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        What the Hell Happened?

      

      

      

      

      Chapter One is dedicated to those who have not read books one and two in this series and not familiar with the story of Jake Barnes. A lot has happened to this guy. The first two books are heavily condensed to bring you up to speed.

      Those readers who are up to date with his challenges may wish to skip ahead to Chapter Two.
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      The man formerly known as Jake Barnes never felt more alive–despite being dead to nearly everyone on the planet. He was feeling the warm tropical wind blowing in his face across the Gulf of Thailand and thinking what a long and strange trip…

      He had a lot to think about as he watched Terry, his former mentor and Mr. Stevenson’s handyman, sail away aboard Johanna without him; just like everyone he’d left behind from his former life. Jake thought about the horrendous, reprehensible torture he’d inflicted on the Thai crime lord, Eugene, a few days earlier. He smiled, thinking about the unexpected reward for a job well done. Now he could go almost anywhere and do anything his heart desired–except go home. That was never going to happen.

      His new, forged, passport identified him as twenty-nine-year-old (born on April 1st) Gabriel Ramiel Goossen from Monterey, California. He claimed to be an independent computer consultant on an extended vacation. Gabe was a wealthy man, according to his bank and investment accounts.

      Though he received the passport and identity months ago, his recent dream of baptism cemented the death of Jake Barnes and his resurrection as Gabe. It was one of the more lucid and bizarre visions he’d had since he’d unwittingly opened the door to opportunity nearly four years earlier. With opportunity comes crisis… and in every crisis lies opportunity.

      In the dream, Saint Johanna immersed him in the pool of cleansing water and purifying flames. Left behind was his self-image as a lone wolf of the steppes. He no longer held onto his self-pity, self-importance, seriousness and shame. Blessed are the ones with humor and joy, the complete unknowns and the rolling stones.

      The day before he sailed out into the Pacific aboard the sloop Johanna, witnesses testified that they’d seen Jake Barnes trying to cross a glacier outside Cordova, Alaska. Halfway across, he fell into a crevasse and disappeared down the slick frozen walls of blue rime into a freezing river flowing under the massive ice field. There would be no recovery of a body. 

      A few months before that incident, US Forest Rangers found a remote shack in the forest around Prince William Sound. Jake Barnes had gone unnoticed there for seven months after his escape from the van transporting him to Spring Creek Prison in Seward. It had been a long, hard winter for the fugitive. Two of his few remaining friends, Dave and Ann Reagan, were scheduled to check up on him. The state troopers got there first.

       

      Jake escaped city life in the Midwest of the US, right after high school graduation, by hitchhiking to Alaska. Despite the chips on his shoulders, courtesy of his father’s fire-and-brimstone disciplinary methods and Pastor Walker and Youth Minister Vince’s proclivities, Jake had an easy-going personality with a touch of rebelliousness. He smoked pot and drank to a moderate degree, while avoiding contact with his family in the lower 48–except for his teenage nephew Sean. 

      Schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and a host of other mental afflictions, including the messiah complex, ran strong in Jake’s family genes. Inheriting the family curse was top of his list of fears, along with bears and falling into parenthood. He did not want to turn into his father.

      Alaska, the last frontier of individuals and other endangered species–or misfits, as Jake liked to say–suited him well.

      Jake Barnes chased a lot of women, with success most of the time, but with no intention of settling down. He never let himself get caught in a serious relationship until he met Kat, the ambitious young woman with chestnut hair and a glowing smile that melted the heart of every man in the room. Jake was infatuated with Katherine Joyce, he loved her, lusted after her, and finally proposed to her. Their joyous union turned sour within minutes of their pregnancy confirmation.

      In his last summer of freedom before marriage, Jake finally pursued his dream and build a cabin in the wilderness at Smokey Cove on Kachemak Bay. That was also where he opened the door to lucid dreaming and met Dave and Ann Reagan, his only neighbors in the cove. Over the course of two years, Dave taught Jake hunting, stalking and survival in the Alaskan bush. Dave became Jake’s self-appointed life advisor, introducing him to the possibilities of other realities and the strategy of being ruthless in his words and actions. 

      Dave mesmerized Jake with wild tales of his time living in the mountains of Borneo with a tribe of nomadic Dyaks, the Punans, and their prophecy of a messiah. The Punan, in a manner similar to the aborigines of Australia, lived part of their life in the dream world. They knew their forest home was disappearing and the end of their world was near. 

      Dave claimed that for two years he had been an apprentice of their shaman, Turikan. He told stories of magic, healing, shape-shifting and traveling through dreams. “The Punan,” Dave said, “are collectively dreaming their messiah into Earthly existence. This dream messiah will come from outside their homeland to lead them to their next world.”

      These were the first subliminal seeds Dave planted in Jake’s mind, and like any good gardener, Dave continued to water and fertilize regularly. Jake’s dreams sprouted and grew wild as the hare at Alice’s tea party, and this party included the Boogeyman and his cousin, the Wild Man of Borneo.

      Five thousand miles away in Florida, Sean Barnes was getting his own reputation as a juvenile delinquent. In order to save him from a family-imposed sentence at Bible camp and church school, Jake brought him to Smokey Cove to help build the cabin over the course of two summers.

      As Jake made progress in building the homestead, his personal life deteriorated. Ann Reagan provided him with a different kind of spiritual mentorship from Dave. She was the granddaughter of an Ojibwa medicine woman and a trained psychiatric nurse; she knew all about the diseases and tendencies that Jake feared he was inheriting. Her soft and logical way was the balance to Dave’s hard-edged teachings and tough-mentor personality.

      Ann was born with the birthmark of the Daldal–the dragonfly–on her chest. She encouraged Jake to act like a man and always do the right thing. Ann was like the favorite aunty he never had.

      “Be careful what you ask for,” she counseled him. “You can’t run from your genes, so embrace them. You can do anything when you put your mind and willpower to it. Remember that when it comes to your son.”

      The last thing she said to him was, “See you in your dreams.”

       

      Kat had her own family problems. Jake considered her mother, Nora, to be a total whacko, responsible for the suicide of Kat’s father. He did not relish Nora staying with Kat and their son, Luke, at their cabin in the ski town of Greenwood while he was off building the homestead in Smokey Cove. 

      Nora considered Jake to be a loser and a jackass, unsuitable for her daughter–definitely not the man she wanted as the father of her grandson. Her last words to Jake punctuated her disdain: “The electric chair is too good for you, you piece of shit! I hope you rot in jail.” 

      That had not been a pleasant week for Jake. The lessons Dave had been trying to teach Jake about being ruthless didn’t seem to be working out. He was on shaky ground with Kat and wanted one last chance to make it right.

       

      Over the two summers at Smokey Cove, Jake had numerous encounters with an Alaskan brown bear that his neighbors had named Yellow Ears. As fearful as Jake was of Yellow Ears, almost every encounter had the beast protecting Jake, Kat, or Sean in some manner, though it didn’t always seem that way at first.

      Yellow Ears had charged, run over and peed on Jake. Twice. The humiliating second pee-job-marking led to Jake losing his temper and his first encounter with the state troopers during a traffic stop.

      His second encounter with the law happened later that night when he threatened to kick Nora out of his house. Probably shouldn’t have threatened to break her arms.

      His third encounter with the troopers was less than twelve hours later. Jake maintained his innocence, mostly. He admitted that he had been drunk when he’d taken his toddler son out of Nora’s car. But he maintained that the collision that nearly killed Luke wasn’t his fault. 

      He admitted to making a few poor decisions, but claimed the whole mess was a series of bad circumstances and coincidences. He and Kat had just called it quits in a devastating argument, accusing each other of infidelity and other crimes against relationships. But seeing his son blue and not breathing, rescued by a self-proclaimed man of God, was Jake’s “come to Jesus” moment.

      He returned to Kat on his knees, begging for forgiveness, promising to get counseling and start meds for his slipping psychological state. He would never forget Kat’s last words to him: “I’m not buying your bullshit. The only place you’re going is to jail.”

      

      The charges against him started with domestic violence, kidnapping, child endangerment, concealed weapon, drunk driving, and possession of marijuana. While he awaited trial at the Anchorage Correctional Facility, Jake racked up his first charge of murder when his cellmate, George Leonard, was strangled. Eric ‘Bigfoot’ Thomas and Steven ‘Thumper’ Rodgers, members of the Satan’s Angels motorcycle gang, had done the throttling and set Jake up to take the fall. There were no witnesses to defend Jake. His public defender recommended a plea bargain. Jake felt he had no choice but to beg the court for leniency. The judge did not agree and sentenced him to fifteen years.

      He was to be transferred to Spring Creek State Prison in Seward, along with fellow prisoner Nick MyraMyra, was sentenced to thirty-five years for his own crimes. Depressed and despondent, Jake lived in his fantasies of revenge and retribution on everyone he thought had ever done him wrong.

      The prison van was climbing through Summit Pass in a blizzard when, for the second time in a year, a vehicle Jake was in collided with a moose. Two prison officers were dead by the time the van came to a hard stop against a thick spruce tree. By the time Jake and Nick made it back to the road, another cop was dead–and it wasn’t by accident.

      

      Bev was a friend in Homer from BK–Before Kat–and she was one of the few people Jake could run to after his escape. She smuggled him across Kachemak Bay to Dave and Ann’s homestead. A two-day trip on the Reagans’ fishing boat, Miss Phitt, took Jake to the rugged coast of Prince William Sound and a small hidden cabin that hadn’t been used in twenty years. He spent the next seven months isolated from human contact until the Forest Service rangers and Camo-cop from the state troopers showed up.

       

      When the oil tanker, Amanda, ran aground in Prince William Sound, the Reagans knew the area would be crawling with cleanup crews and flyovers by numerous government agencies. They had to get Jake out of there before someone discovered him. They were a day late.

      Jake was convinced it was Yellow Ears, his old protector and tormentor, that showed up when Officer Rondale, the Camo-cop, captured him outside his cabin hideout. The troopers had a helicopter waiting to transport Jake out and back to prison.

      Before Camo-cop could secure Jake in the seat behind the pilot, the bruin arrived, and he didn’t appear friendly. The bear charged just as the airship lifted off. The helicopter was only a few feet off the ground when the twelve-hundred-pound brown bear hit and the pilot jerked the stick in response. The main rotor blades hit the ground. The immediate crash killed the pilot and another trooper. Jake, and Rondale with two broken legs, survived.

      A day late was better than not showing up at all. Although Dave, Ann, and Sean weren’t exactly the cavalry, they got Jake safely aboard Miss Phitt. Before they could sail away, the oil-spill cleanup crews organized a search-and-rescue team for the crew of the helicopter. Because Ann was a nurse, they drafted her into the effort. She would not be leaving with the crew of the Miss Phitt.

      The gale-force winds and thirty-foot seas in Prince William Sound provided good cover for Miss Phitt to slip away unnoticed with Jake aboard. Dave and Sean would drop Jake off in Jackpot Bay before returning to reunite with Ann.

       

      Ann teamed up with Phillip Kevins, the photography geek with a new video camera, to document the oil-spill cleanup. He and Ann were the first ones at the crash site. Neither of them left alive. Camo-cop claimed it was Jake who shot them down. With no evidence to the contrary, the death toll attributed to Jake had now risen to six.

       

      Donnie’s Dream, which Jake later learned was owned by Mr. Stevenson, was in Prince William Sound to shuttle supplies for cleanup crews working the oil spill. They hadn’t done so well in the storm. The boat was floundering against the rocks near the entrance to Jackpot Bay when Dave spotted them. That was how Jake Barnes came to make his deal with the devil–or, possibly, an angel.

      Jake and Sean climbed aboard to help the unconscious captain and his barely English-speaking crewman, Suk. During the rescue, Jake discovered that Donnie’s Dream was running cocaine to supply the oil-spill cleanup crews. 

      Bill, the captain of Donnie’s Dream, discovered that Jake had ripped them off of a few rolls of hundred-dollar bills, needed, Jake rationalized, for his escape to Mexico. The thieves’ honor agreement they came to, took Jake and Sean to Seattle and their introduction to Mr. Stevenson, boat owner and crime boss, but a nice guy when he wanted something. 

      Even before they met him, Fred Stevenson was already bargaining for Jake’s soul. Fred knew Jake was on the run with no resources, nothing to lose, a quick mind and the ability to be ruthless. Jake was the right guy for the job he’d had in mind for a long time.

      Mr. Stevenson’s opening bid was that he would provide Jake and Sean with new names and identification with a backstory, as well as a modest cash reward for saving his boat, his crew and his sizable investment in cocaine. All parties agreed on the first round.

      Fred sent Sean back to Alaska with the admonishment to go to college and keep his nose clean. Sean would get a PO box where Jake could send mail to Sean’s alter-identity as Kurt Roberts. That was six months ago and the last time Jake saw Sean.

      What Mr. Stevenson really wanted was his balls back, which he knew would never happen. Bruno, the Doberman Pinscher, had seen to that. The next best thing Mr. Stevenson wanted was payback to Eugene, the sociopath who’d sicced Bruno on his nuts and then left Fred and his wife Mei for dead after beating the shit out of her. That happened a long time ago. Fred and Mei had been waiting over thirty years for the right time and the right person: Jacob Barnes.

      Fred did not want Eugene to die for his sins. “Death would not be justice for Eugene or any of his victims. I want that motherfuckin’, cock suckin’, evil son of a bitch to live trapped inside his head forever. That’s what I call justice,” Fred ranted. “Isn’t that exactly what America’s justice system wants to do to you, Jacob? And you’ve killed no one, as much as you’ve wanted to. Yet the world has screwed you over time and time again. It’s time we rid the world of an evil man and for you to claim your power, Jacob Barnes. If you can do this, you can do anything.”

      That’s how opportunity came knock, knock, knockin’ on Jake’s door. He might never exact retribution from Pastor Walker, Vince, Nora, Officers Olsen and Rondale the Camo-cop, but he could strip a truly evil bastard of his muscle.

      He’d already paid the price of admission to this theater; he’d never see Luke again. Ann was dead because of him, so Jake might as well claim his ticket. Mr. Stevenson was reinforcing what Dave had preached for years: “You need to be ruthless if you’re to survive in this world. Trade in your self-pity, shame, guilt and feelings of unworthiness, for the power to act with confidence and righteousness. Do you want to be the horse’s hoof print or the horse’s hoof? Let ne’er-do-wells know, it’s best not to fuck with Jake Barnes or there’ll be hell to pay!”

       

      Terry was Mr. Stevenson’s lieutenant and longtime fixer. He was also the captain of Mr. Stevenson’s other boat, the sailing sloop Johanna–named for the apostle who guided the new Christian converts to Calvary, and the Bob Dylan song about a woman of the same name who may be Madonna, his lover Louise, or according to the night watchman; she may be insane. 

      Fred Stevenson brought in his handyman and fixer, Terry, to teach and protect Jake until they were to sail Johanna from Bellingham, Washington, to Thailand, where Jake would find Eugene. Mr. Stevenson had seen that Jake had his long hair and beard shorn off. His new name was Gabriel Ramiel Goossen, and he was a clean-cut computer geek. Mr. Stevenson had chosen the name for Jake’s new identity in the same fashion as he’d named his sloop for Saint Johanna. Ramiel is the ‘thunder of God’ from the Book of Enoch, the archangel of hope who will guide the faithful souls into heaven, the patron saint of tribal elders, shamans and prophets, or perhaps the fallen angel who fell in love with a human woman he took as a wife and whose off-spring created a new race.

       

      Carol was an unexpected oasis in Jake’s desert of trust and emotions. She was a single mother of an eight-year-old son, a journalism student at the college in Bellingham and waitressed at the breakfast diner near the docks. Jake ate breakfast at the diner whenever he could. They were attracted to each other right off the bat. He ended up with a date and a friend when he wasn’t supposed to be making any.

      Carol was good with a camera; her Canon FTX-SLR had a 400mm telephoto lens, and she knew how to use it. Her photography lab partner at the college thought her photo of Gabe looked like that guy, that criminal, Jake Barnes, that the cops and FBI were looking for.

      Gabe told her he was a computer nerd on vacation there in Bellingham, taking sailing lessons. Carol bought the story hook, line–but not quite sinker. She knew there was something different about this guy Gabe, and she trusted him. She didn’t quite understand her strong attraction to the man she’d just met, but she knew the person on her couch, rubbing her feet, couldn’t be a serial killer.

      Terry had warned Jake not to get too close to her. Loose lips… Anything that could link back to Mr. Stevenson would be dealt with appropriately. The moment she revealed Gabe’s resemblance to Jake, the plan, Jake, and Carol were all at risk. Carol was heartbroken, confused, but not too surprised when Gabe disappeared from Bellingham before she could say goodbye. Mr. Stevenson was a step ahead. He arranged for witnesses to Jake Barnes’ death in Alaska.

       

      While witnesses testified to Jake’s fall into the crevasse, Gabe and Terry were sailing Johanna across the Pacific to Thailand. On the way, Gabe learned of nihilism, the Lucifer Rebellion and the absurdity of life as seen through the lens of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.

      Crossing the South China Sea, he learned firsthand about ruthlessness from Terry. He also saw how a grenade launcher works. Jake didn’t see the dozen dying, drowning men, because it was a dark, moonless night and there was no looking back on the pirates who came to rob, murder and scuttle Johanna, but he could hear them crying for help in the dark as their boat sank. He had to admire Terry’s reaction to threats. That put the death toll surrounding Jake, now Gabe, at twenty souls.

       

      Eugene Davies was a sick bastard, ruthless in every sense; his domain was trafficking in narcotics and Asian sex slaves. Thirty years before, while building his criminal realm in Hong Kong, he tortured and killed–or so he believed–Fred and Mei Stevenson. They were only a few of his victims in a long line of murder and depravity.

      The difference between Gabe and Eugene was that Eugene was a sociopath, an unredeemable mongrel with no conscience, who cared about no one and nothing other than himself.

      The man formerly known as Jake Barnes felt guilty that his actions had hurt his son. He felt responsible and heartbroken about the deaths of Ann and Phillip. However, he also felt there still might be a higher calling for his life.

      Today he was Gabriel Ramiel Goossen, the hammer of God, and took responsibility for what he’d done to Eugene. And he didn’t feel the least bit remorseful. Gabriel felt powerful and free–except, to ever return to America to see his son, Luke.

       

      Jake’s contact and cohort in Thailand was Chailai, the Kathoey, a lady-boy for whom Eugene had a proclivity. Chailai took care of the guards and got Jake into Eugene’s compound. While Jake did the dirty work to Eugene, Chailai raided the safe.

      Jake was amazed by his actions against Eugene. Shocked because he’d been clear-headed and not driven by anger or hate. This was a job where the rewards outweighed the cost. He mangled a man, depriving him of sight, hearing, taste, and the ability to talk, the extremities of his four limbs, his genitals, and he’d even burned Eugene’s asshole with a torch. He made sure Eugene knew who had sent him, and he made sure Eugene lived.

      

      Yeah, Gabe had a lot to think about. Where to get a cheeseburger and good cup of coffee was next. There was no rush. He was the Thunder of God.
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      Gabe spent a month in the southwest district of Phuket, chilling out after his encounter with Eugene. More and more western tourists had already discovered the beauty and low prices of this island on the Andaman Sea side of Thailand. Outside Phuket City, the island was quiet rainforest, small farms and rice fields ringed by even quieter beaches and mountains. 

      He could have stayed in the swankiest, most opulent hotel in town. Instead, Gabe rode on an old songtaew bus out to Rawai where he found a simple bamboo hut in the countryside he rented for one hundred baht a night. He could afford to buy the newest, shiniest, top-of-the-line motorcycle in the country. Instead, he bought a rundown motorbike that was ten years old. It fit in better with his low-profile modus operandi.

      His largest indulgences were books and a small cassette player to listen to music. Most of the books were used, left by other tourists looking to lighten their loads, and it was the same for the cassette tapes he acquired.

      On sunny days he rode his motorbike down to the beach to swim and catch up on his reading. On rainy days he took the bus back into Phuket City to attend the festivals, try new foods from street vendors, or go to a real sit-down restaurant, usually in a hotel to indulge in a cheeseburger. Occasionally he even spent a night or two in town just to sleep on a bed with a real mattress, take a hot shower or watch TV–even if none of the programs were in English.

      Gabe swam, snorkeled, and visited the temple on Buddha Island several times to see the footprint of the enlightened one and meditate with the monks. He went out to James Bond Island, the pearl farms and the remote beaches where there were no sounds of motorbikes or powerboats. He felt it was a place he could spend the rest of his days. Affordability or keeping to any kind of schedule were not issues. His dreams had stopped, and he’d forgotten about his delusions of saving anyone. He didn’t want to be responsible for anyone, ever again.

      “That’s it. My mind’s made up. I’m staying here. I don’t need to look any further.”

      That sentiment lasted until he ran into the vacationing Alaskans, Don Graham and his wife, Susan. They were swapping stories over beers at a beachside cafe when the man mentioned his career: “I only get three weeks’ vacation a year. But next year I’ll have five years with the force, and I get four weeks off.”

      “The force?” Jake raised his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, I’m a cop, Alaska State Troopers, Don confessed. I’ve been stationed in Fairbanks the last two years. Right now, it’s forty below zero and dark for sixteen hours a day. It’s a good time to be gone. As soon as we get back, my partner and his family are coming over. A bunch of us guys on the force are thinking about pooling our money and buying land or a hotel here in Phuket City.”

      “We can write off the trips on our taxes,” Susan added. “With all the other troopers and Alaskan friends, we’ll have steady customers all winter long.”

      Gabe kept his mouth shut while he considered his options. He was dying to ask about the Jake Barnes case. Is anyone entertaining the notion that Jake hadn’t fallen to his death in the crevasse? Whatever happened to Jake’s son, Luke? Was there anymore probing or evidence in the Ann Reagan and Phillip Kevins murders?

      Better to let sleeping dogs lie. He’d already decided that he wasn’t going to grow his beard back while in the tropics. For a few weeks he’d toyed with letting his mustache develop but now, thankfully, he’d shaved that off too. His hair touched his ears, short on top and almost touching his shoulders quasi-mullet style. It was a far cry from the four-inch beard and hair halfway down his back, usually in a ponytail, that he’d rocked as Jake Barnes. 

      He never looked worse than in the mug shot taken when he was booked into Anchorage Correctional. Captain Rondale’s description of Jake after he’d spent the winter in Dave’s cabin was not complimentary, though it was accurate. The police sketch artist portrayed Jake as a gaunt and disheveled derelict who’d spent the Alaskan winter holed up in a cabin, practicing less-than-fastidious personal hygiene. Gabe Goossen hoped that that was the image that Jake Barnes would be identified with.

      He’d put back on the weight he’d lost over that winter, though he was still lean and fit. His sun-darkened skin was a far cry from the blanched pallor of a year ago when he was hiding in the cabin. Gabe thought it best not to push his luck and got out of Phuket and away from the trooper without further ado.
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      Gabe took a bus from Phuket to Hat Yai, back near Songkhal where he started in Thailand. Another bus took him south to the Malaysian border where he crossed and embarked on a train to Kuala Lumpur. He only planned to spend a night in the capitol; he still didn’t care for the busy-ness of big cities. To his pleasant surprise, it was a beautiful, clean metropolis. He found the diverse populations of Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Brits a joy to be around.

      He spent four days taking buses and becaks and walking the streets to admire the architecture, explore the museums and get a better understanding of this part of Asia and its history.

      Coffee and cheeseburgers were two joys that Gabe was happy to pursue in his new life. He didn’t expect to find the planet’s greatest cheeseburgers in this part of the world, but the best–or at least the most expensive–coffee came from the southern tip of Sumatra, the sixth largest island on the planet.

      From Kuala Lumpur, he flew across the Malacca Strait into Medan on Sumatra, Indonesia, to search for the famed kopi luwak coffee beans. Before heading south, he arranged a transfer of bank funds from his Swiss account into Bank Negara Indonesia. It would take a few days for the money to arrive, so he took a short trip north to explore Gunung Leuser National Park and the orangutan rehabilitation center before heading south for the coffee.

      After five hours of a torturous, bumpy ride over shitty roads in a hot, crowded bus he arrived in the small village of Bukit Lawang next to the park on the Landak River. He found a guesthouse nestled in the trees above the river, dropped his pack and walked to the park entrance.

      A brochure at the visitor center explained that solitary apes only live on the islands of Sumatra and Borneo. Two Swiss women set up the center back in the ‘70s to rescue orphaned orangs and rehab them back into the wild. The orangutans’ territories and populations were shrinking fast as timber exploitation, mining and agriculture were expanding into the rainforests.

      “They come to us from zoos, or they’ve been confiscated from owners or smugglers,” a petite ranger with an Australian accent explained. “More and more land is being clear-cut for palm oil plantations. These companies don’t honor the boundaries of the park and it seems the government officials would rather look the other way.” And accept bribes, was left unsaid.

      “When the displaced orangutans come back searching for food,” she continued, “the adults were shot or trapped, and sometimes eaten. Their babies are sold on the black market. The value of these adorable infants is quite high. Here in Asia, there is great prestige in keeping a wild animal in your home.

      “The babies and infants are often sick because the owners do not feed them properly, or they are treated inhumanely. Orangutans are the most arboreal apes; in the wild, they spend most of their time up in the trees. Here at the center, we teach them how to climb, how to forage, and hopefully how to avoid humans in the future.”

      Gabe felt his frustration rise once again at the corruption of government officials lining their pockets with no regard for the rest of nature and the dwindling life of anything not human.

      He spent the first few mornings and evening hours at the feeding station, falling in love with the orangutans and wanting nothing more than to hang out with them. The younger apes loved to play and clown. Their feet were like hands in the way they gripped branches and vines, contorting themselves in what seemed like impossible poses. Gabe wanted to hold and lock fingers, give them a hug and play with them, but contact was not allowed.

      He was surprised at the difference in appearance and personalities of these orange-haired jesters. Wide-faced older males with rigid cheek pads framing their expressions seemed much more serious than the adolescents, though they were still curious and friendly as they stuffed their maws with fruit at the feeding center. 

      What moved Gabe the most was the way the orangs looked straight into his eyes, as if trying to make a connection at the soul level. The rangers warned him that as adorable as they seemed, the orangs were many times stronger than humans; they could break a man’s arm with ease or take out a chunk of flesh the size of your fist. The animals were supposed to be returning to the wild, not continuing as pets and dependent on humans for food and affection.

      Gabe hired a well-seasoned guide, Abyasa, to spend the week along the river and trekking into the rainforest park. On the first day, only a few miles down the trail, they spotted a female in a tree above them. “Look, she has a child.” Abyasa pointed to the juvenile holding tight against her back. “This close to the village, we see many of the orangutans from the center. They follow us, hoping we will feed them more, but we must not give them food. I know all the animals from the center, but I do not recognize this pair. If we sit still, perhaps they will come to investigate.”

      Gabe sat with the guide for an hour watching the mother and her two-year-old son move through the thick tree branches overhead. The young male followed his mother, timid at first when he saw the humans, and clinging tight to her bosom whenever she stopped to observe Gabe and his guide.

      Abyasa explained that the mother was in her late twenties, and this would be her second baby. “They only breed every seven or eight years. The babies stay with them the entire time and only leave when she is ready to mate again.”

      They held a quiet conversation about the orangs and other wildlife in the park: Sumatran tigers, elephants, rhinos, deer, and leopard cats. Abyasa was not happy. “We may see deer and small cats, but the others are very rare now because of logging and mining within the park. It drives the animals deeper and deeper into the forest.

      “As a young man, I saw many elephants. Rhinos were not so rare, and I’ve even seen the tigers–but not in many years. I am not an old man yet, but in my life of fifty years, I see the animals less and less as the trees are cut from the park.”

      Gabe replied with a dubious look. “It doesn’t make sense. I don’t understand how they can log or developing in a national park.” 

      “The bribes are very large: first for the trees they cut, then from the oil palms they plant. It looked good to the world when the government in Jakarta made the park, but they do not enforce the laws they make. I believe they would cut down all the forest if allowed.”

      Abyasa’s expression changed from dour to a toothy smile as a scarlet dragonfly flitted between the two men. Gabe thought about Ann the second he saw it hover in front of him. He turned his head to follow the insect as it flew over his shoulder. He found himself face to face with the mother orang. She reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder.

      Gabe was gob smacked as she smiled at him. “Well, hello,” he uttered. “And who are you?”

      The mother reached a long arm up and pointed to the branches above them. Her child was hanging upside down with his toes wrapped around a vine, baring his teeth and licking his lips with a mischievous grin.

      Abyasa made a calm tsk-tsk sound with his tongue as he backed away from Gabe. The young male began descending, upside down on the vine, to the tree trunk and the ground. His mother called with a few hoots. Her son shimmied his way down to the forest floor and crawled, never taking his eyes off Gabe, back into his mother’s arms. Mama cradled him against her chest.

      “She must trust you very much,” Abyasa whispered from a dozen feet behind. “Try to be still. Move slowly if you must.”

      The mother grabbed her babe’s hand and held it out to Gabe. Gabe raised his hand to touch fingertip to fingertip with the orang’s. After a few moments–Gabe grinning like an idiot–the young male took hold of Gabe’s shoulder and climbed into his lap. He wrapped his long arms and legs around Gabe and squeezed him tight.

      Gabe felt his chin quiver; tears wet his eyes. He felt a love that was both heartwarming and heartbreaking. This wild creature was sharing a touch that Gabe so sorely missed. He hadn’t felt an intimate touch since he had said goodbye to Carol half a year ago. It was a hug he wanted with his son. It was a hug he wanted from Ann, and it crushed him to know neither of those would ever be possible again.

      The mother reached over and put her hand on Gabe’s head, petting it, comforting him as if he were her own offspring. After a few minutes, she pulled her son from Gabe’s arms. The ape-child wrapped himself around his mother and turned to give Gabe another tooth-filled grin. Mother stood up with her stripling in her arms and climbed back up into the tree. In another two minutes, they disappeared back into the thick canopy.

      Abyasa looked as astounded as Gabe felt. “Very powerful magic! The forest gods are smiling on you, Mr. Gabe. I am honored to be a witness to this today.”

      “Me too.” Gabe couldn’t muster any other response; he was still crying.

      

      They saw more orangs on their hikes in the following days, but they never saw the mother and son again. 

      There was no shortage of leaf monkeys scooting through the trees. They were the crazy tree-dwelling punk-rockers of the primate world, wearing the black crown of a mohawk with whitewalls on top of their heads. Tufts of gray fur extended from their cheeks like wings. A group of these small simians perched side by side on a lower tree limb looked to Gabe like the flying monkeys of Wizard of Oz fame when they leapt screeching with wild abandon throughout the branches.

      In the mornings and late evenings, Gabe heard the howls and cries of Siamang gibbons defending their territories. On the last day of their trek, they spotted a group. Gabe beamed with amazement and joy, watching them inflate the large gular pouches on their throats to the size of their heads.

      “They’re like built-in bagpipes, to make the sound louder,” Abyasa explained. 

      “Looks like they’re blowing bubble gum out of their necks,” Gabe answered. He was even more impressed by their aerial acrobatics as they swung through the branches like spasmodic gymnasts cranked up on amphetamines. The juiced-up funambulists kept looking at him like they wanted to make sure he was watching. He was getting dizzy trying to follow their movements when he stopped in his tracks, interrupted by an episode of quasi-déjà vu. Part of Gabe’s mind felt like he was up there in the branches with them, in an out-of-body experience, having the same physical sensations and visual perspective as the gibbons.

      “Feel familiar?” Gabe heard the voice of Johanna whisper in his head. He flashed back to the memory of his last lucid dream after his encounter with Eugene. He’d been in a cathedral with Johanna, John Lee Hooker, Willard Scott, and Mr. Mojo Risen: Yellow Ears. They were baptizing him in the crucible of fire and water. He tried to remember their words of wisdom and instructions for his new life.

      Abyasa’s hand on his shoulder interrupted his thoughts and brought him back to the present. “You okay, Mr. Gabe? You having a stroke?”

      “I’m all right.” Gabe snapped back to the present. He looked at his hands to see if they were solid or if he was still in a dream. The gibbons disappeared into the forest, leaving Gabe with an uneasy and light-headed feeling that lingered the rest of the day until he fell asleep in his hut that night.

      

      Gabe woke up on his last day in the park and knew what he wanted to do. He would spend his days and his money to protect the forests. He would donate part of his new fortune to the rehab center and to the organizations working to keep parts of this planet wild. Despite his distaste for lawyers, he would fund the fight to prosecute the corrupt officials who were supposed to be protecting their charges. But, coffee first.

       With a renewed sense of purpose, he caught a series of buses and trains that took him south through to Palmebang, the oldest city in Indonesia and once the capitol of the Malay kingdom of Srivijaya.

      He was smoking again, though much less after his prolonged abstention during the ocean voyage on the Johanna. He still preferred to roll his own smokes, and Drum tobacco was ubiquitous in every small store or roadside vendor. But while he was in the capitol, he bought a carton of Marlboros to use as gifts and bargaining tools.

      The American cigarettes, his Walkman cassette player, and the small flashlight from Johanna were the only items of any value he carried in his pack. He kept his wallet and passport in a fanny pack. He had extra money he kept under his shorts, below his waist, in a money belt. He had no need for a camera or an address book. The only other items in his pack were a collection of T-shirts, tank tops, shorts, his tennis shoes, underwear, a lightweight sleeping sheet and a few toiletries. It felt good to travel light. If his pack got ripped off, it wasn’t the end of the world.
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      Gabe left Palmebang on another diesel-spewing, derelict bus headed south to Lampung province and Bukit Barisan Selatan National Park on the southern tip of the island. The architectural influence of early Dutch colonialism was increasingly clear in the towns and sprawling estates they passed through. Rubber, pepper and coffee plantations lined the winding pot-holed road. But kilometer after kilometer of palm oil trees dwarfed those farms and plantations, and companies were clearing the hillsides for more.

      Coffee farms had been in Sumatra since the 1600s as the Dutch colonizers pushed to increase the exploitation of Indonesian resources. Kopi Luwak coffee was first made somewhere in the mid-1800s when the impoverished plantation laborers were not allowed to harvest the cherries for themselves; instead, they collected the beans the civet cat had eaten and pooped out whole and undigested. The plantations obviously didn’t want beans that marauding pests had eaten, but the digestive enzymes in the cat’s guts removed the bitterness of the raw beans. The civet cat coffee was only popular with laborers and locals out of necessity until the upper-class colonizers discovered it. Now the upper class around the world, who could afford the rarity, wanted it. Worldwide demand for coffee was increasing as American TV commercials touted the magic brew as calming you down while perking you up, promising serenity and vitality.

      The Dutch East Indies government set aside this extensive area on southern Sumatra for a nature preserve in the 1930s. The Indonesian government had recently declared it Bukit Barisan Selatan National Park, but squatters continued clearing the land in the park to grow coffee and pepper. Migrants from Java, Bali and Madura settled wherever they thought the growing conditions were good, whether or not it was supposed to be a park.

      Gabe got off the bus in Bandar Lampung, the last sizeable town before the park. His goal was to find a trekking guide who had a decent command of English. He wanted to see the Sumatran rhinoceros and elephants in the wild. He had no desire to walk into the forest park alone and unprepared. There were still tigers here, and the snakes were anything but endangered.

      He checked into a mid-rate hotel with a view of the Sunda Strait. Halfway across this body of water to Java lay what was left of the volcanic island Krakatoa. Its cataclysmic eruption a hundred years earlier was heard as far away as Perth, Australia, nearly two thousand miles south.

      His small hotel room had fans, but no air-conditioning. Gabe felt exhausted from the bus ride, but not ready to lie down and take a nap. He stood at the window of the second-story room and watched a thin cloud of ash spread high across the sky. Anak Krakatoa, the child volcanic island that had emerged from the collapsed caldera of its parent in 1930, was still growing, erupting and building its cinder cone steadily for the past fifty years. Like its parent, the child was considered the most dangerous volcano in the world. Shades of times to come? Will the growing child be more destructive than its parent?

      Gabe thought about the ash fall from Mount St. Helens’ 1980 eruption that blanketed his Alaskan home fifteen hundred miles away. And that was nothing compared to Krakatoa. He questioned the futility of trying to save the wildlife, or anything on this planet, when it could be wiped out at any time from a volcano, earthquake, or any of the various means that mankind had devised to kill each other and strangle life on the earth. Not even a messiah can stop the earth’s quakes and eruptions. How could a messiah ever erase mankind’s nature for conquest and inherent territorial imperative? Nature or mankind: the ruthless always win.

      And I still haven’t tasted the kopi luwak. Time’s a-wasting.

      It was the middle of the day and too hot to wander the streets. He returned to the open-air lobby and the adjacent restaurant for lunch. There were a few men–businessmen, it appeared–sitting at the tables, conversing and sipping tea under the ceiling fans. The only women Gabe saw were on the cleaning crew of the hotel staff. The men with skin the color of burnished teakwood all wore long dark trousers, light-colored shirts and the songkok cap on their heads. They spoke in fast staccato sentences, bargaining and sealing deals. He didn’t hear a word of English, or any other European language.

      A waiter motioned him to a small round table covered with a white cloth. Gabe ordered the nasi goreng with shrimp. A smile spread across his face when he saw kopi luwak on the menu. He pointed to it and smiled even wider. The waiter nodded, took the menu and headed for the kitchen.

      A slightly overweight local man with a pockmarked face and wispy mustache sat at the next table. The man appeared to be in his thirties, was dressed in a dark T-shirt and baggy shorts, much less formal than the other men in the restaurant. He’d been eyeing Gabe with curiosity since he walked in. As the waiter left, the man leaned over his table. “My name is Hassan. Where are you from?”

      “America.” Gabe was glad to hear someone speaking English.

      “Welcome to Bandar Lampung. How long are you here? Did you come for business, or are you visiting the park? Perhaps I can help you.”

      “The park,” Gabe answered. “I wanted to taste the famous coffee first. I’m looking for a guide who can show me through the park to find the corpse flower, the rhinos and the elephants.”

      The waiter returned with the civet cat brew in an espresso-sized cup. Gabe sniffed the java, took a breath, and raised the cup to his lips for the first sip. His initial reaction was that the potion had been way over-hyped. It was mellow, but not the magical, gastronomical delight he’d been hoping for.

      When Hassan saw Gabe’s reaction, he leaned closer and whispered as if it were a secret. “The kopi luwak they serve here is nothing like what I can buy directly from the farmers. I can take you to a plantation where you will taste the very best coffee in the world! I am the best guide and I will give you the very best special rates.” 

      Gabe eyed him with a bit of suspicion. “How far is it to the farm? I’m more interested in exploring the park and seeing the corpse flower, elephants and rhinos.”

      “Yes, I can guide you.” Hassan nodded. “I know where the cadaver flowers grow; the coffee farm is just on the way. From there it is not far to the giant flowers. If they are in bloom, we will smell them long before you see one.” Hassan pinched his nose and mocked a disgusted expression.

      “I have many good references and know the park rangers,” he continued. “You will need permits to enter and stay in Bukit Barisan. I will take you to ride on the elephant, like a safari, but the wild elephant and rhino is very rare, only deep into the park, far away from the roads. I will hire you the best forest guides to explore the trails and take you to where the wild animals live. I guarantee you will be in excellent hands.”

      They hashed out the details while Gabe ate his lunch while Hassan sipped his
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