? See the sights of San Francisco?” He chuckled. “I hear there’s this beautiful bridge here.”

Luther laughed. “Yeah, I heard that too.”

“Luther, I’m not afraid of anyone coming here and asking about you. Let me know what’s going on.”

Luther sighed, still unsure if it was wise to tell Jed, but he needed his help. “They found a body right outside the farm. I guess the rain washed it up from where it was buried.”

“So what does that have to do with you?”

“Nothing. I mean . . .” Luther exhaled loudly. “Except I’m the obvious suspect.”

“Why? Because you were in prison? Because you’re one of the few Blacks in Humboldt County? That’s bullshit.”

“Well, you and I know that but––”

“Have they come right out and accused you?”

“Pretty much. I haven’t been arrested or anything . . . yet.”

Jed sighed. “You think they’d look for you here?”

“Yeah. I do. After all, I did grow up here and they can find that out easily. They probably figure I still have relatives and friends here – places I could go.”

“Does Dutch know you’re here?”

“No. And I don’t want to put him in an awkward position either.”

“Dutch is quite capable of taking care of himself. I wouldn’t worry about him. He’s been skirting the law longer than you’ve been alive.”

Luther looked into Jed’s eyes. “This is different.”

Jed hesitated before finally asking the question neither wanted him to ask. “Do you and Dutch and the others on the farm know where the body came from and who it is?”

Luther ignored the question and picked up the pizza box. “I’ll throw this away on my way out.”

“Hold it. Where are you going to go?”

Luther shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Luther! Wait!” Luther was startled. He’d never heard Jed shout. “You can’t just wander the streets. It’s not like you have the FBI after you with all its resources. It’s a couple of cops from a small town. I think it was smart to leave Garberville, but I doubt they will look all over the country for you. They don’t have the manpower or the experience.”

Luther sighed. “I’m just so scared of going back to prison. And being here in San Francisco is just a little too close to San Quentin.”

“I get that. But California’s a big state. There are other places to go.”

Luther was silent for a couple of minutes. “Like where?”

“I know people in Los Angeles. My friend Finn’s daughter, Kate, lives there, as do Malcolm and Savali. I was in your position once, remember? And I had my fingerprints on the victim.”

“But didn’t they find out you hadn’t done it?”

“Yes, but not before I left Venice Beach. I, too, was on the run, so to speak. And they didn’t really look for me here.”

“So you think if I went to Los Angeles I’d be okay?” Luther asked.

“Yes. Or anyplace really. Do you want to go to LA?”

“Not really.” Luther grinned. “I’m kind of digging the country life.”

“There’s plenty of country life in California other than Garberville,” Jed smiled back. “Why not come home with me tonight and we’ll talk about it. Maybe Monica has some good ideas. After all, she’s the one who thought of Dutch’s as a good place for you to go.”

“Are you sure?”

Jed shook his head. “Please stop worrying about us. Yes. I’m sure. Now, do you want to hang around here with me the rest of the day or take a key and go to the house?”

“I guess I’ll stay with you.”

“Do you remember where the utility closet is?” Jed winked.

“Sure. I remember.” Luther winked back. “I can earn my keep!”

“How about cleaning the glass doors on the niches on the top floor to start. You can work your way downstairs and do as much as you have time for.”

Luther actually enjoyed wiping down the doors. It took his mind off his immediate problem. He put in his earbuds to listen to music and didn’t even notice when Jed approached him a couple of hours later. Jed had to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention. “Oh, sorry,” Luther said as he turned off the music.

“You’ve done plenty. Come on downstairs.” Luther put his supplies away and met up with Jed in the main foyer. “Monica is going to be a little late tonight, so she asked if I wanted to pick up some dinner. Got any requests?”

“Anything is fine.”

“Do you like sushi?”

“Huh? What’s that?”

Jed laughed. “I guess there are no Japanese restaurants in Garberville.”

“I wouldn’t know. It’s not like we go out to eat when we’re at the farm.”

“Are you up for trying it?”

Luther shrugged. “Whatever you want is fine with me. I guess it’s good to try new things.”

“Would you rather do Chinese?”

“At least I’ve had Chinese food before. You know. Before I went to prison.”

“There’s a restaurant over on Clement. It’s just a few blocks.”

“That’s cool,” Luther nodded. “I’ll buy.”

“No. You don’t have to do that.”

“Dutch gave me some money before I left.”

“You may need that, Luther. You hang on to it.”

“He can send me more.” Luther smiled. “It’s not like he pays me a salary, you know. I just look at it as back wages.”

Jed smiled. “I guess he has plenty and doesn’t spend much.”

They locked up the building and the outside gate and started walking. “Do you like living in the city, Jed?” Luther asked as they strode up towards Geary.

“I don’t know. I don’t care where I am that much. I’ve lived in a lot of places, Luther. Done a lot of traveling around the country. I’m happy with my job and my wife and my house. And I guess that’s all that matters.”

“I’m happy with my life on the farm, too. But everyone keeps telling me that after losing twenty years of my life, I should want to experience a lot of places and things.”

“You do whatever you want, Luther. You know you don’t have to listen to anyone else. And anyway, when you don’t know what to do, it’s better to do nothing at all. The right thing will show up and you’ll know.”

Luther nodded and they walked the rest of the way in silence.
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THEY PICKED UP DINNER AND ARRIVED HOME JUST AS MONICA PULLED INTO THE DRIVEWAY. After the hugs and warm greetings, they set the table and sat down to eat. “I told Luther that he’s welcome to stay as long as he needs,” Jed said.

“Of course!” she answered. “Jed could use help at the columbarium anyway. Tony’s away for a month, right? He usually stops by once or twice a week to help.”

“But he shouldn’t feel obligated one way or the other.” Jed winked at Luther, hoping he remembered their earlier conversation.

“I’m kind of in limbo,” Luther said, smiling at Jed.

“Well, sometimes that’s the best way to be,” Monica replied.

“That’s what I told him. And she’s smarter than me, so you better heed her advice.” Jed smiled back at Luther.

“Well, since I seem to be the wise one around here,” Monica laughed, “let me also add that the best way to make decisions is to talk them through with others. You don’t have to follow other people’s advice, but listening to other opinions helps you make a decision.”

“Thanks . . . both of you. It helps a lot to know I have you guys to count on.” They finished eating and Luther added, “I didn’t get much sleep last night so I think I’m going to turn in.”

After Luther left the room Monica turned to Jed. “Is he okay? I can’t believe the police are doing this to him again.”

“And of course it’s not about being Black!” Jed answered derisively.

“Now Jed,” Monica admonished. “Let’s keep things positive for Luther’s sake. We don’t need to go there.”

Jed nodded. “I’m ready for bed, too.”

“I’ll join you in a while,” she replied. “I have some work stuff to finish up.”

Jed was the first one up in the morning, as usual. He made the coffee and turned on the television to the local news. The reporter was describing the flooding along the Eel River as Luther entered the room. “Damn. I hope the farm is okay.”

“They’re on high ground and Dutch is resourceful.” Jed looked at the clock. “Oh boy, I’d better get going. You’re coming to work with me, right?”

“Yeah,” Luther replied. “I need to keep busy and I like it at the columbarium. It’s peaceful.”

“Well, I’ll jump in the shower first while you have some coffee. There’s some bread in the freezer, if you want toast and some eggs.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll find something to eat.”

They arrived at the columbarium and found several people milling around the gate. “We actually don’t open until nine,” Jed told them as he unlocked it.

“Yeah, we know,” one of them answered. “We can wait. We have a niche to decorate. Our father died last week.”

“Well, come on in if you want to get started. I just have some early morning things I need to do before we actually open.”

“That’s awfully nice of you. Thanks.” The group followed Jed and Luther into the building. “Oh my God!” one of them exclaimed, looking around the rotunda. “I never imagined it would be this beautiful!”

“Do you know where your father’s apartment is?” Jed asked.

They looked at him quizzically. “Uh, my father used to live on Potrero Hill––” one finally said.

“He meant his niche,” Luther interrupted. “Jed calls them apartments.”

“Oh.” Soft chuckles spread over the group. “Well, then, we better finish it to his taste.”

“Do you need any help?” Luther responded.

“I don’t think so.” The man patted the shopping bag he had in his hand. “Got all the stuff Dad chose right here.”

The group started upstairs and Luther turned to Jed. “I wish I knew if my mother had chosen some stuff to put in hers.” Then he shrugged. “Not that I could have done anything about it, being ostracized by my family and in prison.”

Jed put his arm around Luther’s shoulder. “Things you put inside don’t have to be hers. You can just buy some things that would represent what she loved.”

“Yeah.” Luther then sighed. “The sad thing is I can’t remember what she loved. I can’t remember her saying anything about it. Or maybe I just wasn’t listening.”

“Well you can––meditate on it while you work today. You know. Don’t try to recall her words, just feel her around you. Bet something will come to mind then.” Jed paused as Luther let the idea sink in. “Do you want to follow me around or start right off on your own?”

Luther seemed to come out of a daze. “Is there anything I can do outside? I miss working on the farm.”

“Tons. Let me finish up on the opening chores and then I’ll show you what needs doing. Meanwhile, you can go upstairs and see how that group is doing.”

“Sure.” 

When Luther approached the group, he realized the niche they were decorating was only a few doors from his mother’s. He glanced inside and saw the urn with his mother’s ashes sitting all alone. He vowed to make decorating it his first priority. Trying to remember what she liked and how she had lived her life was difficult, though. He had never known her as an adult, and now she seemed so far away. So far behind the grief and anger of prison life. He heard weeping and thought it was his mother in their dark apartment. It was too real. Too close. He glanced over at the group, now standing in a circle and holding hands. Someone took a deep breath. They were now silent and their eyes were closed. He didn’t know if they were praying or just lost in their own thoughts. But he decided to stand at his mother’s apartment and close his own eyes to try to conjure up everything he could remember about her.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder. “Are you okay, Luther?” Jed asked.

Luther opened his eyes and noticed the group had left. He was sure he’d been standing there quite a while. He smiled at Jed and answered, “I’m just fine.”

Jed nodded and turned to go down the stairs. Luther followed him outside to the tool shed. Jed unlocked it and said, “Right now you can weed and rake.” 

Luther spent the morning outside and realized this was his element. He may have been raised in the city, but working with plants gave him a serenity that took away most of the anxiety and fear of again being pinned for a crime he did not commit. Jed came outside and Luther asked, “Is it time for lunch?”

 “It’s almost one.”

“Really? Wow.”

“You’re in your element aren’t you?” Jed said with a smile. 

Luther nodded. “I do like being out here with the plants.”

“Have you ever been to the Botanical Garden?”

“No. Where is it?”

“It’s in Golden Gate Park. Probably about a half hour walk from here. You could go this afternoon if you want.”

“Oh man!” Luther exclaimed. “I’d love that.”

“Why don’t you go out and pick up some lunch for us and then you can meander over there. Monica works very close to there. She could pick you up on her way home. Do you have her phone number?”

Luther took out his phone. “I don’t think so. Can you give it to me?”

Jed recited her number for Luther to put in his phone and then directed him to a deli just a couple of blocks away. After bringing some food back to the columbarium, Luther scarfed down his sandwich and was on his way to the San Francisco Botanical Gardens. As soon as he got to Golden Gate Park, however, he realized that he didn’t need to waste his money on the entrance fee to get into the botanical garden. He was perfectly content to just roam around the park. Golden Gate Park is huge and there are plenty of places to meander and hide.

He started to walk towards the ocean and found himself in a grove of redwoods. This felt like home to him. He could stay among the trees for hours at the farm. He found a stump to sit on and contemplated his predicament. Among the trees, he realized that his wasn’t such a hopeless situation at all. There was a peace and serenity to be found in any nature setting. It just reinforced what he already knew. City life was not for him. If he couldn’t go back to the farm, he could still find a situation that would meet his needs. Maybe he could go to school and learn about botany like Tasha did. It felt so good to brush off the anxiety he’d been living with for the last several days. He closed his eyes and actually fell asleep.
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LUTHER’S PHONE RANG A SHORT TIME LATER AND STARTLED HIM AWAKE. He glanced at the screen. “Juniper?”

“Luther! That asshole deputy won’t leave us alone. He keeps demanding to know where you are and refuses to believe that we don’t know. I just thought you should know.”

“Thanks Juniper,” Luther sighed. “I guess I won’t be seeing you for a while.”

“Please take care of yourself.” Juniper stifled a sob. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too . . . all of you.”

“I hate that you’re going through this.”

“I’ve been through worse. At least I’m a free man, for now.”

“Don’t say that, Luther! They can’t put you in jail for this.”

“Juniper! They’ve done it before. Why not?”

They hung up and Luther checked the time. He decided to walk back to the columbarium instead of calling Monica to pick him up. He got there just as Jed was locking the front door. “Hey Luther,” Jed called out to him when he saw him walk through the gate. “What happened? I thought you were calling Monica to pick you up.”

“I didn’t go to the Botanical Garden. I just enjoyed being in the park. But I got a call from Juniper. That damn deputy is being a real pain in the ass at the farm. I’m really glad I didn’t tell them where I was going. But I did tell the deputy that I was from the Bay Area. Do you think he’d look for me here?”

Jed shrugged. “He might contact the SFPD, but they have much better things to do than look for you. Anyway, they wouldn’t look here. They may contact your relatives.”

Luther scoffed. “Yeah. And my relatives don’t have a clue where I’ve been . . . or care.”

Jed put his arm around Luther’s shoulders. “You can stay and help me here til things die down.”

“I don’t know, Jed. Maybe I should go further away.”

“I could contact Malcolm in Los Angeles. You two would really like each other.”

“I don’t know, Jed. Maybe I should leave the state.”

“Are you serious?”

“Well...” Luther hedged. “I dunno. California just doesn't feel big enough right now.”

Jed grabbed him by the shoulders. “You trust me?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“I'm going to make a call, and I trust you'll follow through. Don't let me down.”

“Now you're scaring me.”

“All I mean is I'm asking a favor of a friend for you, okay?”

Luther nodded. “Okay. Thanks, man.”

Jed took out his phone and walked back inside the columbarium. Luther sat on the step and waited. “Okay,” Jed said as he swung open the door. “There’s a flight leaving in two hours, so you need to get to the airport now.”

“A flight? Where am I going?”

“New York.”

“What?” Luther laughed. “I’ve never been anywhere other than that trip to Phoenix with Dutch and Buster. I’ve never been on an airplane either.”

“Well, there’s got to be a first time and I guess this is it.”

“But what am I going to do when I get there?”

“My friend, Finn, will meet you at the airport. You’ll stay with him. I called Monica and she got you a ticket and printed out the boarding pass. She’ll take you to the airport. You just need identification. Do you have a driver’s license?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you have any money?”

“Yeah, what Dutch gave me.”

“Do you need more?”

“Not yet.”

“Okay. Now, you’d better get out there and wait for Monica.”

“Jed . . .” Luther’s voice cracked.

“Call me when you get there and you’re with Finn.” Jed hugged him tightly. “Now scoot. I’ve got to finish closing up.”

Luther went outside and waited for Monica to come. She arrived a few minutes later. “Did Jed tell you how he and Finn got to be friends?” she asked as they turned off Loraine Court onto Anza Street.

“No.”

“They met when Jed lived in Venice Beach. Finn is a renowned author and wrote a book about Jed’s experiences in Jonestown.”

“Jonestown . . .” Luther thought aloud. “You mean that Kool-Aid cult in Africa back in the 1970s?”

“It was in Guyana in South America,” Monica corrected. “But yeah, that one. You didn’t know that Jed escaped from Jonestown as a child? Or that he was homeless, living on the Venice Beach boardwalk?”

“Jeez! No, I knew he had been homeless at one point in his life, but that’s all.”

Monica smiled. “Well, now you know.”

“So Finn’s a famous guy? And so is Jed I guess, since he had a book written about him.”

“Jed’s not famous. He isn’t even mentioned by name in the book. Finn wrote a couple of bestsellers, but I don’t think he’s written anything recently. He’s not a young man.” She laughed. “Of course neither are we, but Finn’s even older. He’s in his eighties.”

“Well, I’m used to living with old men. Buster and Homer are not exactly my age.”

“That’s true, but they’re a lot nicer,” Monica smiled. “Did Jed tell you that Finn could be a real curmudgeon?”

“A what?”

“A mean old fart. Just don’t take anything personally. It’s just the way he is.”

Luther bit his lip as a wave of misgivings flooded over him. They were silent a few minutes before Monica spoke again. “But you’ll like Finn. He’s probably Jed’s best friend, even though they hardly ever see each other anymore.”

Luther brightened up a little. “Well, maybe you and Jed could come to New York while I’m there and visit.”

“You know, Luther, that’s a great idea. I’ll see if I can get the time off and if Jed can get Tony to handle the columbarium for a few days.”

They arrived at the terminal. “Here you are, Luther. Take care of yourself.” She hugged him. “Here’s your boarding pass.”

“Monica––”

“No need to thank us,” she interjected.

“It’s not that. I, uh . . . I’ve never been on a plane before.”

“Are you scared?”

“No. It’s just . . . what do I do?”

“Oh. You just have that backpack so you don’t need to check baggage. Just look at the monitor by the ticket counter and see what gate your flight is leaving from. The flight number is on your boarding pass. Then you’ll go through security . . . you don’t have a knife or any of Dutch’s favorite weed or anything?”

“No. Just some clothes.”

“Okay. Then you’ll give the person at the security line your boarding pass and your driver’s license, put your backpack in one of the bins along with your jacket and your shoes––”

“My shoes?”

“Many years ago somebody tried to blow up a plane with a bomb or something in his shoes. Now we all have to take off our shoes to board a plane.”

Luther laughed. “That’s crazy.”

“Lots of craziness in this world. Just watch what others are doing. You’ll be fine.”

“Okay. See you in New York.” He opened the door and winked as he got out.
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