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For Paula, Tom, and Kit,
with my love 



1
THE
GLOBAL
VILLAGE
BUILDING
in Santa Carla, California is a huge perfect circle, studded at regular intervals with windows and solar panels. When you see it, what immediately comes to mind is spaceship. As if, when the moment is right, Evan Bone will just say lift off, and it will rise up, its rockets flattening the grey-green semi-desert scrub, ruffling the evil-smelling waters of the Bay, and carry our species to its destiny among the stars.
That’s the impression you get inside, too. It was a sultry evening when I arrived, the air electric with the sound of crickets, the knapped-flint range of mountains on the horizon shimmery with heat haze, but when I walked into the lecture hall, I suddenly found myself on the ice-cool command bridge of the USS Enterprise. Overhead monitors streamed live images from the International Space Station, a blue slice of earth framed by spars and struts, as if we were already out there, looking back at what we’d left behind. The whole rear wall was a giant screen masquerading as a window on the night sky. 
All around the podium were banks of switches. Their shape was mirrored in the raked tiers of seats—1,800 in all, according to the publicity, and arranged with the geometric perfection of the cells in a honeycomb. On the walls above hung a series of banners: Global Village: The Community of the Future. Global Village: We are. Are you?

As the crowd filed in—faces glowing, eyes wonderstruck—you could feel the anticipation arcing across your skin. This was the holy of holies, where the ultimate secret of human life was steadily being revealed, one technological miracle at a time.
I was seated in steerage class, towards the back. All around me was a sea of beards and buns and baseball caps, with here and there a pair of thick-rimmed glasses that looked as if it had been cut from one of those Mr. Big-Nose faces you used to find in joke shops. There was talk, but it was the hushed conversation of a congregation waiting for the ceremony to begin. I started to compose an opening paragraph in my head:
I lost my job because of Evan Bone. My friend Anne Grainger lost hers because of him, too—and, when she protested, was subjected to a hideous campaign of online trolling. I loathe the social media network he has created, and the way it encourages that kind of virtual mob rule. I detest his attitude to language, to writers, to the truth. And yet here I am, sitting in the secular cathedral he built with billions of our dollars. Any moment now, one of his minions will unveil the latest weapon in his virtual Blitzkrieg on my profession. I should be immune to the revival-meeting atmosphere—but oddly, I’m not. It seems the desire to see the future is infectious. My heart is doing a lively warm-up act in my chest. I’m almost as excited as the next man—who, in this case, is an uncoordinated twenty-something with a t-shirt saying Measure Everything . . .
Looking back, I realize that—though nothing could have been further from my thoughts at the time—this was more or less my last moment of innocence.
The crowd suddenly fell quiet. A lone figure walked to the podium. From his worn jeans and trainers, the relaxed roll of his hips, you’d have thought he’d been on his way to get a coffee and come through the wrong door. He turned unhurriedly towards us, blinking in the glare of the spotlight. He had an untidy flop of dark hair and a pale, unformed face, with thick eyebrows that looked as if they’d been smeared on with chocolate. I switched on the voice recorder on my phone.
“Hi. Hi,” he said. “Welcome to Global Village. My name’s Jeff Lamarr. I’m one of the engineers on the Tomorrow’s News program. And I’m going to be talking about a new product we’re developing. You may have seen stuff, heard rumors. But I guarantee, you won’t know what it’s called.” He laughs. “Because we
didn’t know ourselves till a couple days ago. So-o-o . . .” He half turned, to look at the wall behind him. “Please welcome—”
The night sky vanished. A jumble of huge primary color letters took its place:
Global Village News: Tomorrow’s News Today
TOLSTOY
“Yep: TOLSTOY. The most enhanced predictive personal profiling software ever developed.” He paused for a little outbreak of Yeahs and All rights, then went on, “If you saw the talk Evan did in Vancouver a few months back, you’ll know what the end-point is for Global Village. It’s—”
“Mars!” yelled someone close to the front.
Lamarr smiled. “That isn’t what I was going to say. But OK, let’s think about Mars for a moment. If we’re going to get to Mars, colonize Mars, go beyond Mars and colonize the galaxy, what are we going to need? Not just better rockets and survival shells. We’re going to need improved human hardware, too. And that means—”
“Neural implants!” called another voice. 
“Yeah,” said Lamarr. “Neural implants. Because when we have them, they will massively enhance our cognitive abilities, and allow us to instantaneously process a whole different order of data. The order of data you have to be able to process to survive in a totally alien environment.” Another smile. “Don’t get too psyched: we’re still a ways off from that right now. But the TOLSTOY program does take us a big step closer. So what does that mean? Well, what it means, first off, if you’re a blogger, and I guess most of you are, is that using TOLSTOY, you could leverage your impact by a factor of five, ten, maybe even twenty.”
There was an audible aaaah. Lamarr acknowledged it with a nod. Yeah, you heard that right: five, ten, even twenty. He was more animated now, his voice less affectless.
“So how’d we do that? By a paradigm shift in the way we collect and use data. Up till now, we could track what people bought, who they communicated with, the kinds of movies they watched, the sports and music they were into. And as you know, that can give you a pretty good profile, a close to 90 percent probability you’ll be able to predict income, educational level, religious background, what kind of car they drive. Which is useful, if you’re selling a movie or a car or a religion. But it’s still just a profile. It’s still only looking at the outside. You want to get any further, you have to go inside. Understand the stories they listen to, and how they connect with the stories they tell themselves.”
A distant buzz started to sound in my ears. Jeff Lamarr turned towards the screen again. A new image appeared: what looked like a group of stone-age hunters, long-haired and heavy-browed, sitting around a fire. They were dressed in shaggy animal skins and holding spears. In the distance, a bronze sun was setting beyond a wall of forest, sending spiders of shadow across the ground.
“It’s kind of a cliché,” he said, “to say that we’re a story-telling species. But, as Evan says, that doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Telling stories is one of the things that define humanity. It’s something we’re hard-wired to do. And if you think about it, that’s pretty weird. Why would it help our ancestors survive to tell each other lies? Because, when you come down to it, that’s really what a story is: a whole series of lies.” He pointed at the screen. “You look at those guys, you can maybe get a clue. Life is short, hard, and dangerous. What do they have? Pretty much nothing. If they don’t kill an animal soon, they’re going to starve. Maybe another tribe will attack while they’re sleeping, club the men, drag the women off and rape them. When that’s what reality looks like, could be that it helps to believe there’s a better one you could get to some day.”
He waved an invisible wand. The hunters vanished, to be replaced by an aerial view of some unidentifiable modern city, clusters of high-rise apartment blocks festooned by a network of roads.
“Of course, we don’t live like that anymore. But seems like nobody bothered to tell our brains. We still take scraps of data and process them into stories. That’s how we make sense of the world, set goals, kid ourselves we’re in control. Most important, it’s how we give the illusion of coherence to our own lives. You know, the illusion that amongst all the other stuff going on in here”—tapping his head—“there’s some kind of a permanent me,
one continuous voice giving a running commentary on what’s going on, even though our bodies are forever changing.
“And if we do that, why shouldn’t computers be able to? After all, the hardware’s basically the same. To begin with, couldn’t we at least program them to recognize the underlying patterns of stories? You know: Hard scrabble. Victim. Success against the odds.”
The buzz in my ears was getting louder. I felt as if someone were filling them with polystyrene, distancing me from everything around me. I could still hear what Lamarr was saying, but it was like listening to a conversation in another room.
“And that,” he went on, “was the starting point for TOLSTOY. Figuring out the stuff people are interested in: that’s easy. But if we can make a program that tells us the kinds of angle they’re hungry for, too, then we can progress profiling to a whole new level. Let’s take, I don’t know, work, OK? Two guys have lost their jobs. So they’re both going to be into a story about unemployment, right? And we don’t just have to take their word for it. We have scans to prove it.”
He half-turned towards the screen again. The cityscape gave way to an enormous image of a human brain. After a moment, a ragged-edged patch in the frontal lobe flickered from grey to red, like a light with a faulty connection.
“That,” he said, tapping his head, “is what happens in here when we see something that grabs our attention. But what we didn’t know, until now, is just how that data gets processed into a meaningful narrative. 
“So back to our two guys. One of them wants to believe he was fired because the world’s against him and there’s nothing he can do about it, so it’s OK for him to stay in bed all day feeling sorry for himself. And the other guy wants to believe the world’s against him, but he can fight back and beat the world, get another job, a better job.
“Thanks to TOLSTOY, we can now see which of those guys fits which profile. And if you put that together with all the other data we have on them, where they go, who they hang out with, you’re really, for the first time, getting inside their heads. And you know what that means? It means that, using TOLSTOY, you’re now going to be able to target your blog, with a 97 to 98 percent accuracy, so it reaches the guy who’ll invest in your take on the problem.”
He paused. As the implications sank in, there was a spontaneous surge of applause, peppered with loud whoops. It was that that did it for me. It had taken me months to get this writing commission—months of being told, in effect, that in the Brave New Post-Truth World my journalistic skills were surplus to requirements. That, in fact, was the main selling point for the editor who finally hired me, who half-jokingly suggested the title Christmas: A Turkey Writes. But it was too late, clearly, even for that. Christmas was well and truly over: we were at Boxing Day already, fricasseeing the scraps. In a world where computers are simply flattering people, telling them what they want to hear, who’s going to pay a writer to take them to new places, show them different points of view, encourage them to reflect? 
I got up. My neighbor was so engrossed by Lamarr that I don’t think he even registered the dark shape crossing his field of vision on its way to the exit. The security guards in the hall looked startled that anyone lucky enough to penetrate the inner sanctum would willingly leave it again before the end of the service. But then I was wearing a tie and leather shoes, so maybe that explained it. As I passed the giant photo-portrait that hung above the entrance—a black-t-shirted, crinkly-haired, ethereally pale man, with grey unworldly eyes, and a smile that suggested esoteric knowledge—I muttered, “Fuck you, Evan Bone.” 
The moment I stepped outside, the evening swaddled me in heat. It was only then that I realized I was shivering. Without the competition from Jeff Lamarr, the buzz in my head was louder than ever. I moved around the building until I couldn’t be seen from the entrance and took out a cigarette. I hadn’t actually smoked for days—I only carried the packet to keep myself from panicking—and after a couple of puffs I felt sick and stamped it out again. Something was fluttering under my skin, as if my heart had dissolved and spread itself evenly through my body. I leaned against the wall and shut my eyes. 
I feel as I imagine a coachbuilder must have done after the advent of the car. For thirty years you’ve been learning and refining your craft. You know exactly how to shape the frame, attach axles and springs, fit and paint the panels, stitch the upholstery. At every step, you’re guided by a vision of the finished article, a perfect harmony of form and function, designed to carry the lucky traveler from A to B as efficiently and beautifully as possible.
And then, suddenly, you find nobody wants anything but a mass-produced box.
I opened my eyes again. Ridiculous. The truth—as the last half hour had demonstrated beyond doubt—was that the war was lost. And yet here I was, so trapped in the habit of writing, that I was already trying to find the words to explain to someone who would never read them why no one would ever read them. The eating-my-own-tailness of it made me giddy. I needed to get back to my motel, before the mix of jetlag and despair left me incapable of driving. Then in the morning I’d change my plane ticket and fly home.
As I set off for the car park, I heard distant voices, as though someone were calling me. I looked towards them and saw a huddle of a dozen or so people standing on the far side of the perimeter fence, close to the main gate. A few of them held placards, although they were too far away and the light was too dim for me to read them. As I watched, one of the group raised a lantern, as if to attract my attention. 
I pretended not to notice and hurried on. The parking lot was an enormous inland sea of tarmac, stretching—in the dusk—almost as far as I could see. I suddenly panicked. What was I looking for? What color was my rental car? What model was it? I tried following several trains of association back to the answer, but they all ended in the same cul-de-sac. Then I remembered the key. I took it out, angled it to catch the glow from a lamp and read off the number on the plastic tag. That was something. But my mind was still clearly malfunctioning. And if I had to check every license plate in the place, using the torch on my phone, it could take hours—by which point, at this rate, I’d have probably forgotten the name of where I was staying. 
I quickened my pace. As I reached the end of the second row, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, between a car and a pick-up truck. There was something furtive and odd about it, as if whatever it was—a coyote? a deer?—had strayed accidentally into the human world, and now couldn’t find its way back into its own. I stood still, watching. If it was a wild animal, it might feel threatened and attack me in self-defense. I didn’t want to risk letting it out of my sight.
But it wasn’t an animal: it was a woman. She raised herself slowly and peered at me over the top of the pick-up. She was almost in silhouette, but—from the way she craned her neck—I had the sense that she was as startled to see me as I was to see her. 
“Hello?” I said. 
She didn’t reply, but edged forward, head down, until she was standing in the murky stream of light from the car park lamps. Then she turned towards me and looked up. Middle-aged, delicate-featured, short dark hair parted in the middle.
I knew her. I knew her intimately—but in such a completely different context that it took me a few nanoseconds to retrieve her name.
“Anne?” 
Her mouth moved silently. But I could see the shape it made: Oh, Rob.
What was Anne Grainger doing on this side of the Atlantic? Speculations log-jammed in my mind. She’d come to plead secretly with Evan Bone to call off the trolls. Or to write another article about him, that she didn’t want to mention to me. Or—in some way I couldn’t imagine—to take her revenge on him. Whatever it was, to judge by her expression, she wasn’t happy with how it was going.
I took a step towards her. “What on earth are you doing here?”
She gazed at me a moment longer, then spun round and began to move away. 
“Anne! Anne!”
I hurried after her. She started to run, looking back every twenty paces or so to see if I was following her. In the dim patchwork of greys and blacks I kept losing her, then seeing her again. At one point, she vanished for more than ten seconds, and I began to think she must have gone inside the building. But then she reappeared, much further away now, heading towards the main gate. I sprinted in pursuit, but she had too big a lead. By the time I reached the entrance myself, there was no sign of her.
The little group of people was still clustered outside the fence. They watched curiously as I leaned panting against the wire mesh. It was a few seconds before I’d recovered my breath enough to look up and ask,
“Did you see where she went?”
A woman edged closer to me. She was broad-shouldered, black-haired, high cheek-boned. In her hand, slanted like a pilgrim’s staff, was a sign that said, Remember Carter Ramirez.
“Who?” she said, in a surly voice. “Who you talking about?”
“A woman. My sort of ageish. Just a minute ago.”
“Where?”
I pointed at the gate. She shook her head, then turned and asked her companions, “Anyone seen somebody go by?”
More head-shaking. A murmur of uh-uhs. 
“But she was just here,” I said.
The woman shrugged. I squinted through the fence, searching for movement.
“Where you from?” she said.
“England.”
She grimaced, Thought so, then nodded at the Global Village Building. “You work in there?”
“I’m a journalist. I’m meant to be writing a piece about them.”
She hesitated, then glanced behind her and said, “Hey, guys. Someone give me a leaflet.”
A hand appeared, clutching a sheet of paper. She took it and held it towards me. In the acid glare of the prison-style floodlight by the gate I saw:
Remember Carter Ramirez. Underneath was a photo of a smiling, dark-skinned man with a crooked jaw. And below that: Justice for the Ohlone.
“You heard about Carter Ramirez?” said the woman.
I shook my head.
“Well, take this.” 
She rolled it into a cheroot and poked it through the mesh. I pulled it out and rammed it into my pocket. 
“You want to know more,” she said, “my cell’s on there.”
“And you are?”
“Corinne Ramirez,” she said, as if the question surprised her. “I’m his daughter.”
I made a final scan of the hinterland beyond the fence. There was still no sign of Anne. No sign of anything, except a few pricks of light in the grey muzz from the houses around the bay. 
“OK,” I said.
I raised a hand and headed quickly back towards the car park, before she had a chance to press me further. I was tired and starting to be seriously worried about my own mental state. I didn’t have the time or the energy to be drawn into the case of Carter Ramirez, whoever he might be.
After half a minute or so, I suddenly remembered that my rental car was a black Dodge Charger. It didn’t take me long to find it. I let myself in and sat there, trying to separate out the individual thoughts from the cacophony in my head. Eventually I managed to get them into some kind of coherent order:
I had seen a woman in the car park. She was probably just a petty thief, looking for easy pickings in some Global Village employee’s Mercedes or BMW, but in my semi-deranged condition I had imagined she was Anne Grainger. There was some physical resemblance—and, given that I’d been thinking, only moments before, about the impact of the internet on journalists, it perhaps wasn’t surprising that, in the poor light, my eye had turned her into the journalist I knew who’d been worst affected by it. Then she’d managed to escape, without anyone seeing where she’d gone. That made sense, when you thought about it: if she was a criminal, she must have had plenty of practice making herself scarce.
It added up. Enough, anyway, for me to feel that normal service had been restored, and I was able to distinguish between what was really there and what wasn’t.
Very slowly, I drove back to my motel. I ordered a club sandwich from room service, then took a couple of Valiums and went to bed.
It was just before seven when the phone jerked me out of a deep sleep.
“Yes?”
“Rob?”
I knew that voice. Another intruder from a different world.
“Graham, do you realize what time it is here?”
“Yes, I know, I’m sorry. I left it as long as I dared. I didn’t want you to see the news online. I thought I should tell you in person.”
“What? Have they cancelled my contract or something? Because if they have—” 
I could hear him swallowing. “Worse.” 
What could my agent have to tell me that was worse than that? 
“It’s Anne,” he said. “She’s dead. I’m afraid it looks like suicide.”



2
DEATH
COINCIDENCE. That, I
discovered, after a quick trawl through the web, is what it’s called. I hadn’t heard of it before—but in the far-off days when these things were thought worthy of serious investigation, the Society for Psychical Research apparently considered it the category of apparition for which there was the strongest evidence. Your brother—as far as you know—is away in India, serving the Raj. One day, out of the blue, you see him in Piccadilly. Next morning there’s a telegram, telling you that—at that precise moment—he was on his deathbed in Rawalpindi.
I’d never had the slightest interest in the paranormal. To me, it had always had an air of depressing seediness. All those specters and visions and disembodied voices spouting platitudes seemed so tawdry and third-rate, so completely lacking in artistic vision—as if the mountebanks peddling them couldn’t even muster the energy to come up with something a bit more original and vivid. Why should they bother? The sad failures they preyed on probably wouldn’t know the difference. 
And it wasn’t just vulgar and ugly, but philosophically repellent, too. A paranormal experience was, by definition, unverifiable. X could claim to have seen a ghost on the staircase, and you could stand in exactly the same spot and see nothing, and X could still say, Well, I saw it. It made nonsense of a world in which some things were true and some weren’t, and you could demonstrate the difference. If that wasn’t the real world, then my whole life, my whole career, had been built on sand.
Oh, poor diddums. You always said, “I’ll only believe it if I see it with my own eyes.” Well, you did see this, didn’t you? Anne’s voice sounding in my head—but nothing supernatural about it: after sharing her bed for a year, and her profession for thirty, I knew what she’d say in pretty much any situation. 
It was true: I had seen something. But was it really Anne appearing at the instant of her death? If it was, I had to admit that it would have been completely in character: she could never resist the whiff of greasepaint, the flamboyant gesture, the dramatic exit. But that wasn’t enough, on its own, to convince me. Much more likely, surely, that it had been a genuine coincidence, the outcome of a bizarre—but ultimately explicable—motorway collision between a number of unconnected vehicles? Or else simply a random hallucination completely out of the blue?
I reached for my laptop. I hadn’t checked my emails for three days—telling myself that I needed to concentrate on the job in hand, and there wouldn’t be anything that couldn’t wait. Now I opened my account and searched for messages from Anne Grainger.
There were seven. The most recent had been sent only yesterday morning:
Rob, Rob, why don’t you answer my calls? I’m being threatened. Email isn’t safe. I need to talk to you. PLEASE phone.
I hit myself, chest, thighs, temple, until my knuckles hurt. The pain relieved the unbearableness of it, gave me a temporary semblance of self-control. I grabbed the phone and called Graham back. He’d left the office, but I managed to reach him on his mobile.
“What actually happened? Can you tell me?”
“Brian—her, you know—he found her in her study. She’d taken a lot of pills. And most of a bottle of Macallan.”
He paused. I knew why: he was wrestling with the urge to add, Only the best for Anne. Even when she’s killing herself. But it was too soon. Give him a couple of weeks.
“It might have been an accident,” he said. “But it doesn’t look like it.”
“Had anything happened? Anything more, I mean? After I left?”
“Yes. Didn’t you hear? No, I suppose you didn’t. It wasn’t just the tweets. The bastards managed to hack into her emails.”
“Oh, God.”
“And then blazoned the most unflattering bits all over Twitter. Cue shit-storm. Bigot. Bitch. Homophobe. Imagine: all the stupidest things you’ve said over the years, mercilessly laid out for everyone to see. It’s no wonder she topped herself, poor love. I’d have probably done the same.”
After we’d rung off, I lay on the bed. The moment I closed my eyes, my mind became a kind of dovecote, full of the flutter of arriving and departing memories. Virginal Anne in my room at university, maneuvering her inexperienced body closer, her foot against mine telling me what she still couldn’t bring herself to say. Anne beating me to the editorship of the student paper, It’s probably just because I’m a woman, but the pride in her face inextinguishable. Anne the professional, the long cavalcade of scoops and awards. 
So you were jealous of me, is that it?
Anne on her wedding day, emerging from the church on the arm of film-star-handsome Brian Grainger. The moment, as she ducked the confetti, that her eye caught mine,
as if to say, Look what I’ve got, and an arctic blast went through me.
Or is it just that you’re a coward? Thought it wouldn’t do your career any good to be associated with a pariah like me?
Anne reinvented in middle-age: rediscovering her childhood Anglicanism, transforming herself into the champion of traditional values—all those angry columns; all those bare-knuckle grudge-matches on Newsnight and Channel 4—against the progressive tide. Anne fighting the takeover of the paper. And then Anne the wounded animal, cornered by the mob.
Yes, OK: jealousy was part of it. Mixed with my concern for her—I can’t deny it—there was a splinter of schadenfreude. It was awful, what she’d been through—but hadn’t she at least partly brought it on herself? Her over-confidence, her conviction that people admired her outspokenness, had made her too strident. You can’t publicly go on the attack like that, and not expect a backlash. It’s the equivalent of lobbing lighted matches at a petrol-soaked rag.
Over the past few weeks, I had to admit, I’d found the whole gruesome spectacle too painful to follow. Now I opened my laptop again and forced myself to look, starting with Anne’s original article from nine months ago:
Colleagues have warned me that this will be the longest suicide note in history. They’re wrong, at least, about the longest bit. Because—in a striking example of the very thing I shall be talking about—I’ve been given just 450 words to explain my objections to the sale of this newspaper to Evan Bone. 
The
Daily Post was founded 183 years ago. Since then, it has been an essential part of our national life. On some issues it has taken an editorial position that, in hindsight, turned out to be wrong. But it has always had a position, reached after serious consideration of all the facts. It has always upheld the values of truthfulness, free speech, and reasoned debate. The list of its contributors reads like a roll-call of the finest writers and thinkers of the past two centuries.
But even the Post is not immune to the effects of the technological revolution. Like other newspapers, it has suffered a sharp decline in circulation and advertising revenue. So it is to be sold. And who is the buyer? A man who, apart from his deep pockets, has absolutely no qualifications for the job. Indeed, he is part of the problem that brought us to this crisis in the first place. Selling him the Post is like handing over a wounded wildebeest to the lion that inflicted the fatal injury.
Evan Bone is known for one thing, and one thing only: founding the social media platform Global Village. A cursory glance at a Global Village news feed will tell you how interested he is in truthfulness. So how about free speech? He claims his company is committed to “being an inclusive environment where people with alternative views feel safe sharing their opinions.” But that doesn’t appear to include people like me, who dissent from the company’s modish progressive party line. Two years ago Bone fired one of his Vice-Presidents for opposing the legalization of gay marriage in California. So the rule seems to be: You can believe whatever you like, as long as it’s what I believe.
And, don’t forget, a company like Global Village is not just one voice among many. It is a window through which its members view the world. What they see—for all the corporate flimflam about democracy and openness—is ultimately determined by Evan Bone and his lackeys. Their policy is not to argue, but to silence. So a view they deem unacceptable will—for the billions of Global Villagers, and the readers of Bone’s growing stable of newspapers—simply cease to exist. 
And what about the high-quality writing? Global Village is pouring millions of dollars into developing a piece of AI that mimics our ability to tell stories. So you can look forward to a newspaper written entirely by a computer.
It’s still not too late, if enough people create enough of a fuss, for the owners to re-think. If they don’t, and the sale goes ahead, you will never read a critical article like this in The Daily Post again. 
And I see I’ve gone over my word limit. Under the new Stalinist regime, that, I’m sure, won’t be allowed either. 
Corporate flimflam. Lackeys. Stalinist regime. Yes, that kind of language was a fatal miscalculation. How would I have done it? “No one can fail to admire Evan Bone’s extraordinary vision and enterprise. But the qualities that have made Global Village one of the most successful companies on the planet are not necessarily the same as those required to run a newspaper . . .”
Except you didn’t say even that, did you?
You were too scared you might get the treatment I got.
I steeled myself to search Twitter for #AGrainger.
@Pugwash #toxichate Now we see @AGrainger in her true colors. This isn’t about free speech, it’s about hate and homophobia pure and simple
@Cuff17 #toxichate @AGrainger you are a bigot no other word for it. this is 21st century no place for hate Time you & others were called out & made to pay
It was like witnessing some long-drawn-out gladiatorial combat. Anne parries, saying she isn’t homophobic and has a lot of gay friends. None of them, I note, goes to her defense.
Neither did you, did you?
And then her many-headed adversary renews its attack:
@Pugwash #toxichate More horseshit from @AGrainger the old “some of my best friends are gay” gag She must think were stupid or something
@Guesswho24 #toxichate @AGrainger 1. Clever that. See what she did? Now she’s the victim, and the LGBTQ+ community are the oppressors.
@Guesswho24 #toxichate @AGrainger 2. How did that happen?
@Jiminy #toxichate @AGrainger You don’t fool anyone you hatefilled old bitch Dont worry youve got it coming 
More parrying. Anne calls Evan Bone the Angel of Death. His fanatical supporters claim to be progressive, but they are the virtual SS. There are more reproaches to her friends and colleagues for abandoning her. Then the end-game.
@Guesswho24 #toxichate 1. Surprise surprise So much for “its just about freedom of speech” 
@Guesswho24 #toxichate 2. Heres an email showing what @AGrainger really thinks about gay marriage: xbyth889
For two millennia, “marriage” has been defined as a lifelong relationship, ordained by God, between a man and a woman. How do Cameron and co. think they can just unilaterally, with the wave of a wand, make it mean something else? 
@Skinky #toxichate @AGrainger You lying cunt
@Redcuff #toxichate @AGrainger Anyone got a chainsaw
I closed the computer and sat there, my fingers on the lid, anchoring myself-by the slenderest thread—to my own life. 
So that was what had finally done for her: a years-old email to me, chiding me for my pusillanimity over the issue of gay marriage, my conniving at the Orwellian abuse of language. A fist grabbed my guts and squeezed. For all that I’d found her tone off-putting, I could, I should, have gone to her defense. Anne and I may have disagreed, but nothing can justify this obscene invasion of privacy. 
It was, of course, chastening to acknowledge how craven, how mean-spirited, I had been. But it was also, in some way, a relief. I’d kept my distance from Anne to avoid having to face up to my own weakness. And then—just at the moment when I was at my most fraught and disorientated—a guilty memory of her had wormed free of my unconscious and materialized in front of me. Simple. Obvious. It made perfect psychological sense. No other-worldly element required.
I got up and walked round the motel room, feeling the walls. There were no mysterious panels, no hidden trapdoors: just solid breezeblock, skimmed over with a thin coat of plaster. I went to the window and looked out. A family of four were getting into their people carrier, ready for the next stage of their vacation. The younger daughter was crying about something, struggling as her mother strapped her into the child-seat. On the sidewalk behind them, crowds of young people hurried to work, just as they did every morning. 
Yes, that must have been it: my uneasy conscience playing tricks on me. Which meant that—after a brief absence without leave—the universe could now go back to normal, doing its thing according to the laws of physics. There was no magic, either black or white. So I should simply ignore what had happened, return to London as planned, cobble together the piece I’d been contracted to write—and then accept the logic of my own pessimism and take up fly-fishing or golf. I would carry the burden of Anne’s death for the rest of my days. But, beyond that, nothing was required of me.
I switched on the TV and searched for a music station. Bach would have suited my mood, but all I could find was 70s cheese. But even cheese was a welcome change, a reminder that I was back in the real world. I turned it up loud, then shaved and had a shower. When I came out, below the furniture-shaking bass beat, I heard my phone whimpering.
“Rob?” Graham again. “Why are you listening to the late great Mr. Barry White?”
“Sorry.” I silenced the TV. 
“I’ve just got home,” he said. “To find a card waiting for me. From Anne. She must have posted it just before. . . Anyway, I’ll read it to you. ‘I’ve been trying to reach Rob. I can’t get through. I don’t trust email. Tell him to look into Carter Ramirez.’”
Outside in the street I heard brakes screeching, and the banal clang of a van door. 
“Did you get that?” said Graham. “Carter as in President Jimmy. Ramirez spelt, R-A-M-I-R-E-Z. Mean anything to you? Rob? You still there?”
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THE
HUMAN
PSYCHE
IS
INFINITELY adaptable. Confront it with two contradictory ideas, and it will respond by what psychiatrists call splitting: that is, by locking each one in its own separate domain, and preventing it from ever coming into contact with the other. That—after a twenty-minute meltdown when I feared I might genuinely be going mad—was the way I coped now. In cell number one, a message from Anne from beyond the grave. In cell number two, a perfectly rational explanation, which—when you took into account all the coincidences involved—appeared equally incredible. In my confusion, I didn’t feel ready to choose between them. But on one point they agreed: Anne had always had an unerring nose for a story.
I googled Carter Ramirez. Instantly I was bombarded by a barrage of emotive words: fraud, martyr, crook, predator, low-life, hero or villain? I ignored them as best I could while I excavated the bare facts: Carter Ramirez had been a self-styled Native American activist, who claimed to be of Ohlone Indian descent, whatever that was. When the Global Village headquarters was being built, construction workers uncovered two ancient American Indian skeletons, which Ramirez said belonged to his ancestors. He started a campaign to persuade Global Village to give his people money, so that they could buy another piece of land nearby. Global Village investigated Ramirez’s background, and revealed that he was a petty thief who had links with organized crime. The only reason he wanted the land, they said, was so his mobster friends could build a lucrative casino on it. Publicly discredited, and hounded by online trolls, Ramirez started drinking heavily. Nine months later his body was found at the bottom of a cliff. It wasn’t clear if he’d fallen or jumped.
After his death, everyone and his dog seemed to have got in on the act: White supremacists; an organization called End White Supremacy Now; a conspiracy theorist claiming that the bones found at Global Village were the remains not of Native Americans, but of aliens; a conservative columnist saying the whole sorry story was a morality tale for our time. It would take me the whole day to wade through all those bees in bonnets, and at the end I’d be none the wiser. Best just to interview the daughter and make up my own mind about what she had to tell me.
It took three calls to reach her. When I finally did, her voice sounded flat and harassed. Yes, she remembered me. When I told her I was interested in doing a piece on her father, she thought about it for a moment, then said, OK, she guessed that we could meet. She was at work right now but would be free later. Did I know the Presidio park in San Francisco? She’d be there, at the Inspiration Point Overlook, at three. 
OK, I said.
What do you wear to meet a Native American activist? It’s not a question I’d ever had to deal with before. Since I was travelling, the choice was fairly limited, and I quickly settled on my light jacket and a dove-grey shirt. But that left the tie issue. The case against: it might seem snooty. The case for: it showed respect. In the end, I came down for selecting a sober beauty with a rich dragonfly-wing sheen that she’d have to be dead not to appreciate.
I thought I still had plenty of time to get there, but the traffic was agonizingly slow, and I got lost in the vertiginous three-dimensional maze of Pacific Heights. When I eventually reached the Presidio, it turned out to be bigger than I’d expected—a huge expanse of grass and trees, crisscrossed by sandy trails. I broke into a half-run, my bag jigging against my back. Every minute or so I stopped to check the directions on my phone. At last, after struggling up a steep, treacherous woodland path, I emerged huffing and sweating at the Overlook. There, in the distance, beyond a crescent-shaped stone parapet and a dense carpet of treetops, lay Alcatraz, the waters encircling it dotted with white sails.
I looked around. Corinne Ramirez hadn’t arrived yet. In fact, there was no one else there at all. I sat on the wall, wiping my forehead on my sleeve, trying to catch my breath. Almost immediately, I saw a young man stepping noiselessly out of the trees, as if he were stalking a wild animal. He was squat and heavy-set, with an explosion of black hair that made his head seem too big. When he realized I’d seen him, he stopped, and pretended to be looking at the view, his loose blue shirt fluttering in the breeze.
“Hi,” I called. 
He nodded but said nothing and didn’t turn his head. After a few seconds Corinne Ramirez appeared from the trees behind him, carrying a scuffed leather satchel. She half-raised a hand when she saw me, then plodded towards me, ignoring the man in the blue shirt. 
“You Bob?”
“Only very occasionally.”
She frowned.
“Sorry. People normally call me Robert.”
She shrugged. “It was too dark to see you real good last night. Did you find that person you were looking for?”
“No. Well, sort of. It was more that she found me. Up to a point.” 
Not a good way of putting it. It hung in the air between us, like an unresolved chord. I hurried on, before the oddness of what I’d said sank in.
“And that’s why I’m here. She was a journalist too. And she thought I should find out more about your father’s story.” 
“Was a journalist? Did something happen to her?”
“She lost her job.” Better: I was thinking on my feet now. “When Evan Bone bought the paper she was working on.”
“What’s her name?”
“Anne Grainger.”
She shook her head: Means nothing to me. “That man,” she said. “He’s screwed up a lot of people’s lives.”
“Yes. Including mine.” 
I waited for her to ask how, exactly. She said nothing. Eventually I went on, “So you needn’t worry that I’m just going to write a piece of Evan Bone propaganda.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Propaganda. That’s what it’s been, pretty much all of it. The stuff people have written about us. We want to tell your side of the story, they say. So we talk to them. And then when it comes out, they say we’re liars. Just trying to get a hold of a whole load of money. So’s we can live in a penthouse suite and drive around in one of them big German cars.”
“I brought some examples of my work, if you’d like to see it.” I opened my bag and started rummaging inside. “I haven’t got any of Anne’s, that’s my friend, but I could email you something.”
She shook her head. “I don’t need to see anything.”
“You sure? I’d want to, if it was me.”
“That’s OK.”
I looked at her, puzzled. Her face had the mass, the stillness, the weathered endurance of a Mayan statue. And I saw, suddenly, that she was right. What could reading a piece on Robert Adam’s last Scottish masterpiece or Gaudi’s Barcelona possibly tell her about whether I could be trusted with her father’s story? 
“All right,” I said, closing the bag again. “Is there somewhere we can sit down?”
She walked over to the parapet and lowered herself gingerly on to it, like a crane depositing its load. I went and sat next to her.
“Why did you want to meet up here?” I said.
“No spies.”
I hoisted my eyebrows at the man in the blue shirt.
“He’s my brother,” she said. 
I expected her to introduce me, or at least tell me what he was doing there. But she seemed to feel she’d explained enough.
“So,” she said, turning back to me, “you read about our dad?”
“A bit. I didn’t really know what to make of it.”
She sighed. She couldn’t have been more than thirty, but life had already taken a toll on her. Her dark heavy face was scored with lines. Her thick hair was pulled into a tight black pigtail, as if to prevent it distracting her from the business of getting through the day. One of those women, you imagined, who’d been forced to take on adult responsibilities when she was still a child and had been shouldering them ever since.
“Tell me,” she said.
I gave her a quick précis of what I’d learned.
“Yeah,” she said. “That’s about it. What they say about him.”
“It isn’t true?”
She shook her head. “Well, some of it’s true. He had a tough time growing up. Kids picking on him at school. You know”—flapping a hand against her mouth to make a Hollywood-western war whoop. “If he stood up for himself, got in a fight, his dad would give him a belting. So after a bit he’d say he wasn’t Indian, he was Mexican. And them Global Village lawyers, they picked on that to make it seem like he was a liar, he made it all up. But he wasn’t a liar. He just said it to keep out of trouble. He always knew we were Ohlone.”
“Do you mind if I record this?” I said, taking my phone out. 
She eyed it for a moment. “OK.”
I switched on the voice recorder and laid it on the wall between us. For a few seconds she looked silently out at the bay. Then she said,
“You know the history of this place?”
“Not really. Not well.”
“When the Spanish arrived, seventeen whenever it was, don’t remember the exact date, they took all of us Indians round here, the Ohlones, and forced us into missions. Reducing us, that’s what they called it. My people, they put us in the San Vincenzo Mission, made us work for the missionaries, killed us or beat us if we tried to run away. Then the Mexicans kicked the Spanish out, turned the missions into Rancherias. They’re still reducing us, though. They take our religion, our culture, our language. But all the time, we never forget who we are. Each generation passes it on to the next one. You are the people of this place. This is your land. You are Ohlone.”
She scanned my face, to see if I believed her. I nodded.
“And then Uncle Sam showed up and kicked the Mexicans out,” she said. “And Uncle Sam decided we been reduced so much there aren’t real Ohlone left. Other groups, they get recognized as tribes, given a reservation, all that stuff. But not us. We’re just told we’re not Indians anymore, and we have to get off our butts and root for ourselves. But we know who we are. You need the government to tell you who you are?”
It was such an alien idea that I had to think about it for a moment. I shook my head.
“My grandmother, my dad’s mom,” she said. “She made a list of everyone, all the families, who they were descended from. Here, I’ll show you.” She unbuckled the satchel, took out a notebook, opened it. “This is our family. See? Carter Ramirez. His mom was Millie Ignacio. Her mom”—tracing the progression with her finger—”was Teresa Guttiérez. Her dad was Joe Guttiérez, when I was a kid, people would talk about Joe all the time, he was a famous cowboy, worked on ranches all over the state. His dad was Alfonso. And”—turning the pages—“you can go the whole way back to this guy, Ignacio, see? He was the first one they brought into the mission and baptized.”
“May I look?” 
She handed me the book and watched while I leafed through it. It didn’t feel like a fake. The material had obviously been added at different times using different pens, some of it in ink that had begun to discolor. There was a lot of crossing out, with emended dates and comments crammed into odd spaces. And there were small details—ladies’ man; lost an eye and two fingers in a fight; Indian doctor—that seemed too particular to have been invented.
“Yes,” I said, giving it back. “That’s impressive.”
The tension in her face eased.
“When we were little,” she said, “long time before any of this stuff with Global Village, long time before there was a Global Village, Dad would bring us up here, and he’d tell us, ‘This is our land. The Creator put us here, so we could take care of it. And see the mess these people made of it. Poisoning the rivers. Killing the fish. Building dams. That’s why there’s so many fires nowadays. They took all the water and locked it up. So the trees now, they ain’t little better than firewood. And all it takes is one spark, and whoosh.’” 
She shook her head. “He’d say, ‘Can you feel them? Our ancestors? They’re still here. They’re all around us.’”
She glanced at me. A nod seemed to be expected. I nodded.
“And he’d tell us about that place,” she said. 
She pointed to Alcatraz. With its ugly crust of abandoned buildings, it looked like one of those mysterious misshapen sea-creatures that fishermen occasionally drag up from the deep and no one can identify.
“He’d say how, when he was a kid back in the seventies, Indian people came from all over and occupied it, to protest the way they been treated. And he said, ‘They were warriors, those guys. Warriors for their people. And I want to be like them. One day, I’m going to quit everything, and I’m going to fight the government, get them to recognize us as a tribe. And then we can get a bit of land, that’ll be ours forever. And then’—and he’d open his arms, like this—‘And then we can start to take care of all this again.’”
Her voice was phlegmy with emotion. If it was a performance, it was a tour-de-force. After a moment she went on,
“But yeah, sure, he made mistakes. When he was drinking, he’d hit us, hit my mom.” She pulled back her sleeve and showed me a white welt on her brown arm. “He did this to me. When I was ten. With a bottle. That’s how mean he could be.” She pulled the sleeve down again, covering up the evidence. “And yeah, I guess when he was younger his friends stole cars and stuff, so he did the same.”
“Wasn’t it a bit more than that? That he was supposed to have had links to organized crime?”
She shook her head. “He didn’t have no links to organized crime.” 
“Someone just made that up?”
“He did something stupid, OK? And didn’t realize it till it was too late, and he was way in over his head.” She took a deep breath. This was something she’d had to explain before, and she was getting tired of it. “What it was,” she said, “was that when Dad started the campaign for federal recognition, this guy in Florida called Ronnie Ronaldo wrote him, said he was in real estate, he’d made big bucks developing new resorts, now he wanted to give something back. So he offered to help with the legal expenses. Make sure Dad had the best firm of lawyers around.”
“And your father accepted?”
She grimaced. “Yeah, I know. You must think he was pretty dumb. But what he said was, you can’t go through life thinking everyone’s just out for themselves. There have to be some good people in the world, don’t there? And this guy’s one of them. See? Finally we got lucky. The ancestors are looking out for us.” She paused. Her face was stiff with pain. “Only later we figured out the real reason he was helping us. And Evan Bone said Dad must have known about it all along. But he didn’t. He was just naïve, I guess.”
I nodded.
“You know about Indian casinos?” she said. “You know why there are so many of them? Because if you’re a recognized tribe, you can build a casino on your reservation and the government can’t tax you. So that’s what a lot of tribes done.”
“Ah. And Ronnie Ronaldo thought that if your tribe succeeded—”
“Yeah. He was just sitting there”—tapping the keys on an invisible calculator—“working out how much he could make. But you know what? Dad may have been dumb, but he wasn’t that dumb. By the time he figured what Ronaldo was doing, he was into him for millions of dollars, I don’t know how many, a lot. He couldn’t get out, but, you know, he was careful. They never talked about this stuff on the phone, just in emails. So the Global Village guys, the only way they could have found out about it was by breaking into his Gmail account.”
The echo of Anne’s experience must have registered in my expression.
“Don’t you believe me?”
“No, I’ve every reason to believe you.”
“And I still don’t get why they did that,” she said. “Why they wanted to hurt him so bad. You know how much money Evan Bone has? If he’d given Dad what he asked for, he wouldn’t even have noticed it going out of his bank account. Plus, it would have made him look good, wouldn’t it? Helping the little guy. But he fought dirty instead. Like it was a grudge match. Like he really hates Indian people.”
“Maybe he thought it would set a precedent. If he helped your father, then every other good cause in the country would expect him to help them, too.”
“So why didn’t he just say that?” She shook her head. “I’m telling you, he was out to get us. And anyone stood up for us.”
Perhaps, I thought suddenly, that’s why Anne had pointed me in Carter Ramirez’s direction: because Evan Bone’s attitude towards him seemed anomalous. A modish progressive—as she had put it—like Bone should surely be sympathetic to Native Americans? So why, in this case, hadn’t he been?
“You know about Hazel Voss?” said Corinne.
“Who’s Hazel Voss?”
“Was. She was another one.”
“Another Native American?”
“No, she was a white kid. A student. Kind of up here, you know.” She scribbled a cloud in the air above her head. “But she wanted to help us. Posted stuff online. Wrote Evan Bone. And they got her, too.”
“Got her?”
“I never heard the details. You’d have to ask her mom. All I know is, Bone’s goons went after her. Just like they did my dad. Trolling, calling her names, I don’t know what all. Till finally she couldn’t take it anymore, and she killed herself.” She paused. “You look into it, I bet you’ll find that’s why it was. Because she stood up for the Indians.”
I gazed out at San Francisco Bay, watching the brilliant pinpoints of sun dancing on the waves until they made my eyes hurt. Anne Grainger hadn’t stood up for the Indians. But she had been driven to suicide by Evan Bone. And so, probably, had Carter Ramirez. And so had Hazel Voss. And that was striking. Anne’s instinct, even in her final days, hadn’t deserted her. This wasn’t just her parting shot, a final eruption of professional sour grapes. She’d caught a whiff of something more. Something—it wasn’t even an idea yet, but just a tingle in my belly—that might turn out to be Evan Bone’s Achilles’s heel.
“So you going to write about it?” said Ms. Ramirez.
I shrugged. “How would I reach her? Hazel Voss’s mother?”
She shook her head. “She lives up in Riddick. I know that.”
“Where’s Riddick?”
“Couple hours.”
“OK,” I said. “I’ll try to speak to her.”
“That it?”
“I’ll let you know how I get on.”
We both stood up. As she slung the satchel over her shoulder, her eye caught the play of light on my tie. She leaned forward and touched it.
“That’s pretty. Looks like a dragonfly wing.”
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ONE
LISTING for Voss in the Riddick white pages: Michael G. & Virginia M., 2216 Middlefield Way. When I dialed the number a woman answered after just one ring, as if she’d been waiting for someone to call. She sounded shell-shocked but not unfriendly. I explained who I was, and said I’d like to ask her a few questions about her daughter. That would be fine, she said. Eleven tomorrow?
In the morning I looked into flights to London. There were plenty of seats available for the next week or so. If, after all, the Hazel Voss story led nowhere, I could simply cut my losses and head for home. I packed, grabbed a quick do-it-yourself breakfast in the hotel lobby, then checked out and fell into my car. 
Riddick, California (pop. 6724) was one of those small American towns that seem to have been set down completely arbitrarily, as if it had just fallen off the back of a lorry en route to where it should have been built. The fringes were a shapeless straggle of scruffy shopping centers and boarded-up businesses. The main street had the provisional air of a Hollywood western set that was about to be replaced by a sci-fi metropolis. At one end was a flower shop called Stalk of the Town. On an impulse I went in and bought a bunch of lilies. It seemed like the sort of community where that kind of gesture might still be appreciated.
Ten minutes later I was in Middlefield Way, a clutch of unassuming, almost-identical little houses, all with picture windows and aluminum siding. Mask out the tropical-green hills and the blue sky, and you could have been almost anywhere in America. There were basketball hoops on the garages, and here and there a stars and stripes clinging to a pole in the front yard, as if it no longer had the confidence to let rip and show the world what it was made of. It was hard to imagine the street as a hotbed of political activism. I decided not to mention the Ohlone, at least to begin with. It would be safer just to stick with Anne.
I drove slowly along the street, identified 2216, then turned and parked a few houses along. I was still early, so I stayed put for a few minutes, trying to picture Hazel Voss’s brief life here: playing with the neighbors’ kids; perhaps watching Sesame Street in the family room; walking or taking the yellow bus to school; driving with her mother to the mall to shop or see a film or go bowling. The whole dreamlike panoply—dreamlike to a British eye, at any rate—of small-town America. And there must be plenty of worse places to grow up. But it was a tiny—I cast around for the word—a tiny snow-dome world. Not much of a preparation for finding yourself trapped in the labyrinth. Poor kid.
Snow-dome, said Anne. Nice touch. That’s something I’ll bet TOLSTOY can’t do: metaphor.

I clenched the wheel and screwed up my face, making my ears hum. When I relaxed it again, she’d gone.
“Please,” I said. “Let’s keep it like that. I can’t do whatever I’m supposed to do if I’m constantly doubting what I see or hear.”
I got out and walked back to 2216. Someone had tried to give the small front yard a lived-in feel by populating it with a miniature windmill, a spotted deer, a fiberglass horse-and-groom. But they were all being overrun by an invading army of weeds and grass, which only added to the forlornness. I picked my way through the tussocks to the porch. In the window hung a plastic sign, tricked out to resemble pottery: Bless our Home. The Little Prayer on the Housie. 
Anne laughed: that familiar sound, like one of those old-fashioned tin openers hacking open a can of beans. It was so real this time that I glanced round, half-expecting to find her there. 
“I’m following your instructions,” I shouted into the emptiness. “Now leave me in peace.”
I pushed the doorbell, setting off a few jaunty bars of Yankee Doodle somewhere inside the house, followed by an outburst of furious high-pitched barking. A woman appeared. She was late forties, wearing glasses and a frilly housecoat, her bare dough-stick legs potted in a pair of flounced slippers. Her face was a pale splodge, like a child’s drawing. The only definition came from an uneven daub of red lipstick.
“I’m Robert Lovelace,” I said. 
“Ginny. Ginny Voss.” 
As she took my hand, a little white dog ran towards us, yapping. It had mournful eyes, and long silky ears framing its face, giving it the haughty demeanor of some bewigged Restoration fop.
“That’s OK, Dulcie,” wheezed Ginny Voss. “He’s a friend.”
“These are for you,” I said, giving her the flowers. “I was so sorry to hear about your loss.”
She stared at them for a moment, as if she weren’t quite sure what they were. Then she mumbled “Thank you,” and led me into the living-room. It was dominated by a bulbous blue sofa facing an outsize TV. A breakfast bar marked the frontier with a small kitchen. One empty cup on it, one empty plate. No sign of a husband. No sign of anyone else at all. The whole place had the stuffy, dust-and-air-freshener smell of a cheap motel room.
“You say you’re from England, right?” she said.
I nodded.
“So they heard about Hazel all the way over there, huh? The other side of the pond?”
“Well, I hadn’t, to be honest. I’m only here because of a friend of mine.” I hesitated. “A colleague. Anne Grainger?”
She pulled her mouth down, shook her head.
“It was Anne who got the ball rolling. Pointed me in this direction.”
She shivered and pressed her hands together. “Well, I don’t know if she realizes it, but you know what? I been praying for this. A journalist wants to write something about Hazel. So you tell her thank you from me, OK?”
I sucked my teeth. 
“Is that a problem?”
“No,” I said. “Of course I will.”
“Or maybe I should write and tell her myself? I will, if you give me her address.”
“No, no, that’s fine. I’ll be glad to do it.”
She nodded. “You like some iced tea?”
“Yes. Or . . . or coffee, maybe?”
She glanced towards the kitchen. There was a coffee-maker on the work surface, but it was half-hidden behind a clutter of jars, its power cable coiled on the lid.
“If I can figure out how to make it,” she said. “That was Hazel’s. She loved coffee. But I never cared for it. So—”
“Iced tea’s fine.”
“Sure?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll be right back.”
Had Anne known that the trail would lead here? I looked round, trying to imagine her in this house. It was hard. She was too much of the grande dame. The dinginess, the hideous sofa, the picture of a white-robed Jesus holding a lamb, the stained-pine display cabinet cluttered with photos, fake flowers, a china puppy playing with a china kitten—it would have all made her uncomfortable. Talking to Ginny Voss would have been a huge effort for her. But, at the same time, it was easy to see why she would feel a responsibility for Ginny Voss—view her as one of the voiceless mass of decent “ordinary” people whose views needed to be defended against the sneers of the bien pensants.
I walked over to look at the photos on the cabinet. Most of them were of a young girl, presumably Hazel. Aged seven or eight, with a big gap in her upper teeth. A few years older, holding the little dog as a puppy and smiling hammily at the camera. About the same age, standing at a kitchen counter, dressed up like a chef, one arm curved proprietorially round a mixing bowl. Late teens, wearing a mortarboard and holding a rolled-up graduation certificate. 
“Yes, that’s her,” said Ginny Voss, re-entering with a tray carrying two glasses and a packet of biscuits. “That’s my little girl.”
“When . . . When . . .”
“When did she do it? A few months back.”
“And did you have any idea?”
She shook her head.
“You didn’t think . . . you saw her, or anything?”
“How could I? She was away at school. First I heard was when the police came to the door.”
She sounded rattled, as if I’d accused her of some failing as a parent. I pointed at the picture of Hazel in the kitchen. It was the one where she was looking the happiest. “That’s a nice shot.”
Ginny Voss nodded. “She loved to bake, my baby. Ever since she was tiny.” She waved at the Oreos on the tray. “If she was here now, she’d have made something special. You can bet on it. And she’d be standing right there”—glancing towards the kitchen—“watching, to see if you liked them.”
“I’m sure I would.”
“Yeah, you would. She had angel hands. That’s what our pastor said. Her pies and cookies were good enough for the folks up in heaven.” For a moment a glacier seemed to spread up her neck, freezing her face. Then she blinked and said, “Sit down, why don’t you?”
We each took an end of the sofa. She handed me my iced tea. It looked like a urine sample.
“That was how this whole—” She shook her head. “You know, the Global Village thing. When it started. We didn’t know what it was. But all the kids at her school were going crazy for it, so of course she wanted to join too. And pretty soon she’d found this, this—”
“Community?”
“Yeah, this Global Village community of people who like to bake. Bakersfield, that’s what they call themselves. And they’d, you know, they’d talk about which brand of flour was best, and they’d trade recipes, and I don’t know what all. And at first we thought it was great. I mean, it wasn’t like Hazel had ever been real popular. You look the way she did, you’re never going to get to be a cheerleader or Homecoming Queen. I know, I was the same.”
“You’re being very hard—” 
She shook her head. “I’m telling you the truth, is all.”
The dog whined and jumped up suddenly, its front paws on her knees.
“Yes, baby, you know who we’re talking about, don’t you? Come on, then. Come to Momma.” She patted her lap. The dog clambered up and lay there, shivering and whimpering. She stroked it abstractedly, as if she were smoothing the wrinkles out of a sheet.
“And she was always kind of shy, too”—looking down at the dog—“wasn’t she? So when she was growing up, she never had a whole lot of friends. And then suddenly, wham, seemed like she did. I have to go, Mom, she’d say. I’m telling Becky how to make raspberry muffins. Didn’t matter Becky was some place the other side of the country. They were still friends.”
She glanced curiously at me, as if she thought I might disagree. 
“Yes, of course,” I said.
“But then she went off to college. It was OK to begin with. I mean, she was homesick, but you expect that, don’t you? Then for a while there she seemed real excited, a little bit hyper, you know what I mean? Everything was great, she loved the school, loved her professors. Maybe too much. This one guy, he’s just a plain old-fashioned radical, he gets her involved with these people call themselves Native American Indians. Oh Lonelies or something-or-other. Mike says, they’re no more Native American Indians than you or me, they’re just trying to get their hands on some of our hard-earned taxes. But you figure everyone goes through stuff like that when they’re young, don’t you? So we thought she’d grow out of it.”
She looked at me for corroboration, for reassurance that they hadn’t done the wrong thing. I nodded. 
“But then, her sophomore year, she comes home for Thanksgiving, and she’s like this.” She flattened her cheeks between thumb and forefinger. “Like she’d gotten sick, and it was eating her up inside. After that, it just got worse and worse.” 
She shook her head. The flesh around her eyes was puffy. The dog whined again and licked her hand. Now that she was starting to unburden herself, you could feel the energy building in her, like water suddenly released into a pipe. 
“And I said to her, What is it, honey? Some boy treating you bad? And she says, I’m OK. And I say, No, you’re not. I can see that. Come on, you can tell your Mom. And she goes, I’m all right, OK? Real ratty. I never heard her like that before.” 
“But this wasn’t the people on Bakersfield?” 
“No, no, she’d gotten into another . . . what they call a dark community.” She paused, trying to get her voice under control. Suddenly the tears started to come. “If she’d just have told me, I could have done something. Hired someone to protect her. Take those guys down. I’d have sold the house if I had to. But I just didn’t know.” 
She frisked herself, patting at sleeves and pockets. Finally she pulled a balled-up tissue from her cuff and blew her nose heavily.
“How could you?” I said. “Isn’t that the problem with these dark communities? There’s no way of finding out who they are?”
But her own train of thought was too powerful to be derailed. “You show them to me, give me a gun, I’ll pull the trigger myself,” she said. “What they did . . . I just can’t believe there’s people would do that. Not to an innocent kid. Tell her she’s special. Ask her to join this, like this exclusive club. And then, when she’s in, and she can’t get out again, just . . . Just . . . The things they said to her. You’re stupid. You’re ugly. Who you think is ever going to want to do it with you?”
A double shock: the words themselves and hearing her repeat them to someone she’d met fifteen minutes before. She must have felt it too, because her shoulders collapsed suddenly, and she dropped her face into her hands and started to howl. The dog leapt to safety. I suddenly found myself sliding along the sofa to put an arm round her. She leaned against me, pushing her head close to my nose. The familiar smell of loneliness and neglect—dirty hair and clothes; stale scent not quite hiding the lardy reek of unwashed skin—was so strong that I had to breathe through my mouth to avoid it. I caught a glimpse of my newly-polished brown shoes gleaming up at me from the blue shag carpet and thought, What the hell am I doing here?
“I never told anyone that before,” she said. “I don’t know why. It just kinda—”
I held her closer. “And this was after she became involved with the Ohlone? Who just happened to be campaigning against Global Village at the time?”
She nodded. “And you know what he said . . . the head guy . . . Evan Bone? He said . . . He said . . .” She exhaled unsteadily, then pulled away from me. “I’ll show you.”
Below the TV was a flat-pack cupboard. She opened it and drew out a wallet folder. It took her a few seconds to find what she was looking for.
“Here,” she said, handing it to me. 
It was a cutting from the local paper. The headline was: Evan Bone: “Tragic Hazel Just One of Thousands.” Most of the story I knew already. The thunderbolt came at the end:
“At a press conference yesterday to announce plans for a new state-of-the-art extension to the Global Village headquarters, Evan Bone was asked what he would say to the family of Hazel Voss. He replied, ‘That’s not why we’re here.’ When the reporter repeated her question, he shrugged and said, ‘Global Village has 1.6 billion members. Statistically, you’d expect a few of them to take their own lives every year.’”
She was watching for my reaction. Nothing I could say would be equal to the task, so I just raised my eyebrows and pursed my lips.
“Course, later on, he tried to wriggle out of it,” she said.
“Unfortunate choice of words. Taken out of context.”
She nodded. “And that sort of covered it up. Made everyone forget. That’s why I been praying someone like you would come along. To write something. Show people what kind of a guy he really is. And then maybe they’ll stop using Global Village. Make him wish he’d never said that. That’s what I’m hoping, anyways.”
I re-read the cutting. How to respond without either being dismissive or raising false hopes?
“Well,” I said finally, “you’re right, it’s ugly stuff. The man is obviously a deeply unpleasant piece of work. But the problem is, if that were enough to destroy him, this would have done it, wouldn’t it? In his world, I suspect, being an unpleasant piece of work is the norm. They probably vie among themselves for the distinction of being the unpleasantest. So we’d need more. The smoking gun, the bloody fingerprints. Evidence that he’d actually physically killed someone, say. Or raped someone. Or—”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
“It is true, trust me. I know from bitter experience just how hard it is to get an editor interested—”
“No, I mean what you said. About his world. I don’t think they are all the same. You know who Stewart Crothers is?”
“No.”
“He was the guy actually came up with the idea of Global Village. When him and Evan Bone were both at college. He wrote me. After . . .” 
She slipped another sheet of paper from the wallet file and handed it to me. A print-out of an email.
Stew@StewartCrothers.net
Dear Ginny and Mike,
I read about your loss. I am truly sorry. I want you to know that my intention was for Global Village to be a way to bring people together, create a space where someone like Hazel could make friends, broaden her horizons and grow as a person.
Evan Bone evidently doesn’t see it that way. And I guess I should have known, because—right from the day we met, back at Stanford—he was always, shall we say, just a little bit different, a little bit strange. So no surprise, I suppose, that he has turned my idea into something more like a police state than an open network. It won’t be much comfort to you, I know, but if I could have just one wish, it would be that I had realized where he would go with it and never given him the chance.
Please share my condolences with your family and Hazel’s friends.
Best,
Stew Crothers
“You’re probably wondering where Mike is,” said Ginny Voss. “Fact is, he couldn’t stand it. Going on living here. Where we raised our little girl. And I couldn’t stand to leave. So he shipped out, and I stayed.” 
“You mind if I take a photo of this?” I said. “Just for my own reference?”
“Go ahead.”
I got a couple of close-ups on my phone. 
“You think it’s important?” said Ginny Voss.
“It all depends what he’s talking about, doesn’t it?”
“You going to ask him?”
I shrugged. “I could try. But I very much doubt if he’d tell me.”
“That’s what journalists do, isn’t it? Ask people questions? Get them to tell them stuff?” 
“Men like Evan Bone and Stewart Crothers aren’t people. Not in the ordinary sense of the word. They’re completely protected. There’s no way of reaching them, if they don’t want to be reached.”
“Well, if he doesn’t, maybe there’s someone else would.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know.” 
I could hear the despair in her voice. She glanced round, scouring the blandness for a glimmer of inspiration. After a moment she turned back to me and said,
“You want to see her room?”
“All right.”
She stood up and led me through the kitchen into a narrow hall at the rear of the house. There were three identical doors, arranged in an L pattern. She pointed to the one at the end.
“In there.”
“You’re not going to—?”
She shook her head. She squeezed against the wall to let me past, then stood there, shoulders hunched, hands clasped, as if she were cold. 
I pushed open the door. The room was dark, except for a few razor-slashes of sunshine slicing through the blinds. I switched on the light. The bed had been stripped, but everything else looked as if it was exactly as Hazel had left it. Despite the dust everywhere, there was still the Mary Celeste feel of something momentarily interrupted and waiting to be resumed. In one corner, two shaggy-haired dolls and a teddy bear sat together in a chair, stoically watching—as they must have done for years—the long ebb of childhood. All around them, evidence of the world that had taken its place: a little basket cluttered with make-up; a stack of fashion magazines; a poster—four smiling black-shirted boys, all still sticky from the chrysalis—for a band called Guyz! For a moment, looking at it, I could feel Hazel Voss in my arms, the bulk of her not-quite-formed body, the weight of all that unlived life.
“Jesus,” I muttered.
“Excuse me?” called Ginny Voss.
I switched off the light and went back into the hall. She’d opened the door to the next room and was standing just inside the entrance, one hand stroking her throat. Behind her I could see a double bed, spread with a pleated satin coverlet. Above it hung another Jesus, this time sans lamb.
“You see?” she said.
I nodded.
“That’s what we lost.” She shook her head. “And I don’t have much, but there’s nothing I wouldn’t give, nothing I wouldn’t do, to make that man pay.” 
She held my gaze for a moment. Then slowly, deliberately, she started fiddling with the top button of her blouse. For a second I glimpsed the bare, blue-veined curve of her breast. I looked away hastily and caught the baleful stare of Jesus watching me over her shoulder. 
“Please,” I said. “You don’t have to do anything.”
She started to cry. Shame? Relief? Humiliation that I’d rejected her? Whatever it was, I wished I could comfort her. But to hug her again now would only make things worse.
“Let’s go back in the other room,” I said.
She nodded, unable to speak, and re-buttoned her blouse.
Ten minutes later, I left. I opened the car windows and lit a cigarette, my first since Global Village. By the time I’d finished, I’d made up my mind. I drove into the center of town and checked in to the Riddick Motor Inn.
In my room, I lay on the bed and googled Evan Bone and Anne Grainger. Had he said anything about her? Expressed regret, or even just sympathy for her family? 
No, there was nothing. A British reporter who’d asked for a response had been simply told: Mr. Bone is not available for comment,
OK, Anne, I said, I get the point. Evan Bone is a monster. The question is, what can I do about it?
No answer. But there was really only one option at this point. It was, I knew, a long shot: the equivalent of putting a message into a bottle and chucking it into the sea. But I tried to shorten the odds by picking my words carefully: informal conversation; entirely off the record, of course. If I’d read his email to Ginny Voss correctly, he was hungry for absolution. He might just see me as a no-strings-attached confessor.
I pressed send. I’d done what I could. Now, suddenly, I found myself yearning for a decent meal. I traipsed the streets of Riddick, looking for one. In the end, I had to settle for a Caesar salad the size of a football at Cherie’s Garden Restaurant.
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NO
RESPONSE
FROM
STEWART
CROTHERS by the time I went to bed. No response when I woke up in the morning. The journalistic doldrums, Anne used to call it, when you’ve asked for an interview, and don’t know whether or not you’ve got it. A Yes will fill your sails and carry you forward; a No will leave you scanning the horizon for a rescue boat. 
While I was waiting, I decided to research the man. It turned out there was frustratingly little about him. He’d been a contemporary of Evan Bone at Stanford, where he’d first mooted the idea of Global Village. After one semester he’d left university and started writing algorithms for the stock market. A year later he discovered that Evan Bone had taken the Global Village concept and was developing it himself. Crothers sued, and settled out of court for an undisclosed sum. Shortly afterwards, he retired from the tech world to concentrate on his first love, painting. He was now a virtual recluse, living in an isolated house at La Crema, on the California coast. There were a few muzzy photos of him. That was about it.
Virtual recluse. That didn’t sound encouraging.
I looked at my emails again. Still nothing. What had I expected? The truth was, I was still in that strange limbo between two different realities. The half of me—let’s call it Part A—that believed I’d seen Anne, and that this was all part of some grand plan, clung doggedly to the conviction that I’d get a reply. Part B—the half that still resisted the idea—was equally certain that it was a lost cause. 
I decided to give it twenty-four hours. My rental car was due back at San Francisco airport the next day. If I’d heard nothing by then, I’d regretfully have to give up and take the next flight home. In the meantime, I should get a bit closer, so that I had less of a drive in the morning.
I made my way back to the freeway and headed south. I turned on the radio, hoping for some company, but succeeded only in unleashing an unending stream of ads for things I didn’t want: divorce advice (too late, sadly); second-hand cars at give-away prices; a night to remember at the Win-River resort. Searching for a bit of meat among the bones, I momentarily took my eye off the road and swerved on to the hard shoulder. A huge bull-necked truck thundered past with a bad-tempered bellow. 
As I pulled back out into its wake, I glanced in my rear view mirror and saw a police motorbike a few vehicles behind me. The next time I looked, it had overtaken the intervening cars and was immediately behind me. I speeded up. It speeded up. I slowed. It slowed. Then it surged forward, blue lights flashing. I edged over and stopped. The motorbike followed. A burly cop dismounted and walked unhurriedly towards me. I rolled down my window. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I got distracted there for a second. I’m fine. Honestly.” 
He lowered his head and peered into the car. He was wearing a black helmet, with a microphone fixed in front of it like Bob Dylan’s mouth organ. His wraparound dark glasses made it impossible to gauge his expression. 
“Is this your vehicle, sir?” The gamey smell of his breath was half-disguised by a whiff of gum.
“No, it’s a hire car.”
“May I see your ID?” 
I started to reach for my wallet.
“Uh-uh!” A gun suddenly appeared: a bulging black brute, like an outsized water pistol. He angled it towards me. “Hands where I can see them.”
“My license is in my pocket.”
“All right. Slow. No sudden movements.”
I inched my fingers inside my jacket and extricated my driving license. 
“British, huh?”
I nodded.
“Passport?”
“It’ll mean moving my hands again.”
“OK. Real slow.”
I took out my passport. He studied it, then—still keeping the gun on me—took a few steps back and recited the number into his microphone. 
“OK,” he said, after a few seconds. He lumbered over to me again. “Says your ESTA authorization expires in one week.”
“I know. But I’m all right till then, aren’t I?”
I held my hand out for the passport. He ignored it.
“And the address you gave when you entered the country was in San Francisco.”
“Yes. I’m on my way back there now. I just made a short trip up to Riddick.”
“What you doing in Riddick?”
“Visiting a friend.”
“What friend?”
“Look, can you tell me what this is about? What—”
“Just answer the question please, sir.”
“Mrs. Voss.”
“Ginny Voss?”
“Yes.”
“You’re a friend of Ginny Voss?”
“We know each other slightly.”
“How’s that?”
“Life’s rich tapestry. The warp and weft of destiny.”
He sighed. Don’t try to bullshit me.
“I heard about her daughter. I wanted to express my condolences.”
He removed his dark glasses. His blue eyes were wide with incredulity.
“I suffered a similar loss myself recently,” I said.
He stood back and looked appraisingly at my clothes, like a parrot eyeing some oddity in its cage. 
“You going to a wedding someplace? Or a funeral?”
I shook my head. “This, believe it or not, is how I usually dress.”
He put his glasses back on. “I need to see your rental agreement for this vehicle.”
“Why? Do you think I stole it?”
“Please, sir—”
“Or do I look like a terrorist?”
“You should be careful what you say, sir. The rental agreement.”
“It’s in the glove compartment.”
“Put one hand on your head for me. Then nice and easy.”
“Why don’t you just get it yourself?”
“I can’t do that, sir.”
It was a ridiculous exercise, like a children’s game—except that children’s games aren’t normally played at gunpoint. None of my previous visits to America—though admittedly most of them had only been to New York or Boston or New Orleans—had involved a run-in with the police. But I’d heard the usual stories, and they weren’t reassuring. Had I just been unlucky on this occasion, or had somebody reported me to the Riddick Police Department for some reason? And, if so, who? Corinne Ramirez? Ginny Voss? The people at the hotel? There was no one else who knew where I was.
The policeman scanned the agreement, following the lines with his finger. “You only have one more day,” he said finally.
Well-spotted. I nodded.
“You have a plane reservation?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, my advice to you, sir, is that you return this vehicle and take the first flight you can get on.” He handed me my passport and the agreement. “And try to stay out of trouble till then. Have a good day.”
He turned and sauntered back to his motorbike, stuffing the gun into his holster.
“So what was that about?” I said, as I re-joined the traffic heading south.
But Anne, if she had been there at all, had taken me at my word and made herself scarce. Even so, for the rest of the journey, I couldn’t help thinking how she would have graded my performance if she had seen it. I’d have been lucky if she’d given me five out of ten. I hadn’t been entirely craven—but I hadn’t distinguished myself by my courage, either. Why hadn’t I challenged the man more robustly? Said I’d show him nothing until he told me why he’d stopped me? Refused to answer questions unless there was a lawyer present? I made it back to the Bay Area without further problems—but the whole way there, the pall of humiliation slumped on my shoulders like a damp coat.
I stopped at an-out-of-the way motel with a faulty Vacancy sign and a battered notice on a pole saying, C EAP RATES. I seemed to be the only guest, but the man behind the desk processed me as perfunctorily as if I’d been a delivery of Coke. On my way to collect my luggage I glanced back at him, just to make sure that he hadn’t waited for me to leave before picking up the phone to report my arrival. He was leaning back, hands behind his head, staring with a bored expression at his computer. Obviously, if someone was keeping tabs on me, they hadn’t bothered to alert him. 
I had just got to my room when I heard my phone ping. I took it out. A text:
Tmrw 2 pm 8761 oceanview rd latham. stew crothers
I’d all but written him off. In my mind I was already packed, bags checked, waiting to board. Now, suddenly, an alternative had appeared. After my encounter with the Riddick Police, I wasn’t ecstatic about it. I could simply pretend his text had never arrived and carry on as planned. It would be easy enough. Or was this a last opportunity for me to redeem myself from the lingering charge of cowardice?
An image of myself if I didn’t take it suddenly unfurled before me. Me as a prematurely old buffoon, reduced to nothing more than—at best—a colorful anachronism, like one of the war-bonneted Indians in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. Me propping up the bar somewhere, bending the ear of anyone who’d listen about the glory days of my career—oh, yes, a marvelous little place in the Indian Ocean—then lurching home and passing out in an alcoholic stupor on the bed. 
No.
I pushed Reply and wrote:
Thanks. OK. See you then.
Only after I’d pressed Send did it occur to me that I hadn’t given him my phone number. So how on earth had he got it?
I was careful—or at least as careful as I could be, without knowing exactly what I was up against. In the morning, I went to the airline desk in person to change my ticket. Instead of extending the rental on the Charger, I returned it and skipped round the corner to a rival company to hire its replacement: a silver Toyota, which I thought was probably about as inconspicuous as you could get in this part of California. No GPS: too easy to trace. So my first stop was at a drugstore, where I bought a large-scale road map and a cheap Pay As You Go mobile. I asked for them in my best American accent. It was a bit shaky in places—but if the assistant who served me noticed, he gave no sign of it.
After transferring Corinne’s, Ginny Voss’s and Stewart Crothers’s numbers to the new phone, I removed the battery and SIM card from the old one and stowed it at the bottom of a suitcase. Then I opened the atlas and plotted my route.
Latham, unsurprisingly, turned out to be the most exclusive of a string of exclusive communities on the coast north of San Francisco. And Ocean View—also unsurprisingly—was its most exclusive address. It wasn’t hard to see why: the road rose and dipped and twisted its way along the top of a line of wooded cliffs, passing—at a respectful distance—a select handful of magnificently-sited houses. Most of them were visible enough to attest to the owners’ wealth and taste, but too far away—or too well screened—to offer a glimpse of their fairy-tale lives. It was hard to make out where the grounds of one ended and the next began, but they must all have been enormous. When, after almost a mile, I reached 8761, it was only the tenth property I’d come to. 
It was strikingly different from its neighbors. There were no tantalizing views of mock-Tudor splendor or faux-Spanish elegance; no sweeping vistas of the Pacific; no fancy wrought iron. The functional gate looked more like the entrance to a prison than to a palace. Beyond it all you could see was a narrow strip of drive plunging at a sharp angle into a dense wall of foliage, as if it couldn’t wait to scuttle out of the public eye into anonymity.
On one of the gateposts was a button, with a large metal panel above it. When I pressed the button the panel slid open to reveal a loudspeaker grille and what appeared to be a lens. An automated female voice said,
“What is your name?”
“Robert Lovelace. I’m here to see Stewart Crothers.”
There was a tiny pause while she/it processed what I’d said.
“Please show your ID.”
I opened my passport. As I held it up, I noticed, out of the corner of my eye, something slightly above me coming in my direction. I instinctively turned towards it. Not, as I was expecting, a bird, but a drone—splay-footed, boggle-eyed, like some obscene imp that had broken free from a Hieronymus Bosch nightmare. It dropped almost to ground level and made a quick tour of the car. Then the voice said,
“Open the trunk, please.”
I opened the boot. The drone hovered over my shoulder, relaying an image of the contents. It was difficult not to imagine its being disappointed. I had to remind myself that—for all its apparent autonomy—it was just a flying camera and had no means of distinguishing between a pair of matching bags and a dismembered corpse or a nuclear device.
“Please close the trunk,” said the voice. “The gate will open in five seconds.”
I got back into the car. I was barely through the gate when, glancing in the rear-view mirror, I saw it closing behind me. If this was a trap, there was no getting out of it now.
The drive seemed designed to disorientate, weaving through dense blue-green ranks of oak and fir, then—for no obvious reason—looping back on itself, so that it was impossible to keep a consistent sense of direction. But after a few minutes it abruptly emerged into a completely different world: an expanse of open parkland, artfully dotted with redwoods and little clusters of shrubs. After the gloom of the woods, the brilliance of the unfiltered sun was so dazzling that for a few seconds that was as much as I could see. But as my eyes adjusted, I made out a strip of foam-flecked blue along the horizon, and then—jutting out from the hillside—what appeared to be a gigantic rock-fall, that someone had for some reason painted white. Only when I was a couple of hundred yards away did it finally resolve itself into a collage of squares and rectangles and triangles, and I realized I was looking at Stewart Crothers’s house.
From the way it was set into the landscape—half-dominating, half-accommodating—it seemed to owe something to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater. But this was a building that refused to acknowledge any antecedents. It was the incarnation of the modernist creed: make everything new. It had, undeniably, a kind of lunar beauty. But its disregard for convention made me uneasy. How do you approach someone who lives in a place like that? Do the normal social rules apply, or do you have to start again from scratch?
The drive curved round and widened into a sort of carriage sweep in front of the house. The main entrance was slightly off-center—twice the size of a normal front door, but still dwarfed by the enormous slab of granite that stuck out above it, like some Neolithic henge-builders’ idea of a porch. I got out of the car and started towards it. I was looking for a bell to push when a voice behind me called,
“Hi!”
I turned. A man: mid-forties, with sparse, tightly-curled gingery hair, coming towards me across the gravel. His movements seemed uncoordinated, arms jerking, one foot turned as if it wanted to go in a different direction from the rest of him. He was wearing shorts and a decrepit-looking Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned down to the navel. A mobile phone swung on a lanyard from his belt.
“You Bob?” he said.
“I’m beginning to think I must be.”
He stared at me, as if I’d replied in a foreign language. Then he smiled and said,
“Oh, I get it. Robert.” Up close, he smelt strongly of turpentine, and I could see spatters of paint on his clothes and bare skin.
“Bob’s fine,” I said. “I’m just not used to it.”
He shook his head. “Let’s do Robert.” He held his hand out. “I’m Stew.” We both caught it at the same moment and laughed. “Uh, Stewart.”
“Thank you so much for agreeing to see me,” I said.
“Sure.” His gaze strayed off towards the ocean, then scanned the grounds before looking back to me. “You like inside or out?”
“I’m in your hands. It’s all beautiful.”
“I prefer out.” He nodded at the house. “You want to wash up or anything first?”
“I’m fine.”
He retrieved his phone. I saw now that it actually wasn’t a phone at all, but a walkie-talkie. “Hi, honey,” he said. “We’re going down to the fire pit.” 
He touched my elbow, then set off with his odd limbo-dance shuffle past the end of the house and across a rough triangle of lawn. As I caught up with him, he said, “I had a stroke last year. Bad news for me, good news for you. Because before that”—pointing back towards the road—“you’d have never have gotten through that gate. But death sends you a message, it kind of puts things in perspective.” He smiled, like a shy teenager. “So actually, maybe it was good news for me, too. Helped me to straighten out my priorities. Not that there’s a whole lot get through that gate even now.”
“I wasn’t sure I was going to. That’s quite an intimidating set-up you’ve got there.”
He laughed. “Most people don’t know about my health issues, don’t realize Stonewall Crothers has started to get a few cracks in him. And I figure, why advertise it? If someone’s meant to find me, they’ll find me. Till they do, I’m just going to get on with my life.” 
He was silent until we reached the edge of the lawn. Ahead of us a rough path descended through trees and bushes. A warm breeze, smelling of salt and pine-needles and some kind of flower I couldn’t identify, blew up from the shore.
“You have to look out where you’re going here,” said Crothers, leading the way. He moved slowly, picking his steps carefully, holding his arms out for balance. “We could’ve put in a handrail. But you do that, and you’re kind of missing the point.” He looked back up at me, monitoring my reaction. “There’s got to be some places where it’s just you and it, right?”
I nodded. After a minute or so the slope levelled out and we emerged on to a shoulder of rock. Halfway down, shaded by overhanging branches, was a shallow depression with a granite hearthstone in the middle, scattered with the remains of a recent fire. Three or four upended logs served as makeshift stools. 
“Welcome to the fire-pit,” said Crothers. “Sit down.” 
I perched on one of the logs. He settled himself next to me and leaned his elbows on his thighs, looking at the view. 
“Seems like I been coming here a lot lately,” he said. “You know those Indian stories—American Indian, I’m talking about—about our ancestors? How, in the beginning, we all came out of a hole in the earth? Well, this feels like where I came out. And where I’m going to go back.” He turned and grinned at me. “Where you’re sitting, right now, that’s the place they’re going to bury my ashes. Am I embarrassing you?”
“No, of course not.”
“You look like you just swallowed a pool ball.”
I smiled. I glanced down at my shoes. They glared back at me reproachfully.
“Makes a lot of people feel kinda yaaah.” He looked at the Pacific again. “So, you want to know why Evan’s the way he is.” He paused, wound a bit of grass round his finger, snapped it off. “I’ll tell you. One word. Two. He’s scared.”
“Scared of what?”
“All the usual stuff, I guess.” He chewed the grass stem for a few seconds. “What are you scared of?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Death, I suppose. Pain.”
He nodded. “How about someone seeing right inside of you? Past the guy with the preppy clothes and the neat way with words who knows all about Romanesque churches in Lower Normandy?” He smiled at me. “Yeah, I looked you up.”
“I don’t just write about churches in Lower Normandy.”
“No, no, I know that. But let’s say, someone who sees past all the stuff you’ve done, right the way down to the little kid inside who’s secretly terrified he may not be that great after all. And who’d rather disappear up his own ass than show his real feelings. ’Cause that way, nobody can laugh at him.” He saw my expression. “Too rude?” 
“No, no, no.”
“See, that’s what keeps Evan awake nights. The idea someone could do that to him.”
“What is he frightened they’ll find?” 
“Hoo, boy.” He shook his head. “I’m not a shrink—though if you saw all the money I spent on them over the years, you’d think I’d have figured out how they do it. So I don’t know. But I’m guessing it has to be something to do with the way he was raised. It always is, isn’t it?”
“That appears to be the consensus.”
He leaned over and tugged my tailored sleeve. “Where’d this come from?”
“I don’t know. Poor potty training, I expect.”
He laughed. “Yeah, right.” The laughter went on. It seemed to surprise him as much as he did me. It was a few seconds before he’d brought it under control. 
“Though when I say the way he was raised,” he said, “maybe that’s kind of misleading. The way he raised himself, that could be a better way of putting it. You know about Coyote Fork?”
“Coyote what?”
“Fork.”
I shook my head.
“It’s like this commune. Where he grew up.”
“A religious commune?”
“A hippie commune.” He waved his hand northwards. “Way up there in the mountains. Or at least, it was. It was abandoned, I don’t know, must be twelve, fifteen years ago now. But you really want to understand Evan Bone, that’s where you got to look. Only problem is . . .” He shook his head. “That guy in Romania, you know, the dictator, what was his name?”
“Ceausescu?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Ceausescu. Had this huge palace, looked like a movie set for Aladdin or something. And when the revolution came and they got inside, they found miles and miles of tunnels under it. That’s the way Evan is. Always was, even way back when I met him. You try to find your way through the maze, you just get lost. Nothing’s connected, see. There’s the time he found his mom screwing another guy. Actually, lots of times, and lots of other guys. There were the kids that bullied him, he never said why, but it was so bad, one time they broke his arm. There was the morning his mom got home, only half dressed, looking like a slut, that’s the word he used. And he asked her where she’d been, and she said, I spent the night with Simon or Paul or whoever it was, and Evan was so freaked he dropped the bucket of water he was carrying. And his dad got mad and filled the bucket up again and held Evan’s head under till he thought he was going to drown.”
“God.”
“Yep, God about covers it. But you say to him, man, that’s terrible, is that why you don’t trust women, and he says: ‘It’s just what happened. It’s data. Don’t try to turn it into a story. Stories are lies.’”
“Ah. TOLSTOY.”
“Tolstoy?”
“Have you heard about TOLSTOY?”
“Russian guy? Wrote War and Peace? I never read it.”
“Evan Bone’s latest project?”
He shook his head. I told him what I could remember from Jeff Lamarr’s presentation.
“Yeah,” he said. “That figures. The only way you can stop people knowing what’s going on inside your skull is to know what’s going on in theirs. So you design an algorithm to tell you. And then sell it to them by saying it’s just to help you give them more of what they want.”
“Which it is, of course. Because that allows you to sell more advertising.”
“Sure. But that’s not the main point. Money’s only useful if it buys you more power. More protection. That has to be what it’s about for Evan.” 
He paused, frowning, then got up and walked over to the hearthstone. He bent down and retrieved a charred fragment of canvas daubed with discolored red. He studied it for a moment, then pulled a lighter from his pocket and set fire to it. As the flames took hold, he dropped it on the stone and watched it turn to ash. 
“Didn’t notice that before,” he said. “I don’t like to leave things. They’re here, and then they’re gone. That’s the way it should be.”
“Was that one of your paintings?”
He didn’t reply but returned to his seat and sat down again. “Anyway,” he said, “that’s one of the things really bugs me. If Evan’d taken my idea and used to it become the third richest guy on the planet, I could have lived with it. But he wants to be the most powerful guy on the planet. That’s something else. That’s like the opposite of everything Global Village was supposed to stand for. You know that thing, You can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family? Well, my idea was to create something would fix that. It didn’t matter where your home was, what you saw when you looked out the window: Global Village meant you could be part of a community you truly felt you belonged to.” He paused. “You ever actually seen Global Village? Online, I mean?”
“No.”
“I wanted it to be like a real village, where everyone has their own house. So you don’t have friends, like Facebook: you have neighbors. That could just mean a bunch of people share your hobby. Or it could mean a virtual tribe, with its own values, its own rules for deciding who could and couldn’t be a member. That’s the way I envisioned it.”
“Well, that’s still more or less how it works, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. Only the way Evan set it up, there’s a difference. It doesn’t affect most people, the guys who are into macramé or basket-weaving. But there’s a couple million, maybe more now, closed communities, and that’s where it impacts.”
“The dark communities?”
He nodded. “There’s all kind of stuff goes on there that no one else ever gets to hear about. A lot of it’s probably pretty harmless, just industry-standard crazy, you know, weird passwords and funny handshakes, and every second Wednesday of the month you get to wear one red sock and one blue, so the other crazies can recognize you. But there’s some are plain downright bad. And Evan protects them. They’re autonomous associations, he says. Which means they have the right to be their own gatekeepers. If they break the law, then it’s for the law to take action. What he doesn’t say is, they may be their own gatekeepers, but he has the master key. So any time he wants to, he can see what’s going on in all of them. And some of them are groups he created himself. Like guerrilla cells. Ready to go to his defense if he’s attacked.” He paused. “Same old, same old, you know? He has to know everything. He has to be inside everybody’s heads. Because that’s the only way he can be safe.”
“Guerrilla cells? What, people who’d break into someone’s emails, you mean? Looking for things to discredit them?”
He nodded. “You wonder why I texted you, instead of replying to your email? That’s why. Every message I send, every message I receive. So I got your number from the Voss woman. I have a whole bunch of phones, different SIMs. He’s probably tracking those as well, but that’ll be harder for him.” He squinted up at the sky. “Plus he has a couple satellites up there can show him what I’m doing, right here, right now. If I leave, he knows exactly where I’m headed. So I don’t leave any more. I never go anyplace.” He laughed. “It’s like living in a goldfish bowl. Except goldfish get to see the people watching them.”
“You think he’s watching us now?”
He shrugged. “He could be. But that’s all it takes, isn’t it? It’s enough to make you feel you’re transparent. He knows you’re here, you can absolutely count on that.” 
“God.”
He laughed. “I feel your pain. If it’s any consolation, it doesn’t seem to be helping him any. He’s been doing some pretty crazy stuff lately. Like what he said about Hazel Voss. And last I heard, nobody even knew where he was. He’d gone AWOL.”
“Where did you see that?”
“I don’t know. Some news feed. Couple days back.” He laughed. “Maybe he knows you’re on to him. And he’s running scared.”
His walkie-talkie buzzed suddenly. I could hear the music of a woman’s voice at the other end, but not the words.
“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll check.” He turned to me. “You want coffee?”
“Yes, please.”
“Thanks, honey. Yeah, that’d be great.”
As he switched the handset off I said,
“Do you think he has contacts in the police?”
“Evan? Why do you ask that?”
I told him about my experience that morning.
“Hoo,” he said. “I don’t know. Could just have been some loser from the sticks trying to show what a swinging dick he is. You know, by picking up an illegal alien. A place like Riddick, they see illegal aliens crawling out the woodwork and hiding in trash-cans.”
I lifted my tie so that it caught the light.
“Yeah, that looks pretty alien to me,” he said. “Hm. Maybe Evan’s actively started to recruit cops now. After buying up every newspaper and TV station he can get his hands on, it’d be kind of a logical next step, wouldn’t it? A way to get even more power.” He leaned forward and began riffling through the grass with his finger, as if he might find the answer there. “What I really don’t get is, when I first talked to him about Global Village, he hated the idea. Why the fuck would you want to do something like that? he said.
I remember that, because it was the only time I ever heard him use a profanity. That sounds just like Coyote Fork, he said. People getting to choose their own community. And it’s a nightmare. A frigging freak show. And that’s when he told me about his dad and the bucket of water.”
“Perhaps he was just trying to put you off the scent. So you wouldn’t suspect he was planning to nick the idea himself.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think it was that. He was really mad about it. But then, after I left Stanford, went to New York, something happened.” He paused, as if he’d suddenly reached the limit of what he could say. “How come you’re so interested, anyway? Seems like a kind of a jump. From Norman churches to Evan Bone.”
I’d started to convince myself that he wasn’t going to ask: that, in his eyes, my having come to him via Ginny Voss was enough of a bona fide. Now, suddenly, I realized that Ginny Voss had brought me as far as she could. If I wanted more, it would have to be on my own merits. So how much should I tell him? I couldn’t imagine his being sympathetic to Anne’s views. On the other hand, without her, the story was bloodless. In the end, I took a chance and gave him everything apart from my strange encounter in the Global Village car park, which I thought might put me in the one-red-sock-and-one-blue category.
“So we’re talking revenge?” he said, when I had finished.
I rolled the word around in my mouth. It tasted like undercooked meat.
“That’s not quite how I’d put it,” I said.
“How would you put it?”
His voice had hardened. He was starting to barricade himself against me.
“I don’t know.”
“Well,” he said, “you and your friend been pissed on, right? Treated like worthless pieces of shit. So the one thing you want to do before you die is make the guy that did that to you regret it. That’s natural. It’d be weird if you didn’t. You want him to say, Phoo-ee, did I ever underestimate that Robert and Anne. Biggest mistake of my life. If I hadn’t done that, I’d still be numero uno. Everyone would admire me. But the way things are right now, I wish I’d never been born.”
“I suppose there’s an element of that. But—”
“An element of that. Man, do you sound fancy-dancy.”
“If that was meant to be an English accent, you need to give it a bit more practice.”
He laughed. “I’m sorry, I just went and took a flying leap over the line again, didn’t I? Listen, I’m not criticizing you, man. Believe me, I’ve been there. I know those feelings. I had them the last fifteen years. They nearly killed me.” He waved towards the sea. “I have all this, more money than I know what to do with, a beautiful woman too. Well, the beautiful woman came later. She was the start of the good karma. But for the longest time it was like I didn’t even notice any of that. I was, you know”—clenching his fists, tortoising his neck down into his shoulders—“I have to pay that motherfucker back. That was all I ever thought about. It made me sick. Didn’t matter how much I exercised, my blood pressure was off the dial. The miracle is I didn’t have a stroke before.” He paused. “So if you’re sick, I don’t want to say anything’s going to make you sicker. Help you get a stroke all your very own.”
“Well, I appreciate the concern. But—”
“Well, I appreciate the concern.” He laughed again. “I don’t want your appreciation, man. I want you to think why you’re doing this. All I’m saying is, if it’s to destroy Evan Bone, you’ll just end up destroying yourself.”
And here endeth the first lesson. It was a struggle not to say, I didn’t come here for a crash course in pop psychology.
“From what you’ve told me,” I said, “I’d have thought you’d think it was a public service.” 
I could hear the starchiness in my own voice. He caught it too. He smiled.
“Well, no question, people need to realize what Evan’s doing. They need to resist it. That’s the whole reason I’m talking to you. But destroying’s what he does. You know, by saying, I’m totally cool, and the other guy’s totally evil, and I’m going to rub his nose in his own shit till he admits it. That’s not doing Evan any good. It’s not doing the other guy any good. It’s not doing anyone any good.”
And here endeth the second lesson. I gave a perfunctory nod.
“Not convinced, huh?” he said. “It doesn’t do any good because it’s not real. The world just ain’t divided up like that, a couple suburban yards with a neat white picket-fence between them. There’s a man-size chunk of evil in you. And a big streak of cool in the other guy.” He touched his sternum. “You wouldn’t believe the garbage I found down here when I looked. A victim, pure as the driven snow: that’s what I was expecting to find. Instead I come face to face with a greedy little fuck, who took 150 million bucks from the guy who stole his idea, in exchange for keeping his mouth shut. And who’s spent the whole time since then trying to hide from the consequences. Like what happened to your friend Anne or Hazel Voss.” He turned to look at me. “I’m telling you, man, it’s hard. A whole lot easier to do what Evan did—what I did till I got sick: refuse to join the dots. That way, you don’t need to accept responsibility. Except one day, it’ll catch up with you. And then you’re going to have to pay the price.” 
He jerked up a piece of grass and abstractedly tied it into a circle. 
“But you do what you do right,” he went on, after a few seconds, “and join the dots for him, and maybe that’d help him.” He raised his head again. “I remember something I read once. Something a wise man said: To understand everything is to forgive everything.”
“The wise man in question was Tolstoy.”
“Is that right?”
I nodded. “Pierre. In War And Peace. ‘Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner.’”
“You’re kidding me.” He started to laugh, then stopped and turned sharply. A woman was coming down the path towards us, choosing her steps with balletic precision to avoid dropping the tray she was carrying. She was younger than he was, short and big-hipped, with Spanish-dark skin and thick black hair unmarked by white. 
“Hi,” she said. “Did I time this OK?”
Crothers nodded. She balanced the tray on a log and held her hand out.
“I’m Montserrat. Pleased to meet you.”
Her smile. Radiant would be the obvious word. But like all off-the-peg descriptions, it runs the risk of slipping by unnoticed. So dip your fingers into the water and fish it out. There. Now add to the brilliance a kind of electric jolt, such as you get when you accidentally touch an un-insulated cable.
“Robert,” I said. “Or Rob. Or Bob. Or a chap with a silly accent. Take your pick.”
She laughed and turned towards Crothers. “So you’re done?”
“Pretty much.”
“You told him about Beth?”
For the first time, he seemed ill at ease. He grimaced, then hooked a hand over his scalp and scratched it, so cartoon-characterish you expected to see a thought bubble materialize above his head saying: Thinks. Finally he looked at me and said,
“You know how this lady came into my life?”
I shook my head.
“You tell him.”
“I wrote my car off,” she said. “Just there.” She pointed up the slope towards the road. “I wasn’t hurt bad. Just a few scratches. But I was shaken up pretty good. And the car obviously wasn’t going any place again. Except the wrecking yard.” She smiled at Crothers and impulsively touched his arm. “So this guy, he heard the noise and came out to see what had happened. And”—pinching the front of her blouse and pulling it taut—“look what he found. And I’ve been here ever since.”
Crothers nodded. “Goooood karma.” He poured the coffee and handed me a cup. “You have to learn to trust that stuff. So if she thinks it’s OK, I guess it’s OK. Sit down again. I’ll tell you about Beth. It doesn’t make me look good. But what the hell.”
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IT
TOOK
HIM
A
LONG TIME. He’d pause every few seconds, his face screwed up with concentration, as if he were playing back in his own head what he’d just told me, in case he’d made a mistake, or was letting himself off too lightly. Sometimes, too, he’d suspend operations until Montserrat had signaled—with a nod, or an uh-huh—that he should keep going. But what I eventually managed to glean was this:
After their first semester at Stanford, Crothers was bored. It was the best university in the world, but he was such an arrogant little shit (his words) that he thought none of the professors there could teach him anything. So he left to found his own company, predicting risk in the stock market. 
Evan Bone was bemused. For him (Bone), to be in an institution with clear rules, discovering objective, verifiable truths about the universe, was—after life in the commune—as close as you could get to perfection in an imperfect world. At that point—“people change”—he’d had no interest in money or power. When Crothers floated the idea of Global Village, he’d been outraged.
“‘Sure,’ he said. ‘It’s a smart idea. But nobody ought to have that kind of control.’ So I told him, ‘No one’d have control. That’s the whole point.’ But he just shrugged, like Who are you trying to kid? and said, ‘Someone always gets control in the end.’”
In fact, Bone’s only ambition at the time—or so he said—was to do well enough to stay on at Stanford and make a career as a professor there. Technology was at a critical moment, on the cusp of being able to transform human life for the better. Problems that had plagued us since the dawn of homo sapiens—sickness, poverty, ignorance—were, in principle, finally becoming soluble. And he wanted to be part of the process of solving them.
Soon after the start of the next semester, Crothers—by now installed in New York—heard that Bone had a girlfriend. He was incredulous. “The guy was the ultimate geek, a walking punch card. Punch cards don’t have relationships.” On an impulse, Crothers flew back to San Francisco, hired a car and drove down to Stanford. “I guess it was an alpha male thing. I wanted to take him by surprise. Show him how much I was earning. Enough that, whenever I wanted, I could just take off and fly business class across the country to give him a hard time.” 
When he got there, Evan Bone was barely recognizable. Gone were the ill-fitting clothes, the unkempt hair, the out-of-control acne. In their place was a modish ensemble of jeans, sweatshirt, sneakers, neatly coiffed locks, an unprecedented enthusiasm for shampoo and nail-care. Crothers was impressed. But when he asked to meet the miracle-worker who’d wrought the change, Bone was strangely evasive. Her parents were in town. She had errands to run. She had a paper due the next day. 
Eventually, only hours before he had to leave to fly back to New York, Crothers told Bone he didn’t believe she existed. “You just made her up to look like a big guy on campus.” Bone shook his head angrily. “OK, show me,” said Crothers. “I want to see her with my own eyes. If I don’t, I’m going to tell everyone you’re a liar.” Of course, he didn’t mean it: he was just venting his frustration at having had a wasted journey, his humiliation at being given the run-around—him, whizz-kid Stewart Crothers, not yet twenty, and well on his way to making his first million. But Bone took it at face value. He was furious. He said, “You can believe whatever you want,” and stormed out.
Crothers changed his airline reservation from that evening to the next morning. At about the time he would have been checking in for the original flight, he stationed himself inside the entrance to Evan Bone’s dorm. After half an hour or so he saw Bone approaching with a girl. She was wiry and athletic-looking, with short curly fair hair and an outdoorsy complexion. “Not this mysterious beauty I’d imagined. Kind of ordinary. But with the nicest face. Smiling, laughing, like everyone she saw was her friend. That’s what saved her from being homely.”
Crothers kept out of sight until they were through the door, then ambushed them, hand outstretched. “Hi, I’m Stew,” he said. “Mr. Bone here’s been mighty coy about you. Didn’t want to introduce us. And man, now I can see why.”
She laughed. Bone was speechless. “Took him a moment to process all the data. First, I was where I didn’t ought to be. Second, I was coming on to his girlfriend. When he finally figures it out, he grabs her arm and starts hustling her towards the stairs. But Beth, you know, hangs back. ‘Hey, hey, hey,’ she says. ‘Let me just say hello.’ And she takes my hand. ‘Hi, I’m Beth.’”
It wasn’t much of a conversation: a few pleasantries, an exchange of basic personal information. Beth was studying sociology; she’d met Evan Bone when he’d retrieved her frisbee from a tree; her roommate was a philosophy major, who kept talking about stuff Beth pretended to understand but didn’t. Beth asked Crothers about New York. She wowed gratifyingly when he mentioned his household-name clients and (by none too subtle implication) the trouser-busting size of his bank balance. He said she should come visit. She said she’d like that. And while all this was going on, silent Bone was standing a little apart, scowling like a kid whose toy has been taken by one of the bigger boys and who’s watching for the right moment to try to snatch it back.
“Let’s just stay with that toy for a second,” said Crothers. “Think something precious, fragile, that could get broken if you handled it roughly or dropped it.”
Finally, as Crothers was writing down his email address for her, Bone took her hand and said, ‘Can we go now? Please?’ And she said, “All right,” and let herself be dragged away. As they reached the stairs, she called over her shoulder, “Don’t worry about that. Evan can give it to me.”
But Evan didn’t. Or at least, if he did, she didn’t use it. Crothers never heard from her or saw her again. Nine months later, a rumor reached him that her relationship with Bone was finished. Over the summer, apparently, they had gone to visit his family at Coyote Fork. While they were there, she had met—and fallen for—another man. When Bone went back to Stanford, she had stayed behind—and shortly afterwards, she and her new beau left together, without telling anyone where they were going. It was generally believed that they were planning to start a new life in the Canadian wilderness. But that was just hearsay, based on a few random snippets of conversation. All that was known for certain was that she never returned to Stanford.
Crothers wrote to Bone, saying how sorry he was. There was no reply. A mutual acquaintance told him that Bone seemed to have undergone a personality change—or, rather, to have reverted to a kind of grotesque caricature of his old self. He had become completely withdrawn, going days at a time without talking to another person. If someone in passing asked him casually how he was, he would hurry off without answering. On one occasion, after he hadn’t been to class for more than a week, a member of the university counselling service went to his room to see if he was ill. She found him wired to his computer, so totally caught up in whatever he was doing that it seemed to take him a few seconds to register she was really there, and not simply an image that had spilled over from the virtual world.
And then, out of the blue, Crothers heard that Bone had “raised a shitload of money” to start Global Village. “Man, I’m telling you, I was so mad, I thought for a while there I was actually going crazy. I mean, he didn’t just steal my baby, he didn’t even take the trouble to think of a different fucking name for it. It was like I never existed. How insulting is that?”
Crothers sued. The whiff of big money brought swarms of lawyers—for both sides—scrambling on to the bandwagon. By the time the case was actually close to coming to court, the success of Global Village had already made Bone a billionaire. On the eve of the hearing, Crothers finally settled for a large enough sum to ensure that he could have “a dream lifestyle” and never have to work again. “On condition,” he said, “that I never spoke publicly about Evan Bone or Global Village.” He looked up towards the unseen satellites orbiting above us. “So—sorry, guys.” 
“So that was that,” he said. “I should have thought about it. About what happened to him. Why it made him do that to me. But it was easier just to keep on telling myself the same old story. I was the victim. He was the bad dude. Period.” He smiled at Montserrat. “And then this person showed up. And that, kind of late in the day, gave me a clue. ’Cause I thought, how would I feel if some guy walked in here and started hitting on her? Let’s say, some shit-hot journalist from London who talks real fancy and won the Pulitzer. You won the Pulitzer?”
“I don’t think I’m eligible.” 
“Hear that? I don’t think I’m eligible. So you going off with this guy?”
Montserrat laughed. “Maybe.”
“I’m telling you, man, if she did, I’d want you dead. I’d have to meditate twenty hours a day just to keep myself from taking out a contract on you. So I’m thinking, maybe that’s it. He was punishing me. He couldn’t reach the guy who had actually taken her, he was off in the middle of Canada someplace. But he could reach me. And maybe that was the next best thing. Because I was the one started it. Or that’s the way he could have seen it, anyway.”
“You mean, even though, in the end, she left with someone else, it was you who unlocked the door?” I said. “Just by flirting with her?”
He nodded.
“Surely he’d have to be pretty crazy to think that, wouldn’t he?”
“He is pretty crazy. He thinks Beth is the one person who’ll never betray him. And then she does—thanks, probably, to me. So he takes my idea and uses it to makes sure no one ever betrays him again.”
I thought about it for a moment. “Well, I suppose it does have a certain poetic justice to it.”
He smiled but resisted the temptation to mimic me. “So there’s your story.”
There was my story. Anne and Hazel Voss and Carter Ramirez were all dead, Global Village was the most powerful company in the world, all because, one evening more than fifteen years ago, Stewart Crothers had sweet-talked Beth McGregor and tried to give her his email address.
“And how do you suggest I write it?”
He shrugged. “That’s your department, man.”
“This is what Stewart Crothers thinks happened?”
He shook his head. “You said this’d be off the record, remember? I’m just giving you a lead. You want to take it, it’s your job to go after the facts.”
“Starting where?”
He pulled a face. “Find Beth, I guess. Get her side of the story.”
“Canada, as I recall, is bigger than western Europe.”
“There have to be people who know where she is.” He was silent for a moment. “Trouble is, I don’t think I know any of them.” 
“The roommate?” said Montserrat. “The smart philosopher lady?”
He frowned, then slowly raised a finger: Good thinking. “Yeah. I do know where she is. She teaches college now, someplace in the Midwest. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” He hesitated. “So there you go. You’re all set. If you fuck up, it’s on your karma and”—pointing at Montserrat—“hers, not mine.” He laughed. “Shit, I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Trying to get myself off of the hook. I guess it’s on all our karma now.”
Her name was Ruth Halassian. She was Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Whitrow College in Ohio. The picture of her on the college website had the functional look of a passport photo. It showed a slender, fine-featured woman in her forties, with wavy brown hair and a say cheese expression. There was an email address for her, but Crothers told me not to try to contact her in advance. “The moment you press send, they’ll be on to you. If it was me, I’d just find out what her office hours are and show up in person.”
Her office hours were two to five, Tuesdays and Thursdays. If I knuckled down to it, I could get myself there in time for the Thursday session. But could I justify the expense? I was already starting to be out of pocket. Christmas: A Turkey Writes was as good as dead. Time was when I could have pitched the new story to an editor, and—if he or she had approved—been given per diem expenses. But those days were gone. The giant digestive system of the press had drawn what nourishment it could from me. All that was left now was a tiny pellet of shit, which it was in the process of expelling into the void.
But I’d already managed to notch up an exclusive interview with Stewart Crothers. And he was right: there was a story here. It wasn’t the kind of story I was used to writing. But if I could dig a bit deeper—and there was still an independent paper left to publish the result—it would put me firmly back on the map. A different part of the map—but the map, nonetheless. An Explosive Investigation into the World’s Most Powerful Man, by Robert Lovelace.
I googled Coyote Fork. There was a short Wikipedia article about the commune: no more than a piece of topiary, really, giving the date it was established (1972), the names of the founders (among them, one Jim Bone, presumably Evan’s father), the year it closed (2002), and very little else. No mention of Evan himself or Beth McGregor. But that in itself was revealing. Someone must be monitoring the site regularly, to ensure that it gave only the minimum information. Which suggested they had something to hide.
I searched for Evan Bone. Again, the entry was carefully edited, to avoid anything contentious. The name Coyote Fork appeared only once, as his birthplace. There was no reference to Beth McGregor at all. But there was one short sentence at the end that confirmed what Crothers had told me: Bone hadn’t been seen in public for the past few weeks, and his exact whereabouts were unknown.
I thought of ringing Graham to ask his advice. But even the most cryptic phone call at this stage would be a hostage to fortune, another speck of evidence that might alert Evan Bone to my movements. 
And anyway, I knew what I was going to do. I was more or less a free agent. My ex-wife was in France, running her own—very lucrative—business. We had no children. A modest pension—if I chose to take it—would just about keep the wolf from the door. And I had savings. Not a fortune, but enough to cover a standby airline ticket or two and a few nights in cheap motels.
I returned the hire car and booked myself on a flight to Cleveland. 
Time concertinas when you fly from San Francisco to Cleveland. As the day collapsed, my body couldn’t decide whether it should be awake or asleep. It compromised by stranding me on the tide-line between the two. As soon as I closed my eyes, a churn of memories and sensations and dream-images sluiced around me. At the same time, occasional little gusts of conversation blew into my consciousness from the row ahead of me, where a woman and a man, both in their early twenties, were sitting together. From the tentative comments they traded as we taxied towards the runway, it was obvious that they’d never met before. But by the time—according to our gravel-voiced captain—we were over Salt Lake City, they’d become Andrew and Anjali, and were laughing, talking, teasing each other, like old friends. And when I came to again, they’d pulled their window blind down against the advancing night, and were huddled close, whispering and giggling. 
I must have made a noise, because Anjali abruptly pushed Andrew away for an instant and flashed me an anxious glare. To avoid embarrassment, I feigned sleep. She relaxed. Soon I was watching through nearly-closed eyes, as they resumed their—their what? How would I describe to a reader—it was no good: I just couldn’t stop myself—what they were doing? 
And suddenly I had my answer: their doveing. I hadn’t thought of that word in twenty years—and now here it was, washed up from the deep. It had been Anne’s, to begin with, in the first days of our romance: other people might smooch or neck or snog or make out—“they’re such hideous expressions, aren’t they, all of them?”—but we doved. She liked the softness of it, the elegance. She liked the rhyme with love.
“Ah,” breathed Anjali into Andrew’s ear, “that’s nice.”
An electric jolt went through me, like a jump-lead sparking a sclerotic old engine. How long was it since I had doved with anyone? So long that I’d almost forgotten what it was like. It belonged, like my career, to some mothballed part of my life that I’d more or less resigned myself to never—barring a miracle—seeing active service again. Its sudden, swaggering reappearance now was unsettling. I found Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons on the in-flight entertainment system, and—closing my eyes firmly—abandoned myself as best I could to Spring.
It was almost midnight when we finally landed in Cleveland. After swapping phone numbers, like a couple of businesspeople who’d met at a conference, Andrew and Anjali left separately as if nothing more exciting had happened than an exchange of pleasantries over ginger ale and peanuts. I had an infantile urge to rush after them, ask if they were going to meet again, or even perhaps envisaged the possibility of a future together. Then they were gone.
I took the shuttle to an airport hotel. For seven hours I drifted in and out of sleep, haunted by Anne and Hazel Voss and the fragments of some nebulous geometric shape that I had to try to reassemble and couldn’t. I was roused by the low rumble of jets through double-glazing. I showered, then selected the day’s wardrobe. I didn’t want to look as if I were trying to sell Professor Halassian something—but equally I didn’t want to come across as an ageing scruff making a vain attempt to be trendy. In the end I settled for the same discreet get-up I’d worn to meet Corinne Ramirez. But of course this was patriotic Ohio, not California, so—when I got to the car hire office—I picked a dark blue Ford, just the right side of flashy.
Whitrow was a picture-postcard little community: a collection of neo-colonial red-brick-and-white-painted-wood buildings laid out on either side of a shallow valley. Parallel with the river ran a half-hearted attempt at a main street, sparsely populated with small businesses: The Village Bookstore; the Whitrow General Trading Company; the College Tavern; a couple of craft-and-gift shops, with signs in the window saying Whitrow Stands United Against Hate. At the far end, on a slight rise, was a white clapboard church. 
I parked in front of the tavern. As I got out, a student emerging from the bookshop stopped and stared at me. He looked like a Jeff Lamarr in the making: wan and bony, wearing the uniform du jour: t-shirt and jeans, and battered trainers sporting—the only touch of color, this—a mauve streak apiece. I asked him the way to the philosophy department. He went on staring, sucking his gaunt cheeks. Then he pointed at a building lying in the lee of the church and hurried off before I could question him any further.
On my way I passed several other people, all similarly dressed—and all apparently equally startled by my appearance. Had I spilled coffee on my shirt, or left my zip undone? The zip was easily checked: no cause for concern there. When I reached the department, I paused in front of a window to give the rest of me the once-over. The reflection was a bit watery, but, from what I could see, nothing appeared to be amiss. I smoothed my hair, just for good measure, and went up the steps.
Professor Halassian’s office was on the third floor. I knocked. There was no reply. I knocked again, then pressed my ear against the door. No voices, no sound of movement. I tentatively tried the handle. No joy.
According to my watch, she should definitely be there. I checked that I hadn’t come to the wrong room, or missed a note saying Back in ten minutes. I hadn’t. I went down to the department office. A heavy blonde woman sat behind the enquiry desk. She was dealing with a student, so I waited inside the entrance, looking round the room. Amidst the standard-issue jumble of filing cabinets and photocopiers, little congeries of posters advertised talks on Kant and Hume, Decolonizing Philosophy, The Myth of Nature. Through the window on the far wall you could just make out a line of trees sauntering gracefully over the brow of a hill, oblivious to whether they were a myth or not.
The enquiring student turned, clutching a blank form. He was even ganglier and more spider-limbed than the kid who’d given me directions. When he saw me he did the by now customary double take, staring at me through round owl-eye glasses.
“Yes? May I help you?” said the woman.
“I was hoping to see Professor Halassian. But she doesn’t seem to be in her office.”
“Professor Halassian is on leave right now.”
“On sabbatical, you mean?”
She shook her head. “On leave.”
“Really? It didn’t say anything about that on the website.”
She looked at me mutely, as if she hadn’t been programmed to give a response.
“Do you know where she’s gone?”
“I couldn’t say.”
“But she’s not at home?”
“I’m sorry. I really couldn’t say.”
“And you don’t know how I could contact her?”
“No.”
“Or when she’ll be back?”
“Uh-uh.”
I hesitated, hoping that a crack might suddenly appear in the façade and save me. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the spidery student, still watching me.
“OK,” I said finally. “Well, thanks for your help.”
If she caught the sarcasm, she didn’t show it. “You’re welcome.”
I started back to the car, trying to control a summer-lightning flicker of paranoia. What if Stewart Crothers had tipped Professor Halassian off that I was coming, and she’d decided to make herself scarce before I got there? Or, even worse—for some reason I couldn’t guess—he’d told Evan Bone about me, and Bone or his Global Village thugs had intimidated her into refusing to see me? I was almost at the Main Street before I’d managed to persuade myself that the likeliest explanation was the most obvious one: Professor Halassian was really on leave, and nobody had bothered to update her entry on the college website to say so.
I unlocked the car. As I bent to open the door a voice behind me said,
“Excuse me.”
I spun round, to see the boy in the owl-eye glasses. He stepped back quickly to avoid the flail of my arms.
“You wanted to speak to Professor Halassian?”
There was something odd about him that I couldn’t put my finger on. I didn’t reply.
“I may be able to help,” he said.
His shirt, that was part of it: white cotton, with a button-down collar. And his hair, too: cut close on the sides, long and wavy on top, giving his head the shape of a giant muffin.
“Why do you want to see her?” he said.
“That’s a personal matter.”
He made a winding gesture with his hand: Tell me more.
“It’s about her roommate when she was at Stanford. That’s really as much as I can say.”
“And you are?”
“My name is Robert Lovelace. I’m a journalist.”
“A journalist?”
“Yes.”
He hesitated, sizing me up, making a calculation. “OK,” he said finally. “Get in your car. When you leave the campus, make a right. First place you come to is Wicket’s Farm. It’s abandoned, but you can still see the sign. Meet me there. Twenty minutes.”
He turned and started walking back the way he’d come.
It took me less than ten minutes to find Wicket’s Farm. The entrance was barred by a chain, with a scratched metal notice hanging from it: Private Property. No Trespassing. At first sight, there didn’t seem much to attract a trespasser: a deserted farmyard, rutted like a frozen sea; a row of sagging buildings; a four-square wooden house, tired of life and sinking slowly to its knees. But if you were looking for a place where you could quietly dispose of someone—or even just beat him up, without fear of interference—I could see it might have something to be said for it.
I pulled the car off the road and stationed myself behind a tree. After a few minutes the owl-eyed boy appeared on a mountain bike, his legs so thin that it seemed impossible they could actually push the wheels round. There was no one else with him, and no evidence that he was carrying a weapon. He got off the bike and leaned it against the gatepost. 
“Hello?” he called.
I stayed where I was. He peered in through my car window, checked again that I was nowhere to be seen, then gingerly opened the passenger door and reached inside—hoping, presumably, to find something in the glove-box that would tell him more about me. When he discovered it was locked, he withdrew quickly and shut the door again.
I emerged from my hiding place. “I was just having a pee.”
He reddened. “I called Professor Halassian. She says she’ll meet you.”
“Thank you.”
He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and handed it to me. “I wrote down the address for you.”
I opened it. Elaine’s Restaurant, 2117 Main Street, Brownville. 6:00 p.m.
“Where’s Brownville?”
He pointed along the road, away from the college. “About a half hour that way.”
“Is that where she lives?”
He shook his head and retrieved his bike.
“Why all the cloak-and-dagger stuff?” I said.
“Why are we meeting here, you mean? No cameras. No students.” He settled himself in the saddle. “Ask Professor Halassian. She’ll explain.”
And he set off back towards Whitrow, throwing a trail of gritty dust behind him, as if to conceal his movements even from me.
Of course I speculated. But I was perfectly aware that my mind was overheating, a machine straining to produce bricks out of nothing but straw. So I tried to concentrate on the landscape instead.
To begin with it was just more of the same: run-down little farms, some of them boarded up, others—to judge from the clusters of outsized agricultural equipment besieging them—still functional. But as I got closer to Brownville, the air of desolation increased: the fields became drier and weedier; the buildings smaller, and in more urgent need of repair. And then, as the road crested a low hill, I saw ahead of me a scene from a post-apocalyptic dystopia: a chaos of black broken shapes—chimneys; cranes; factories; a huge wheel, disconnected from whatever it was meant to drive, and left to its fate, like some superannuated circus animal—strewn along the bank of a river. From a distance the whole town looked completely deserted; but as I reached the outskirts there were a few desultory signs of life: a bar, a drugstore, a church half-hidden by a giant billboard: Who cares? Jesus does. And then, here and there among the closed-up buildings and empty lots, defiant groups of still-lived-in houses. 
Elaine’s was halfway along the main street. Like its neighbor—a redbrick town hall clinging stubbornly to the last tatters of Victorian grandeur—it seemed to be making a spirited effort to keep up appearances. A neon sign in the window advertised Cocktails and Fine Dining. Inside, I could see tables with white tablecloths, each sporting a fake flower in a long-stemmed glass. Only a few of them were occupied.
As I went in, a blonde waitress came towards me with a bright hopeful smile.
“Hi. Welcome to Elaine’s.”
“Thank you.” I glanced round the room, searching in vain for someone who might be the woman in the college website photograph. “I’m supposed to be meeting somebody,” I said.
“Lady with dark hair, cut yay long?” She tugged a strand of her own hair and scissored it with her fingers.
“That sounds about right,” I said.
“She’s waiting for you in back. I’ll show you.”
She led the way into a small room. Ruth Halassian was sitting at a corner table, watching for my arrival. She wore a light jacket and a billowy green-and-blue silk scarf that half-hid her chin. Lying in front of her was a Samsung phone.
“OK, here he is,” said the waitress. She glanced from Professor Halassian to me. “This some kind of a special occasion for you guys? An anniversary or something?”
“Why do you say that?” asked Ruth Halassian. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” said the waitress. She ran a hand down her front, imitating the drop of my tie. “You’re both dressed up kind of spiffy, aren’t you?” 
“He is.”
“And plus, you asked to be in here, all by yourselves.”
“We’ve never seen each other before in our lives,” said Ruth Halassian.
“Oh, OK,” said the waitress neutrally, backing away from disaster. “Well, my name’s Daly, and I’m going to be looking after you this evening. Would you care to see the cocktail menu?”
“Just a large orange juice for me,” said Ruth Halassian, “with lots of ice.”
“Same for me,” I said.
Daly hurried off, looking as happy as if we’d ordered a bottle of champagne.
“I’m Robert,” I said.
I held my hand out. She gave it a token squeeze. “Ruth.”
“Thanks for doing this,” I said, sitting down. “Things are obviously a bit—”
“What?”
“I was going to say, tricky for you at the moment. So I appreciate your taking the time.” I nodded towards the front of the building. “Are you doing some kind of a project here?”
“I’m a philosopher. Not a social scientist.” Subject dismissed. She swiped the screen on her phone. “Just so as you know, I’m recording this, all right?”
“Why?”
“Security.”
She waited, eyebrows raised, for my assent.
“OK.”
She pressed record. “You wanted to talk to me about Beth McGregor?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know where she is?”
“No. I was hoping you could tell me.”
Her shoulders sagged with disappointment. “So you haven’t seen her? Or heard what she’s doing now?”
“I’m afraid not. And you haven’t either?”
She shook her head. “And your interest here is what, exactly? You’re a reporter, is that right?”
“A journalist.”
She pulled a face, as if I were hair-splitting. “So you’re writing something?”
“That’s the idea.”
“About what?”
Daly reappeared with our orange juices. I waited until she was out of earshot again. Then I said,
“Evan Bone.”
Ruth Halassian flinched, as if I’d pinged her with a rubber band. Then she recovered herself and sat looking at me steadily with an expression I couldn’t decode. I held her gaze, taking in, for the first time, the intelligence of her brown eyes, the complexity of the lines on her unmade-up face—a map of humor, warmth, sorrow, the constant battle to pull her experience into a comprehensible shape. 
“In that case,” she said finally, “I think we’re done here.”
“Why?”
“Because it wouldn’t be smart for me to talk about that.”
She stood up, hunching forward to retrieve the Samsung. My hand got there first.
“Please,” I said. “Anything you say will be in absolute confidence. I promise.”
She made a sound like a punctured tire. “Let me have my phone, please.”
I removed my hand. In five seconds, if I did nothing, she would be beyond my reach. And at that point, I had absolutely no idea what I would do.
“I can give you a guarantee,” I said.
“What?”
“Sit down again. It’ll take a couple of minutes. Then you can decide whether you still want to leave.”
She sat down and started fiddling with her phone.
“No,” I said. “Keep it running.”
She settled back in her chair, fingers still hovering close to the Samsung.
“Let me explain why I’m here,” I said. “I used to be the Travel Correspondent for the London Daily Post. When Evan Bone bought it, I was fired. Why pay for a travel correspondent, when people are queuing up to contribute their ignorant, illiterate opinions for nothing on Trip Advisor?”
A tiny smile, as fleeting as a subliminal image on television.
“I tried to get another job. That didn’t work. I tried selling a proposal for a book. That didn’t work either. Then my agent suggested this. A trip to Silicon Valley. An article about our new masters, and what they’re doing to my profession. To be called Christmas: A Turkey Writes.”
“Oh, God.”
“So last week I flew over and went to Global Village, in time to hear a presentation about some new product called TOLSTOY—which, it turns out, will make writers even more redundant. I found it so depressing that I left halfway through. And when I got out to the car park and I was looking for my car, I saw something. Someone.”
My throat tightened—a pre-emptive strike from my body, warning me against my own recklessness. Professor Halassian’s eyes widened. I ploughed on.
“It was somebody I knew. Or at least I thought it was: a woman called Anne Grainger. She’d been my girlfriend at university. And then a colleague at the Post. Seeing her out of the blue like that—I was just completely—well, you can imagine.”
Professor Halassian nodded. She rummaged in her bag for a pen. 
“I couldn’t understand why she was in California, eight thousand miles from where she ought to have been All I could think of was that she’d lost her job too, thanks to Evan Bone, so maybe she’d come to confront him? But when I said, What are you doing
here, she just ran off. I followed her as far as the gate—at which point she suddenly disappeared.”
Professor Halassian scribbled something on her napkin, shielding it with her hand.
“There were some people there holding a vigil for a Native American man called Carter Ramirez. I asked if they’d seen Anne, or whoever it was. They hadn’t.” 
Ruth Halassian slid her phone out of the way, then leaned forward on the table, watching me intently.
“The next morning, I heard that Anne Grainger had died. At exactly the time I thought I’d seen her.”
She let out an almost silent whistle. “In England?”
I nodded. “And that she’d left a message for me, telling me to investigate Carter Ramirez.”
Professor Halassian stared at me for a few seconds. Then she turned her napkin to show me what she’d written: Death Coincidence.
“Ah, you’ve heard of that?” I said. “I hadn’t.”
“I heard of it. But you’re the first person I ever met it actually happened to. Or the first person I ever met who’ll admit it happened to them, anyway.” She hesitated. “How did she die?”
“Suicide.”
“Oh, God. You know why?”
“She’d made the mistake of attacking Evan Bone. Saying he shouldn’t have been allowed to buy the paper. Which provoked a concerted online campaign against her.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah. It was pretty much just a pack of hounds ripping a fox to pieces.”
She shook her head, her face blank with anguish, as if she’d known Anne, and felt the pain of her last hours personally. After a few seconds she said, 
“You ever have an experience like this before?”
“No. And you could argue that in this case there was a purely psychological explanation.”
“Guilt, you mean? You should have stood up for her, and you didn’t?”
I nodded.
“So what did you do?”
I gave her a quick résumé of my encounters with Corinne Ramirez and Ginny Voss and Stewart Crothers.
“And have you seen her again? Anne Grainger?”
“No. Just after it happened, I thought I heard her a couple of times. But that might have been auto-suggestion. And since then, there’s been nothing. The world seems to be behaving perfectly normally again.” I waved at her phone. “But there’s your hostage. If I fail to keep my word, just release that. No one would ever take anything I say seriously again. They’d think I was completely mad.”
She looked at me, mulling over what I’d said, testing it against some thought of her own. Then she switched off the phone recorder.
“I don’t think you’re completely mad,” she said. “Not crazy mad. But I do wonder why exactly you’re doing this? Is it just to make yourself feel better, by taking Evan Bone down? Punishing him for her death? Or—”
I said nothing. She stared at me curiously. 
“Are you hungry?”
“A bit.”
She hesitated a moment, then stood up. “Let’s go to my place.”
“I’d be only too happy to buy you dinner here, if—”
She shook her head. “It’ll be safer at home.”
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SHE
LED
THE
WAY, PAUSING at intersections to give me time to catch up. After fifteen minutes she turned off on to a side road and stopped in front of a shabby grey-and-cream gothic fantasy that might once have been a farmhouse. 
“You’ll have to excuse the mess,” she said, as we traipsed through the weeds to the front door. 
The house was dark and rickety, with creaky floorboards and an overpowering smell of dust and damp, old polish, the ghosts of long-ago-eaten meals. We went into the kitchen, which was littered with dishes and packets of food. Two sad-looking oranges sat in a bowl, waiting to be declared unfit for human consumption. A festoon of dried flowers hung from a hook by the window.
“You care for tea? More juice? Wine?” 
“What are you having?”
“Wine.”
“That would be great.”
She opened the fridge and took out an open bottle of Californian chardonnay. She poured us a glass apiece and cleared a space on the table with a sweep of her arm. She seemed somehow more three-dimensional now she was at home, her face less tired and more animated, her body starting to relax, softening the clear lines of her neat jeans and severely-cut man’s shirt. 
“You know what I was thinking about?” she said, as we sat down. “Back there in the restaurant? I was thinking how funny it is, you showing up and asking about Beth now. Because she’s been on my mind a lot lately. I guess that’s not really surprising, what with Global Village being in the news so much. All the suicides and stuff. Still . . .” She took a sip of wine. “Not too long ago I actually tried to reach her. I didn’t have an address, so I called her parents’ home. Or what used to be her parents’ home—”
“Where’s that?”
“Connecticut. But turned out they both died, within just a few months of each other. Her elder sister lives there now. Jane. She doesn’t know where Beth is. Doesn’t want to, she says. If Beth doesn’t care enough to stay in touch, then why should she? A shame.” She ran a finger round the rim of her glass. “You know sometimes, when you look back, there are moments in your life that didn’t feel like much of anything at the time, but now seem really . . . I don’t know, crucial? Everything divided into a before then, and an after?”
“Yes.”
“Beth going off with her Native American guy was kind of like that.”
“Her Native American guy?”
“Yes. That was a big deal. Joe. Joe Chess, his name was. Didn’t you know?”
I shook my head. “All I knew was that it was someone she met at the commune.”
“Joe wouldn’t have liked that,” she said. “As far as he was concerned, the commune was the enemy. Well, that’s what I heard, anyway. I never actually met the guy.”
“Hence Bone’s attitude to Carter Ramirez?”
It took her a moment to make the connection. “Yes, could be. That’s really my point. The more I think about it, the more Beth walking out like that seems like a kind of eating-of-the-apple-in-the-Garden-of-Eden thing. Maybe that’s just me being stupid, making the sort of too-easy simplification I’m always criticizing my students for. But that’s the way it feels.” She touched her ribcage. “As if, up until then, the world could still have gone a different way. And if it had, Carter Ramirez and all those other people would be alive today.”
I nodded. 
“But the instant she went off with Joe Chess, everything that’s happened since suddenly became inevitable. Whoosh. Like that.” She hesitated. “It’s like, I don’t know, Hitler. Say, some day in 1910, a Viennese art dealer sees Hitler’s work and tells him he’s a genius. He goes on to become the Austrian Picasso, rolling in money, feted by the cognoscenti, with a string of beautiful women and more kids than he knows how to count. Result: no World War II.”
“Ah. And playing the part of Hitler in this scenario, you’re saying, is Evan Bone?”
She nodded. “You really wouldn’t believe the effect it had on him. Beth walking out like that.”
A patch of light and shade on the floor suddenly turned into a striped cat. It launched itself into space and landed sure-footedly on the table. “Hey, Aristotle,” she said. “Of course,” she went on, “I don’t know what he was like before. But when he was with Beth, he was—” She paused, abstractedly dabbing a bit of wine on the cat’s nose. “I’d better choose my words here carefully. Not sweet, exactly: that gives the wrong impression. He was always too driven and closed-in on himself to be sweet. But you certainly got the idea that he wanted to be liked. That he realized he didn’t fit in—that he didn’t know how to fit in—and was eager to do something about it. Honestly, seeing him trying to dance with her, it would have broken your heart. Like a puppet being operated by a guy on magic mushrooms, as one of my more waspish friends put it. Waspish as in the insect. Not as in White Anglo-Saxon Protestant.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m fond of waspish. I use it immoderately myself.”
She laughed, but not at me. “And then, after a couple minutes, she’d hug him, and they’d just move together to the music, like this.” She scooped the cat up into her arms. For a second I couldn’t help imagining myself in its place, the warmth and pressure of her hands on my shoulders. And the same thought must have struck her, because when I met her gaze, she looked away sharply.
“I told her once,” she said, “just how nice I thought she was to him. It probably sounded condescending. It probably was condescending. But she just smiled, the way she did, and said, “I’m lucky. He’s an extraordinary guy. He’s going to do extraordinary things.” That was Beth. Forget aftershave and six-packs. The sexiest guy, for her, was the one with the biggest plan for saving the planet.”
“So perhaps Joe Chess had a bigger plan than Evan Bone?”
“Yeah, maybe.” She paused. “Only why’d we never hear about it, after they left?”
“Perhaps they did save the planet but were too modest to say anything about it.”
“Oh, right, yeah. That’s the glass-half-full way of looking at it. If she hadn’t taken up with Joe, it wouldn’t just be Carter Ramirez, we’d all be dead. But I’d still trade whatever they’re supposed to have done for a happy Evan Bone.” She was quiet for a moment, scrabbling her fingers between the cat’s ears. Then she said, “You must have noticed, I’m in kind of a strange place right now.”
“Something along those lines did occur to me.”
“What did Richard Peake tell you?”
“Richard who?”
She made owl-eye glasses with her fingers.
“He didn’t tell me anything. He said you’d explain.”
“That figures. He loves all that melodramatic, martyr-for-the-cause stuff.” She nodded, agreeing to something in her own head. “Desperate times make strange bedfellows. He’s pretty much the last person at Whitrow I’d choose to hang out with. Not that I’m deluding myself he’d particularly want to hang out with me. But the way things are right now, he’s probably my most vocal supporter on campus. In fact, if you define a supporter as someone who’s prepared to defy the mob—publicly—I’d say he and his alt-right cronies are pretty much the only ones. At least among the students.”
“What did you do to offend the mob?”
She hesitated. “Name a philosopher.”
“Plato?”
“He’ll do. The mob wanted me to stop teaching him. Along with pretty much everyone else in the canon.”
“Why?”
“Because they all looked like you.” She pulled her sleeve back and stroked the white band of her wrist. “And I resisted. That’s it, in a nutshell.” She opened her hands. “I’m sorry, I’m not being a good hostess, am I? You said you were hungry.”
She got up, found a world-weary bag of crisps and some olives, decanted them into bowls. She topped up our glasses, filling hers to the brim.
“It’s not that I’m totally unsympathetic,” she said, sitting down again. “They want to study other points of view, that’s great. But first they have to learn how to think, how to distinguish between a good idea and a bad one. And believing you can do that based simply on the gender or the skin color of the person who came up with it—that’s plain dumb.” She paused. “That’s what got me into trouble. I told a student what I thought. And it turned out she was recording the conversation. And she complained to the Dean that I’d called her dumb. And he backed her, and I was suspended. So now I’m waiting for my case to be heard by the Academic Standards Committee.”
“That seems—” No, not seems:
I was hedging my bets again. “That’s really awful. Didn’t any of your colleagues go to your defense?”
“Privately. But not on the record. They’re frightened that if they stick their heads above the parapet, they’ll be next.” She held a hand up. “Anyway, let’s not talk about it. I only mentioned it because every time one of those kids opens his or her mouth, I think of Evan, the way he was after Beth dumped him.” 
“He suddenly took agin white male philosophers?”
“He didn’t like philosophy at all. Didn’t think it was a real discipline, because it says things you can’t measure.” She paused. “But that didn’t stop him having a philosophy. Without realizing it. He’s a Gnostic.” She leaned forward, studying my face. “The slack mouth. The glazed eyes. I’m losing you.”
I laughed. “I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “I’m always losing people. Especially men. They thought they were meeting for a drink and find they’ve signed up for a seminar.” She hesitated. “OK, bees. Back in your bonnet.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “Just—” I opened a hand: Explain.
“Gnosticism?”
I nodded. 
“The belief that the material world is evil. That it was made, not by God, but by a wicked demiurge called Rex mundi,
who’s responsible for all the mess and contradiction of life.” She glanced at the sink. “The dirty dishes. The hairballs.” She tweaked Aristotle’s tail. “The cats.” She rubbed her face against the soft fur. “Especially the cats. So that’s the bad news. The good news is, each of us still has a little spark of the original divine spirit created by God. And—if we can get in touch with it, through esoteric knowledge—we’ll be saved. Throw off the shackles of the physical. Become pure spirit. For which, in the case of Evan Bone, read: Pure intellect.”
I nodded. “You know what he’s doing now?”
She shook her head. I told her about TOLSTOY. She grimaced.
“And next stop, evidently, neural implants,” I said.
“Yeah, he was talking about that back at Stanford. How we’re all going to be just disembodied data, uploaded to a giant computer. I remember Beth going on about it.” Aristotle suddenly ejected himself from her lap on to the floor. “No, you don’t like the idea of that, do you? Just being a bunch of ones and zeros in a digital file?”
“And how about Mars?” I said. “Did he talk about that?”
“Not that I remember. But it would figure. You don’t like this world, so you leave it for another one, where you can plug yourself into some super-intelligence that will free you from your body. It’s the spirit of the age. The yearning for purity. The kids here are all the same.” 
“They want to go to Mars?”
“They want to be perfect. The only difference is, their Rex Mundi isn’t the demiurge, it’s patriarchy. If we just stop teaching those dead white male philosophers, and purge our vocabulary of troublesome terms, then we can re-program ourselves to become pure thought. Literal. Transparent. Uniform.” 
I nodded.
“And of course, they love Evan Bone. Because Global Village is the ultimate surveillance tool. If you think the way to reach perfection is to police what people are saying—what they’re thinking—it really doesn’t get better than that. So they all belong to their own little Village communities, where they trade dirt on heretics like me. And orchestrate online campaigns against us.”
“Via Twitter?”
She nodded. “Or whatever comes to hand. In my case, there’s a college website. The Information Exchange.”
“And you think Bone realized this is what he was creating?”
She shrugged. “All I know is, when Beth walked out, it unbalanced him. Pushed him over the edge. It wasn’t that he became unrecognizable, exactly. But bits of his character that he’d kept more or less penned up suddenly broke free, and kind of took him over. The paranoia. The solitariness. The misanthropy.” 
The wine, and the sense that—against the odds—I’d managed to talk my way into this intelligent and (I could see now) extremely attractive woman’s house and get her to confide in me, had started to have an effect, repainting reality in warmer colors. No doubt about it: there was journalistic buried treasure here, waiting to be dug up—and, thanks to my own resourcefulness, and a big slice of good luck, I had a chance of reaching it before anyone else did. But Stewart Crothers was right: for it to work, to be anything more than tittle-tattle—which would only result in my being discredited by Bone’s storm-troopers—I had to speak to Beth.
“So can you tell me?” I said. “What actually happened to Beth? What did she do?”
“The way I heard it, she and Evan went up there and stayed with his folks. And while they were there, she met this Joe Chess. He was trying to get a campaign going, said Coyote Fork belonged to his tribe and the commune should return it to them. I don’t know the ins and outs of it, but he convinced Beth, anyhow. So she helped him, gave him the money to hire a lawyer.”
“And what did Evan do?”
“He stomped back to Stanford. And not long after that, Beth and Joe Chess took off. And, as far as I know, no one’s ever heard from her since.”
“Surely they must have tried to trace her?”
She pulled a pained face. “Yeah, but they left it too long. More than a year, I don’t know why. Maybe her dad was so mortified that she’d run off with an Indian, he just washed his hands of her.” She paused. “Anyway, it wasn’t until he’d passed away that her mom finally hired a private detective. But he didn’t get anywhere. Not too surprising: by then, of course, they could have been anyplace. And when the mom herself died, Jane fired him. She thought he’d just been taking advantage of them, dragging things out to get more money. And she figured, Why should she go on spending thousands of dollars trying to find a sister who didn’t want to be found?”
“Do you know his name?”
She nodded. “I asked for it. I thought I might try to contact him some day, ask what he found out. Of course, I never did.” She hesitated. “But I can see if I can find the piece of paper I wrote it on.”
“That would be wonderful.”
“I’ll go look after we’ve finished eating. Right now, I better start thinking about what I’m going to fix.”
“Why don’t I fix something? If I can’t buy you dinner, that’s the least I can do. If you’ll show me where everything is.”
She looked at me, gauging if I was serious. Then she shook her head and said,
“I don’t even know what I have in the house.”
“That’s OK. I can improvise. I haven’t cooked since I left home. I miss it.”
She wavered. “Well, all right. If you’re sure.”
I nodded. “Just a quick tour of the kitchen. And then you can sit here in splendor and toy with another glass of wine.”
“OK.” She hesitated. “Do you have anything I could read? Any examples of your work?”
“I do, as it happens.” I opened my bag and gave her the two articles I’d been planning to show Corinne Ramirez.
“Thank you. All right: let’s see what we can find.”
Here’s what we found:
Most of a packet of walnut pieces
One whole (small) garlic
Half a packet of grated parmesan, several months past its sell-by date
Half a bottle of sludgy olive oil
Salt
Pepper
One fistful of spaghetti, most of it broken
And here’s what I did with it:
Method:
Bring a pan of water to the boil. Chuck in salt and a splash of olive oil, then add the spaghetti and cook for fifteen minutes, or until al dente.
Meanwhile, toast the walnuts under the grill for ten minutes, or until they start to brown. Finely chop the garlic. Put garlic, walnuts, a few twists of pepper, half the parmesan and two tablespoonfuls of olive oil into a blender and blend to a stiff paste. When the spaghetti is cooked, drain into a warm bowl, reserving a splash of water to soften the paste. Mix spaghetti and sauce thoroughly and serve immediately, passing the rest of the cheese separately, to be added according to taste.
“My God, this is delicious,” said Ruth Halassian, after her first mouthful. “Just hold on a minute.” She went into the hall, and reappeared with candles in stubby candlesticks, a corkscrew, a bottle dull with dust.
“You want to light these?” she said, handing me the candles. She rummaged in a drawer, took out a box of matches and skittered it across the table. Then she gave the bottle a rough wipe, opened it and poured two glasses. 
“This ought to be something special,” she said, sliding one towards me. “I’ve had it for years. I was beginning to think there might never be an occasion to drink it.”
It was something special: a brambly, ten-year-old Cabernet Sauvignon, dark as squid ink.
“Thank you,” I said. “I feel very honored.”
“My pleasure. The guy who cooks this”—dangling a strand of spaghetti from her fork—“and writes about Gaudi. And writes about him beautifully.” She hesitated. “So were you crazy about Anne?”
I sipped my wine.
“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t want to stick my nose in where it’s not wanted. But it seems kind of relevant.”
“We weren’t lovers. Or at least we hadn’t been for a long time. Not since university.” I hesitated. “Well, not really.”
“But—?”
“But what?”
“You didn’t answer the question.”
“Yes, I suppose so. Infatuated is probably the word.”
“And was she infatuated too?”
“I thought she was.” I hesitated. Difficult. “But then I think she realized that with her talent and ambition, life had more to offer than Robert Lovelace.”
“I’m sorry. That’s rough. Specially when you’re young.”
I shrugged. “It turned out she was right. Life offered her a millionaire husband and a glittering career.”
“And how about you?”
“A less glittering career. And a just-about-making-ends-meet marriage.”
She raised her eyebrows.
“No,” I said. “We called it quits a long time ago.”
“Can’t have been easy for her. Sounds like Anne would have been a hard act to follow.”
I nodded. 
She slapped her wrist. “Stop being so nosy, Ruth. Sorry, it’s just I don’t get to talk like this too often. The way things are at the moment, it’s like living in solitary confinement. Most of the time I’m alone. Yes, I know”—stretching out a foot and prodding the sleeping Aristotle—“except for you. And when I’m not alone, I constantly have to watch what I’m saying. One unguarded word and—” She brought a hand down like a guillotine blade. “Not that I’m complaining. I was dumb. And I paid the price.”
“I think you’ve every right to complain.”
She shook her head. “The world doesn’t need any more victims. It’s all any of these kids wants to be now. A victim of white men. Or, if you’re Richard Peake, a victim of Political Correctness.” She paused. “Anyway, I should probably shut up and go try to find the name of that detective for you, shouldn’t I?”
“Only when you’re ready.”
“Well, I don’t want to hold you up. But what I’m really ready for right now is some more of that”—pointing at the spaghetti—“and another glass of this.” 
She lifted the bottle and angled it towards me.
“OK,” I said. “But just a smidge. I have to be able to drive, remember.”
A new element suddenly entered the conversation, like a fishing net snagging at a ship’s propeller. Neither of us acknowledged it explicitly. But we could see the awareness of it in each other’s eyes.
“There’s still something, I don’t know, magical about wine for me,” she said. “I come from a blue-collar family from Youngstown, so when I was a kid, the only time anyone had wine was the Eucharist. Otherwise, it was just beer. Or if you were a drinker, like my Uncle Randy, hard liquor. Then I get to Stanford, and meet people like Beth, who’ve been drinking Bordeaux with their Sunday dinner since they were ten.”
“Oh, really? Beth is very grand, is she?”
She laughed. “You could say that. Old money. And lots of it.” She sipped at her Cabernet Sauvignon, as if communing with absent Beth’s spirit. “She had class. I had brains. And I thought she looked down on me, that her warmth was just kind of a front, gee, look at me, I have a working-class friend! So I defended myself by showing how much smarter I was than she was. And now I think I was wrong. All she was, was a nice thoughtful person. That’s the way she was raised.” She looked up at me. “So if you find her, tell her I’m sorry, will you?”
“Why don’t you come with me, and tell her yourself?”
She gave a laugh, shrill with surprise.
“Sorry, I don’t know why I said that. Must be the wine talking.”
“That’s a shame. I was hoping it was you.”
The snagged fishing net tightened its grip. For a couple of seconds the conversation stalled. Then she said,
“If the wine can make you do that, maybe you shouldn’t drive. Where are you staying?”
“I don’t know. I need to find somewhere.”
“Well,” she said, raising her voice, trying to make it sound matter-of-fact. “I have a load of space here, as you can see.”
“No family?”
She shook her head. “Only my mom. And she’s still up in Youngstown. So you’d be more than welcome, if you’d like . . .”
“Thank you.”
We were both blushing now. She doodled on the table with her finger for a moment, then got up abruptly.
“Right. Let’s see if I can find the name of this private eye.”
While she was gone, I washed the dishes. I was just drying my hands when I heard her footsteps on the stairs.
“Here we are.” She gave me a slip of paper:
Leonard Drew. Carmel Investigations, 214 Bellamy Place, San Francisco.
“You ever see a photo of Beth?” she said.
“No.”
“I found this, too.” She held out a small square picture, with a hole where it had been pinned to a corkboard. “Her and me when we were roommates.”
It must have been taken at an outdoors party: the backdrop was a tightly-packed throng of young people, most of them holding glasses or bottles. Slender Ruth, in the foreground, was instantly recognizable: one hand shielded the upper half of her face from the photographer, but you could still see her clever, shy, onlooker’s smirk. Beth, her arm linked through Ruth’s, as if to stop her drifting away, was just as Stewart Crothers had described her. But his catalogue of physical details—curly-haired, pink-cheeked, athletic—hadn’t quite captured the extraordinariness of her smile: its generosity, its complete lack of calculation or restraint.
“Can I take this?” I said.
“I’d like it back. But you can borrow it.”
A little after ten, I went out to the car to collect my case. For a moment, as I opened the door, I glimpsed someone standing in the shadows on the far side of the road. Then a security light came on, and, by the time my eyes had adjusted, he or she had turned and started moving away—not hurriedly, but like a late-night walker whose dog has just finished pissing against a tree. Except I didn’t see any dog.
Ruth led me up to a room at the rear of the house. It was cold and musty, and the lamp flickered, as if it resented being disturbed. There was a bed, but it was little more than an island in a sea of books. 
“Sorry,” she said. “This really doesn’t look awfully appealing, does it?”
She stationed herself in the doorway, blocking my exit on to the landing. 
I’d only met her a few hours before. But she was lovely. And I had Andrew and Anjali fresh in my memory . . .
I leaned down and kissed her. She laced her fingers behind my head. 
“I have a better idea,” she said.
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SHE
WAS
UP
BEFORE
ME. I lay there for a while, looking at the odd details caught in the grid of light from the blinds: a fake-rococo chair piled with clothes; a black-and-white photo of a smiling couple—parents? Grandparents?—from that far-off alien planet where the men wore suits and the women skirts as a matter of course. A glass-topped dressing-table, bare apart from a small basket of tubes and bottles. A stalagmite of books by the side of the bed.
All very odd. What was I going to say when I saw her? I had no idea. But she was already downstairs, slipping back into the routine of her own life. The longer I left it, the more anomalous my jack-in-the-box reappearance would be.
I took a quick shower, then dressed and packed. If a swift exit was in order, I didn’t want to have to stumble up to her room again to retrieve my things. 
She was at the kitchen table, working at her laptop. In front of her were two mugs and a red enamel coffee jug.
“Good morning,” I said.
She looked up so abruptly that her reading glasses fell off. They were caught by the strip of ribbon connecting the arms, which left them dangling at her throat. 
“Hi.” 
No mistaking the tenderness of her smile—or the change in her voice, made softer and more resonant by the assumption of shared intimacy. She blushed. I blushed.
“Coffee?” 
I plonked myself next to her. “Coffee would be great.”
She filled a mug. “Milk or sugar?”
“No, just like that.”
She slid it to me. “Did you sleep OK?” 
“Yes. Although I did wake up at one point to find myself in bed with a strange woman.”
She put her head on one side and plucked at her hair. “Strange?”
I looked at my watch. “When did we meet? Fifteen hours ago?”
She stared at me for a moment, winding the hair round her finger. 
“I don’t find you strange.” Her blush deepened. She dropped her gaze. “For what it’s worth, I never did that before in my life. I’m usually more . . . a lot more . . .”
“Yes. Me too.”
“But it was like a gift from—I don’t know, something. Anyway, seemed ungrateful not to take it. So—”
My eyes stung. I nodded. 
“But I’m afraid your showing up here hasn’t gone unnoticed.” She tapped a key, then turned the computer screen towards me. “You’d better see this.”
This was a post from an organization called Whitrow Against Hate:
Professor Halassian: update.
Remember when we called Professor Halassian out for harassment and inappropriate language? And the good professor’s defense? “It has nothing to do with patriarchy or sexism, or any other -archy or -ism. The only thing it has to do with is the ability to think clearly, and to follow the logic of your own thoughts without fear of censorship.”
Really, Professor Halassian? So how come you’re keeping company like this?
Below was a blurred picture of a light-blinded me emerging from the professor’s house the night before.
Notice anything about him, WAH-ers? Yeah me too.
This guy is straight out of the bottle, no ice. Professor Halassian will probably say he was just calling to discuss home insurance. Well, in that case, why was he seen talking on campus earlier with Richard Peake? 
Exhibit B was a video clip of me and Peake, presumably taken from the Tavern’s CCTV. There was a commentary.
Watch the way their lips move. If you can’t figure out what they’re saying, let me help. Peake: “You wanted to speak to Professor Halassian? I may be able to help. Why do you want to see her?” Other guy: “That’s a personal matter.”
What do you have to say for yourself, Professor?
“Oh, God,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. 
“Are you going to reply?”
“How?”
“‘It’s none of your business’?”
She mimicked the voice on the video: “We’ve struck a nerve. She’s obviously hiding something.”
“Tell them the truth, then.”
“It’s about her roommate at Stanford fifteen years ago? Nothing to do with her present situation at all? She seriously expects us to believe that?”
“OK. So—?”
She pulled an invisible zip across her mouth.
“But that’ll look like an admission of guilt.”
“Believe me, it’s the best way to deal with it. Say anything, and it just gives them more fuel, something else they can twist. If you let it go, eventually they run out of oxygen. It’s hard. But I know from bitter experience it’s the best policy.”
Something turned in some out-of-the-way part of my guts. I nodded.
“But . . .” She was quiet for a long time, studying my face, looking for clues. At last she said, “Was it just the wine talking last night?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Because if it wasn’t, I’d like to come with you. And help you to find Beth.”
No Andrew and Anjali on the return flight. But we engaged in a little doveing ourselves, in a shy, out-of-practice, middle-aged way. Then, even before the drink-and-snacks trolley had trundled into view, she fell asleep, her head on my shoulder. 
I grabbed a tomato juice and a packet of pretzels, then settled back for a confabulation with Fate. What on earth did it think it was doing? When I’d arrived in Ohio, my personal life was in the doldrums, and the star I was following offered only the faintest glimmer of hope for my career. Now, twenty-four hours later, the star was as distant as ever—but, thanks to some strange magic trick, I was leaving with a lover at my side. And not only a lover: also—on the evidence so far—an accomplished partner in crime. 
This is what she’d managed to establish, in a little under an hour:
1. Carmel Investigations still existed and was at the same address.
2. Leonard Drew no longer worked there.
3. He didn’t appear to have set up in business under his own name.
4. There was no entry for him in the San Francisco white pages.
5. There were no death announcements or news stories suggesting that he had died.
I could have spent a day blundering around the internet without discovering so much.
She also spared me from making the elementary mistake of calling Carmel Investigations and asking for Leonard Drew’s current address.
“Oh, come on! Any phone can be traced, you know that. Yours, mine, makes no difference. And it means we lose the element of surprise, give Drew advance notice that we want to speak to him.”
“Would that matter?”
“It might. We don’t know what we’re dealing with, do we?”
No: a confabulation is the wrong way of putting it. I did all the talking. Fate was silent. But I still ended up thinking that perhaps, after all, it knew what it was doing.
Bellamy Place is a sober redbrick terrace in the Financial District, built, presumably, during the reconstruction of San Francisco after the 1906 earthquake. As phoenixes go, it seems pretty severe. Not a hint of belle époque European opulence to be seen. Frugality, discipline, hard work, it says: those are the qualities that carried this country from a fragile settlement of New England pilgrims to the Pacific shore.
Move on a century and a bit, and you see something else. The discipline and hard work are still in evidence—the glass doors doing a brisk trade in eager young software engineers, all clutching their laptops—but a parallel universe has grown up alongside them. Everywhere you look are homeless people, deranged people, people chemically modified into zombies. As we turned into the street, a shock-haired man in a tail-coat that had lost one of its sleeves started haranguing us. Moments later, a pig-eyed woman—her weathered cheeks an explosion of broken veins—swayed across our bows. The sea air was laced with the smell of piss and shit and souring alcohol.
“God, look at this place,” I said. “I’m sorry. If I’d realized—”
“What? You’d have told me not to come?”
“I could at least have warned you.”
She shook her head. “I’ve been to San Francisco before.” She stopped in front of a doorway, where a man sat half-covered in a filthy sleeping-bag, muttering Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. It took him a moment to register that Ruth was acknowledging his existence, rather than—like everyone else—pretending he wasn’t there. He stuck out a hand. She slipped him a five dollar bill, as if they were doing an illicit deal. 
“OK,” she said, ignoring the question on my face. She scanned the numbers on the buildings. “218, 216, 214. Here we go.”
Carmel Investigations was on the second floor. The tiny reception area made a spirited attempt to seem grander than it was, with modish stripped-brick walls and a well-tended bamboo tree in a pot. The air-conditioning was ice-box cold, as if to cool the grief or rage—the usual state, you imagined—of the people who came through the door. As we entered, a plump middle-aged black woman looked up from her computer.
“Good morning.” She frowned at the screen again. “Do you have an appointment?”
“No,” said Ruth. “We were just hoping maybe you could give us some information.”
“Oh, OK.” The puzzlement melted from her face. She produced a leaflet from a drawer: Carmel Investigations. Proudly Serving the Bay Area since 1971. “This’ll tell you pretty much everything you need to know. If you have any questions, I’m sure Dean will be pleased to help.”
“We’ll keep this for future reference,” said Ruth, slipping it into her pocket. “Right now, we’re trying to find out something about an old case.”
“Oh, uh-huh.” She looked disappointed. Carmel Investigations obviously needed business. “What name?”
“Beth McGregor.”
“How do you spell that?”
Ruth told her. “I’m Jane McGregor. She’s my sister.”
“Your sister. OK.” She raised her eyebrows. “Oh, yeah, here she is. Went missing . . . in Canada, is that right?” She looked up at Ruth. “That must’ve been hard for you. And your folks.”
Ruth nodded. The woman craned forward to read what she’d found. 
‘We don’t seem to have too much about her, I don’t know why. It was quite a few years ago now. And the operative wasn’t Dean. It was the guy he bought the company from.”
“Leonard Drew.”
She nodded. “And Lenny seems to have taken the case files with him.”
“Taken them where?”
“Or he could just have deleted them, I guess. To protect confidentiality.” She looked up from the computer. “I don’t know where he went. It was before I came here.”
“But did he retire? Or move to another company?”
“I’m sorry. We have an address for him. But—”
“Well, can you give us that?”
The woman wavered. “Do you have any ID?”
Ruth shook her head. “I should have thought. But I left my cards and stuff back at the hotel. It’s just I don’t like carrying them.” She gestured towards the street. “You know . . .”
“I do know. I have to walk through that circus every day. And you’re right, there’s a lot of crazy people out there.” She hesitated a moment, weighing something up. “OK, I better ask Dean. I don’t know what the policy is here. There’s so many rules nowadays. It’s kind of hard to keep up.”
She disappeared through a slit in the wall behind the desk.
I caught Ruth’s eye. “Her sister?”
She gave a quick toss of the head, like a horse refusing a bridle.
“Go stand over there,” she muttered. “Let me know if you see her coming.”
I moved to the window, from where I could see into the narrow corridor. Ruth went to the computer.
“Is this a good idea?” I said.
She took the leaflet from her pocket and scrabbled around for a pen. “Just keep watch.”
The office door was closed, but I could make out muffled voices. I remembered my grandmother telling me about German doodlebug bombs in the war: As long as you could hear them, you were all right. It was when the noise cut out that you knew you were in trouble.
“Come on, come on,” said Ruth under her breath.
I looked down into the street. The zombie with the one-sleeved coat was standing over the man with the blanket, yelling at him. Blanket-man was still huddled in the doorway, shaking his fist pitifully. I wondered if they were arguing about the money Ruth had given him.
The voices in the office had stopped.
“Now,” I said. 
By the time the door opened, Ruth was at my side, watching the contretemps in Bellamy Place. 
“Yes,” she said, as the woman reappeared. “This is obviously a tough area to work in. You must have nerves of steel.”
The woman flashed an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry. Looks like I can’t give you anything more. That’s the law, evidently. If you want to come back with some ID—”
“OK,” said Ruth. “We’ll try to do that. Thanks for your help.”
On the way down I said, “Did you get it?”
She nodded. As we emerged on to the street, the pig-eyed woman lurched into our path, hand outstretched, as if she’d been waiting for us. Ruth gave her some change.
“Yes, I know,” she said, without meeting my gaze, “you’re not supposed to. But it’s just something I do.”
Two hours later we were in Milgrim, a small, not-much-of-anything community twenty miles south-east of San Francisco. Ruth drove. She’d picked the car, this time, too: a green VW Jetta, which I instantly recognized as an inspired choice, guaranteed to leave eyebrows unraised. We’d eschewed GPS again—“You might as well take out an ad, saying where you’re going,” said Ruth—so I navigated, road atlas on knee, Carmel Investigations leaflet in hand, with Leonard Drew’s address scribbled across the logo: 1190 Lomax Drive. 
“Not a single wrong turn,” said Ruth, as we pulled up. She gave me a high-five, then leaned forward to look out of the window. “Hmm, not a bad place to live.”
The house was nothing remarkable: a modest piece of off-the-peg modernism, with clean geometric shapes and lots of glass. But Leonard Drew certainly had an eye for a site: it was built at the summit of a low hill, with a south-facing terrace and a distant view of the bay.
I started to get out.
“Maybe you should do this on your own,” said Ruth. 
“Why?”
“What if the agency’s been in touch with him? Told him Beth’s sister’s looking for him? He’s probably met Beth’s sister. He’s certainly talked to her.”
“So what are you going to do, then?”
“I’ll just stay here. Can I borrow your phone?”
“Why?”
“I want to check in with my mom. Let her know I’m OK. Just in case she called and wondered where I was. She’s a frail old lady. And all this stuff with the college, it makes her frantic.”
“Why’s mine better than yours?”
“Makes it just that little bit harder for them to figure out what we’re doing. They’d expect a call to her from my number. But—”
I handed her the phone and turned towards the house. A low wall separated the garden from the road. Behind it, I saw, as I approached the short drive, was an outdoor model railway layout, running more or less the whole length of the plot. It seemed blithely impervious to geography, jumbling together windmills, waterfalls, factories, Alpine chalets and grain elevators in the same never-never landscape. 
At the far end, crouched over a yellow locomotive the size of a large cat, was an elderly man. When he heard my footsteps, he looked up and squinted at me, visoring his eyes with his hand.
“Hi!” he called.
“Afternoon.” 
I started towards him. He waved and shouted,
“No! Stay there!”
I stopped. He levered himself slowly to his feet, then fiddled with a control box and sent the train gliding in my direction. The engine, at least, was unmistakably American, with a candlestick funnel and a cowcatcher like a set of goofy cartoon teeth. As it slowed to a halt, I noticed a sign taped to the front of the boiler: Welcome!
“Just a little, you know, a little bit of fun,” he said, picking his way gingerly through the tangle of tracks. He was desperately thin, his skin yellow, his perfect dentures too big for his shrunken mouth. His dark blue leisurewear hung off him like laundry on a clotheshorse. If this was our man, it looked as if we’d found him just in time.
“Impressive set-up you’ve got here,” I said.
He nodded, casting an appraising gaze back the way he’d come. “Well, you know,” he wheezed, “it gives me something to do.” He held out his thumbs. “See any green there?” He laughed. “No, me neither. So this”—nodding at the railway—“is what I do in my yard instead. At least it keeps me from sitting in front of the TV all day.” He paused to get his breath back. “Anyways, what can I do for you?”
“I’m looking for a Mr. Leonard Drew?”
He shook his head. “Sorry.”
“He doesn’t live here?”
“Not anymore.”
“Would you be able to give me his current address?”
He shook his head again. It made less demand on his lungs than speaking.
“When did he move?”
“When we bought the place. Must’ve been twelve, thirteen years back.” He was gasping now. He waved towards the terrace, where two garden chairs sat facing the view. “We’re going to talk, I need to sit down.”
He obviously did need to. But he wasn’t just ill: he was lonely. And from the way he eyed me, I could tell he was calculating how long he could spin this out, how much human company the information he had could be traded for.
“Yes, of course,” I said. 
We moved at a snail’s pace to the front of the house. He collapsed in his chair like a marathon runner at the end of a race. He glanced at his watch. Then—his hand shaking—he turned the knob on the radio control box. The locomotive trundled into action, dragging behind it a long snake of coal trucks, oil containers, a wagon loaded with cars. The life-blood of the American Dream.
“Hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I try to keep to the schedule. Good to have one place where everything still works the way it should.”
He subsided again, panting. To fill the silence, I said, 
“This is a lovely spot.” 
For a few seconds he could only nod. Then—pushing the words out one at a time, like a performer filling balloons and releasing them—he said,
“What you’re looking at right now’s what sold it to us.” He paused to refuel. “My wife, she saw that, she said, I want to spend the rest of my life here with you. And she did. Two months after we moved, doctors told her she had cancer. Six months after that, she passed away.”
“I’m sorry. That’s really awful.”
He turned suddenly and held out a hand. “I’m Mitch, by the way.”
“Robert.”
He touched an ear, to indicate he was slightly deaf. “Bob, you say?”
I nodded.
“What kind of accent’s that?”
“English.”
“Oh, the old country. Thought so.” He gazed out at the bay, a grey sliver of rind on the horizon. Finally he said,
“Anyways, you don’t want to hear about that. You want to know about Drew. He a friend of yours?”
“No. I was hoping to ask him about a case he worked on.”
He shook his head. “Well, I have to tell you: he’s a funny guy. Lenny: that’s what the neighbors called him. Never Leonard or Mr. Drew: always Lenny. Oh, you’re the guy bought Lenny’s place, are you? And then they’d laugh. Evidently he was quite a character.”
“Didn’t you meet him yourself?”
“Only a couple times. I got the feeling he didn’t think much of us. Figured we weren’t really good enough to live in his house. But he liked our money OK. Never heard him complain about that.”
“Why did he move?”
Either he didn’t hear me, or the gush of self-justification was too powerful to be capped.
“Neighbors weren’t like that,” he said. “They were real friendly. Said he was just the same with them. Like he was doing them a favor by living here.” He leaned forward, eyes closed, giving his breathing time to catch up. “One of those fellows always has to be one up on the other guy. Drive a bigger car. Take fancier vacations. You know?” 
I nodded. “Mr. Toad.”
“Excuse me?”
I shook my head. He said,
“But then he figured, a place like Milgrim was too small for him. He was going to go for the big time.”
“Where?”
He waved a hand, shooing Lenny somewhere off to the south. “Said he’d been offered a job. By some really rich guy. Personal security, he called it. ‘No more snooping on guys can’t keep their dicks in their pants,’ he said. I was surprised. I never heard him use words like that before. ‘Or looking for kids that ran off with their boyfriends,’ he said. ‘I’m going to be heading up a personal security operation.”
“Did he tell you who the rich guy was?”
“He did, but it was like—” With a shaky finger, he mimed In one ear and out the other.
A circuit suddenly closed in my brain. “Not Evan Bone, by any chance?”
“Who?”
“Evan Bone. The Global Village man?”
He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right. Fact is, he could have told me the President of the United States or the Queen of England, it wouldn’t have made any difference. I wasn’t going to believe him whatever he said.” He stopped to take on another supply of oxygen. “It seemed to happen awful sudden. Real estate agent told me he was in a real hurry to move. What I figure was, a case he was working on went wrong, and he decided to sell up and get out, before he lost his license and ended up in court. All that stuff about going off to do personal security, that was just to make him look good.”
“Still, if you could remember . . .”
He made a sound like a clarinet with a broken reed. “I’ll try. But that’s why I’m thinking, he’s not going to want to talk to you. Not if it’s about something happened years ago. ’Cause his whole idea was, he was going to start over, leave all that behind.” He looked sideways at me, without turning his head. “You hire him to do something? And now you’re holding a grudge against him?”
“No. I’m just after some information. About, as it happens, a kid who ran off with her boyfriend.”
He managed a rictus smile. “Your kid?”
“No.”
“But someone you knew?”
“No.”
He stared at me for a few seconds. “OK, you don’t want to talk about it. Well, I’m sure sorry I couldn’t be more help.”
“You’ve told me a lot.”
He sort-of laughed. “Just not what you wanted to know.” He put his head on one side, like a dog waiting for you to throw the ball. “You care to come in for a minute? Have a coffee or something?”
“That’s very kind. But no, thank you. I should be on my way.”
“Sure?”
I nodded. He put his hands on his knees and started to push himself to his feet.
“Please,” I said. “Don’t get up.”
“No, I’ll come along. See you out.”
“You really don’t have to.”
“What else am I going to do?”
We snail’s-paced our way back towards the road, he concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, me trying to work out how to explain Ruth to him. After half a minute or so he stopped and said,
“Movie star. B-B-B-B-B.”
“Sorry?”
“The guy he said he was going to work for. Big movie star. Name starts with a B.”
“First or second name?”
He shook his head. “Don’t remember.”
I ran through all the actors I could think of. It wasn’t a long list. None of them was right. As we reached the entrance, I saw Ruth watching us through the windscreen, like a fish viewing the world beyond the tank. 
“That your car?” he said. 
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you say you had her with you? You could have both come in for a coffee.”
Ruth opened the door and got out, smiling. “Hi,” she said, then turned and gave me a questioning glance: Who am I talking to?
“This is Mitch,” I said.
She held a hand out, unfazed. “Hello, Mitch. I’m Ruth.”
“This fellow here, he’s been keeping you from me,” he said. “I don’t know why. A sight for sore eyes.”
She laughed.
“We been trying to think of a movie star,” he said. “Begins with a B.”
“Male or female?”
“A guy.”
She rattled off seven or eight names. He shook his head. She shut her eyes. After a moment she said,
“Birch Ogren.”
His eyes widened. “Yeah, that’s him. Birch Ogren.” He turned to me, supporting himself with one hand on the bonnet of the car. “You got a good one here, Bob. You be sure and treat her right. You got one like this, believe me, fella, you don’t want to let her go.”
As we got into the car, he relocated to his own driveway. When I glanced in the rear-view mirror he was still standing there, one hand raised in farewell, the yellow snout of the engine just visible between his legs.
“I didn’t know Birch Ogren was still alive,” said Ruth, when I’d relayed what Mitch had told me. “He must be goodness knows how old. Eighty maybe? At least seventy-five, anyway.”
I shrugged. “I’m not much of a film-goer, I’m afraid. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him in anything.”
“Oh, you must have. All those existential-hippie-western movies, back in the sixties and seventies. Surely you caught some of them on TV?” 
She reeled off a catalogue of titles, then glanced across at me. I shook my head.
“You’re kidding?”
“I’m not.”
“Didn’t you have an existential-hippie-western moment when you were younger?” She paused. “No, actually, looking at you,” she said, laughing, “I can see you probably didn’t.”
I waited for her merriment to subside. Then I said,
“How long ago did Beth’s mother die?”
“I don’t know. A while. Twelve, thirteen years, maybe?”
“Which is also when Drew stopped looking for Beth. And sold his business to go and work for Ogren. If that’s what he did.”
She nodded. “And what, that’s cause and effect?”
“I’ve no idea. Did her family have any Hollywood connections?”
“Not that I know of. Her dad was a banker. Her mom was a—I don’t know what she was. Just a very rich mom, I guess.”
“Beth never mentioned Ogren?”
She pulled a face, then shook her head. “I don’t remember ever talking to her about movies. I don’t think she was into them. You and she would probably have gotten along famously.”
“Perhaps we still will.”
“Not too famously, I hope.” 
But first we have to find her. It hung between us, waiting for one of us to put it into words. Neither of us wanted to, to throw a shadow across the little patch of sunshine in which—thanks to the still-not-quite-believable exhilaration of each other’s company—we found ourselves.
We lapsed into silence. After a while I shut my eyes and—lulled by the dreamlike progression of the traffic on the freeway, stretching itself indolently across northern California like a single giant centipede—fell asleep.
Find Drew, and we’ll splurge on dinner at Le Petit Village—“Pacific Heights’ Premier French Dining Experience”—to celebrate. That was the deal I’d made with myself. But we hadn’t found Drew—at least, not yet—and some deep vein of lapsed-Protestant guilt made me stingy. It took Ruth ten minutes to persuade me that—rather than buying sandwiches and eating them in our room—we should go to a Mexican restaurant close to the hotel.
“We’re doing what we can,” she said. “Punishing ourselves isn’t going to improve the odds.”
The Guadalajara was a dark, crowded study in browns and golds, with a twangy guitar soundtrack. There were no free tables when we went in, so we stood at the bar, waiting for a couple in a booth at the back who had reached the canoodling stage of the meal. When they finally got up and left, we grabbed our mugs of Baja IPA and pounced. After we’d ordered, Ruth said,
“You know what I was doing a week ago?” 
“No. What?”
She swirled a tortilla chip round the bowl of salsa, scooping up a lurid red gobbet. “Speaking to a lawyer. What kind of a case would I have if the Academic Standards Committee found against me and I lost my tenure? The answer, apparently, is: Forget it.”
I shook my head. “I wish—” 
“We don’t need to talk about it. I just wanted to say, this is better. Thank you.”
We clinked glasses.
“I hope you’re enjoying it too?”
“Of course.”
“I sense a but in there somewhere, waiting for you to push the Fire button.”
It was so close to something I might have said that it startled me. She saw the effect she’d had and smiled.
“Not a but,” I said. “I’m just wondering what our next move should be. If anything.”
“Well, we have two options, don’t we?” She enumerated them on her fingers. “One is to take what Mitch, whatever his name was, told you at face value, and go find Ogren. Two is to throw in the towel. But I’m not ready to do that. This is the first time I’ve been able to breathe for months. So for me, anyway, two isn’t an option.”
I shrugged. “Problem is, it sounds as if Drew’s a complete fantasist. He’s probably never been anywhere near Birch Ogren. And even if it turned out that—by some bizarre fluke—the story’s true, there’d be no guarantee he’d talk to us. Or, if he did, that we’d learn anything useful.” I slid my credit card out of my wallet and flipped it on the table. “And this is starting to feel the strain.”
“Think of it as a vacation.”
A loud sizzle heralded the arrival of our fajitas. I held off until the waiter had gone.
“I can’t,” I said. “I just can’t afford it. This is a job for me. I’ve got to get a good story out of it. If it leads nowhere, I’m done for. It’ll take me months of living on bread and water to pay it off.”
She took a mouthful of chicken and pepper and winced as it burned her lip. 
“Bread and water?”
“You know what I mean.”
She licked her fingers. “OK, then how about the next week’s on me?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Why not? I have the money. You don’t. I’m going on anyway, with or without you—but I’d rather it was with. And I’m happy to pay for the privilege.”
“I wouldn’t feel comfortable.”
“Makes you feel like a kept man?”
I nodded.
“You should get together with Richard Peake. That’s his kind of talk.”
“Why, does that make me a fascist, in the new dispensation?”
She laughed softly, letting the air out through her nose. “Just kidding. I understand.”
“Actually,” I said, “it’s not quite that. It’s not being kept. It’s being irrelevant. Realizing that I no longer have anything to offer that the world considers of value.”
She sighed. “Well, I’m getting to feel the same way, if that’s any consolation. And think of all those poor guys trying to survive in Brownville.”
“I do. That’s what so frustrating. I’m a journalist. My instinct is to write something about them. But if I did, thanks to Bone et al, I wouldn’t be able to sell it.”
She nodded.
“Would you accept? If it was the other way round, and I was the one with the money?”
She thought about it for a moment. “It isn’t the other way round. I can’t say.” She drew circles on the table with her finger. “No, actually, I would. This is the first time in years life’s paid me a visit. I’m not going to slam the door on it, just out of pride.”
I felt myself weakening. “Let me sleep on it.”
I slept on it. Or at least I tried to. But just after three in the morning—my biological clock disrupted by yet another time-zone change—I suddenly broke surface in the waking world and couldn’t trick myself back into unconsciousness. Instead I lay there, listening to the hum of traffic, the fussy clicking of the air conditioning, the regular ebb and flow of Ruth’s breathing. What on earth was I doing, in a city I’d never been to before, with a woman I barely knew, looking for a private detective with delusions of grandeur, in hope he’d set me on the path to discovering something that would destroy Evan Bone? I’d managed to persuade myself that I was working, but—in the starless desert of a strange motel room—that seemed ridiculous. 
I’d accused Drew of being a fantasist. But God, look at me.
It was after nine when I woke finally. I turned over, reaching for Ruth. She’d gone. On her side of the bed—already cold—she’d left a note:
Back soon. Rx
I got up, had a shower, shaved. I stared at myself in the misty mirror, muttering, For God’s sake, Robert, pull yourself together. Then
I rapid-fire-patted my cheeks until they ached and stung.
When I emerged into the bedroom again, she was sitting in the chair, sipping a takeaway coffee. One for me sat on the table, next to a bag of pastries.
She smiled. “Hi. You looked so peaceful, I didn’t like to disturb you.”
“Where did you go?”
“Library. I just wanted to check something. On a computer that couldn’t be traced to us.”
She paused, beaming, inviting me to say What?
“What?”
“About Birch Ogren. I have his address.”



9
EVEN
IN
THE
GLORY
DAYS, you were expected to be thrifty. You flew economy, drove mid-range, stayed—unless the assignment was to write about the hotel—in Holiday Inns or Best Westerns. It became second nature to rehearse how you were going to explain every penny. So now, as we cruised south on I-5, I couldn’t help totting up the cost—even though, this time, I didn’t have to justify it to an editor. If we continued as we were going, I figured, my week with Ruth was going to leave her at least a couple of thousand dollars out of pocket.
“Stop doing that,” she said. “Every time I look at you, it’s like watching a calculator. This . . . is . . . my . . . va . . . cation. Think of it as a fun trip to Hollywood.”
By the time we reached Orange County, I’d constructed a whole property in my head for Birch Ogren: a gilded palace, graced with a gym, a couple of pools, a private cinema, an entertaining space—lulled by the sound of fountains—large enough to host a post-Oscars party. In the event, it turned out to be considerably more modest: a fake-Spanish hacienda, in a road of similar houses, each with park-like grounds no bigger than the average golf course. The only thing that told you you were in the presence of anything more than a lot of money was an ugly gate, that looked as if it had been designed to withstand a tank. And, next to it, a small gatehouse, like a miniature pagoda. As we approached, a security guard emerged and flagged us down. Ruth opened her window. He smiled in.
“Good afternoon.” 
“Hi.”
“You looking for something?” He spoke with a slight Hispanic lisp. He was lean and wiry, with a pencil-moustache, and hair cut so short that it looked as if somebody had rubbed charcoal on to his bare scalp.
“Someone,” said Ruth.
“OK.” He stretched it out, like a thread of bubble-gum, making it mean, Don’t get your hopes up. Presumably most of the people who arrived here out of the blue were fans hoping to see Birch Ogren.
“A guy called Leonard Drew?”
That surprised him. He took half a step back.
“That’s not you, is it?”
The idea made him laugh. “Don’t mean to be personal, but, you saw him, you’d realize, him and me, we’re not too similar.”
“Oh, OK, sorry. But he does work here?”
He hesitated. “He’s not here right now.”
“Are you expecting him?”
He shook his head.
“Well, do you know where he is?”
He nibbled his lip. “At home, I guess. That’s where he usually is—” He broke off, looking past us along the road. “I’m sorry, you have to move.”
“Leave, you mean?”
“Uh-uh.” He jabbed a thumb at a spot twenty yards away. “Just there.”
As Ruth hastily shifted the Jetta, a white convertible took its place, missing us by inches. A man in his seventies leaned out, staring at us. He was tanned and trim, wearing a short-sleeved purple shirt that exposed a sea of freckles. His coppery Zen-monk face did look faintly familiar, though I couldn’t have said where or when I’d seen it before. He pointed at us, as if he’d caught us doing something wrong.
Ruth got out. I followed suit, preparing our defense: This is a public road, isn’t it? We have as much right to be here as—
“How you guys doing?” he called, giving us a brilliant, naughty-boy smile that he must have practiced a thousand times in the mirror. “You looking to get an autograph?”
“No, we’re—” I began. But Ruth elbowed me out of the way.
“That’d be great,” she said.
He scrabbled his fingers, beckoning us over. She dived into the Jetta and emerged with a pen and a pad of motel paper. He signed the top sheet, Birch Ogren, and gave it back to her.
“Thank you so much!”
He pointed at her, like a presidential candidate picking someone out in a crowd. “My pleasure. Have a good one!”
He nodded at the security guard. The gate opened silently. Ogren lifted a hand and drove in, gravel spitting from his tires.
“That was smart,” said the guard, as the gate closed behind him. “You asked him about Lenny, he’d have just have gotten mad.”
Ruth raised her eyebrows. 
He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on with them.” He hesitated. “Why you looking for him, anyway? Lenny, I mean?”
“It’s about a case he worked on years ago,” she said. “Before he came down here.”
He nodded. “Well, I don’t know if he’ll remember. But I’m sure he could use the company. I don’t think he gets too many visitors. Not anymore.”
“Can you give us his address?”
He hesitated. “I guess I should call him first. You want to tell me your name?”
“Carly-Rae Teffler.” She nodded at me. “And Robert Lovelace.”
“He going to know what it’s about?”
“We’ll explain when we see him. But it’s nothing to worry about, you can say that. We just want some information.”
“OK.”
“You’re awfully quiet,” she said, after he’d disappeared into the gatehouse.
I shrugged. “I haven’t got anything to say. You obviously know what you’re doing. Who’s Carly-Rae Teffler?”
“I thought Drew might just recognize my name, so . . . Carly-Rae is a sort of alter ego.” She looked curiously at me. “Did you never have an alter ego?”
“No.”
“Where I come from, if you’re smart, and you like books, it’s a useful thing to have. Especially if you’re a girl. So sometimes, at parties and stuff, I’d be Carly-Rae.” She saw my expression and laid a hand on my arm, laughing. “It’s OK, she isn’t a serial killer! Just the kind of girl you’d have met at parties when you were a kid. You know, into music and dancing and having fun.” 
“I never met girls like that at parties. I barely met any girls at all, until I went to university.”
“And then—Anne?”
I nodded. Her hand was still on my arm. But it was doing something different now: not jokey, but comforting. For a long time we were both silent. Finally she said,
“Do you have any pictures of her?”
“Not with me.”
“I’d like to see what she looked like—”
She broke off, snatching her hand away, like a teenager caught snogging by a teacher. The guard was coming towards us, clutching a scrap of paper. 
“No one home,” he said. “But I left a message on his voicemail. Saying I figured he’d want to see you, so I was giving you his address.” He handed the paper to Ruth. “If it turns out I’m wrong, all he has to do is stay put and not answer the door.”
In theory we should have been able to get there in twenty minutes. In practice, we were still looking an hour-and-a-half later. After realizing that—for the second time—we’d driven in a circle through the southern fringes of Los Angeles, Ruth said,
“I’m going to break down and use my phone. I know it’s a risk, but it shouldn’t take long.”
The phone directed us to a nondescript sprawl of billboards, parking lots, stores and industrial buildings, dotted with dusty palm trees, and bisected by a multi-lane highway.
“God,” I said. 
“I’ve seen worse.” She glanced at me. ‘Poor baby, it really upsets you, doesn’t it? OK, executive decision: whatever happens here, we’ll go someplace nice tonight, all right?”
Drew’s address was in a square, monumental apartment block, set at an angle to its neighbors, as if it were spurning their company. For a few heady post-war years, this standoffishness might have been justified. Now the fussy detailing on the façade—designed to evoke some ornate French château—was drab with neglect. And the large foyer, which must once have boasted plush furniture and uniformed bellboys, was stripped bare, and protected from the outside world by a paranoid security system. A battery of cameras registered our approach, and as we reached the entrance an automatic light came on, even though it was broad daylight.
Next to the door was a bank of buzzers, surmounted by the blank eye of a video phone. Ruth found Drew’s number and pressed it. There was no reply. She tried again. This time, we heard a staticky crackle, and the sound of unsteady breathing. 
“Hello?” she said.
There was tiny pause, like the lag on a transatlantic call. A man’s voice said,
“Who is this?”
“Carly-Rae.”
“Carly who?”
“Carly-Rae Teffler. Didn’t you get the message?”
“What message?” 
“From the security guy, I don’t know his name. At Birch Ogren’s place.”
“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“He said he left a voicemail for you.”
“I don’t listen to voicemails.”
“Oh, OK. Well, I was wondering if maybe you had a couple minutes . . . ”
“You selling something?”
“No, I just have a few questions for you,” she said.
I have a few questions. Why not we? Why had I suddenly been airbrushed out of the picture?
“Questions about what?”
“A case you worked on. A few years back. It’s no big deal. I was just hoping—”
“What case?”
“A friend of mine who went missing. I don’t know if you’ll remember her. Beth McGregor.”
Another lag. “I can’t see you. You need to stand right in front of the camera.”
She shifted position.
“OK,” he said. “Fifth floor.”
The door clicked. She pushed it open. We crossed the threadbare carpet to the rear of the lobby, where two lifts—set in intricate gilt frames that made them seem stitched to the wall—flanked what had once been the reception desk. 
There was no one waiting when we got out. A wide corridor, so silent and empty that it felt abandoned, stretched ahead of us. Ruth stopped by the third door and rang the bell. From inside, we could hear a woman’s voice, loud but indistinct, as if she were trying to speak through a gag.
The door opened. A huge man appeared. He was at least 6’3 or 4, with a landslip belly making a bid for freedom from his trousers, and shoulders that strained the seams of his sports shirt. When he saw me, he did a double-take, and barred the entrance with an arm the size of a ham.
“You didn’t say anything about him.”
“This is my friend, Robert,” said Ruth, as if she hadn’t heard him. She held a hand out. “Hi, I’m Carly-Rae.”
Drew ate the hand in his and regurgitated it. Through a door behind him, a glamorous black woman smiled at me from a TV. I could hear her perfectly now: But with a little TLC, this could be a beautiful home.

“You better come in,” growled Drew. He still didn’t like my being there, but obviously recognized that, if he wanted to talk to Ruth, it was the price he had to pay.
We followed him into the living room. It had a suffocating smell of alcohol and dirty clothes, partly overlaid with a recent squirt of air freshener. It was generously-proportioned but reduced to pokiness by the scale of the furniture: a giant leather sofa; a matching La-Z-Boy armchair; a round coffee table bound in brass, making it look like an enormous ship’s compass. Its glass surface was dotted with shiny beer-can-size circles surrounded by dust. Clearly Drew had done some hasty tidying before our arrival.
He stood there for a moment, looking from one to the other of us, with the dazed air of someone who spends most of his life alone. He seemed to be trying to figure out a way to be welcoming to Ruth and cold to me at the same time. When he saw it was beyond his social means, he grunted and said,
“Sit down.”
Without waiting, he dumped himself in the La-Z-Boy. On the wall above him hung a blue-and-gold State of California Private Investigator badge, as if to show that—appearances notwithstanding—he was a bona fide professional. We settled on the sofa opposite him, leaving enough space for a family of three. He aimed the TV remote and silenced the smiley woman.
“Yeah,” he said. “I remember Beth McGregor. So you going to tell me she finally showed up?”
Ruth shook her head. “We’re looking for her. We were hoping maybe you could help.”
He grunted again, then let out a sigh, collapsing in on himself like a punctured bouncy castle.
“That’s a pity,” he said. “My line of work”—screwing a finger into his temple—“you’re always coming up with theories. And I had a theory about her. Where she went. So I kind of wanted to know if I was right.”
I smiled. “What was the theory?”
“I gotta be careful what I say,” he said, self-importantly. “There’s confidentiality issues here.”
“With Beth’s family?” asked Ruth.
He said nothing. 
“Because surely . . . if they fired you . . . they can’t expect—”
“They fired me? The family? Who told you that?”
“Her sister.”
“Yeah? Well she’s a liar. A liar and a whack-job. Fact was, I had a better offer. So I told her, I know what happened to Beth, why she left. All I don’t know yet is where she went. You want me to find that out—and I could have done—that’s going to cost you big-time. Plane fares, hotels, car rental. Plus I’ll have to raise my rates, bring them in line with the other deal. And she said she wouldn’t pay. So I quit.” 
“OK, I’m sorry. I guess I misunderstood. But—”
But he was like a dog with an intruder’s trousers in its teeth.
“That’s all you get now. People lying to you. Trying to bring you down. A guy in my position, it happens all the time.” He hesitated. “Who’d you see down at Birch’s place?”
“Latino guy.” She made a moustache with her finger. “And short hair.”
He nodded. “Tony. What did he tell you about me? Anything?”
“He said—well, he implied—there was some sort of a problem between you and Birch Ogren.”
Drew nodded. “There you go. There’s no problem. Except Tony’s jealous. So he made up this story: Birch decided to move me out and give him my job. But Birch didn’t move me out. He just realized anyone can be a gate-guard. You don’t need a highly-skilled professional with fifteen years on SFPD and another twenty as a private operative. So he brings in Tony to do that stuff. From now on, he tells me, you’re going to be my special ops guy. Something really delicate comes up, it’ll be over to you.”
“So what does that mean?” I said. “What’s your role?” 
“Head up his security for him. Keep the crazies and the blackmailers off of his back.”
“Blackmailers?” I said.
He nodded. “The guy’s a movie star. There’s always pond life out there thinks anyone in Hollywood is good for a meal ticket. So I start checking out his weak points. There’s a few. But the big one”—letting a hand drop on his groin—“is where it usually is. You know what I’m saying?”
Ruth nodded.
“You start looking under rocks, and you find a whole load of things with a hundred legs crawling around. Well, there’s a lot of people can’t handle that. You’re going to do it right, you need finesse. And that means brains. Class. Knowing when to keep your mouth shut. A guy like Tony doesn’t check any of those boxes. And he never will.” 
“OK,” said Ruth. “Well obviously, then, you can’t talk about Birch Ogren. But Beth McGregor—” 
“Look,” he said, spreading his enormous fingers into a No Entry sign. “You got to respect my position here. I’m not just some fellow you met in a bar. I work with big-name people, important people.”
Ruth started to speak. He held his hand up.
“But OK,” he said, as if he were talking to a recalcitrant five-year-old, “there’s a couple things I can tell you. Just to point you in the right direction. Only, I’m going to do that, there’s a condition. If you find Beth McGregor, I get to speak to her first, OK?”
“We can’t promise that, can we?” said Ruth. “It’s up to her.”
“That’s the deal. She talks to nobody—police, press, family—until she’s seen me.”
Ruth glanced at me. I nodded. She looked back at Drew.
“Why?”
“I got interests to protect.”
She stared at him. He said nothing, but held her gaze, slowly shifting his bulk in his seat, like a sea mammal preparing to belly-flop back into the water.
“All right,” she said finally. “We’ll do our best.”
“OK. So, like I said, I don’t know where she went. But what I can tell you is, if there’s anyone does, it’s one of the folks up at Coyote Fork. Beth had been around the place a couple months when she took off. She had to have said something to somebody.”
“In that case, why didn’t they tell you?” said Ruth.
He pointed to the badge above his head. “But I was close. I’d have got there, if I had more time.”
“But surely,” I said, “the commune isn’t there anymore?”
He nodded. “No, it was torched. But—”
“Torched?” I said.
‘I hadn’t heard that. Who by?”
“No one knows for sure. But there’s a bunch of Indians, Native Americans you’re supposed to say now, living up there. There’s a lot of folks’ll tell you it was them.”
“Is that what you think?” I said.
He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what I think. Point is, there’s still a lot of people up there remember it, back in the day. Evidently”—slicing the word into equal syllables—“it was the kind of place you don’t forget. The stuff that went on there . . .” He shook his head. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not a prude, far from it. I like a good time. I was always what I guess you’d call a ladies’ man, if we’re still allowed to say that?” 
“I don’t think anyone’s passed a law against it yet,” said Ruth.
“And in case you don’t believe me, there’s ladies’ll tell you Lenny Drew showed them the best time in their lives, bar none, and when I say none, that’s
movie stars included. So yeah, I’m a pretty broad-minded guy. But that commune . . . from what I been able to understand, it was just, you know . . . they were animals. Going around with no clothes on. Doing it whenever they felt like it, you know what I’m talking about? Right there, sometimes, outside, where everyone can see.” He shook his head. “I mean, Jesus.”
“Who told you this?” asked Ruth.
“A lot of people. But there was this one gal, runs a bookstore up in Milward now. She keeps the—well, I guess you’d call them the archives—for the commune. Who was there, when they came, when they left. And she actually has pictures. Even a home movie, would you believe? Jesus, I’m telling you, when she was showing me that, I didn’t know where to look. She said there was a few years there when they had a rule against coupledom. That’s what they called it. You couldn’t be with the same person more than two nights running.” He caught my eye, briefly considered some locker-room comment—Every young guy’s dream, right?—then thought better of it. “Well,” he said, “I don’t know about you, but to me that just seems crazy. I said to her, didn’t people get jealous? She said, yeah, course they did. Only they weren’t supposed to, so no one admitted it.” He shook his head again. “You can’t go on like that too long before—” 
He made a mushroom cloud explosion with his hands. 
“And Beth got into that?” said Ruth.
“Everybody was. That’s what this gal told me. If you were there, didn’t matter what you did: you were a part of it. Some guy, let’s call him Steve, says, How about it, hon? And you only got two choices. Either you say yes—in which case Jim, the guy you spent the last two nights with, gets mad. Or you say no—and that makes Steve mad. I don’t know what Beth McGregor did exactly, or who with. But I do know a whole lot of people were mad at her. Maybe because she took up with this young Indian guy.”
“Joe Chess?” I said.
“Yeah, that’s the fellow. A real shit-stirrer. Said they’d built the place on Indian land. Fact, he was trying to get them evicted. So they didn’t like him too good.” He paused. “You heard of Many Rivers?”
I looked at Ruth. She shook her head. 
I said, “No. What’s Many Rivers?”
“Who, not what,” said Drew. “Many Rivers was an Indian medicine man, that’s what he called himself. Say witch doctor these days, that’s a hanging offense. I don’t know which tribe he was. Different than Joe Chess’s, anyway. But he used to go up there a lot, do I don’t know what, rituals or dances or whatever they do. Quite a few of the people at Coyote Fork were really into him. Well, eventually, everyone’s so pissed with Beth and Joe Chess that Many Rivers says he’s going to conjure up the spirits or whatever and get rid of them. And hey presto, next day, they’re gone. So of course, the guy claims the credit, says it was all down to his mumbo-jumbo. And some people were even dumb enough—or strung-out enough—to believe him.” He laughed. 
“So what do you think happened?” said Ruth.
He hesitated, balancing self-regard against discretion. “It took me a while to figure it out. But I finally did it.” He riffled his fingers in the air, as if he were counting banknotes. “Between you and me,” he said, lowering his voice, “they were paid off. Given a load of dollars to get out of the commune’s hair and—badoo. Quietly disappear someplace.”
“Paid off by whom?” I said.
He didn’t answer. 
“You must have some idea,” I said. “I mean, there can’t have been many people there with access to that kind of money.”
“I’m going to have to pass on that.”
“You wouldn’t . . . by any chance . . . be thinking of Evan Bone?” 
His brow wrinkled. He’d finally clocked my accent. He leaned towards me. “Where you from, anyway?”
“London.”
He looked from me to Ruth, shuttling a hand between us through the air. “And, what, you knew Beth McGregor too?”
“No.”
“So what’s the story here?”
“He’s helping me,” said Ruth.
Drew went on staring. Finally he muttered,
“You know what? There’s nothing more I can tell you. Like I said, you need to speak to the people up there. If the fires don’t get to them first. You see that?” He waved at the TV. “They were just talking about it. This time of year, some shit-brain throws his cigarette butt on the ground, that’s all it takes. Last count, there was more’n 100,000 acres burning up there, totally out of control.”
“In Milward?” I said.
“Not yet. But not too far.” 
“Can you give us a name?” asked Ruth. “The woman with the home movie? Or—”
He considered for a moment. “Yeah, she might talk. Her and me, we were like—” He mimed two wrestlers circling each other in the ring. “She didn’t like it I was a private investigator. None of them did. Too like the cops. But might be different with you.” He hesitated. “But remember the deal. If she comes across, and you find Beth McGregor—”
He made a call me sign with his hand. Ruth nodded.
“OK.” He got to his feet, surprisingly nimbly, as if someone had inflated him with helium. “I’ll be right back.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, watching the door. “That was stupid of me. I shouldn’t have mentioned Bone.”
She shook her head. “But you touched a nerve. That tells us something.” She paused. “What he said about the commune. I’d no idea it was like that.”
“Really? I can’t say I’ve ever been to a hippie commune. But it sounded pretty much what I think I’d have expected.”
“You can’t be with the same person more than two nights?”
“Yes, well, that is a bit—”
“Someone like Beth, that would have been a nightmare. Or at least, I’d have thought it would.” She raised her eyebrows, as if I might have the answer to her question. “I could have been wrong about her, I suppose?”
I said nothing.
“But I don’t think I was. And I just can’t imagine the Beth I knew . . .”
We were both silent, our minds mapping the same landscape. 
“OK,” she said finally, “let’s do it as a list. One—” She caught my expression and stopped. “I know. You think I’m a fool for lists. But it’s the easiest way to find logical links. One: a psychotically possessive, prodigiously driven man. Two: a free-love-crazy community, which—even if you’re not psychotically possessive—sounds like a waking nightmare.”
“And with its own resident medicine man,” I said. “The Native American connection seems to be emerging as something of a theme here. Many Rivers. Carter Ramirez. Joe Chess.”
She thought about that for a moment, then nodded. “Three, the prodigiously driven man takes his girlfriend to visit the free-love-crazy community—”
“Which I really don’t get. Why would Bone, the most jealous human being on the planet, let her go within a hundred miles of Coyote Fork?”
She lifted her eyebrows. “If you knew Beth, you’d understand. She was in love with the guy. She wanted to know everything about him, meet his family, see where he was raised.” She paused. “Four: she goes off with another guy. That’s the bit I don’t get.”
“Perhaps she just succumbed to the atmosphere?”
She stared past my shoulder, as if—for a moment—she could see Beth with the naked hippies, gauge her reaction to them. Then she turned back to me.
“No. Joe Chess must have given her something she wasn’t getting from Evan. And then she disappears. That’s number five. And number six: at almost the same moment, the prodigiously driven man seems to undergo a personality change.” 
We looked at each other. The shared landscape opened up between us. Our thoughts spilled across it, pooling into one idea.
“Here you go,” said Drew, lumbering into the room. “I found her card.” He offered it to Ruth. It was an elegant grey-green, with Milward Books printed across the top in faux handwriting, and a name underneath that I couldn’t make out. “But you didn’t get it from me, OK?”
“OK.”
“And this”—holding out a scrap torn from a yellow pad—“is my number. For Beth McGregor, when you find her.” He was still holding a corner of the paper, caught in a mini-tug-of-war with Ruth. “You’re not going to forget, huh?”
“No,” said Ruth. 
He released the paper.
“We’re going somewhere special tonight, remember?” she said, as we reached the car. “But it’s a ways. You want to take the first shift or the second?”
“First.”
She threw me the keys. “I-5 North.”
We were on the freeway before either of us spoke again. Then I said,
“You knew Bone.”
“Not really well.”
“Still . . .”
“He never struck me as violent.” She took a deep breath. “But yeah, I think it’s possible.”
Something tiptoed through the hairs on my arms. We sat in silence, pondering the implications. 
Finally she said,“Was she your first?” 
“What?”
“Anne.”
“First serious.”
“You remember what that was like?”
“Yes, of course.” But it was a sensation rather than a memory. The hyper-reality, not only of Anne’s presence—the nuclear-radiation sense of her body, seated three feet away from me on a summer evening—but of her absence, too. The hunger, when she wasn’t there; the way she took the sun with her, leaving the world flat and shadowless. The intensity of that year had burned a space in my consciousness that nothing since had quite been able to fill.
“Multiply that by ten,” said Ruth. “And you’re probably close to how Evan Bone felt about Beth.” She paused, giving me time to gouge even deeper. “Now imagine a guy coming along and taking it all away from you.”
A wormhole suddenly opened up, whooshing me back in time. It’s early April, and I can hear the birds in the college gardens rehearsing for spring. I’m standing outside Anne’s room, a bunch of freesias in my hand, my courage screwed to the sticking place. These are for you. I can hear her moving around. I knock again. I love you. Should I drop on one knee? Or would that seem ironic?
The door opens. The buttons on her blouse are in the wrong holes. Sitting on the bed behind her, his hastily-donned shirt revealing a deep V of bronzed flesh, is Brian Grainger.
“No,” I said. “I don’t need to imagine.”
“So?”
I opened the sluice gates, let the feelings flood through me. The pain was almost unbearable.
“Like having gangrene,” I said.
“And what do you do with a gangrened limb?” 
“You—”
“Let’s talk about it tomorrow.” She shivered. “Tonight we have La Posada.” She was quiet for a few seconds. Then, awkwardly, she said,“So is that why you’re a travel writer?”
“Is what why?”
“Anne? You were determined not to be hurt again. So you choose a profession where you’re constantly on the move. And observing, rather than running the risk of actually getting deeply involved with anyone.”
“Number three in a series of well-thumbed pop psychology explanations.”
She winced as if I’d hit her.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “But it is just a little bit obvious, isn’t it?”
She shrugged. I touched her shoulder. She stiffened.
“So I’m way off beam, am I? Your life since then has been just one long succession of passionate liaisons?”
“I wouldn’t say that. But there have been a few.”
“How many’s a few?”
“I don’t know.”
“You mean you’ve lost count?”
“All right. Five.” 
“Five?”
“You thought it would be more?”
“It’s not the numbers. It just came out a little bit neat. Like that’s the authorized version.”
I laughed. “I was married for sixteen years, remember.”
“And that’s really it? No strange encounters in out-of-the-way places, where you did something totally out of character? So now, when you look back, you find yourself thinking, God, was that me?”
“Well, I did once go to a place called Whitrow . . .”
She gave a quick disappointed smile. 
I was angry: with her for pushing me into a corner, with myself for trying to joke my way out of it. I said, “Why do you want to know?” 
“They’re part of you.”
“It isn’t an extensive list. It brings the total to eight. A revenge one-night-stand when Anne gave me the boot. That was bad. The poor girl pined for me for months.”
Ruth shifted in her seat. I avoided looking at her.
“A singer in a tourist bar in Lisbon. I still don’t know what happened there. It was as if she’d been expecting me. As if I was playing a part in a play she’d written. I never found out what it was.”
Ruth nodded. I hesitated.
“And then there was Anne. Just once. Years later. When we were working together, and her husband was away, and I went round to their flat.”
My throat seized up. I was crying suddenly. Ruth touched my arm. 
“OK.” She paused. “Do you want me to tell you mine?”
I shook my head. I couldn’t handle it. “Not tonight.”
It was dark by the time we got to La Posada. But Ruth was right: after a long succession of dingy motels, selected only for their cheapness, it was special. Floodlit fountains serenaded you as you wound your way up the drive. At the end, framed by palm trees, was a huge Spanish-style building: white adobe walls, arched windows, a magnificent entrance hall. A man dressed like a matador carried our bags to our room, which was furnished with what looked like genuine antiques. In the corner was an adobe fireplace—where, presumably, in the winter, you could have your own fire, filling the air with the scent of mesquite smoke.
On a terrace at the rear of the hotel we ate chargrilled steaks the size of paving slabs and drank lager from a local microbrewery. The only light came from flaming torches, which dropped teasing reflections into the vast outdoor swimming pool below us. The air hummed with the sound of crickets and the belchy call of bullfrogs. 
Afterwards, glasses in hand, we soaked in a frothing hot tub and gazed up at the stars. A young couple strolled past. When they saw us, the girl stopped and laughed.
“Well, you guys look like you’re having a good time.”
She cleared the long hair from her face and lifted her phone to take a photo. We both obligingly raised our glasses.
“So what do you think?” said Ruth, after they’d gone.
“It’s gorgeous. Thank you.”
Just out of sight, in the darkness, Beth McGregor and Evan Bone and Joe Chess circled us, moving in a slow dance whose steps we could only guess at. But we stuck to our resolve and refused to acknowledge them.
But at some point in the middle of the night, I woke to find Ruth sobbing into her pillow. I held her to me. 
“I can’t bear it,” she said. “Even just the possibility . . .” 
“If Evan Bone really did it,” I said. “I give you my word: we’ll get him.”
I tightened my grip. Eventually we slept again.
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TWELVE
HOURS
LATER
WE
were in the parking lot of an out-of-town mall.
“Why did you stop here?” I said. 
She didn’t answer. I peered through the car window. Shops; cars; sunshine; a wizened black guy with a limp pushing a long train of supermarket trolleys. Beyond, fields of regimented fruit trees, and—on the horizon—a line of rumpled mountains like a discarded camouflage jacket. Nothing to distinguish it from any of the other little places we’d passed through in the last hundred miles.
“How are we going to do this?” she said finally. 
“I’ve been thinking about it.”
She opened a hand: Tell me.
“How about: I’ve been commissioned to write a book about communes? That’s not too far-fetched. And this is my research trip. Which gives us a reason for starting at the bookshop, without mentioning Drew.”
She thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, that’s smart. But I need a story too.”
“You could be writing something as well, couldn’t you? On—I don’t know, the philosophy of the commune movement?”
“And what, the two of us just happen to show up at the same time? That’d be too weird. And I don’t know enough. And I don’t want them googling Ruth Halassian and seeing all the shit people are saying about me. Plus, Beth could have talked about me when she was here, mentioned my name.”
I flung a hand up. “OK, OK. You’re my spouse, then. Partner, friend, life companion.”
She blushed and mumbled something.
“Sorry?”
She shook her head. “That’d mean creating a whole fake biography.” She considered for a moment, then ran a finger across her mouth, applying imaginary lipstick. “What about if I’m Carly-Rae? We met at a truck stop. You told me what you were doing. I said, Whoa, that sounds neat. Mind if I come along for the ride? Hmm?”
I laughed.
“What?” she said. “These are ex-hippies we’re talking about. Shouldn’t that appeal to them?”
“I just don’t think it’s very plausible.”
“Why not? Carly-Rae is still a pretty freewheeling gal.”
“But I can’t imagine I’d really be her type.”
“We can fix that.” She got out of the car, then leaned her head back in. “You coming?” 
We set off across the car park, thwacked by the heat of sun on steel and concrete. Ahead of us loomed a huge Walmart.
“Say, hey guys, that’s awesome!” she said.
“Hey guys, that’s awesome.”
The corner of her mouth twitched. “OK, that’s not going to work. You’d better stay a Brit. But a Brit who wishes he’d been in Haight-Ashbury in 1966.”
When we re-emerged after half an hour, Ruth had a pair of sawn-off denim shorts, a couple of tight-fitting tops and a full array of make-up. I had a matching outfit of jeans, a Coors Banquet baseball cap and a t-shirt with Keep on the Cool Side printed on the front.
“Put that on now,” she said, when we reached the car.
I made sure no one was looking, then hauled off my shirt and replaced it. She looked at me appraisingly.
“Yeah.” She gave an approving nod. “You going my way, sweetie?”
All these small towns. Milward is different again: not run-down, like Riddick; not waiting for the wrecking-ball, like Brownville; not spruce and glossy with privilege, like Whitrow; but a defiant hymn to the counter-culture, set against a backdrop of wooded mountains. The first thing you notice when you get out of the car is a constant roar. When you look towards it, you see water gushing out of the rock, then plaiting itself into a dazzling two-hundred foot cascade that tumbles through a crease in the trees into the river below. The little houses are surrounded, hemmed-in, by greenery. Even the colors they’re painted in—olive, grey, blue—acknowledge the primal reality of the landscape. Nature sets the terms here. You ignore them at your peril.
Milward Books was flanked on one side by a small plant shop and on the other by a poky little box called Angela’s Dream, which—according to a sign above the door—sold crystals, tarot cards, and natural remedies. When we peered through the bookshop door, we saw a woman at the counter, with long crinkly hair and big earrings. She was talking to a couple of customers, gesticulating with her long hands, squeezing and opening the fingers as if she were molding clay. 
We went in, tinkling a little overhead bell. She turned and flashed us a smile.
“Hi. Come on in. I’ll be with you in just a minute.”
She returned to her conversation. We started to browse the shelves. As if the influence of the neighboring shops had seeped through the walls, there was a well-stocked section on gardening—Mmmm! Let’s Veg!—and an entire bay devoted to Mind, Body, and Spirit. Ruth seemed fascinated, bending down to scan the lower shelves. After a minute or so she pulled something out and held it up to me.
“Look.”
A midnight blue cover with a golden speck at the center radiating light. Above it, in ethereal white lettering: New Age, New Gnosis, New You.
She seemed about to launch into another seminar. 
“God,” I said. “Hip gnosis. Hipster gnosis. Now hippie gnosis.”
But she was too wound up to be pushed off course.
“It’s an epidemic,” she said. “Completely out of control.”
I glanced at the woman and her two customers. “OK. But perhaps this isn’t the best place to talk about it.”
I turned and pushed further into the shop, searching for local history. There were only a handful of titles: an old-fashioned children’s book about the Gold Rush that looked as if it had been there for thirty years; a study of the lives of five pioneer women. In the end I took down Old Milward in Photographs, hoping to find a reference to the commune. There was nothing: the book only went up to 1950. But as I was riffling through, my eye did catch the name Coyote Fork. I flicked back to where I had seen it and found a picture of five men holding rifles and staring into the camera with unreadable expressions. Behind them was a wall of trees, a few of which looked bare and blackened, as if they had been struck by lightning. The caption read: Captain John Milward (center) and four unnamed members of the Milward Militia after the Battle of Coyote Fork.
The door pinged again. A moment later I sensed someone close to me. I looked round. The crinkly-haired woman was peering over my shoulder. She paused long enough to register what I was reading, then turned and said,
“Can I help you? Are you looking for something special?”
“I was wondering if you had anything about the Coyote Fork commune?”
“The commune?” 
“Yes. I thought someone might have written their reminiscences about the place? Or a brief history?”
She shook her head, sending the earrings into motion like perches in a birdcage. She had the figure of a thirty-year-old, but close-up I could see that she must be at least sixty. There were flecks of grey at the roots of her copper-gold hair, and spots of sun-damage on her deeply-lined face.
“No, nothing like that,” she said. “I wish someone would.” She fitted a kink of hair to her finger. “Any special reason?”
“Research. For a project I’m working on.”
“That sounds interesting.”
“A book. Not just about Coyote Fork. About communes in general. Although I do have to say, Coyote Fork seems particularly intriguing.”
Her eyes opened wide. 
“So I was hoping to get some leads on people I might be able to talk to.”
She shook her head. “Wow. That’s amazing. You’re a writer?”
I nodded.
“Should I have heard of you?”
“I’ll be astonished if you have. My name’s Robert Lovelace.”
“Loveless?”
I spelled it for her.
“OK, I’m going to check you out, Mr. Loveless.”
She started towards the back of the shop, then turned and beckoned to me. By the time I caught her up, she was already at the computer, googling me.
“Oh, yeah, here you are. Three days in Skopje. Skopje? Where’s that?” 
“North Macedonia.”
“Right. Fun fact of the day.” She scrolled down. “Siena. Yeah, I heard of that. And Normandy. So what, you’re like a travel writer?”
“Exactly like a travel writer.”
She crinkled her brow. “So why communes?” 
“I needed a change. There’s only so many perfectly preserved mediaeval cities a man can take. And you may disagree, but I think communes have had a bad press. It isn’t hard to see why. I mean, nudity, paganism: it’s a jaded tabloid editor’s dream.”
She laughed. “Jaded tabloid editor. I love it. Where you from?”
“Guess.”
She gave a flirty pout. “OK. I guessed.”
“But obviously that’s just a caricature. There was a lot of genuine idealism there. And I think in these cynical times people would find that inspiring. So I’m hoping to set the record straight.”
She shook her head again. “I don’t believe this. Something”—she held her fingertips up and blew on them, as if sending a thank you to the universe—“is taking care of you. You know why? I lived out there for nearly twenty years. And I have photos, news-clippings, all kinds of stuff I can show you.”
I made a fair stab at looking surprised and thrilled.
“Plus, there’s other old Forkers living round here. And every month, a bunch of us still get together, try to keep the dream alive. And guess what? This month, we’re meeting tomorrow. So—”
She broke off, her eyes flickering past me as Ruth moved to my side.
“Hi,” said Ruth, with a gummy ingénue smile. 
The woman frowned, annoyed at being interrupted. She switched her finger between me and Ruth. “Are you two—”
“Yeah,” said Ruth. “I’m Carly-Rae. Did I hear you saying you know about the commune?”
“Yeah, I was part of it.”
Ruth put her head on one side. ‘What’s your name?”
“Martha. That’s if you’re from the cops.”
Ruth laughed. “I’m not from the cops.”
“My commune name”—as if it might mean something to us—“is Breeze.”
“Breeze. That’s so cool.” She held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Breeze.”
The woman took the hand and dropped it again. She gave me a puzzled look: What’s she doing here?
“Rob and me,” said Ruth, touching my arm, “met down in the Bay Area. And he told me what he was doing. And I had no particular place to go. So—”
Breeze smiled. But there was a brittleness to it that I hadn’t expected.
“I never knew anyone who did that,” said Ruth. “Just upped and went to live in a commune. But the idea of it—man, that really appealed to me. No taxes. No social security. No having to take orders from anyone. So I guess I was kind of curious.”
“Yeah, well, like Rob here says, there was a little bit more to it than that.” 
Ruth flushed. “Oh, yeah, sure, sure, I know that,” she said. “Living with nature. Screwing who you want. All of that stuff.” 
“That’s the way straight people saw it. But the way we saw it was, it was all about starting over. Making a new world.” She turned back to me. “So anyway, if you want to come along tomorrow, I can introduce you.”
“That’d be fantastic,” I said. “Thank you.”
“It’s weird. Just the last time, some of us were saying, wouldn’t it be great if we could get someone to write about the Fork? While there’s still enough of us around to remember what it was really like? And it looks like something heard us.”
I nodded, avoiding Ruth’s gaze. “What time?”
“Seven? Why don’t you come here, and you can ride with me?”
There was a tense pause as we tried to decode whether the you was singular or plural. 
Finally Ruth said, “Am I invited too?”
“Sure,” said Breeze, looking at me with a tiny smile, like a fellow-conspirator. “You may find it kind of strange, but—Anyway, see you tomorrow.”
The door chimed us back into the street. I held out the keys. Ruth shook her head.
“What’s the matter?” I said. 
She said nothing. She was red with anger. She wouldn’t meet my eye. 
“OK,” I said. “You know the way to the hotel?”
She nodded. We got in. She gave me directions, then withdrew into silence. 
After a minute or so I said, “Oh, come on. She isn’t that bad. At least it’s given us an in.”
“It’s given you an in. Did you see the way she looked at me? You could unpick every stitch in the thought process. Blue collar. Uneducated. Stupid. Bigoted. Unenlightened. What’s she doing with this smart guy the cosmos just sent Federal Express? Jesus, the sense of entitlement. The idea that the universe exists simply to make her and her spoilt friends feel good about themselves.”
We turned off the main street and up a narrow, winding road gouged through the trees.
“Well, yes,” I said. “Although I’m not sure I’m really in a position to judge. Given that I thought I saw Anne Grainger in the Global Village car park.”
“You weren’t expecting to see Anne Grainger. And when you did, you were troubled by it. You didn’t just assume it was a message from the universe, telling you what a great guy you are. And you don’t call yourself Breeze. When your parents named you Martha.”
“My parents didn’t name me Martha.”
No hint of a laugh. I glanced at her. Her jaw was set, her fists tight in her lap.
“If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were jealous,” I said.
Her hands snapped open, as if someone had pressed a switch. “Oh, for God’s sake!”
“Don’t you think she’s a bit old for me?” I said.
She glared at me. “What, that’s supposed to make me feel better, is it? You’ll save yourself for one of the younger ones at the love-fest tomorrow?” She paused. “Anyway, I bet she fucks like a bitch in heat.”
We drove on in silence. After a couple of minutes we passed a sign saying Eagle’s Nest, and a building like a giant cabin, constructed of massive split redwood logs, loomed up in front of us. As we got out of the car I could see, in the distance, the hazy peak of Mount Shasta, streaked with a single line of white, like a Zen master’s brushstroke.
“That’s pretty lovely,” I said.
She stopped to look at it.
“Yes, it is,” she said after a moment. She turned to me again. “I’m sorry. I was being an asshole back there.”
Our room was big and airy, with a ceiling fan the size of a Spitfire propeller. It was cool, with a refreshing smell of soap and starch and pine resin. There was a west-facing picture window, turned red and gold by the descending sun. Ruth squinted at it.
“Too bright.”
She closed the blinds and switched on the fan. 
“You know why I give money to panhandlers?” she said.
“You’re a nice person.”
She shook her head. “St. Augustine. Original sin. We’re always going to do wrong. But when you give alms, it’s like a kind of running tab. Paying off what you owe a bit at a time. Instead of getting the whole damn bill at the end, when you die.” She paused. “I’m embarrassing you.”
“No, no.”
“Yes, yes. St. Augustine does that. Wrong-foots everybody. He was African. Did you know that?”
“I can’t say I did.”
“Yeah. He was from Numidia. Present-day Algeria. So nothing in it for Richard Peake. But nothing in it for the other guys, either. Because he’s a mainstay of the Western tradition. Oh, God, look at you.” She spread her fingers, releasing St. Augustine into the ether. “I just wanted to explain.” She put her arms round me, nuzzling my neck with her nose. “I’m sorry.” 
I stroked her hair. She raised her eyes to mine, then dropped them again, like an awkward teenager. 
“Can I interest you in a short siesta?” she said.
“That sounds nice.”
She kissed me. “I’m going to take a quick shower.” 
When she reappeared she was keeping a towel wrapped round her with one hand and trying to plump her still-damp hair into shape with the other. Carly-Rae Teffler’s make-up had gone. She stopped a couple of feet in front me and said,
“Am I exciting enough for you?”
“Of course you are. You’re beautiful.”
I prized open her fingers, unhitched the towel and let it fall to the floor. Instinctively she hunched forward, arms crossed over her breasts, a splayed hand shielding her pubis. And suddenly—sharing the same outline—Anne was there. Not ghostly Anne: Anne at nineteen, naked in front of me for the first time—the astonishment of it—but still shy. 
I smiled. The face in front of me resolved into Ruth’s. She smiled back. Blushing, she stood up straight, dropping her arms to her sides.
“Not as beautiful as Anne, I expect,” she said.
Comparisons are pointless. I’m with you now.

And then—as if Anne herself had put the words in my head—I heard myself saying, “Yes, you are. Just as beautiful.”
We made love, then fell asleep, as the light faded, emptying the room of color, snuffing out the details of architecture, furniture, even the shapes of our own luggage. When I woke, it was so dark that I couldn’t for a moment remember where I was, or who had been lying next to me. And then, in the corner, I saw Ruth’s face caught in the glow of a laptop screen.
“Is that a good idea?” I asked.
“I had a call from my mom,” she said, without moving.
I got out of bed and walked over to her. She was sitting swathed in a hotel bathrobe, staring at a picture of two laughing revelers in a hot tub. It was a couple of seconds before I recognized them as her and me, and the blur in the background as the lights of La Posada. Above it was a message:
Professor Halassian: update. Hey WAH-ers. You probably thought like me that Professor Halassian would be at home, quietly preparing for her meeting with the Academic Standards Committee. Well seems like we were wrong. Here’s a photo of her two days ago at a luxury hotel in California with her new white supremacist friend. Good to see how seriously you’re taking the charges against you Professor Halassian.
“Oh, God,” I said.
I started to caress her neck. She twitched slightly but didn’t turn.
“How the hell did they get that?” I asked.
“The girl with the phone.”
“Did you recognize her?”
“No.”
“But you think she followed us?”
“They didn’t need to. Not physically.” She hovered a hand above the computer. “There’ll be a Global Village community. We’ve tracked the fascist bitch and her bed-buddy to La Posada. Here’s what they look like.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. Coming away with you like this, it’s obviously raised the stakes. Maybe it’s just that we’re enjoying ourselves. Food, wine, sex, hot-tubs. A bit too Christian for their Gnostic souls. Like God actually redeemed the world by becoming human.” She stopped abruptly, reined herself in. “Sorry: cradle Catholic talking. Anyway . . . look.”
She clicked to a new screen. A tweet: 
@Cuff17 #whitefilth @HalassianR Ever wondered where a piece of shit like Ruth Halassian came from? Here’s what spawned her
She clicked again. A picture appeared: an old woman with frizzy white hair, squinting into the camera through thick glasses.
“That’s her. That’s my mom. They’ve been sending her death threats.”
“Oh, God.” 
Ruth shook her head despairingly. “It has nothing to do with her. She doesn’t even know what I do. And her health’s not great. And she’s all alone now. No one to protect her.” She dropped her face into her hands. “Oh, Christ.”
I leaned down, so my head was next to hers. “Can you go back to the tweet?”
She resurrected it. No, I wasn’t mistaken. There it was: @Cuff17. One of the hyenas that had ganged up on Anne. 
“Who would do that?” said Ruth.
I said nothing. After a moment she closed the laptop, then hobbled over to the bed and lay down, one arm over her eyes. My mouth was dry, the pulse in my ears making a noisy nuisance of itself. I desperately wanted to leave, to find somewhere beyond her gravitational pull—beyond anyone’s gravitational pull—where I could think clearly. But even to step out into the corridor now would be to run the risk of another picture, another post, another virtual stoning. So in the end I lay down next to her, leaving a chaste sword’s breadth between us.
I shut my eyes. The words white supremacist floated up in the darkness, like a slogan on the side of a blimp. The injustice of it squeezed the breath out of me. I started composing a series of ripostes in my head: You don’t even know who I am; I have friends of different races all over the world; in fact, I’m here precisely because I’m trying to help a Native American. None of them stuck. Their over-simplification, their almost-but-not-quite-trueness reeked of weakness and bad faith. Anne’s experience showed how easily and lethally—in the hands of people like Whitrow Against Hate—they could be turned against me.
I couldn’t bear it: thousands, tens of thousands, maybe millions of strangers, whose only thought from now on when they saw the name Robert Lovelace would be racist bigot.
How had I ended up like this? It was quite simple: by hitching myself to Ruth. If she hadn’t come with me, Whitrow Against Hate would have forgotten me by now. 
I rolled towards her, touched her hip.
“Do you want me just to vanish?” 
She shook her head.
“Only I seem to be a bit of a bad-luck charm.”
She patted the mattress, groping for my hand. “You’re the nearest available weapon, that’s all. If you left, they’d find something else to throw at me. And I’d be just . . .” She turned towards me, opened her eyes. “Listen.”
I knew what was coming. Her voice had dropped, as if she were about to open the door into a hidden room.
“I know you said you didn’t want to hear,” she said. “About the other guys in my life, but . . . there haven’t been many. A bit of fooling around as Carly-Rae. A guy at college who became a monk. A fellow-philosophy PhD.” She lifted her eyes, dropped them again. “That taught me. Avoid philosophers. Then there was another professor at Whitrow. He was the most serious. I thought we’d get married. But he got a job out east, and it just kind of fizzled.”
She looked at me, trying to gauge my response. I nodded.
“But then you came along. And that first time we met . .  when you told me about Anne. About seeing her. It was so . . . I don’t know . . . erotic.”
“Erotic?”
She nodded. “All this time I’d been living in—I don’t know, it was like a kind of open prison, I guess. Where we were all expected to police ourselves. You didn’t dare say anything without first running it past the censor in here.” She tapped her head. “And then all of a sudden, here’s this strange man, just completely opening himself to me. And wham.” She ran a finger slowly down my cheek. “I know I’ve no right to demand anything. But I . . . I don’t want to go back. To how it was before.”
She blinked, bit her lip, turned away from me.
It’s OK. You won’t. But when I tried to say it, a fist seemed to knock the air from my lungs. 
After a moment, I just reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder.
It wasn’t until lunchtime the following day that we finally agreed a plan. I thought there was a case for simply brazening it out and keeping going. But now that her mother had become a target, Ruth felt reluctantly that was no longer possible. That left two options: either we both returned to Whitrow; or I went on and she returned to Whitrow. In the end we settled for option two. She would take the Jetta. If I needed a car, I’d hire one locally. 
Our biggest debate was about money. She was adamant that she should go on paying my expenses even after she’d left. It was a perfectly reasonable argument: she could afford it and I couldn’t. But there was an edge of desperation in her voice that made me suspect her real motive was different: to put a label on me, like one of those colored stickers showing that a picture at an exhibition is already spoken for. If I’m paying for him, he’ll be less likely to go off with someone else.

In the end, we agreed to split the costs 50/50. In order to avoid unnecessary internet traffic, she took out $1000 and gave it to me in cash. We bought two cheap pay-as-you-go phones and exchanged numbers. If we only used them to call each other, we figured, they should be almost impossible to trace.
She was crying when I waved her goodbye. I went back to our room and passed out on the bed. 



11
JUST
BEFORE
SEVEN, I
WAS standing outside Milward Books. It was locked, but through the window I could see Breeze, diluted to a vague watery shape by the glass, fiddling with something at the counter. I knocked. She looked up and waved, then hurried through the shop to open the door. 
“Hi.” She glanced left and right. “Where’s—Sorry, I forgot her name.”
“Carly-Rae? She had to leave. Some problem at home.”
“Oh, that’s too bad.” But she was instantly more relaxed. She quickly locked up. “OK, we’re going out to Denny and Oak’s place.” 
“How far is that?”
“Not far. Just ten minutes in the old Clunker.” She pointed to a decrepit Toyota, its paintwork dulled to a sickly mauve. 
We got in. When she switched on, the engine made a deep-throated noise like a racing car, and the loose exhaust thudded against the floor. She reversed out into the path of a delivery van, which had to brake violently to avoid hitting us. The driver lowered his window and yelled,
“Stupid bitch! No one ever tell you to look where you’re going!”
She didn’t reply, but set off slowly along the street, the van driver honking in her wake.
“You better lighten up, friend,” she said to his red-faced reflection in the mirror. “Or one of these days, you’re going to give yourself a heart attack.” She shook her head. “Crazy the way some people live.” She hesitated. “So you and Carly-Rae . . . are you a thing?”
“No, I told you. Or she did. We’d only just met.”
She nodded. “I didn’t want to say anything, if you were, you know, like . . . But actually, I think it’s better she’s not here.” She turned left over a bridge, then on to a road running alongside the river. “I put the word out, told everyone you were coming, they’re all real excited to meet you. But Carly-Rae really wouldn’t have fit in. She’d done her golly-gee routine with Oak, he’d have had her for breakfast.”
“That sounds a bit intimidating.”
“Oh, you’re going to be fine.” She clapped a hand over my knee. “They’re all going to love you.”
“So who’s going to be there?” 
“I can’t tell you for sure. You know the way some people are: they don’t get back to you, they just show up. Or not. But there’ll be a few, I guarantee it.”
“Any of the Bone family?”
She half-turned towards me, then stopped and made a show of looking in the rear-view mirror.
“Why you ask about them?”
“Oh, it’s just, you know . . . you can’t help being curious, can you? Given that Evan Bone is now pretty much—”
“Yeah, whatever happened to him, huh?” She hesitated. “Actually, he seems to have taken off someplace, did you hear that? Like it’s all gotten too much for him. Being the richest guy on the planet, or whatever he is.”
“Third richest, apparently. Are his parents still around?”
She shook her head. “No, they took off years ago.”
“Do they keep in touch?”
“Uh-uh. That’s what money does. You got enough of it, you forget about your friends.”
“Were they rich?”
“They are now. Last time I looked, their son was worth $12 billion. You don’t need too much of that to buy yourself a nice straight lifestyle. The pool, the maid, the trips to Europe. If that’s your thing. Which evidently it was.”
“Hmm.”
She frowned at me. “What?”
“Oh, I’m just a bit surprised, that’s all. I heard that Evan and his dad didn’t get on?”
“Who told you that?”
“I don’t know. It was just . . . just the impression I got.”
“Who else is going to give them that kind of money?”
She looked at me sharply. I shook my head. After a couple of seconds she relented.
“The whole thing was weird,” she said. “I mean, Jesus, they were the ones that had the vision. Found the land, then spent two years hustling to raise enough to buy it, a dollar at a time. So’s we could all get away from all that bourgeois shit. And then they just walk out on it, like it meant nothing to them at all.”
I nodded.
“Course, it didn’t just come out of the blue,” she said. “There were reasons. Things had been pretty tense at the Fork for a while before that.” She glanced across at me. “You hear about that?”
“I know there was a fire. Did they ever find out who started it?”
“They never charged anyone. But everyone knows who it was.” More business with the rear-view mirror. “They’re just scared to say. Case people think they’re racist.” She hesitated. “Anyway, let’s not go there right now. I did my time in Angryville, and it’s not a good place to be.” She lifted a hand from the wheel, fingers wide, as if she were releasing a butterfly. “Point is, there’s a lot of people didn’t like what we were doing. Spread lies about us. Which is why it’s so great that you’re here. ’Cause you”—jabbing my thigh—“are going to tell the world what it was really like.” 
“Well, let’s see how it goes, shall we? You may decide I’m not the right person for the job.”
She shook her head. “You just have to trust life sometimes. It’s not going to send us the wrong guy. I know. You know how? ’Cause life and me go back a long way, and I’ve seen it coming through for us time and time again. Things you wouldn’t believe. So don’t worry about it, OK?” She paused. “What I suggest is, tonight you just meet people, get to know them a little, hear where they’re coming from. And then tomorrow, we’ll go through the archives. See what everyone looked like twenty, thirty years ago. Sound good?”
She turned away from the river, down a narrow road dotted with clusters of trees and little houses. Halfway along was a sprawl of cars and pick-ups, strewn at odd angles on the grass verge, like unwanted toys chucked into a drawer.
“Looks like they’re all pretty much here already,” she said.
She cruised past the huddle of vehicles and pulled in beyond a huge, dust-covered monster the color of rust. 
“There you go, Clunker,” she said, patting the car dashboard. “Your old friend the Red Dragon.” She turned to me. “Red Dragon’s kind of an institution. Everyone’s owned it, one time or another. Don’t know who has it now.”
Oak and Denny’s house was a small, modest, single-story affair—not unlike Ginny Voss’s, except that it was better cared for, and clad in spruce white-painted clapboard rather than aluminum. Through the living-room window I could see a rocking chair with a wishy-washy watercolor landscape above it. If I hadn’t known, I’d have guessed the place belonged to some sober, unassuming pillar of society—a teacher, say, or a school bus driver. 
Instead of heading for the front door, Breeze entered a narrow gulley between the house and the garage. It emerged into a long rear garden, where fifteen or so people stood talking in little groups. Most of them were in their fifties or sixties, but there were a couple of younger adults and a handful of small children. Beyond them, above the line of mountains on the horizon, the sky was smudged by a huge billow of black-veined grey smoke.
“God, is that the forest fire?” I asked Breeze.
She nodded. “But don’t worry. It’s still way off. That’s up by the Fork.” She raised her voice. “Hey, people!”
Everyone spun round, smiling uncertainly, curious, but not sure what to expect. Behind them ran a line of outdoor tables, spread with dips, plates of raw sliced vegetables, slabs of orange cheese. Three ice-boxes on the ground were packed with cans and bottles. On a decked porch at the rear of the house a barbecue was starting to smolder. The whole scene—apart from a couple of droopy joints and a t-shirt reading Why Don’t We Do It in the Road—might have been a church picnic.
A woman came forward to greet us. She was about Breeze’s age, with a thick mane of almost-silver hair clasped tightly behind her head. She wore a billowy dress like an off-duty hot-air balloon, and a pair of big glasses that sat at an angle on her nose, giving her a goofy look.
“Well, hi!” she said, taking both Breeze’s hands in hers. She turned to me. “And you must be . . . I don’t want to get this wrong . . . Robert, is that right?”
I nodded. 
She retrieved her right hand, wafted it in front of me until I took it. “Welcome. I’m Denny. Breeze told me all about your project.” She shivered ecstatically. “That’s so exciting. A journalist flying all the way from England to write something about us.”
“That’s the idea. But it’s only fair to warn you, it may not come to anything. Publishing’s hard at the moment. I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.”
“Oh, but you’re here. That wouldn’t have happened unless it was meant. Anyway, I think”—glancing at Breeze—“you know what I’m going to say, don’t you?”
Breeze smiled and nodded. 
“I think it’s just peachy.”
“There you go,” said Breeze. “Peachy. That’s Denny’s word.” She looked round the garden. “So where’s Oak at?”
“He’s still inside.”
Breeze raised an eyebrow. Denny nodded.
“I’ll go in and say hi,” said Breeze. She tugged at my sleeve. “You take care of this guy, OK?”
“Sure. You care for a drink? Beer, or a soda?”
“I’m fine for the moment, thanks.”
“OK. I don’t think I ever met a writer before. Not a British writer, anyway, that’s for sure. That must be such a wonderful gift to have.”
Oh, God: the big unsuspecting eyes, the klutzy off-kilter glasses. I steeled myself. I couldn’t afford to feel guilty. I had a job to do. I was here to avenge Anne, Carter Ramirez, Hazel Voss, to strike a blow against the tyranny that had destroyed them. 
“Feels more like a disease sometimes,” I mumbled. “Or a life sentence. Where you’re condemned to go on producing things nobody wants.”
She mock-slapped my hand. “Oh, come on now! I’d love to be able to do what you do. I did try once. Just, you know, a kind of little, I don’t know what you’d call it, about my life.”
“A memoir?”
“Memoir makes it sound too fancy. I just thought, you know—same as you, I guess—that someone ought to write something about the commune before it was too late. And the best way for me to do it, I figured, was to tell my own story. How I ended up there.”
“Sounds like a good plan.”
“Yeah. But man, when I tried, it was like when you turn on the faucet, and all that comes out is a few little drops, you know? Hi, my name’s Denny. This is where I was raised. Here’s what I did when I was sixteen. Now I live near Milward, California. The end. Just a lot of little bits and pieces. I couldn’t find the thread would tie them all together.” She laughed. “So what’s the secret? Or maybe there isn’t a secret? You either have it or you don’t?”
“OK. Here’s my advice. Imagine you’re sitting in a bar—”
“What?”
“A bar.”
“I don’t go to bars.”
“OK. You’re in your own back yard, then. And you’re telling someone about your life, in person. A British guy called Robert, say.”
She flashed me a tentative half-smile, not sure if I was serious.
“Honestly,” I said. “I’d love to hear about it. That’s exactly what I’m here for.”
“All right,” she said doubtfully. “Well . . . I’m from New Jersey originally. Pretty much your standard kind of sixties John and Janet home. You know, Dad goes to work in the city. Mom takes pottery classes, does stuff for the Christmas fair, makes costumes for the local amateur dramatic club. Weeknights she fixes Sloppy Joes or Chef Boyardee. Sundays, if we’re lucky, we get a roast. And on birthdays, special occasions, a Betty Crocker cake.”
“See?” I said. “You’ve already given us some nice detail. I’ve no idea what Chef Boyardee is, but I love the sound of it.”
She gave me a quick grateful nod. “And to me, that just seemed like . . . well, you know, normal. The way things do when you’re a kid. I mean, I knew there were poor people out there, someplace, but I never saw them, so it was like they weren’t real, not the way you and me are real. And then there were movie stars and rock stars and billionaires. But they weren’t really real, either, ’cause the only place I saw them was on TV. And everyone else . . . well, I just thought they were like us.” She held her hands either side of her head, like blinkers. “And I’d have probably gone on thinking that. If it wasn’t for Vietnam.”
“Vietnam? You can’t have been more than a kid then?”
“I guess I was what you’d call an afterthought. My brother’s eight years older than me. So he goes off to college and gets involved in the anti-war movement. And then when he comes home for the vacations, we sit up late, him and me, and he tells me about it. And that’s when I started to see things differently. I realized, this whole world I’d grown up in, it was all a fake. You know, kind of like The Truman Show or something. Everyone I knew, my parents, the other kids at school, we were all just bits of this huge machine that was destroying everybody else. And destroying the planet too. So I began reading these underground papers he brought home, Berkeley Barb, The Rag,
stuff like that, to find out what was really going on. And that’s where I saw this article about Hambone, how he was trying to raise the money to get a piece of land someplace where people could forget all the consumerist shit and live real lives, respect the earth, respect each other.” 
“Who’s Hambone?” I said. “Evan’s father?”
Her eyes narrowed, as if that seemed a perverse way of putting it. “Yeah. Jim. Jim Bone. That was his straight name. We called him Hambone.” She paused. “So anyway, when I heard they’d bought Coyote Fork, him and Jen and a few others, and they were starting to build houses, I decided to come out West and check it out.”
“Did you tell your parents?”
“You kidding me? I was sixteen. I left them a note, telling them not to worry. Then I cleared out my savings and bought a Greyhound ticket as far as Redding. The last bit I hitch-hiked.”
“That was brave.”
She shrugged “And the first person I met when I got there was Many Rivers. You know about him?”
“He was a medicine man, is that right?”
She shook her head. “He didn’t like being called that. He was an Old Spirit.” She saw my perplexity and laid a finger on my arm. “You don’t know about Old Spirits?”
“No.”
“Means he’s been around since the beginning of time. You know, in different forms. A Druid. An ancient Egyptian priest. He was amazing. He looked at me, like this”—boggling her eyes—“like he was actually inside my head, knew exactly what it was like being me. And he just went on looking for the longest time. And then he said, in this deep voice, ‘Welcome home.’ And I said, ‘What do you mean, home? I never been to California before in my life.’ And he said, ‘Not in the body, maybe. But in the spirit. I can sense it. This is where your spirit belongs.’ And he was right.” She smiled and gave another little quiver of emotion. “Proof is, I been here ever since. Nearly thirty years in the commune. And the rest close by.”
She broke off suddenly and looked up. A huge, perfectly choreographed aerial display of geese was darkening the sky, wings threshing the air in unison. For maybe a minute, everyone watched in silence. Then a hulking, bearded man with long hair said, “Wow! Beautiful, or what?” and there was a burst of spontaneous applause.
“Course, we had our ups and downs,” said Denny. “Who doesn’t? But I still believe that’s how everyone ought to live.” She hesitated. “Do you ever get lonesome?”
It was as if she’d suddenly pulled off my shirt, leaving my skin exposed to the cool evening breeze. Ruth must be on her plane now, the invisible band connecting us drawn thinner with every second. I tried to conjure up her face, but already it was fading. Soon she’d be unlocking the door to her empty house, stepping inside, swallowed up by the darkness.
“Yes, of course,” I said. “Everyone does, don’t they?”
“Not at Coyote Fork.” She turned and pointed to the crowd strung out across the lawn. “These people are my family. And I’m not talking about Janet and John. I’m talking about folks you share everything with. Half the problems in the world are because people think you can only love one person. It simply ain’t so. A body’s just a body. What matters is where your spirit’s at. And our spirits were full of love for each other.” She paused, counting under her breath. “I can only see two guys out there I never slept with.”
I winced. It was like hearing your grandmother say fuck.
“I don’t do it anymore, of course,” she went on hastily. “Oak and me, we moved on to a different stage. But all that closeness . . . it doesn’t go away.”
“OK?” said a voice at my shoulder. I turned. Breeze was back. “She looking after you?”
“Yes, thanks. She’s been telling me about her life.” I smiled at Denny. “That was fascinating. See? All you have to do is write it down, the way you told me.”
She blinked slowly through her glasses. “Thank you.” She glanced at Breeze. “Man, this guy’s incredible. I’ve learned so much.”
“Great,” said Breeze. She turned to me. “Come say hi to Oak. He’d like to meet you, before we do the circle.”
I followed Breeze across the lawn and up the steps on to the porch. A thin man in jeans and a checked lumberjack shirt sat on a chair by the door. His close-cropped grey hair looked like iron filings stuck to a magnet. Leaning against an empty chair next to him was an acoustic guitar in a case. Underneath his own chair was an unglazed hand-made mug with Oak, in big looping black letters, incised into the clay.
“This is Robert,” said Breeze.
We shook hands. His expression was grave and wary—not unfriendly, exactly, but preoccupied. His brown eyes were pouchy and rimmed with red, as if he had been crying.
“You want to write something about us?” he said.
“That’s the plan.”
He removed the guitar, waved me to the chair. “Tell me about it.”
I sat down. I repeated, more or less word for word, what I’d told Breeze the day before. But Oak was a tougher proposition: he listened without so much as a nod, and jaded tabloid editor raised not the faintest smile. 
“And you figure you’re the one to tell people the truth, do you?” he said, when I’d finished.
“I hope so.”
“You ever even been to a commune?”
“No. But I’m a travel writer. It’s my job to go to places and explain—as truthfully as I can—the lives of the people living there, in a way my readers can understand. Show—despite all the apparent differences—their humanity.”
He considered that for a few seconds, squinting at a knot in the wooden decking. Then he looked up and nodded.
“And you think you’d be allowed to do that, do you? With us?”
“Yes. It’s just a matter of making a strong enough case to a publisher. Why it’s important.”
He ran his fingers through his short hair, as if checking it was still there. “Except the problem is, all the publishers are owned by big corporations, aren’t they?”
“Most of them, yes. But—” 
“And they’re the exact same people used a load of dirty tricks to shut us down. So all they’re going to want to publish is more lies.”
It was the first note of complaint I’d heard, the first hint of paranoia. 
“Can you elaborate?” I said.
“What does that mean?”
“Tell me more. Explain.”
He reached down for his mug. A strong smell of cloves wafted towards me. He took a leisurely sip. “You’re a Brit, right?”
I nodded.
“I read some place, years ago: once upon a time you guys ruled one fourth of the world. How the hell’d you do that? One tiny little island, ruling one fourth of the world?”
I shook my head.
“I’ll tell you. It’s what the Romans did. What everybody does, when they got power and they’re scared they’re going to lose it. Divide and conquer.” He took another sip. “And that’s what happened to us. We were divided and conquered.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
“Because we were capitalism’s worst nightmare, that’s why. People who don’t need anything, don’t want anything, except what they produce themselves. Never watch TV, never throw anything out and buy a new one. I mean, shit, people content with what they got? If that caught on, the whole system would collapse, wouldn’t it?”
I nodded.
“Plus, we were getting all the sex we wanted. Man, that must’ve really hurt. These guys, sitting in their big air-conditioned offices like kings, thinking they own the world. But they want to fuck someone other than their wives, they got to lie and cheat. Pretend they’re working late, have this really important meeting to go to. And they look at us, and they think: Jesus, how did that happen? These people are total losers. But when they’re feeling horny, they don’t have to go through all that shit I do. Maybe I missed something.”
He gave a quick harsh laugh, like a machine running low on oil. But his jaw was set hard, as if he couldn’t trust the rest of himself to go along with it. After a moment he waved a hand towards the garden.
“I see all these people there and I feel a pain”—touching his heart—“right here. Thinking about how it could have been. The tragedy is, the world needs places like Coyote Fork more than ever. We thought it was bad back then. But Christ, it was nothing compared to the way it is now, with the internet. You can’t take a breath without somebody trying to sell you air. It’s like no one believes they can live any more, unless they’re plugged into something that tells them what to buy, how to act, what to think. That’s not being human. That’s being a chicken in a battery cage.” He leaned towards me, studying my face. “You a chicken in a battery cage?”
“No.”
“No. What you are is a spirit. Like me and that tree over there and the rocks and the ocean. But when people forget that, then we’re all in a whole world of shit.”
Ruth’s voice harrumphed in my head. I ignored it. “Yes. Absolutely.”
He went on staring for a couple of seconds, then nodded and sat back, looking more relaxed. I’d passed some test, evidently. For a moment the defenses were down. 
“So how did it happen?” I said, seizing my chance. “The split in the community?”
He sighed. “I still find it kind of hard to talk about.” He laid his hands on his knees, clenching and unclenching them. “Anyone ever mention the name Beth McGregor to you?”
Through the thudding in my ears I heard myself say,
“No.”
“How about Evan Bone?”
“The Global Village man?”
He nodded. “You know he was born out at Coyote Fork? Raised there?” 
“Yes, I think I did read that somewhere.”
“Well, when he went away to school, to Stanford, he met this girl called Beth McGregor. Next thing we knew, they were dating. A lot of us were surprised to hear that. I mean, Evan Bone, he was like this alien. We used to joke about how some little green guys with eyes on stalks must have landed and stolen Hambone and Jen’s kid and left Evan in his place. He never even spoke to a girl before. Never looked a girl in the face, when he was in the commune. And now suddenly, wham, he has a girlfriend. It didn’t seem right.” He sipped his herb tea again. “And in the end, it turned out it wasn’t right.”
“You mean she actually wasn’t his girlfriend?”
He shrugged. “She played the part OK. The guy may be a math genius, but he’s pretty dumb at everything else. So he didn’t realize what was really going down.” He reached into the pocket of his shirt and drew out a rumpled joint. He lit it, inhaled luxuriously, then offered it to me. Ever since university, cannabis had played cat and mouse with me, appearing unexpectedly in awkward social situations all over the globe, but I’d always managed to avoid it. Now it was inescapable. I took a first tentative puff. Instantly, my temples started to ache, as if someone had clamped them in a vice.
“Fact was,” said Oak, “he was being used.”
“To do what?”
He made his hand into a blade, guillotined the air with it. “Phweeoo. You heard of Cowrie Industrials?”
I shook my head.
“They’re pretty much up there with Dow Chemical, McDonnell Douglas, GE. Get these big, big government contracts, specially for defense. Plus they own a whole load of mining companies. I guess most of us Forkers must have protested them, one time or another. Coyote Fork itself was a way of saying, hey, there’s a different way to live. With each other, with the earth.” He retrieved the joint, took another lungful of smoke. “So it turns out—we only discovered later, when it was too late—Beth McGregor’s grandfather founded Cowrie. And it just so happens she starts dating the son of the guy founded Coyote Fork. This total geek no other girl would look at. You think that’s just a coincidence?”
He stared at me. 
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t?” He cocked a skeptical eyebrow, distancing himself from my naiveté. “Evan didn’t even want to bring her to the commune. But she was a princess. She always got her way. So she shows up with him, and she’s like a leech. Gets right in there and won’t let go. Divide and conquer, divide and conquer. And pretty soon there’s a civil war going on.”
He handed me the joint. I took a drag. The vice on my temples tightened, then suddenly loosened again, opening up a space between me and the exterior world.
“A war about what?” said my voice, from somewhere outside my head.
“Some people call themselves the Shoma Indians. Lived a couple miles from the commune. They said Coyote Fork belonged to them and they wanted it back. So Many Rivers—you know about Many Rivers?”
I nodded.
“He talked to the spirits of the ancestors. And they told him the Shoma were a bunch of phonies, just hoping to make big bucks by selling the land to some corporation. But Beth McGregor got together with some Shoma dude, a guy named Joe Chess, who said that Many Rivers wasn’t even a real Indian, that he was the phony. And Beth and him—Joe Chess, I mean—they managed to persuade some of the Forkers that we ought to close the commune and give it back to the Shoma, that they were the guys really knew how to live with the land. And it got pretty rough there for a while. Till Many Rivers finally did his thing and drove them out.” He made a cross with his fingers, like a vampire-hunter keeping Dracula at bay.
“Do you think he really did?”
He looked puzzled.
“Drove them out, I mean?”
He shrugged. “I never saw them again.”
“There could be some other explanation for that.”
I watched him closely, for evidence that I might have struck a nerve. But he didn’t turn away abruptly, or force himself to hold my gaze, or fidget.
“I know,” he said. “A lot of straight folks don’t believe this stuff. They don’t want to believe it. But if you’d ever met Many Rivers, you’d have realized. You could feel it. The power he had.”
“So where did they go?”
He pulled a face. “I don’t know, man. If there’s anyone does, I guess it’d be Joe Chess’s mom. But she’d as soon stick a knife in you as tell you.”
“Why?”
“Doesn’t want anyone going after them, I guess. Anyway, point is, by then it was too late for the commune. The damage had been—”
“How’s it going?” called a voice from the garden. 
We turned and saw Denny climbing the steps to the porch. Oak nodded at her.
“Now you had a chance to talk to this fella,” she said, pointing at me, “people are saying it’s time for the circle. Show him what Coyote Fork was all about.”
Oak pondered for a moment, then nodded again. “OK, people!” he called, standing up. “Let’s do this!”
I watched as the disparate little knots of ex-communards started to coalesce into a single group in the middle of the lawn. A primeval horror of audience participation made me shrink back. But Denny grabbed my hand and dragged me down into the crowd.
“Come on. No outsiders. That’s the rule.”
We made a large circle, with our arms draped round our neighbors’ shoulders. Then, at a nod from Breeze, everybody intoned:
“Life is a circle.”
The group shuffled round counterclockwise, moving from South to East.
“We are a circle.”
Another forty-five degrees, East to North.
“We are many.”
Now
North to West, presumably. Yes, it wasn’t hard to figure out, even half-stoned.
“We are one.”
And finally West to South again.
“Life is a circle.” A pause. Suddenly, like a building wave, everyone’s voices rose into a collective roar that lasted for perhaps fifteen seconds, bringing me out in goose pimples. In the silence that followed, we were all perfectly still. 
And then it was over. The crowd dissolved, laughing and smiling, and re-formed into smaller groups. I sensed a change of mood, such as you see in a church service after communion. I suddenly felt a rush of light-headedness, a reckless urge to venture out of my solitary confinement and join in the fun. I went over to the nearest ice-box and prized out a sweating beer bottle. Instantly, the broad-shouldered geese man bore down on me. Close to, I could see that he was older than I’d thought: his hair had evacuated the top of his head and re-grouped around the sides, making a kind of grey-streaked curtain. He flourished an opener at me.
“Need a church key?”
“Thank you.”
“You got good taste man,” he said, handing the bottle back. “This stuff’s nectar of the gods. Made by a friend of mine, started his own micro-brewery over in Milward.” 
I sipped it. A golden tide of spice and bitterness spread across my tongue.
“God, you’re right,” I said. “Thank your friend from me, will you?”
“I sure will. So you’re Mr. Writer Man?” 
I nodded.
“It’s so cool you doing something about Coyote Fork.” He held a hand out. ‘I’m Denny, by the way. The other Denny.” He tugged at his beard. “Not too hard to tell the difference, huh? You care for a burger?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
He nodded towards the barbecue. “Come on, I’ll fix you one.”
For the next hour or so I drifted from one encounter to another, buoyed up by the general sense of goodwill, the exhilarating hum of energy generated by people who delight in each other’s company. Everyone seemed happy that I was there, and eager to tell me about life at Coyote Fork. But there was no propaganda, no hard sell: just a series of more or less humorous anecdotes, most of them featuring the same names: Oak; Hambone; Breeze; the two Dennys. At some point, Oak picked up his guitar and started singing, in a yearning, unexpectedly high-pitched voice. The music was unexceptional, and I could only pick out a few of the words; but it fitted the mood as perfectly as a well-judged film soundtrack. 
Why had I been so prejudiced against these people? Partly, of course, it was because I was there under false pretenses, which made me feel like a spy in the enemy camp. Partly it was the lurid account Stewart Crothers gave me of Bone’s upbringing—which could easily, given all I now knew about Bone, have been no more than self-serving invention. But mostly, I realized, it was Ruth, who’d led me to expect—at best—a bunch of self-indulgent, self-deceived rich kids who’d never grown up. And, of course, some of what they’d said—to an outsider, at least—sounded ridiculous. But that wasn’t enough to explain her vitriol.
We were getting all the sex we wanted. That was what really rattled her lapsed-Catholic soul: everything else was just displacement activity. If she didn’t poison my mind against them, I might succumb, allow myself to be seduced by the lure of free love.
The mix of alcohol and cannabis and adrenalin was having its effect, displacing me from my own head. But still—from the outside looking in—I could see a paragraph starting to assemble itself:
What if it turns out that, after all, they are right? What if it really is possible—for some people, anyway—to transcend jealousy and possessiveness, to remove the elaborate system of walls and drawbridges we all unconsciously erect around ourselves and live in a kind of Cubist world where everyone is them and us at the same time . . . 
I looked about me. As far as I could see, there were eight women. Two of them had obviously found their bed partners for the night. Of the rest, three—including Breeze—seemed, to my eye, reasonably attractive, and for the time being unattached. 
All you have to do now, I told myself—except the words seemed to be coming from a few feet away—is walk over to one of them and say, I want to go to bed with you . . . 
And then, suddenly, I noticed a fourth. She had obviously only just arrived, because she was so striking that I knew I’d have remembered if I’d seen her before: tall and slim and upright, with a plait of thick coppery hair coiled behind her head. She wore a white blouse, jeans held in place by a studded belt, cowboy boots. A pinpoint of silver flashed at her throat.
From my chemically-induced exile I found it difficult to read the body language. But something was awry. Her smile was too bright, her hi
there’s
too forced. And, instead of reciprocating, the crowd shrank back to let her through, like an organism closing itself against a hostile virus.
When she reached the middle of the group, she stopped suddenly, and—sensing my stare—looked directly at me. I forced myself to hold her gaze. She smiled and nodded as if she recognized me, then started tacking her way towards me. The next moment I noticed Breeze moving quickly in the same direction, as if to head her off. They finally coincided a couple of yards away from me.
“Hey, honey,” said Breeze. “This is a surprise.”
The younger woman flushed. 
Breeze turned to me. “This is my daughter, Ripple.”
Ripple and I helloed each other.
“I was just coming over to see if you were ready to leave?” said Breeze. “I’m guessing you’ve probably had pretty much as much as you can handle for one evening?”
Ripple caught my eye and gave a secretive little smile. She would say that.
“And tell you the truth,” said Breeze, before I had a chance to reply, “I’m kind of bushed myself. So—”
“Where you staying?” Ripple asked me.
“The Eagle’s Nest.”
“I can drop you off there later, if you want.” said Ripple.
“Uh-uh,” said Breeze. “That’s way out of your way.”
“It isn’t far—”
“And anyway,” said Breeze, “Robert and me got plans to make. For tomorrow.” She clutched my elbow, squeezing so hard that it hurt. “Coming?”
She’s going to ask you stay the night, said the outside-my-head voice as we made our farewells. She saw her daughter moving in on you and decided to stake her claim.
But when we got back to the Clunker, all she wanted to talk about was what I’d made of Denny and Oak and Denny, and what time I should come round the next morning to look at the archive. Even so, as we approached the bookshop, I half-expected her to say, You want to come in for a minute? Instead, she sailed past, as if she hadn’t noticed where we were. And when we reached the hotel, she could barely wait for me to shut the door before calling, Good night, and driving off.
The effect of the chemicals was starting to fade. By the time I got back to my room, I’d taken up residence in my own skull again. The bed, still rumpled from where Ruth and I had made love; the lingering scent of her soap and shampoo, gave me a vicious jab of grief. I was overwhelmed with the urge to confide in her, to be part of us again. 
I switched on my phone, then realized that it must be the middle of the night in Ohio. But as I put it down again, I saw there was a text from Ruth:
I miss you so much. xxxxxx
I lay on the bed and wept.
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WHEN
I
WOKE
MY
HEAD was throbbing, and my mouth was so parched that it felt as if someone had left a hair-dryer blowing into it all night. I went into the bathroom and irrigated it, slapped a wet flannel over my face, took a couple of Tylenol, and retreated to bed again. 
My watch said: 8:17. That made it after 11:00 in Ohio. I switched on my phone and rang Ruth’s number. There was no reply. My solar plexus tingled. Something had happened. It was a punishment to me for the way I’d treated her yesterday, my refusal to commit myself. And now life was denying me the opportunity to make it up to her.
Oh, for God’s sake, I told myself out loud. The hippies have softened your brain. She’s probably just taking a late shower. Or meeting a friend. Or out shopping.
In the bedside table I found a local phone directory. I looked up Shoma. Nothing. I tried Chess. There were two entries, one for Marianne and the other for G. R. The address for both of them was 14590 Wolf Bend Road, Gallico.
I dialed Marianne’s number. After five rings a female voice answered. “Yeah?”
“Is that Marianne Chess?”
A pause. “Who is this?”
She couldn’t be more than a young girl, to judge from her voice. She sounded bad-tempered and short of breath, as if I’d interrupted her in the middle of something important.
“I don’t know if I’ve got the right number,” I said. “I’m trying to reach Joe Chess’s mother.”
There was another pause. Then, abruptly, she put the phone down.
Odd. It would have been easy enough for her to say She doesn’t live here or I don’t know what you’re talking about. Or—if Marianne was Joe Chess’s mother—She’s not here right now.
I wrote the address down on a piece of hotel stationery. I stuck it in my wallet, resisted the temptation to try Ruth again so soon, and headed for the shower.
Breakfast was in a kind of enclosed terrace built out from the hillside. From my table in the window I had a glorious, vertiginous view over the stampede of trees plunging into the valley, and the woods and mountains on the other side. The forest fire was still some way off, but the smoke seemed blacker and denser than it had the day before, and tinged here and there with a rash of angry red. When the waitress came over, I nodded towards it and asked,
“Is it getting worse, do you think?”
She leaned down, so that her eyes were at the same level as mine. “Yep, could be.” She straightened up again. “What can I get you?”
I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I pointed at the menu.
“The Giant Stack o’Cakes?” she said.
“Yes. When it says giant, how many are we actually—?”
“It’s a lot of cakes. You won’t feel hungry for a while afterward that’s for sure.”
“Do you think I could just have a normal healthy adult stack?”
She gave a tight-lipped smile, as if she were indulging a faddish child. “OK, let me see what I can do for you.”
I looked round at the other guests. Most of them kept squinting surreptitiously out of the window at the blaze, as if they couldn’t quite decide whether it was just an awe-inspiring spectacle or something more dangerous, and one extra glance would finally settle the matter. Hypochondriacs, trying to convince themselves the mole is getting smaller. Ruth would have appreciated that, if she’d been here: laughing at it together would have helped us to sublimate our own anxiety.
I’m sorry. I miss you too. Please be OK.
After a couple of minutes a newcomer arrived: a tall, pale, flabby man, whose beige workaday shirt and slacks made him seem out of place among the tropical plumage of the vacationers. He scanned the room, saw me, studied his phone, checked me again, then settled at a table in the furthest corner. Unlike the rest of us, he didn’t seem particularly interested in the fire. But every time I looked in his direction, he dropped his eyes hastily, as if I’d caught him in the act of watching me.
After the waitress had brought my stack—even the scaled-down version would have fed a small family for a day—she went over to the man’s table to take his order. For a couple of seconds, as they were talking, I was able to get a good view of him. Forty-something, with—apart from his bulk, and a tangle of chestnut hair—nothing remarkable about him at all. Nonetheless, I was pretty certain that I’d remember if I’d ever met him. Perhaps he’d been one of the people at the party the night before that I hadn’t spoken to? I shut my eyes, re-ran the video of the circle in my head. No: the only person that tall had been male Denny.
The waitress brought him a coffee. We kept not-quite-catching each other’s eye until I’d finished eating. I pushed my plate away and walked quickly to the door. When I turned and looked back, he’d got up and was standing by his table, cup in hand, as if he wasn’t sure what to do next. 
I locked myself in my room, switched on my phone. Thank God: a text from Ruth:
Sorry I missed ur call. Use this number. Rxxxx
I started to thumb it in, then stopped. Why not the number we’d agreed on? For a second I wondered if the message could be from someone else, pretending to be her. Then I realized: only she could have known I’d tried to reach her.
I finished dialing.
“Hi.” I could hear her smile. “Robert.”
“Are you OK?”
“Yeah. Kind of. It’s weird being on my own again.”
“Ditto.”
“Aristotle doesn’t quite do it.”
“Why did you change the number? Has something happened?”
She hesitated. “No, not really.”
“I.e.—”
“I.e., some guy took a picture of me at the airport. Plus some other stuff. Seems like they know an awful lot about us.”
“Who does?”
“And I don’t want to make it any easier for them.” She paused, registering my question. “Whitrow Against Hate. But it’s not just them anymore. There’s Global Village communities involved. And a ton of stuff on Twitter.”
“Saying what?”
“You don’t want to know. Just ignore it. That’s what I’m trying to do. So tell me about last night. Did you get stoned, and end up in bed with a load of hippie women?” 
“Pretty much.”
“OK. Better not say any more. Or it’ll be all over the internet.”
I laughed. 
“I’m not kidding.”
For some seconds, neither of us spoke. The thought that there might be a third party to our conversation, waiting for one us to go on, made me feel as if someone had removed a layer of my skin. But was that actually possible? Might there be word recognition software that—if it encountered the name Evan Bone, say—would bring it to the attention of a human intelligence? Or was their ability to pinpoint where we were, combined with what they already knew about us from other sources, enough to tell them exactly what we were up to?
That was the problem with being a product of the technological dark ages: I had no idea.
“How about you?” said Ruth, finally. “Anyone taking photos of you who shouldn’t be?”
“No.”
“There’s a but there waiting to show its face.”
I walked over to the window and looked out. A nondescript red car was parked close to the main entrance of the hotel. It had tinted glass, but the driver’s window was open, and I could see a thick white slab of arm disappearing into a beige shirt sleeve. 
“You mean they weren’t taking photos but they were doing something else?” she said.
“Given what you said, do you think we ought to talk about this on the phone?” 
She was quiet for a moment. “Well, just tell me. Did you find out anything last night? That might, you know—”
“Not a lot.” I checked my watch. “But I’ve got an appointment in about forty minutes. With—”
“No, don’t say! Just in case.”
“Oh, sod it. Why don’t you just come back? It would be so much easier.”
She groaned. “God, I wish I could! But I have to go get my mom this afternoon. They’re still giving her a hard time. So she’s coming here. Where I’ll be able to keep an eye on her.” 
“OK.”
“I’m sorry. Go buy another phone. Call me on this number. And then I’ll call you back on that number. And—”
“It’d be cheaper just to get an airline ticket.”
“Oh, I know! But—” She sighed. “This way, at least we can stay in touch. And don’t worry about the money. Just let me know how much it costs, and I’ll take care of it.” A long pause. I could sense something building, like a shift in barometric pressure. Finally she said: “I love you.”
I cleared my throat. 
Oh, for Christ’s sake! You sound like a bank manager refusing an overdraft. You were just worrying you’d lost her . . . 
“I love you too,” I said.
The red car was still in situ when I got outside, but the window was up, so I couldn’t see if there was anyone inside. I started down the road towards the town, watching the smoke from the forest fire graffiti-ing the sky. After two or three minutes, I was aware of an engine slowing behind me. I plodded on, fighting the urge to turn. The red car edged into view and drew up alongside me. The passenger door opened. The flabby man stuck his head out.
“Can I give you a ride someplace?”
“I’m fine, thank you.” I patted my stomach. “Good to get a bit of exercise, after a breakfast like that.”
He must have seen me eating my stack o’cakes, but he frowned, as if I’d answered him in a foreign language. “Anywhere you want to go, I’m happy to take you.”
“Honestly. It’s a kind offer, but—”
“OK.” From his baffled shrug, you’d have thought I’d refused a check for a million dollars. He pulled the door shut, then continued down the hill, taking the next bend too fast, and having to brake violently.
“My, Mr. Punctual,” said Breeze, as I walked into the shop. She was waiting just inside, holding an improvised sign written in big childish red letters, and ringed with little pictures of flowers: Re-opening at 10:30. She blutacked it to the glass, then locked the door behind me. “Doesn’t give us too long,” she said. “But there’s stuff you can look at when I’m not there. OK: let’s go on up.” She led me back through the shop, and up a narrow staircase that twisted gradually from darkness into light. At the top was a room that must have started life as a loft, but was now a large airy office, with a polished hardwood floor and big windows in the sloping roof. The far end was lined with filing cabinets. In front of them was a desk with a keyboard and a big black computer monitor. On the wall next to it hung a clock. The wooden surround was hand-painted to look like a scene from a fairy-tale: an elf sitting in a clearing, picking a toadstool. 
“So,” said Breeze, “welcome to my little nook. This is where pretty much all the real stuff in my life gets done.”
“Fairly sizeable, for a nook,” I said.
She laughed. “Fairly sizeable. I don’t think anyone’s ever called it that before.”
She wheeled a second chair behind the desk. We sat down. The computer was already on, showing a desktop dotted with files. She moved the cursor to the top.
“We have a slideshow I put together,” she said. “But first there’s just a couple other little things I’d thought we’d look at. Kind of like home movies. There weren’t any video cameras back when we started, so there’s no sound.” She touched my arm, laughing. “I don’t know why I’m telling you. You knew that. But anyway, this’ll give you an idea what it was like.”
The screen filled with a fuzzy black-and-white image: a huddle of figures standing in a forest clearing. She clicked on the play arrow. The figures started to mill about, uncertainly, like cattle in a field.
“This is the first time we did the circle,” said Breeze. She laughed. “None of us knew what we were supposed to do. Except Many Rivers. You see him?” 
She paused the film and pointed to a man at the edge of the group. He wore jeans and a dark shirt that hung over his belt. He had a square unsmiling face, framed by a pair of thick black braids tied at the bottom with leather thongs. In one hand he held a fan of feathers.
“So here he is explaining to us.” She pressed play again. Many Rivers sprang into action, tilting his head back, grimacing, karate-chopping the air with his feather-less hand to emphasize what he was saying.
“He’s praying to the grandfathers,” said Breeze. “Later on, some of us said, hey, why not the grandmothers, too? So we changed it. But back then, we didn’t know anything. We were just in awe of the guy.”
The figures started to assemble, as the group had at the party. Many Rivers looked heavenward, waved the fan over his shoulder, then joined them. The circle started to move.
“There’s Oak, right there,” said Breeze, pointing at a mass of hair. “Recognize him?”
I didn’t. But next to him was a lean, clean-shaven face that did look vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t quite place it.
“Who’s that?” I said.
“That guy? That’s Birch. Birch Ogren. You know? The actor. He used to hang out with us sometimes. When he just had to get away from all that fake Hollywood shit for a while.” She paused the film, moved the cursor to another file. “And now here’s your trick question, OK? You didn’t think I was just going to show you all this stuff, without you having to do anything, did you?”
She clicked. Another monochrome image exploded on to the screen. In the center was a pick-up truck laden with sacks. The hillside beyond was dotted with tree stumps and tipis. At one side, half out of view, were a couple of almost-finished little houses, their bare wooden planks gleaming white.
“Is that the Red Dragon?” I said.
“Very good. Yeah. The good old Red Dragon, back in her prime. But that’s not the trick question. That’s coming up right now.”
She started the video. After a moment, two girls appeared from the direction of the houses. They were both in their late teens or early twenties, with long dark hair wound around their heads and laced with leaves. They wore sandals and sawn-off denim shorts, and nothing else. When they realized they were being filmed they stopped and guyed for the camera, laughing and waggling their breasts. Then they each took a sack from the back of the Red Dragon and set off back towards the houses.
“So: who are those two lovely ladies?”
She was still just recognizable. With the other it was just a process of elimination.
“You and Denny?” I blushed.
“Good job! Course, Denny may still look like that, but I know I don’t.”
Before I could stop him, my unreconstructed inner sixteen-year-old grabbed the microphone. 
“I’m sure you’re being modest.”
“Well, thank you, kind sir. I just figure that if you take good care of your body, it’ll take good care of you.” 
Her fingers fluttered over the buttons of her shirt. I watched aghast. Could she? Would she?
“That certainly seems to have worked for you,” said the sixteen-year-old, proud of his grasp of grown-up cunning.
She nodded. “Anyway, that was just a bit of fun.” Her hand moved back to the mouse. “Let’s take a look at this slide-show. Any time you want me to pause it, let me know. And by the way: if there’s any you want to use for your book, that’s fine.”
She clicked again: Building a New Way to Live: The Coyote Fork Commune, 1972–2002.
She’d made a professional job of it, arranging the pictures in chronological order, and setting them against a musical sequence—mostly guitar and fiddle—like the soundtrack to an old Western. These people, it told you, unambiguously, were modern pioneers, heroically carving a new life out of the wilderness, with nothing but their vision of a better future to guide them.
We started at the beginning, with a wide view of Coyote Fork before work had begun: a rugged expanse of woodland, dotted with rocks, and here and there a broken-backed old building—the last remnants of an abandoned mine—staggering to its knees. Next came a series of shots of the advance party, Hambone and Jen: he a smiling, bare-chested Viking warrior, carelessly balancing an axe on his shoulder—she small and demure, wearing a long skirt, but naked from the waist up, like an Amish woman who couldn’t be bothered to finish dressing. And then we saw the gradual transformation of the landscape: trees felled; tents pitched; gardens dug; buildings begun—with, at every stage, new arrivals, Oak, the two Dennys, Breeze, others whose faces I recognized, a few I didn’t, all swelling the workforce. 
“So how many people lived there altogether?” I said.
She shrugged. “Folks came and went. Take a look at this.” She paused on a photo of what appeared to be the whole group standing in front of a newly-completed house. Men in sweat-stained bandanas, clutching saws and hammers; couples with their arms round each other; a woman holding a sign in front of her breasts: We Did It! Everyone smiling.
“Check out those faces,” said Breeze. “That’s the Fork House. We’d just banged in the last nail. Look how happy we all were. How proud. The feeling of togetherness. You don’t see that too often these days, do you?”
She re-started the slideshow. More houses; a litter of piglets in a crudely-fenced sty; a laughing woman milking a goat; Hambone pointing at an enormous cockerel with a mock-horrified expression. Babies started to appear, cradled against breasts, or strapped into papooses. But there was a strange lack of older children—as if, once they could walk, they ceased to be of any interest. I kept hoping for a glimpse of the young Evan Bone; but, if he was there among the blobby featureless faces, he was too small to be recognizable. 
And there was nothing, either, about the conflict between the different factions in the commune, or the fire that destroyed it. We ended with a collage of beaming Forkers, and then a shot of the sun setting behind a mountain, accompanied by a tremulous elegy played on the violin.
“So,” said Breeze. “What do you think? Make you wish you could get in a time machine and come back and join us?”
“Absolutely.”
“Yeah, I wish you could too. I’d go with you.”
“One thing, though,” I said. “There seemed to be hardly any kids. Older kids, I mean. Where were they all? Ripple, and Evan Bone, and—”
She made a noise that was meant to be a laugh. “Oh, my. I’m beginning to think you must be just a little bit star-struck. Evan Bone’s not the only thing came out of Coyote Fork, you know. He’s not the most important thing.”
“No, but—”
“It was a commune. The kids didn’t belong to anybody. We wanted them to grow up free. So they were usually off on their own someplace, doing their own thing.” 
She glanced at the clock. “Anyway, I should be getting back to the store.” She got up and patted one of the filing cabinets. “But in here there’s a whole lot more you can look at. Files on pretty much everything. And everyone. We all get to decide what goes in our own file. But there are no secrets.” She laughed. “Well, you’ll see. Everyone just lets it all hang out. That’s what Coyote Fork was all about. Living with nothing to hide.” She started towards the stairs. “Anything you need, you know where to find me.”
After she’d gone, I pulled open the top drawer. It was full of old-fashioned hanging files, each with a title in a plastic holder: Hogs!; Goats Milk, Anyone?; The Fork House; Rooster Rick! I quickly flicked through them but found nothing about Beth McGregor or the commune’s final years. Ditto with the second drawer.
The third and fourth drawers held the files on individual members of the commune. There were no obvious gaps, but neither of them seemed quite as full as I’d expected. Evan Bone’s record consisted of a single sheet, giving his date of birth and the names of his parents. Again, there was no mention of Beth McGregor.
I counted the files: twenty-three. So how many people had lived there altogether? Breeze had evaded the question when I asked her, but surely, over the years, there must have been more than that?
I went through them, one by one. Everyone I’d met at the party was there—although Ripple’s record, like Evan Bone’s, contained only the barest information. There were also files for Jen Bone, Hambone, and most of the other people Breeze had mentioned. The only exceptions were Many Rivers and Birch Ogren. Perhaps they didn’t qualify as Forkers.
The computer was still on. I found the slideshow and speed-clicked my way through to the image that Breeze had stopped at. How many people were standing in front of that house?
The answer, it turned out, was twenty-six. And there was no guarantee that the picture included everyone who’d been part of the commune. So whose files were missing from the filing cabinet, and why? Short of asking Breeze—which would inevitably make her suspicious—I could think of no way to find out.
But if she’d removed any material, she must have put it somewhere. The other filing cabinets were all locked, so I rummaged in the desk, searching for the keys. All I found was the usual clutter: paper clips, pencils, a stapler.
At the very edge of my consciousness, I was aware I’d overlooked
something. I couldn’t say what it was: just that there was a tiny flaw in the weave of the fabric. I went back to the first filing cabinet and opened the third drawer. This time it hit me instantly: Hambone’s file. It was thicker than any of the others, and less organized: a bulging mish-mash of paper, all stuffed in anyhow. He and Jen weren’t around, of course, to manage their own material. And—given her sense of grievance against them—Breeze probably wasn’t going to go to much trouble to present them in the best light. Perhaps there was still something about Beth McGregor in there that she’d neglected to remove.
I lifted out the file and opened it. Immediately I felt a sag of disappointment: most of the bulk was a bundle of old bills—for flour, nails, gasoline, animal feed—held together with a rubber band. I riffled through them a couple of times, but there were no hidden notes or messages interleaved with them.
I laid the bundle on the desk and looked at what was left in the file. Mostly letters—from the authorities, demanding that the commune pay tax; would-be members—Me and my old lady really dig what you’re doing; a couple from journalists interested in visiting the place. One was a short note from Birch Ogren: Thanks for the good times, man. Here’s something’ll take you to the moon, no rocket required. Birch. Intriguing—but not really helpful.
There were also a few photographs of the commune. With one exception, they could all have been also-ran candidates for the slideshow. The exception showed a group of people standing in front of Fork House. It must have been taken later than the We Did It! shot, because the building was already starting to look weathered. At the end of the front row stood a young woman I’d seen in none of the other shots, with high-colored cheeks and curly fair hair. She was scowling, as if the light were too bright for her. I was ninety-nine per cent certain she was Beth McGregor.
I scanned the other faces: Hambone, Oak, Breeze, Many Rivers. And then—immediately behind Beth—the unmistakable figure of Birch Ogren. He had one hand on her shoulder—holding it at an odd angle, like a bird claw, as if he wasn’t able to trust its entire weight to her—and a Mona Lisa smile I couldn’t read.
Again, interesting—but not particularly informative. I’d underrated Breeze’s thoroughness.
As I started to put everything back in the file, I noticed a tube of paper, no thicker than a sachet of sugar, stuck in the crease at the bottom. Probably an old credit card receipt, I thought. But when I took it out and unrolled it, I found, in large, careful handwriting, done in pencil:
I know what your tryin to do. That is our land you are on. Im tellin you my son is not goin anyplace.
No name. But it was obvious who must have written it. I saw Oak on the porch again, the contempt on his face as he said, If there’s anyone knows, I guess it would be Joe Chess’s mom. 
I folded the note into a tiny square and put it into my wallet. Then I returned everything else to the filing cabinet and closed the drawer.
“Done already?” said Breeze, as I re-entered the shop.
“I’ve got another appointment, I’m afraid,” I said. “But I may be back later, if that’s OK.”
“OK.” She gave a little nod, urging me to go on and tell her who the appointment was with.
“And thanks so much for your help,” I said. “That’s all really fascinating stuff.”
“Any time.”
I hurried out into the street and looked around. The flabby man who’d offered me a lift was nowhere to be seen. There were a few other people about, but none of them paid me the slightest attention. I was a free agent again.
My first job was to find a car. I hadn’t noticed any hire companies, so I went into the post office, a few doors down from Milward Books, and joined the queue to speak to the harassed-looking woman behind the counter. There was something grim about the place—an overwhelming impression of steel and bulletproof glass, like the room in a jail where prisoners can speak to their loved ones through a screen once a week. After waiting for ten minutes, I had the bright idea of asking the elderly man ahead of me. He frowned at me through his glasses.
“Excuse me? Higher?”
“Sorry. Wrong word. Rental. Car rental.”
“Oh, oh, oh, now I get you. Well, we don’t have any of the big fellas here, Hertz or whatnot. You want one of them, you got to go down to Redding. But there’s Wreck City. Just over there, on Grape.” He pointed through the window, at a street leading off the main drag. “They ought to be able to help you.” He laughed. “If you don’t mind driving something probably belonged to me a few years back.”
I thanked him. Grape Street was a little ghetto of small businesses: the Patio Lounge Bar; a 7/11 store; a funeral parlor. Wreck City was at the far end, sprawling the length of an entire block. The forecourt was lined with vehicles, most of them a few years old, but sprucely turned-out, like a group of pensioners dolled up for a trip to the “theater,” if you want everything Americanised. A sign next to the entrance said, Cars! Cars! Cars!
Repairs. For Sale. To Rent. Best Rates.
I crossed the road and went in. Immediately ahead was a workshop, where a man in overalls was lying under a ramp, doing something to a pickup truck’s exhaust. Next to it, carved out of a corner of the showroom, was the office. I opened the door. A blond man sat behind the desk, talking on the phone. 
“I’ll call you right back, OK?” he said, when he saw me. He slammed the receiver down. “May I help you?”
“I’d like to rent a car for a couple of days. Maybe longer.”
“Well, that’s good. You came to the right place. For a moment there I thought you were going to tell me you wanted a pizza, and I’d have had to say, Yoda no do that can.” He laughed. “But a car? No problem. What you have in mind?”
“Just something to get me around.”
“OK.” He tapped the desk with a pen. “But why not think a bit bigger? Something that’ll get you around in style? I got a real beauty just came in.” He tilted his head on one side, studied me appraisingly. “Just looking at you, I think you and her were made for each other. Want to take a peek?”
“OK.”
He led me outside, and along the row of cars in the forecourt.
“This is the lady,” he said, stopping by a bulbous blue brute that had been built when oil and steel were plentiful, and the words global warming hadn’t yet entered our vocabulary. He stroked one shiny haunch as if it were an animal. “A real babe, huh?”
“What is it?” I said.
“A Sable. There’s quite a story to her. Belonged to a drug dealer down in the Bay Area. Guy loved her more than his own kids. Nothing was too good for her. Tinted windows, like you can see.” He laughed. “That way, the cops don’t know it’s you in there, right?” He opened the door with a heavy, satisfying clunk. “Inside, all-leather seats. Best sound system money can buy. The works. You could take a ride down to Redding, rent some brand-new little Japanese box don’t want to admit it’s a car. Or you can have this, for half the price. A real piece of class, that ain’t afraid to show it has tits and an ass.” 
“I’ll take it,” I said.
“Man like you, I’m guessing likes his steak rare, you’d be crazy not to.”
In the event, by the time I’d paid for insurance and Collision Damage Waiver, it didn’t work out much cheaper than the brand-new little box. But it did look a lot more fun to drive.
“So where you headed?” he said, as he handed me back the paperwork. “Give you directions any place?”
“Gallico.”
He raised his eyebrows. They were so pale you could only see them when the sun caught them. “Gallico? What’s out at Gallico? Except a big fire?”
“Is that where the fire is?”
He nodded. “And take my word, there’s nothing else to see. You can’t even get a cell signal out there. You’re looking for a good day out, now, what I’d do is, I’d head to Rib Lake. Water rides like you wouldn’t believe. Plus the best ice cream in the world.”
“So how close is it? The fire, I mean? To Gallico?”
My stubbornness exasperated him. He glanced at his watch. “We got a guy lives out that way. But he finishes pretty soon.” He walked to the door, opened it, and yelled into the workshop,
“Hey! Gerald! Come here a minute!”
The man under the ramp slithered out and stood up, wiping his hands on his overalls. 
“This guy wants to go to Gallico. You reckon he’ll make it?”
“I don’t know,” said the mechanic. He was black-haired and dark-skinned, with watchful eyes. “It was pretty close this morning.”
“That’s what I figured,” said the blond man. “OK, I have to call the hospital back. But trust me. Place you want to go is Rib Lake.” He handed me the car keys. “Enjoy.” He turned, then looked back and nodded at the mechanic. “And don’t let this guy bust your balls. Give him half a chance, he’ll tell you the fire’s all our fault.” He laughed. “Right, Gerald?”
The mechanic didn’t respond. The blond man went in and shut the door. The mechanic squinted at me. 
“You looking for someone particular out in Gallico?” 
“Marianne Chess. Do you know her?”
“Yeah, I know her.” He took a rag from his pocket and worked at the grease on his fingers. “Last I heard, she was getting ready to evacuate. And anyways, she’s not too much of a talker.”
“So what, you think I’m wasting my time?”
“Could be rough out there.” He shrugged, then turned and walked back to the workshop. I looked through the office window. The blond man was bellowing into the phone. I waved to him, then went and took possession of the Sable.
It needed less than a minute for me to see the drug dealer’s point. Neat, efficient, nimble, the car wasn’t. But for lazy tigerish power, I’d never driven anything like it.
First port of call was a drugstore, where—as Ruth had suggested—I bought a new phone. I sent her a quick text, to give her the number and let her know that I might be hard to reach for the rest of the day. Then I located Gallico on the map and pointed the Sable towards it.
It was easy enough to get there: all I had to do was follow the smoke for thirty miles. But finding Marianne Chess’s house, once I’d arrived, was a different matter. As the blond man had warned me, there wasn’t a lot to Gallico—a few houses, a church, a service station with a small general store attached—and today it looked like a ghost town. A big sign in front of the service station and the store read: Closed Till Further Notice Due to Fire. On the wall next to it, in orange paint, someone had scrawled: Only One Planet. And under that: Lost: 10 billion gallons of water. Please return to Mother Earth. Most of the houses were boarded-up. There wasn’t a car or a person or a cat or a dog to be seen anywhere.
I stopped the Sable and lowered the window. The air outside was warm and smoky. The blaze was clearly visible on the hillside ahead: an intense orange-red cancer, lunging from tree to tree, spreading along the branches, then reaching down the trunk and sucking the whole thing up into itself. 
As I watched, a helicopter flew in low over the flames, jetting them with water. So the fire wasn’t just being left to its own devices. And—though it was hard to judge distances—I calculated that it was still a few miles away.
I put the window up and drove on through Gallico. There were a couple of turnings off the main street, but neither was Wolf Bend Road. I kept going. Half a mile or so outside the town was another turning that wound up a rocky hill for a few hundred yards before disappearing from view. I couldn’t see a street sign. I assumed that meant it was just the entrance to a private property, so I went on.
But there was more and more smoke, blowing across the road in furious little eddies, like the advance shock troops of an invading army. And then, looming up out of the haze, I saw the black shape of a roadblock. Next to it stood a man in uniform. He made a circling motion with his finger. I turned the car and started back towards Gallico.
When I got to the unnamed road I stopped. This was my last chance. It might just be Wolf Bend. If it wasn’t, all I stood to lose was the ten or fifteen minutes it took me to find out.
I eased the Sable through the narrow opening. It wasn’t much wider than the car, and every time we came to a corner I gave a warning blast of the horn, but there was never anything approaching from the other direction. The road followed a valley through a landscape of woods and fields, broken here and there by tumbles of rocks overgrown with scrub. Everything looked parched: if the fire got this far, it would engulf the whole area in minutes. Every so often a driveway led to a modern house perched on the hillside. None of them showed any sign of life. And none of them had 14590 in front of it.
I kept expecting to round a bend or come over the brow of a hill and find I’d reached somewhere. But for eight or nine miles there was only more of the same, like an endlessly replayed loop of video. It was only when the road finally dwindled away to a stony track that I was forced to accept that perhaps there was nowhere to reach.
There was also nowhere to turn. The nearest passing place, which might just give the Sable the elbow-room it needed, was a few hundred yards back. I reversed down towards it. As I pulled off the road, I felt a jolt. There was a screech, then a loud pop, followed by a vicious hiss. 
I got out, cursing. There was a long rip in the edge of the nearside rear tire. Just beyond it was a wall of bare rock, studded with sharp points, and smeared with a black streak of rubber.
I opened the boot. The spare tire and tool kit were in the usual place under the lining. It was decades since I’d changed a wheel, but I thought I could still remember how to do it. I edged the car forward on to level ground, then jacked it up and removed the hubcap. The nut spanner was huge, with a handle like the shaft of an axe. Even with all that leverage, it took all my strength to loosen the first two nuts.
But the third simply wouldn’t budge. The rust was so thick that it had fused it to the bolt. I rooted around, looking for a can of oil. There wasn’t one. I tried the nut again. I couldn’t move it.
Given the proximity of the fire, this must qualify as an emergency. I switched on my new phone. 
The blond man at the garage had been right: there was no signal out here.
I pinched the damaged tire. It was already flaccid. If I didn’t change it, how far would I get before the wheel buckled completely and made the car completely undriveable? Nothing like far enough.
I looked back the way I had come. From this distance it was hard to judge, but-from the line of red on the horizon—the fire seemed to have moved closer to Gallico. That meant that if I retraced my steps on foot, I’d be heading into danger. The nearest house was probably only two miles away, but—like all the others—it had looked deserted. To walk there and back would take me over an hour. In that time, somebody might pass this way. Unlikely though it seemed, that had to be my best hope.
I leaned against the front of the Sable, from where I had a view in both directions. It was still daylight, but the smoke had created a kind of false dusk that was deepening by the minute. Now there was nothing for me to do but wait, I was suddenly defenseless against my own rage. How the hell had I been so stupid? The blond man had advised me not to come to Gallico. Even the phlegmatic mechanic had said it could be rough. But I’d blithely ignored them. And now here I was, with nothing more to help me survive than a bottle of water.
A phrase started to unfurl itself in my head. There’s only a graphene-thin membrane between normal life and disaster. And I seemed to have fatally underestimated how easily it could be ruptured.
Crazy. How could I even think of writing, when I might be dead in a few hours? I suddenly saw the Forest Rangers, hands held over their faces against the smell, stumbling on my charred body in the burned-out car. A headline: British journalist among eight dead. The funeral, sobbing Anne bringing up the rear, alone with her thoughts of what might have been . . . 
Not Anne, for God’s sake! She’s dead herself. You’re losing your mind. Stop panicking.
Someone’s bound to happen along sooner or later.

Yes, unless the fire gets so close that they can’t. 
In which case the police would have to come and warn residents. 
Perhaps they’ve done that already. Hence the abandoned houses. Didn’t the mechanic say Marianne Chess was getting ready to evacuate?
You’re just over-reacting. You’re going to wake up tomorrow and wonder how you could have been so melodramatic.
British journalist among eight dead. Ten dead. Twenty dead. Gallico destroyed. Worst disaster in state history . . . 
I was trapped in a civil war, between sunshine and shadow, waking and dreaming. God knows how long it went on. The false dusk gave way to the real dusk, and then to a false dawn, as the glow of the fire lit up the sky. No doubt about it: it was coming closer.
Someone’ll realize you’re missing and send out a search party.
Who? I’ve spent the entire last couple of weeks trying to ensure no one knew where I was.
They probably know anyway. Perhaps there’s something to be said for Global Village after all . . . 
If Global Village knows, it’ll just leave me to my fate . . . 
I started to get cold. I retrieved my jacket from the car, then retreated to the car itself. Unbelievable as it may seem, I slept briefly. When I came to, it was completely dark, except for the wild war-dance on the horizon, like a newsreel film of the Blitz.
OK, Anne. I’m only here because of you. If it was you I saw you in the car park, now is the moment. Tell me. Is this really what you had in mind?
No answer.
And then I saw a light. It was moving slowly up the road from the direction of Gallico. I stumbled out of the Sable and waved my arms. I could hear the sound of the engine now. As it came round the corner below me, I was dazzled by the glare of headlamps. The engine slowed. A door opened. I heard footsteps. But my eyes couldn’t adjust quickly enough to see who it was.
“What’s going on?” I recognized that voice: deep, with not-quite-normal American intonation. “Oh, you’re the guy with the Sable.”
I could make out his shape now, see his dark skin and hair in the lights from his own car.
“I’m afraid I had a puncture,” I said. “And I couldn’t shift one of the nuts.”
“OK.” No surprise, no told-you-so: just completely as if it were a matter of course.
He walked back to his car, took a torch out of the boot and carried it over to the Sable. He squatted down to examine the obdurate nut, then slotted the spanner on to it and leaned his full weight on the handle. I heard a series of ughs. And then, suddenly, the nut was free.
“God,” I said. “Thank you. I honestly think you probably saved my life.”
He said nothing, but finished removing the wheel, fixed the spare on in its place and banged the hubcap into position with the heel of his hand.
“There you go,” he said, standing up. He squinted in the beam from his car. “You get to see my auntie?”
“Marianne Chess?”
He nodded.
“No. I couldn’t find her house.”
“Well, like I said, she’s not much of a talker.”
He turned and started back to his car. I followed him, feeling for my wallet. “I really don’t know how to thank you,” I said.
He twitched, as if I was embarrassing or irritating him. I let the wallet slip back into my pocket. He opened the driver’s door and got in. I held it with one hand and leaned in after him. From inside the car I caught a strong whiff of fresh paint.
“Well, I’ll see you when I return the Sable,” I said.
“Could be.”
There was a sudden movement beyond him. A woman was sitting in the passenger seat. As I’d put my head in, she’d shrunk back into the shadows, out of reach of the courtesy light. But in the fraction of a second that I glimpsed her, I was almost certain that I knew her: Corinne Ramirez.
“Well,” said the mechanic, glancing back at the fire. “You don’t want to hang around out here. It’s not safe.”
He closed his door and continued up the road and on to the stony track.
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IT
WAS
AFTER
MIDNIGHT
by the time I got back to the Eagle’s Nest Hotel. The man at the desk was dozing peacefully in his chair. There was no point in waking him, so I sneaked past on tiptoe. When I flicked on the light in my room, it felt as if I were looking at something that I’d last seen, not hours ago, but years. The humdrum ordinariness of it belonged to some far-off part of my life, before—for several agonizingly drawn out hours—I’d been face to face with the possibility of imminent death.
I checked my phone. There was no message from Ruth. I longed to talk to her, to say An experience like that puts things in perspective. It made me realize how much I love you. But it was far too late to ring her, so I had to content myself with a brief text: A bit of an adventure, but back safe and sound. Will call tomorrow. Rx Then I had a shower and collapsed into bed.
I slept for almost eight hours—so deeply, that when I woke I didn’t know where I was. Even after I finally remembered, the world still felt odd, the colors tinted by the sepia tones of a dream that slipped through my fingers when I tried to recall it.
I looked at my phone again. Still nothing from Ruth. I tried calling her. No answer. There was a flutter in my chest that threatened to erupt into all-out panic. I knew I was over-reacting: there’d been an innocent explanation for her not replying yesterday, so there was no reason to suppose there wouldn’t be today. Except that, after having so narrowly escaped disaster myself, I couldn’t help imagining that, by a kind of sympathetic magic, it might have struck her instead.
I deep-breathed to calm myself. I couldn’t afford to waste energy on a chimera: I needed to take stock, decide what my next step should be. For the time being, making another attempt to see Marianne Chess was out of the question. But it struck me that—though I’d been too preoccupied to register it at the time—last night had offered me an alternative. 
I shaved and dressed, then stuck the phone under my pillow and headed for the dining room. As I passed through the foyer, the bright woman on the desk beamed at me.
“Well, good morning,” she said. “You look like a guy needed his beauty sleep.”
I glanced at my watch. “Yes, I’m sorry. I’m a bit late, aren’t I?”
She chuckled good-humoredly. “That’s OK. Kitchen’s not going anyplace. Did you get your note?”
“No. What note?”
“Justin should have given it you last night. He must have forgot.” She peered under the desk and pulled out an envelope. “Here you go.”
I carried it into the dining room and sat down. On the front, in printed letters, was my name. Inside was a single sheet of paper. It showed two almost-identical photographs of Stalin, placed side by side. In both of them he was looking into the camera, one hand in his military greatcoat, as he walked beside a canal. The only difference was that, in the first, he was accompanied by three other men—and in the second by only two.
I turned the paper over. There was nothing written on the back except a phone number. I looked at the two pictures again. I was still puzzling over what they meant when the waitress came to get my order.
“Still doing its thing,” she said, nodding out of the window towards the fire. “Last I heard, it was pretty close to Gallico—” She broke off as she noticed the pictures. “Man, that’s weird,” she said, laughing. “What’d he do?” She pointed to the man who only appeared in the first one. “Why’d they Photoshop him out?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “But thank you.”
“Huh?”
“You’ve just explained something.”
She looked at me doubtfully. “OK. What can I bring you?”
“Just coffee, please. And a bit of toast.”
“You didn’t care for the cakes?”
“They were great. But I’m running late.”
Fifteen minutes later I was back in my room. Surely there must be a message from Ruth waiting for me, as there had been the day before. There wasn’t. I deep-breathed again, then called the number on the sheet of paper. After a couple of rings a woman answered.
“Yes?”
“This is Robert Lovelace. You left me a note.”
“Oh, yeah, hi, Mr. Lovelace. This is Ripple. We met out at Denny and Oak’s place. But we didn’t really get a chance to talk.” She hesitated. “Me and a friend were hoping maybe we could all get together some time? We’d like to share a few things with you.”
“All right.”
“We were wondering if you’d like to take a ride out to Coyote Fork with us today? What we have to say will probably make a little more sense out there.”
“Isn’t it a bit close to the fire?”
“Last I heard, the fire’s still a ways off. We should be OK.”
“OK, then, yes. Thank you.”
“So how about we swing by the hotel at twelve, and pick you up? Oh, and don’t say anything about this to my mom, OK? Or anybody else?”
I looked at my watch. 10:15. I had nearly two hours. Enough time to try to see the mechanic. 
I drove down into Milward and parked in the main street. What would be an appropriate present? A bottle of something seemed trivial. A book was out of the question, because it would mean seeing Breeze. And, anyway, I had no idea what, if anything, he read.
I glanced quickly at the window of Angela’s Dream, making sure I couldn’t be seen from the bookshop. Would he want a dream catcher? A copy of the I-Ching? A lump of hand-made pottery covered in badly-painted leaves?
No.
As I turned away, I noticed the array of pots in front of the plant shop on the other side of Milward Books. I darted past the bookshop and hurried inside. A gaunt woman emerged from the back, wiping her hands on her apron. 
“May I help you?”
“I’m looking for a present for someone.”
“A lady?”
I shook my head. “I was thinking of a tree.”
“OK. Well, we don’t have a whole lot of choice, but I’ll show you what we got.”
In the end I settled for a peach sapling—for no other reason than that it looked healthy, and the jaunty rake of its leaves suggested a hunger for life.
I didn’t want to attract the attention of the blond man, so I left the car where it was and walked the few hundred yards to Wreck City. As I crossed the forecourt, I saw a pair of boots sticking out from under a pick-up on the ramp in the workshop. I leaned my head in and said,
“Hello.”
The boots crab-scuttled sideways. A small, pinched face appeared, under a muss of dirty brown hair.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I was looking for Gerald.”
“Gerald Chess?”
I nodded.
“He ain’t here.”
“No, so I see. Do you know where he is?”
He scratched his cheek, smearing it with grease. “Yeah, I know.”
He cleared his throat and spat a gobbet of phlegm on to the oil-stained floor.
“Well, could you tell me?”
He squinted suspiciously at the little tree in my hand. “Boss wouldn’t like it.” 
“I shan’t tell him.”
He shook his head, then opened his mouth wide. Most of the top front teeth on one side were missing. He pointed at the gap.
“That’s what you get when you don’t mind your own business,” he said. “Don’t want to lose no more of them. Don’t got enough left as it is.”
And he scuttled back under the ramp.
An hour later, I was standing in front of the Eagle’s Nest, waiting for Ripple. I’d tried phoning Ruth again, but there was still no answer. Perhaps, I told myself, she’d had to delay going to Youngstown to get her mother and was on her way there now. In fact, now I came to think of it, that was almost certainly the explanation. Which meant I had somewhere safe to stow my anxiety for a few hours, while I concentrated on other things. But just to stop myself picking at the scab, I’d left my phone in my room, hidden in the wrapping paper round the peach tree.
I watched the trickle of vehicles turning into the car park, trying to guess which one was Ripple’s. The likeliest candidate seemed to be an old VW camper van, painted bright canary yellow, which stood out of from the crowd of bland modern cars like an anarchist at a Rotary Club meeting. I stepped forward, making myself obvious. But it chugged past me at a snail’s pace, made a complete circuit of the parking lot, and rattled back out on to the road.
Thirty seconds later, a red car appeared. I felt a flutter in the pit of my stomach. It was the same model as the one that had followed me the day before; the same color, with the same tinted glass. It stopped in front of me. The driver’s window whirred open. Ripple leaned out. She was wearing a tight white blouse, turquoise earrings, just enough lipstick to highlight the fullness of her mouth. Her red-gold hair flamed in the sun.
“Hey, there. Ready to go?”
My skin zinged with excitement. I couldn’t help it: it was an autonomous, electric-and-chemical response. I nodded.
“OK.” She leaned across and opened the passenger door. I walked round and got in. The excitement evaporated. There was a figure sitting in the back. 
“This is Eric,” said Ripple. 
I glanced towards him. The flabby man from yesterday, sprawled across the seat, too bulky for the space. He gave me a watery, embarrassed smile.
“Hello again,” I said.
He raised a hand, then dropped it back on his thigh.
“Buckle up, please,” said Ripple. She waited patiently for the click. As we headed for the exit, she said, “So, how’s it going?”
“OK,” I said. 
“You been talking to a lot of people? Denny and Oak and Breeze?”
Breeze, not my mom. Unexpected, and slightly jarring. “Yes.”
“And you went over to her place yesterday, and watched her slideshow?”
I nodded.
“So. Let me guess. Coyote Fork was just the greatest place ever. Until the bad guys sent in Beth McGregor, and she and Joe Chess blew it all apart.”
“Pretty much.” I waited for her to lob the conversational ball back over the net, but she lapsed into silence again, following some train of thought of her own. Finally I said, “But you’re going to tell me that’s the doctored version, are you? The one where Stalin appears with only two men, instead of three?”
Her mouth twitched. “So what’s the deal here? I looked you up. The only stuff I could find by a Robert Lovelace was about Italy. And Moorish Spain. And Lower . . . Normandy, is that right?”
I nodded.
“And eastern Europe. After the Berlin Wall came down. Didn’t really seem like a commune’d be your kind of thing. I mean, Prague, the Alhambra, Coyote Fork?”
“Well, yes, I can see on the face of it that might seem a bit of a departure.”
“It did. So where you coming from?”
“Well—”
“And no horse shit, please. I know what you told them. But then of course you told them that, because it’s what they wanted to hear. Eric and me, we’d like the truth, if that’s OK.”
I rapidly assembled a Frankenstein’s monster, using bits of what I’d said to Breeze and Oak, but stressing that I was approaching the subject with no preconceptions, either positive or negative. She listened bolt upright, hands clenched tight on the wheel, knuckles standing out like a miniature mountain ridge. 
“So I’m not here to do a hatchet job,” I said, by way of a punch-line. “But I’m not here to do a whitewash, either. I’m entirely open. I’ll go where the facts lead me.”
I watched her carefully, trying to gauge whether I’d convinced her. She made no response at all until we’d reached the bottom of the hill. Then she nodded and said,
“OK. Well, we’re facts. I guess you could say we’re really the third man. Or part of the third man, anyway. The guy that got x-ed out.”
“Who’s we?”
“Eric and me. And a few others.”
She seemed reluctant to say more. I turned and looked at Eric. On his knee glowed an iPad, an escape hatch into a more controllable world. I smiled and raised my eyebrows. Anyone, I assumed, would have known what that meant: Why don’t you tell me? But he just wriggled in his seat, frowning. We stared at each for a couple of seconds. 
Then he mumbled, “It was her idea.”
“Sorry?”
“The two pictures.”
“Oh, oh, right. Well, it was very effective. Got the message across. Without having to spell anything out.”
He was still looking at me miserably, like a dog that knows it’s done something wrong, but doesn’t understand what. As if she knew what I was thinking, Ripple said,
“It isn’t easy for him. It isn’t easy for any of us. But specially not for Eric.” She paused. “Where’d you grow up?” 
“In England. As you can probably guess.”
Not the ghost of a smile. “With your mom and dad?”
“Yes. Both.”
“Brothers? Sisters?”
“One of each.”
“OK.” We were on the main street now. She glanced sharply out of the window as we approached Milward Books. “And did you ever wonder if they were your real mom and dad? Or your real sister and brother?”
“Every kid wonders that, don’t they? At some point? You grow out of it, of course, but—”
“Well, we didn’t. Grow out of it. We’re still wondering.” She nodded at the bookshop. “I mean, I’m pretty sure she’s my mom. Like, you know, I came out of her. But my dad—” She shrugged, shaking her head.
“Doesn’t it say on your birth certificate?”
“There’s a name. But I don’t think even she knows if it’s the right one.”
“Can’t you have a DNA—?”
She held up a hand to stop me. 
“My dad isn’t the point. The point is, there was someone took care of us. Patti, her name was. I’m guessing Breeze didn’t mention her yesterday?”
“No.”
“No. She wouldn’t. They don’t like to talk about her.”
“Why?”
“It’s complicated.” She hesitated. “You ever read Lord of the Flies?”
I nodded.
“Coyote Fork was like that. We were all just roaming around, no grown-ups watching us; they were all too busy building utopia and screwing each other. So you got all these little tribes. And most of the kids hacked it, managed to fit in someplace. But there were some of us that just couldn’t do that. We were always being picked on, given a hard time. And Patti, she wasn’t that old, younger than I am now, I guess, and real idealistic, to begin with, anyway. But when she saw what was happening to us, she didn’t like it. So she let us hang out at her place. Fed us, read us stories, taught us games, gave us toys to play with. Hugged us when we were sad. Protected us against the other kids.”
“So how many of you were there? At her house?”
“Oh, well, you know, kids came and went. But when I was there, most of the time, there were just five of us. Eric and me. Jeannie.” She hesitated. When she went on, there was a tiny catch in her voice. “Starlight. Evan.”
“Evan Bone?”
She nodded. “I guess you could say we were a pretty strange bunch. Well, we would be, wouldn’t we? Load of misfits. Me and Jeannie were close. Eric and Evan were close. And Starlight . . . Starlight was just Starlight. One of those kids who always wants to help mom. So most of the time, she hung around Patti.”
I looked back at Eric. “So what was Evan Bone like? Anything to suggest he’d go on to become—?”
Panic flared in Eric’s eyes for a moment. Then he shrugged and said, “He was smart. Him and me’d mess around with Patti’s Mac, writing code. And mine was OK. I did a couple pretty neat games. But his was way better.”
“What sort of thing did he do?”
“Mostly games. But some other stuff too.”
“Can you elaborate?”
The panic reappeared. He scratched his head. “Excuse me?”
“The games were pretty violent,” said Ripple. “Remember Killer Bee?”
Eric shifted in his seat. “You shouldn’t talk about that. It’s a secret.”
“It was a secret twenty years ago. I don’t think Evan’s going to worry too much about it now.”
“He used some of the code for Global Village.”
“OK. Let’s just say he was angry. Like the rest of us. And was pretty imaginative, the way he showed it.” 
She slowed to turn on to a road heading towards the mountains. A couple of hundred yards ahead on the left was a straggling complex of low, whitewashed buildings. A small group of people stood in front of it, some of them holding placards. 
“What’s that?” I said.
Ripple shrugged. “Protestors.”
“Against what?”
“Water Company.”
I could read some of the placards now: Fight the Fire. Give Us Back Our Water.
This is Your Fire. Only One Earth.
“Welcome to the good old U.S. of A., guys,” Ripple muttered. “It’s a capitalist country. That’s how we do things here. Get over it.” She laughed. “Or start a commune.”
“Slow down!” I said.
She braked. “What?”
I looked back at the little crowd. Yes, there was no doubt about: there, standing slightly apart from the others, were Corinne Ramirez and Gerald Chess.
“Someone you know?” 
“I wouldn’t say know.”
“You want to get out and say hi?”
“No. Sorry. Keep going.”
As we picked up speed, she glanced in the rear-view mirror. “You see those guys, Eric?”
“Yeah.”
“So guess what?”
Behind me, an automaton voice said, “They are going to change the world.” 
“That’s right. They . . . are . . . going . . . to . . . change . . . the . . . world.”
Eric guffawed—a repetitive ah-ah-ah, which sounded less like amusement than relief. For once, he’d known the right thing to say.
“That’s kind of our catchphrase,” said Ripple. “We used to hear it all the time when we were little, Whoa, man, we’re going to change the world! No offense to your friend, but when someone says that to me now, it brings me out in a rash. Anyway—”
We turned on to a smaller road, bordered by open fields. In front of us loomed the mountains, half-hidden behind a screen of smoke. The fire itself was clearly visible now, eating through a patch of forest to the right of us like paper in a grate. Seeing it again, I suddenly felt a familiar nauseous sense of dread.
“You’re really sure this is safe?” 
She nodded. “I know it looks bad. But there’s fires every year. You get used to it.” She made a signpost with her hand, pointing ahead. “We used to call this the home run. Still a ways to go, but from here on in you just keep going straight.” She glanced in the mirror. “You OK?”
Eric murmured something I couldn’t hear. 
“He doesn’t like going back,” said Ripple, quietly. ‘Remembering how it was. So let’s not talk about it anymore until we get there, OK?”
“Why’s he coming with us? If he feels like that?”
“I asked him to.” 
What, to protect you from me? But then I remembered the way I’d looked at her, and my anger subsided into shamefaced embarrassment. 
“You like country music?” she said.
“I’ve never really listened to it.”
She tapped the screen on the dashboard. A mournful guitar twanged through the sound system. A few seconds later a keening woman’s voice rode in over the top of it: The devil in the bottle made me kick my dog.
The next half hour or so was a kaleidoscope of bars and cars, lies and dreams, falling leaves, yellowing pictures, undead memories and broken hearts. After a couple of tracks, I found—to my surprise—that I was warming to it. It wasn’t just about the succession of drunks and drifters who populated the songs, the two-timing preachers, the single mothers holding down three jobs: it was about all of us, flawed and contradictory and at war with ourselves. For a brief moment of grace, the me who missed Ruth, the me who’d ogled Ripple and Ripple’s mother, the me still smarting from the loss of Anne, the me determined to avenge her, while secretly feeling she’d had her come-uppance, could all fraternize, like the football-playing British and German troops at Christmas 1914.
And then the record ended, and the truce was over.
“Yeah,” I said. “I do like it. Who was that?” 
“Me.”
I glanced at her. “Really?”
She nodded matter-of-factly, her attention on the road. 
“That’s what you do?”
“That’s what I do.”
“Are you famous?”
She laughed. “I wish. No, I do OK. Tour a little bit, mostly just around here. Plus I host a local radio show. And write a little bit for other people.”
“That’s impressive,” I said. “It must be hard. If it’s anything like writing journalism.”
She shrugged. “It’s better than waiting tables. And a whole lot better than living at Coyote Fork.” She pulled at the sleeve of her blouse. “One thing I promised myself, when we left. I was never going to look like I just cleaned out a cowshed again.” She eased off the accelerator. The car started to bump and slither over an unsurfaced track. “OK. We’re here.”
Ahead of us was a sagging gate, held in place only by the padlock and chain attaching it to the fence. A notice wired to the front said, Private Property. Keep Out. The land beyond rose steeply, dotted here and there with clusters of brush. At the top was a line of small trees that looked as if it had been torn from a piece of felt and pasted on to the sky. There was no sign of any buildings.
Ripple pulled the car off to one side and stopped. When we got out into the afternoon sun, I saw that Eric was shivering, rubbing his hands up and down his arms as if he were cold. Slung over his shoulder was a canvas bag, from which I could see a corner of the iPad jutting out. 
“We don’t have a key,” said Ripple. “We’re going to have to climb.”
The gate swayed dangerously under our weight, but the chain and hinges held. The grass on the other side was thick and unyielding, as difficult to move through as water, so I lifted my feet high as we traipsed up the hill, like a hunter stalking prey. I could hear Eric puffing and kicking and shuffling behind me, occasionally muttering Fuck or Oh, Jesus. A tiny breeze, not strong enough to stir the leaves of the trees, carried a faint sweet smell, laced with smoke, that seemed at odds with the somber stillness of the place.
We were almost at the top when—passing close to one of the tangles of vegetation—I stumbled on something hard. I glanced down and saw a wooden beam, black and checker-boarded with tiny cracks like a miniature brick wall. 
“Oak’s house,” said Ripple, turning back.
I squatted down to look more closely. In the surrounding grass were fragments of timber. Under one of them I found a heavy chunk of broken pottery. When I withdrew my hand to look at it—an uneven triangle, the underside still stamped with the concentric lines of the potter’s wheel—my fingertips were black. It suddenly brought home to me that this was a community that hadn’t been allowed to live out its natural span but had come to an abrupt and violent end. And now nature seemed to be continuing the process, snuffing out the evidence of all that complex human experience, reducing it to no more than a few bits of detritus.
“Come on,” said Ripple. “They’re all pretty much like that.”
As we continued up the slope, she pointed out one tuft of scrub after another. “That was Jeannie’s house. Susie’s. Denny’s—the other Denny.” It was like walking through a cemetery, trying to resurrect the dead from their moss-covered tombstones. I simply couldn’t square it with the living landscape I’d seen in the slideshow.
I looked round, searching for Eric. He was a long way behind, ear-buds in his ears, engrossed in his iPad.
“You remember the Fork House?” said Ripple. 
I turned back. She’d stopped in front of a large square patch of ground, where a few blackened stumps still showed among the weeds and saplings.
“That’s it,” she said.
“What went on there?”
“It was like the main meeting-place. Generally known as the Fuck House.” She turned and gave me a quick smile. “You going to ask me why?”
Without waiting for an answer she went on. On the brow of the hill were the remains of two houses, separated by a couple of hundred yards that must once have been open ground, but was now being recolonized by young oaks. She picked up a stick. “That”—indicating the one on the right—“was Hambone’s. And that”—panning left—“was Breeze’s.”
“Where you lived?”
“Some of the time.” She continued staring at the ruins for a few seconds, as if they might yield the solution to some age-old mystery. “And some of the time I stayed away.”
There was a thickness in her voice I hadn’t heard before. I waited.
“When I was real little,” she said, “I didn’t even think about it. All the different guys, I mean. You don’t, do you, when you’re a kid? You just assume whatever happens is normal. But then this one time, when I was, I don’t know, ten or eleven, I guess, I’d just got home, and Birch Ogren showed up. He was holding this, you know, this little black book. And he opened it and pretended to look at it, like he was acting, like it was in a movie. And then he said, Oh, right, it’s Wednesday, so it must be Breeze. And him and Breeze both laughed.” She swallowed. “Anyone ever tell you about Birch Ogren?”
“I know he’s an actor.”
“About him at Coyote Fork, I mean?”
“I think he was in a couple of the photos I saw. That’s all.”
“Yeah, they don’t like to talk about him too much, either.” She looked around, automatically, to make sure we weren’t being overheard, even though the nearest other human being was Eric, a quarter of a mile away. “He’s another piece of the third man. A big piece. Except they didn’t X him out to get rid of him. They did it to protect him. Which meant the rest of us had to be X-ed out.” She paused for a moment. “After that, I didn’t like going home. In case he was there. Or Many Rivers. You seen a picture of Many Rivers?”
I nodded.
“He was creepy. He told Breeze that him and her had been soul-mates in a previous life. And when they screwed, their spirits were together again. Then, when I was fifteen, he told me the same thing. And later on I heard he’d said it to pretty much every woman in the commune. All I can say is, he must have had a whole lot of previous lives.” She shook her head. “Anyway, let’s go see Patti’s place.”
She led me into the line of trees running along the ridge. As we emerged, the ground started to drop away, gently at first, then more sharply. At the bottom, a few hundred feet below, elusive as a fish, flashed a silver river, broken here and there by clusters of rocks that churned the water into white foam. The far side of the valley rose even more steeply, the dense cloak of oak and pine punctured by grey craggy outcrops, like bone showing through the velvet on a stag’s antler.
“Wow,” I said. “That’s spectacular.”
Without replying she started down the slope, hands outstretched for balance. I scrambled after her, almost losing my footing a couple of times. After two or three minutes I saw the now-familiar sight of a house’s grave. But this one was different: the earth black and scarred, the scrub and seedlings stunted, as if, even now, they were still in shock from the ferocity of the blaze that had destroyed it.
Ripple stopped before we got there and stood quietly, head bowed, hands clasped in front of her. When I caught up with her, I could see there were tears pouring down her face. She made no attempt to fight them or wipe them away. 
“Is this it?” I said. “Patti’s house?”
“Yep.” She reached for a Kleenex and blew her nose noisily. “So how you going to do this book? You going to describe everything, how we brought you here today? Or are you just going to say what we told you? And keep our names out of it?” 
“I can keep your names out if you want.”
She sucked her cheeks. “It’s complicated. I never talked about any of this stuff before. Outside of our little gang, I mean. And if you weren’t writing a book about Coyote Fork, I wouldn’t be doing it now.” She sniffed, blew her nose again. “It’s a case of divided loyalties, I guess. I don’t want to see anyone getting badmouthed or ending up in court. But I feel I owe it to Patti . . . and the rest of the guys . . .” She paused. “Yeah, and to Beth McGregor too.”
My heart gave a little skip, reminding me why I was there.
“If everyone buys the idea that it was all her fault, that wouldn’t be right.” She hesitated. “You ever hear of a man called Lenny Drew? A private dick, who came here looking for her?”
I nodded.
“He almost figured it out. But they bought him off, just in time.” She eyed me curiously. “That’s what they do.”
I shook my head. 
“Maybe you believe that now,” she said. “But I’ve seen what money can do. People you think are made of steel? They get too close to money, and they melt, just like that.”
“I give you my word,” I said. 
She shrugged and turned away, gazing out over the valley. “Evan didn’t want to bring Beth here. He never wanted to come back at all, period. When he went to Stanford, that was it, he said. Hasta la vista, commune.
But she insisted. She’d always had a charmed life, so why shouldn’t it go on being charmed at Coyote Fork? Her big thing was, you could be friends with anyone. You just had to make the effort, show you respected them, the way they look at the world. And she hated to admit she was wrong.” 
She paused, grimacing, her attention suddenly hijacked by a memory. 
“Most people do, don’t they?” I said.
“Yeah, but Beth was something else. She went on trying long after anyone else would have quit. If it’d been me, I’d have been out of there like a shot. Pretty much the minute Birch Ogren showed up, like this.” She stuck her tongue out and panted. “Any time a cute woman arrived, Hambone’d tell him. And if he wasn’t working, Birch’d get his ass up here to join in the fun.”
“What, even if the cute woman was Evan’s girlfriend?”
“Sure. No couples, right? Plus, Hambone and Evan, they were like . . .” She shook her head. “Hambone even hit on Beth himself.”
“Really?”
“I know. But it didn’t seem strange at the time. That’s what Hambone did. He hit on girls. And anyone objected, that just made them bourgeois stooges. So that’s when Beth and Evan came to stay at Patti’s. Because Patti was the one person there stood up to Hambone. Even when he called her a spy, a lying bitch, a reactionary. So he left Beth alone after that.” 
She hesitated. I suddenly remembered the picture of Beth McGregor standing with the others in front of the Fork House.
“But not Birch Ogren?” I said.
“No, not Birch Ogren. Birch wasn’t used to women saying no. Specially not at Coyote Fork.” She was quiet for a few seconds. “This isn’t for your book”—she’d stopped crying but was struggling to control her voice—“but he came on to me a few times. I told him, You could be my dad. And I wasn’t just saying that. The way I figured it, there was a one-in-five chance he was. But that didn’t stop him.” She shuddered. “Anyway, yeah, he came after Beth. And that was the problem.” 
She edged forward, until she was standing on the edge of an outcrop. “Come take a look at this.” She pointed down the slope. “See that big rock? Right there, where the river forks? Way back, Shoma people used to use that for their puberty ceremony. The girls’d swim across there. And when they reached the other side, they were women. Or that’s what Joe Chess said, anyway.”
‘You don’t think it’s true?”
She shrugged. “The important thing is, Patti did. Joe Chess was a smart guy. He didn’t say much, but he was always, you know. . .” She touched the corner of her eye. “And I guess when he met Patti, he thought, man, this is what I been looking for. Tell her a story like that and she’ll go, oh, my, that’s beautiful. And then tell her, the last time they did the swim, back in the 1800s, there was a massacre, most of the girls were killed, and she’ll say, God, how awful! It won’t bring those poor kids back, but at least we can return the place to you. Which of course was exactly what Joe Chess wanted.”
“But did that actually happen? The massacre, I mean?”
“I don’t know. Hambone looked into it, said it was b.s. But that didn’t stop Patti. She went on saying, we’re living on stolen land, we need to do something. And Joe Chess, now he’s finally found a friend, he’s not going to let her go, so he keeps showing up and bugging her about it. So one day, just after Beth and Evan moved into Patti’s house, we’re all there, them and me and Eric, and Joe’s out on the porch, talking to Patti, and Birch Ogren bursts in and more or less tries to drag Beth off into the bedroom. And she’s shouting, and Evan yells at him to stop, and Birch says, What are you going to do about it?, and Evan’s just like this.” She stood rigid, arms stiff at her sides, mouth slack. “And Joe hears the noise and comes in. And when he sees what’s going on, he grabs Birch by the scruff of the neck and throws him out.”
“Good for Joe.”
She shook her head.
“Not good for Joe?”
“Well, yeah. But the thing was—I’m not blaming him: I don’t think he even knew who Birch was—but that was like it, you know? No going back. Birch was humiliated. Evan was humiliated. Beth was looking at Joe like, you know”—hands together, as if in prayer—“my hero. And, of course, that only humiliated Evan more. By the end of the evening, she’s convinced that Joe is this great warrior, fighting for justice for his people, and that her mission in life is to help him any way she can. And Evan’s madder than I ever saw him. Madder than I ever saw anyone.”
She looked away, watching the video of it in her head.
“So what does an angry Evan Bone do?” I said. “Scream? Throw things?”
“Uh-uh. I never saw Evan cry. Or lose control. Not completely. But he was shaking. And he could barely speak. He shut himself in their room for a couple hours. When he came out, Beth and Joe Chess were still talking. We could see them, out on the porch. And Evan goes out and tells her, I’m leaving. Are you coming? And he’s flexing his hands, like this, like he’s getting ready to strangle her. And she says no, she’s staying. And he turns totally white, death-white. And then he leaves. That’s the last time I ever saw him.” 
“Did he actually threaten her?”
“Not in so many words. But if I’d been Beth, I wouldn’t have wanted to be alone with him.” 
“And did she go on living at Patti’s house?”
“For a while. But then it got too hot for her. And there was like this civil war going on in the commune. Patti and a couple others thought we should hand it all over to the Indians. And everyone else thought it was a scam, and the Indians just wanted to build a casino here and get rich. And Beth was bankrolling the Shoma campaign by that point. Hiring lawyers, the whole deal. That made her, like, enemy-rich-bitch-in-chief. So she upped and moved in with Joe Chess.”
“And then someone paid them to leave altogether?”
“Not someone. Birch Ogren. That’s what I heard. He was scared that if the campaign went on, all the stuff about him fucking around and raping his own maybe-daughter would come out. So he made them an offer they couldn’t refuse, to go someplace else and stay there. And that’s what they did. And then Birch and Hambone spread this bullshit story about Many Rivers and the spirits.”
“Do you know where they went?”
She shook her head. “But that’s the point when you disappear, isn’t it?”
“Do you think anyone knows?”
She shrugged. “His mom, maybe.”
That is our land you are on. Im tellin you my son is not goin anyplace.
“But you’re sure they did actually leave?” I said.
“What else could have happened? They were abducted by aliens?”
“Somebody might have killed them.”
She looked as if she’d been hit with an air gun pellet. “Killed them? Who?”
I said nothing. But the name hung between us, like a banner trailed behind an aeroplane.
“No,” she said, after a few seconds. “That’s not possible. You don’t know the guy. Crazy, maybe, yeah, but not . . .They left.” She glanced past me. “Where’d Eric get to? I better go find him in a minute. It really freaks him being here. Specially”—jabbing a finger at the ground—“here here.”
“Because it’s where Patti lived?”
She was quiet for a moment. “Because it’s where she passed.”
“In the fire?”
She nodded. “Her and Starlight.”
“Oh, God, I’d no idea.”
“They were the only ones. People said it was karma.”
“Why?”
“Because she was trying to help the Indians.” She blew her nose again. “But Eric just doesn’t know how to process it. You probably noticed: he’s way over on the spectrum.”
“And was Evan like that?”
“Sure. That’s why they were such good buddies. When they were together, they didn’t have to deal with all this messy human stuff that scared them. Because they just didn’t understand it. They could escape into the tech world, which they could understand. ’Cause they made the rules there.”
She started back up the slope. I fell into step beside her. 
“So what exactly was Killer Bee?”
She stopped again, debating whether or not to tell me. 
“OK,” she said finally. “But you didn’t hear it from me, all right?”
“Fine.”
“So Evan made this kind of virtual Coyote Fork. It was pretty good. No, it was really good, for the time. Totally recognizable. He was always a genius at graphics. And the characters were all recognizable, too. There was Humbone, no prizes for guessing who he was based on. And Ding-Dong. That was meant to be Denny. And a movie star called Bitch, who wore this crazy Hawaiian shirt. Any idea where he came from? The only people who weren’t there were us, Patti’s gang. Or we weren’t there as people, anyway. We were the bees. And the game was, to track down as many of the other guys as you could and sting them to death. Evan was always the winner, of course. He killed the most. All except this one time, when Eric beat him. And he was so happy about it, you’d think it was his birthday.” She paused. “When Evan left to go to college, Eric didn’t know what to do. He brownnosed Hambone, tried to be one of the guys there for a while. But when that didn’t work out, he was just like totally lost.”
She turned and started walking again.
“So what does he do now? Eric?”
“He works in the Milward library. Runs their IT system.”
As we cleared the trees, we saw him, still almost at the bottom of the hill, eyeballing his iPad.
“Oh, Jeez.” She shook her head. “But I shouldn’t be too hard on the guy. If you’re that far over, you just can’t handle stuff the way the rest of us do.”
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runs at different speeds. Sometimes, like a 24-frame-a-second film, it appears to mimic life. Sometimes it lapses into slow-mo. And sometimes it’s a Keystone Cops movie: careering cars; hair’s-breadth misses; a man, arms pistoning, frantically cramming more into a suitcase than it seems it could possibly hold.
This is a Keystone Cops moment. Everything happened so quickly that it all feels jumbled up. Some careful unpacking is required, to recover the right order. 
Episode one, I suppose, is my return to the hotel. I locked the door behind me and retrieved my phone. When I switched it on, a deluge of relief broke over me. There was a text from Ruth. I opened it. It appeared to consist of one word: Sorry.
I scrolled down. No: nothing else. She must have pressed Send before she’d finished it. But odd that she hadn’t noticed her mistake and tried again.
I rang her number, telepathically pleading with her
to answer. It didn’t work. And there was still no voicemail, so I couldn’t leave a message. I quickly composed a text:
Glad to know you’re still alive, at least. But am desperate to talk to you. PLEASE call, any time. I’ll leave the phone on. Love R
I lay on my bed, trying to fill the void with television. It was as useless as plugging a raw tooth socket with gauze. I ordered a hamburger from room service but could only eat half of it. At eleven, I rang her again. Same result as before.
Sorry. Sorry for what? Not being able to speak to me? But if that was it, why didn’t she say so?
I wrote another text: 
I don’t want to be a nag, but this is getting annoying. There’s a lot I need to tell you. I finally feel I’m making some headway, but we have to discuss the next step. At the moment, I’m planning to stay at least two more days and see where that takes me. Let me know what you think.
I took a shower. When I came out, there was still no response. Ditto when I checked in the middle of the night. Ditto when I got up.
Episode two: after breakfast that morning. When I went to the hotel reception, it was obvious something was wrong. The normally cheery woman there looked awkward and unhappy, as if she’d just arrived at a funeral and was afraid to meet anyone’s eye.
“Checking out?” she said, barely moving her lips.
“No, actually I was wondering if I could take the room for another couple of nights?”
She pulled a glum face.
“See, I like the place so much, you can’t get rid of me.”
Yesterday, that would have got a laugh. Now it got nothing at all.
“There’s no availability,” she said.
“I don’t mind changing rooms.”
“We’re booked out.”
Not even an apology.
I packed my bags and carried them out to the Sable, clutching the peach tree in the crook of my arm. A large sign at the entrance to the car park said, Vacancy.
Episode three: Milward Library, half an hour later. Some far-flung bit of my mind was still alert enough to my surroundings to notice that it was a charming, brick-built, early twentieth century building, with the serene demeanor of an Egyptian temple. Inside, it was tall-ceilinged and airy, with light filtering down from large windows set high in the walls. The back half was still a warren of shelves, but the front had been opened up and turned into a book-free zone, with rows of computers arranged side by side on long tables.
A young woman sat at the enquiry desk, staring at a screen through thick-rimmed glasses. As I approached, she looked up and said,
“May I help you?”
“Is Eric here?”
“Eric?”
“The IT guy. I don’t know his surname.”
“Oh, Eric. No, he just had to step out for a minute.”
Her smile was cold and slithery, like a half-melted lump of ice in a glass. The meaning couldn’t have been clearer: I have no interest in you. Can you please leave me alone now, so I can get on?

I went over and stationed myself at the endmost computer. Even without Eric’s advice, I figured, it shouldn’t be too difficult to work out how to set up a new email account. In the event, it took me less than ten minutes. I found Ruth’s Whitrow site, clicked on Send a message to Professor Halassian,
and wrote:
I realize we said no emails, but the phone doesn’t seem to be working. Can you just let me know the best way of reaching you?
I pressed Send. Almost instantly, a reply appeared in my inbox:
Sorry, we were unable to deliver your message to this address.
Up until that moment I had seen the two problems—my difficulty in reaching Ruth and the attitude of the woman in the hotel—as separate phenomena. Now a tidal surge of paranoia joined them up. Something was very wrong.
I googled Ruth Halassian. Immediately, the shit-storm hit. The screen filled with emotive words: Hate; Phobia; Toxic; Bigotry; Shame. I scanned the first few stories, looking for a phrase that made sense. The first one I found was:
Embattled professor resigns.
I clicked on it. A report in The Whitrow Recorder, posted late the previous evening. At the top was a picture of a tearful-looking Ruth. She was speaking into a microphone thrust into her face by an amputated hand. The text underneath said,
Controversial Whit Professor Ruth Halassian finally called it quits Thursday. After battling dismissal threats since an incident with a student last fall, she resigned her philosophy department post to, as she put it, “avoid causing further embarrassment to the college and my colleagues.” Whitrow Against Hate, which led the campaign against Professor Halassian, claimed victory, saying her decision sent “a clear signal that this college will no longer tolerate hate and bigotry in any form.”
My mouth was dry. I quickly calculated: it was only four days since I’d last seen her. At that point, even though she’d been—understandably—sad and anxious, she’d seemed absolutely determined to fight on. What could have changed her mind in such a short time?
I trawled through the Google results, looking for the answer. The early stages were easy enough to follow. First came: Good News for the Cat: Halassian Heads Home. But Where Has She Been?, followed by: Professor hits out: Whatever anyone thinks of me, my mother is not a legitimate target. In less than an hour, Whitrow Against Hate had posted a response: Here we go again, folks. More evidence that Professor Halassian just doesn’t get it. Of course we don’t condone the threats against her mom. But the professor needs to understand that she hurt a lot of people, made them feel unsafe. And that has consequences.
And then, apparently out of the blue, there was this, from The Whitrow Record: Halassian Apologizes, Pleads to Keep her Job.
I opened it. It read like a Moscow show trial recantation. Professor Halassian
acknowledged grave mistakes and errors of judgement.
She
sincerely regretted
the pain and distress
she had caused. She would
engage positively with students demanding a change to the curriculum. With great humility, she would ask the college to reinstate her, and to refer her,
as a matter of urgency, for a course in awareness training.
I couldn’t believe the last diatribe against her had been enough to make her back down like this. Then, on the Whitrow Against Hate site, I found: Professor Halassian: The Unanswered Questions.

I clicked on it. A forest of words appeared on the screen. Two immediately leapt out at me: Robert Lovelace. I scanned down: there they were again. They weren’t incidental. The whole thing was about me. I was the biggest unanswered question.
We can now reveal who the guy is that Professor Halassian took off with. He’s a Brit “travel writer” called Robert Lovelace. He gets to fly around the world, reporting on “exotic” places and people. Or at least he did, until Evan Bone bought the paper he worked on, and the new editor decided they didn’t need a patronizing straight white man to explain The Other to their readers. Hey, you never know: one of these days they might even give The Other a chance to speak for themselves.
But here’s the big headline about Robert Lovelace: he was a
friend of Anne Grainger. Remember her? Yeah, that’s right: the English alt-right bigot who killed herself after being called out over homophobic emails. Surprise, surprise: it turns out she was fired from the same paper. No prizes for guessing why. But of course, far as she was concerned, it was nothing to do with her hateful views: it was all the fault of Evan Bone, trying to silence free speech. Result? Lovelace is now on a secret revenge mission, hoping to take Bone down. Last we heard he was in Milward, California, pretending to be researching a book about the commune where Evan Bone grew up. What he’s really doing is sniffing around, looking for some dirt he can use.
So far, so off-the-shelf white male pissed at losing power. But what Professor Halassian needs to explain is: why did she go with him?
The world was folding in on itself, turning into a Dali landscape of drooping lines and ambiguous forms that might be either rocks or skulls. How had they found out so much about me? Just through assembling snippets of data—a phone message here; a hotel reservation there—and feeding them to some hungry algorithm that could somehow reconstruct my inner world with uncanny accuracy? Or had somebody along the way deliberately betrayed me?
I returned to the screen: 
Professor Halassian: Update. Here’s a first: the professor has accepted our invitation to reply. This is what she has to say:
I accompanied Robert Lovelace because I believed in good faith what he told me: that he was searching for my roommate from Stanford, who disappeared years ago, and thought I might be able to help him. I now realize I was wrong. During the few days we were together, it became clear that his real motivation was an irrational hatred for Evan Bone. When—troubled by his increasingly bizarre outbursts—I questioned him about it, he finally said that he had seen an apparition of his friend Anne Grainger at the moment of her death, which had convinced him to try to avenge her. In case you don’t believe me, I took the precaution of recording his account of what happened on my phone.
For me, this was the final straw. I was clearly dealing with someone who suffers from a severe paranoid personality disorder. Looking back, the signs were there from the moment I met him. All I can say in my own defense is that I love my job, and the thought I might lose it had probably made me slightly crazy. But this was a wake-up call. I immediately packed my bags and returned to Whitrow.
I sensed someone watching me. I looked up: Eric, standing just inside the door. When he saw I’d noticed him, he shambled over, red-faced, not meeting my gaze.
“You need to leave,” he said.
“Why?”
“Instructions.”
“From whom?”
He shook his head, flexed a big hand in front of my face. “Come on. Out.”
I stood up and left. I half-expected to find the Sable had disappeared, or melted into a giant poached egg, but it was still where I’d left it, solid and prosaic, impervious to the Dali-ization of the world around it. I got in, locking the door behind me. The tinted windows, at least, were a godsend. They meant I should be able to sit there in peace for a few minutes and think.
To begin with, all I could do was let a storm of anger and self-pity batter its way through me. I didn’t cry or howl or thump the wheel with my fists: I just waited, while it ran its course, goading me to actions that some beleaguered island of reason knew I wouldn’t take: killing myself; killing Ruth; hiring a hit-man to murder Evan Bone. As the chaos started to recede, I found myself face to face with a single clear thought: somebody was seriously rattled. To put Ruth under that kind of pressure, to go to that much effort not only to expose her, but to discredit me, in such a way that anything I said could be dismissed as the ravings of a lunatic, suggested that I was—from their point of view—getting dangerously close to some uncomfortable truth. But how could I pursue it, when they seemed to have managed to turn the whole community against me?
I rewound the last couple of weeks in my head. Surely, there must be someone I’d met since my arrival at Global Village who could help me? Ruth was so clearly the obvious candidate that her name kept elbowing its way into the list, and there was always a nanosecond’s delay before I remembered what she’d done and elbowed it out again. I briefly considered Leonard Drew, then realized that his closeness to Birch Ogren ruled him out. There was always Stewart Crothers, of course: he might be sympathetic. But equally, he might not—and, anyway, there was no untraceable way to contact him. And Ginny Voss was a non-starter. I’d just end up making her more miserable than she was already.
I was aware of a faint, tangy, unfamiliar scent from the back of the car. I turned: the peach tree. Gerald Chess. Corinne Ramirez.
I burrowed in my satchel. It took me a while to find the leaflet she’d given me, crumpled up at the bottom in a drift of old receipts. I smoothed it open and dialed her number. It rang a few times, then switched to voicemail. A jaunty woman who sounded as if she was trying to sell me an unrivalled investment opportunity invited me to leave a message. I rang off and drove the quarter of a mile or so to Wreck City.
Gerald Chess was in the workshop, peering into the open mouth of a weather-beaten van. I parked the Sable on the road and walked over to him, clutching the tree.
“This is for you,” I said. “A small thank you. For rescuing me the other day.”
He looked up. “What is it?”
“A peach tree.”
He took it without a word, sauntered to an old, bronze-colored Chevy in the car park, and stowed it on the rear seat. I traipsed after him. As he slammed the door and turned, I said,
“I’ve been trying to reach Corinne Ramirez.”
He started back towards the van, saying nothing.
“Didn’t I see you with her? At the protest about the fire?”
He shrugged. “Could be.”
“I need to talk to her. She told me what happened to her father. Asked me to write something about it. I said I’d look into it, do some research. And I think I’m getting somewhere. But people are making it hard for me. I need help.”
“What number you got?”
“For Corinne?”
He nodded. I read it off my phone.
“What’s your name?”
“Robert Lovelace.”
He walked outside again, taking a mobile from his pocket. He thumbed in a number and hovered by the bronze Chevy, waiting. Someone must have answered, because after a few seconds I could hear him talking, though he was too far away for me to make out what he was saying. 
“Oh, you’re back, are you?” bellowed a voice behind me, so loud that it made me jump.
I spun round. The blond man from the office was grimacing at me, like a furious cartoon baddie. 
“I was hoping to get a pizza,” I said.
It didn’t connect. The force-field of rage was too strong.
“I thought maybe you’d be too scared to show your face,” he said. “Where’s my car?”
I pointed to the Sable.
“Well, get it in here. Now.”
“I’d actually like to keep it for a couple more days, if that’s OK.”
“It isn’t OK. The agreement’s terminated.”
“Why?”
He sighed, exasperated at my obtuseness. “You must think we’re just a bunch of dumb hicks. But when someone shows up in town and starts making trouble, stirring stuff up, we know what to do.”
“Who told you I was making trouble?”
“Everyone. People been emailing me all morning.” He jabbed a finger at the ground. “Now.”
I retrieved the Sable. He directed me to a parking space. When I opened the door, he leaned over me and said, 
“Get your stuff out.”
“Where am I going to put it?”
“That’s not my problem.”
I removed my bags and lined them up on the concrete. He held his hand out for the keys. When I gave them to him, he locked the car, then pointed at the office. I followed him inside. He completed the paperwork without a word and slid it gingerly across the counter, as if he didn’t want to run the risk of touching me. To leave without saying anything seemed so unnatural that I couldn’t help muttering Goodbye. He didn’t reply.
When I emerged, I saw that Gerald Chess had finished his call and was walking back towards me. We met halfway, close to the Sable. He eyed the little clutter of exiled luggage.
“That yours?”
I nodded. He picked up the largest bags and carried them to his car. I followed him with my satchel. He put everything in the boot. 
“They’ll be OK in there,” he said.
“Thank you.”
He closed the lid. “You know where the bookshop’s at?” 
“Yes.”
“She’ll meet you there. Thirty minutes.”
“Does it have to be there?”
He shrugged. “That’s where she’ll be.”
She wasn’t: not in thirty minutes, not in forty-five, not in an hour. I paced the same stretch of street again and again, trying to look as if I had some business being there, always keeping at least a hundred yards between me and Milward Books. My plan, when the moment came, was to attract her attention and try to draw her away from the shop before she went inside. But as my watch prolonged the agony—dragging its feet, so that every time I checked, it was earlier than I thought—I started to wonder whether Gerald Chess and Corinne Ramirez were actually part of the Milward-wide conspiracy against me. Perhaps she wouldn’t come—and when I finally got back to Wreck City, I’d find that Gerald Chess had decamped with my possessions, leaving me totally destitute.
I tried ringing her again. The same woman invited me to leave a message. 
“This is Robert Lovelace,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure I was in the right place. I’m on Main Street, not far from Milward Books. If you want to meet somewhere else, please let me know.”
I rang off. Nobody phoned me back. After another fifteen minutes, I decided to call it a day. But I’d gone no more than a few steps when a huge pick-up appeared at the end of the street. It was so dirty that it was impossible to tell what color it was meant to be. But as it passed me I saw, scrawled on the side, just visible through the dust, Fight the Fire.

A moment later it turned abruptly and stopped in front of Milward Books. After a few seconds Corinne Ramirez got out. She was wearing jeans and a black tee-shirt with a stylized image of a red bird printed on it. She checked the cab unhurriedly to make sure she had everything she needed, then shut the door and locked up. As she started towards the shop, I waved my arms and shouted, “Hey!”
She stopped and looked at me. I got as close as I dared and called,
“I’m sorry, I don’t want to go in there. Is there somewhere else we can talk?”
I’d expected her to be puzzled, even suspicious. But she simply pointed across the street at The Magic Coffee Shop.
“OK,” I said.
As she stepped off into the road I heard the ting of the bookshop bell. Red-faced Breeze rocketed on to the sidewalk.
“Excuse me!”
Corinne Ramirez looked back. Breeze nodded at the pick-up. “That’s three spaces you’ve taken up there. I’m not like Amazon. If people can’t park, they won’t come in my store. You’re killing my business. And these guys’—”
She swiveled towards Angela’s Dream and saw me. 
“Are you with him?” she asked Corinne. 
Corinne didn’t reply. 
“Do you know who he is?” fumed Breeze. “What he’s doing here?”
Corinne glanced at me, then unlocked the pick-up again. “Get in.”
We both clambered into the cab. It had the stuffy old-vehicle smell of oil and metal and warm plastic. A pile of Indian People for the Earth leaflets lay on the seat between us. An uncut stone threaded on a leather thong hung from the rear-view mirror. 
Corinne switched on, making the whole cab throb like the inside of a tank. She reversed into the street and drove slowly back the way she had come. She said nothing: not even the obvious What a bitch, to vent her fury and make common cause with me against the enemy. But perhaps she didn’t want to make common cause with me: perhaps for her—as for everyone else, apparently—the real enemy was me. 
Just beyond Milward, she pulled into a small out-of-town shopping center and parked in front of a clothing store with Sale! Everything Must Go! plastered in every window.
“We’ll be OK here,” said Corinne. “No one’s going to bother us while they still think we might get out and spend some money.”
I sat quiet, waiting for her to go on—aware, now that the air conditioning had been turned off, of the thud of the sun through the window, and wondering how long it would be before it became unbearable.
“Gerald says you got something,” she said. “About Evan Bone.”
I hesitated. I had no idea what her relationship with the Chess family was, how much she knew about Joe, whether she’d even heard of Beth McGregor. But if she sensed I was being evasive, she would assume I didn’t trust her.
“I think there’s a strong chance he murdered someone,” I said. “Or two someones.” 
I braced myself for the inevitable Who?

Instead—could she really be that incurious, or had she somehow picked up my reserve?—after a moment she said, “Is that why they’re being so mean to you?”
“Yes. They obviously want to make sure that no one believes me. And they reckon the best way to do that is to tell everyone I’m mad.”
“This friend of yours killed herself. Is that what happened? What they said? You saw her, like her ghost, when she did it?”
My throat ached. “How do you know about that?”
“I looked online. Read all the stuff they’re saying about you.”
Ruth had the recording. She might make it public at any moment. 
“I have to admit,” I said, “that bit’s true.”
She turned and looked at me inquiringly “Did your friend say anything? When you saw her?”
I shook my head. “She was only there for a few seconds. When I was in the parking lot at Global Village. Then she ran off, and I went after her. And that was when I met you.”
She nodded matter-of-factly. Nothing to suggest a sudden eureka moment, as she finally put two and two together.
“But afterwards,” I said, “I discovered she’d written a note before she’d died. Telling me to look into your father’s story.”
She raised her eyebrows, very slightly. “Why?”
“She didn’t say. But I’m guessing it’s because they were both hounded to death by Evan Bone.”
“And she figured that was how to get you on the case, huh? Show up at Global Village?” She paused. “I known people had that kind of thing happened to them. But you’re the first white person.”
“Has it happened to you?”
“Not a ghost.” She studied me closely. “Maybe you got some Indian in you.” She opened her door and got out, reaching for her mobile. She dialed and moved a few paces away to speak. After a couple of minutes she re-pocketed the phone and climbed back into the cab.
“OK.” She started the engine and edged back on to the road. In the distance we could see the smoke from the fire, hanging in a lowering, black-bellied cloud over the hills.
“Where are we going?” I said.
“Some place they can’t get you.”
After the last couple of weeks, I could only imagine one place that would qualify.
Maybe she wants you dead?
Why?
Because you’re a white supremacist.
She knows I’m not. She said herself they were being unfair to me.
Mean. That’s the word she used. They could be mean, and still be telling the truth.
I waited for her to elaborate. When she didn’t, squeezing the anxiety from my voice, I said, “And where’s that?”
“Gerald’s auntie’s. He’ll bring your stuff out later.”
I hesitated. “Is that Marianne Chess?”
She nodded.
“Joe Chess’s mother?”
“Yeah. But she don’t like to talk about him. She’s not much of a talker.”
“Are you related?”
She shook her head. “There’s hundreds of tribes in California. She’s Shoma. I’m Ohlone.” She paused. “But see, she’s traditional. A lot of Indian people now, they forgotten who they are. She remembers. That’s why I came here the first time, so’s she’d help me remember.” She turned to me and smiled. I’d never seen her smile before. I got the startling impression that she was actually teasing me. “Maybe she’ll help you to remember the Indian in you, too.”
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AGAIN. The manic suitcase-packing is over. With every mile we travel the pace slows, the features dividing up the landscape seem to blur and melt, time relaxes its grip. Its model is no longer the long thin line scratched in the sand, but the bicycle, which only moves forward by turning, repeating the same sequence of events—each time with some barely discernible variation. 
The physical journey, that first day, signaled the alteration of mood, reinforcing the sense that I was undergoing a rite of passage into a new phase of my life. I’d last driven through Gallico only a few days before, but the me who was doing it now was already a different person. What really brought the change home was reaching the rocky passing-place where the Sable and I had been stranded. The wind had shifted, pushing the fire further west; but there was still an ominous pall of smoke on the horizon, which rekindled my animal fear. But during my previous enforced visit, I’d felt at the very edge of the known world and was desperate to get back to a place where I still had—or imagined I had—options, resources, an ability to function quasi-normally. Now—thanks to Ruth’s betrayal, and the machinations of Whitrow Against Hate—that place had imploded. There was nothing to go back to. As we left the road and started up the rocky track, I thought: This is it. You’re beyond the point of no return.
We continued for a few miles, past clumps of trees and patches of water-starved grey-green grassland. Here and there a horse was grazing, but most of the fields seemed to have given up the ghost and turned feral, degenerating into a carpet of dry scrub and weeds. After twenty minutes or so the monotony of it started to feel dreamlike, like my first and only experience of the Sahara; and when—as we came over the brow of a hill—I finally glimpsed the line of a roof in the midst of a little copse, I thought for a moment that it might be a mirage. But when I looked again, it was still there.
We stopped in front of a rusted metal gate. A hand-painted sign hanging from the top bar read: Shoma Tribal Territory. Keep Out. Corinne got out and unlocked the huge padlock, then pushed the gate open. After we’d driven through, I said,
“Shall I shut it?”
She nodded. The gate was stuck so tightly in a rut that it took me all my strength to make it budge—and when it did, it moved so quickly that I almost fell flat on my face. But at least I managed to close the padlock without mishap.
“There you are,” I said, getting back in. “Your entertainment for the day. Better than Tom and Jerry.”
She laughed. “Yeah, I know, that old gate can be hard sometimes.”
We lurched up a bumpy bare-earth track pitted with holes. As we emerged at the top, I finally saw the house, standing in the middle of a ring of small trees. It looked as if it had started life as a mobile home, but gradually sprouted extra rooms and verandas, like an old root covered in nodules. Piled up against the fence were heaps of detritus: pieces of wood; cardboard boxes; unidentifiable chunks of metal and plastic that made me think of the washed-up remnants of a crashed plane. On the gentle slope behind were an ancient caravan and a small corrugated iron shed, its open door leaking smoke. The landscape beyond was dotted with similar properties, most of them half-hidden by trees.
“Here you go,” said Corinne. “You’ll be OK here for a while.”
“Where are we, exactly?”
“They call it an Indian village.”
“What, a reservation, you mean?”
She shook her head. “That’s only if you’re a recognized tribe. And lots of the tribes around here aren’t recognized. The government didn’t want to give them reservations.”
“So—?” 
“So a bunch of Shoma bought a little bit of land themselves, so’s they can still be a community. Kind of like what my dad wanted for our people.”
As we approached the first house, two skinny blue dogs on the porch rose up on spindle legs and rushed out snarling, scrabbling clouds of dust. 
“They don’t like strangers,” said Corinne.
We both stayed where we were. After half a minute or so, a woman emerged from the house. She was slight, white-haired, wearing a black dress and a misshapen fawn cardigan. She didn’t acknowledge our presence with so much as glance but clapped her hands and called the two dogs. They crept towards her cravenly. She led them round the side of the house. We heard the clang of a metal door.
“OK,” said Corinne.
As we got out, the old woman re-appeared. She stopped and looked at me. Her eyes were small and sharp, framed in heavy folds of skin.
“This him?”
Corinne nodded.
“I’m Robert,” I said. “This is very kind of you.”
The old woman said nothing but turned and walked inside. Corinne and I followed. The front door led straight into a narrow living room, made narrower by a bloated sofa that ran most of the length of one wall. At the far end, set at an angle, was a black wood-burning stove with a wonky iron chimney. In front of it stood a little plastic table and an electric fan on a tall stalk. Everything looked oddly provisional and random, as if it were merely being stored there, rather than used.
The old woman stood aside to let Corinne go past her into a dark passage at the rear of the house. I heard the click of a latch, saw a wedge of light, glimpsed the corner of a bed strewn with jeans, a sweatshirt, a stack of leaflets. Corinne went in and half closed the door behind her. I tried to catch the old woman’s eye, but she turned away from me, saying nothing. After a minute or so Corinne reappeared, carrying an old army kitbag.
“You can sleep in there,” she said, nodding back the way she had come.
“I hope I’m not driving you out, am I?” I said.
“I can stay with Gerald’s mom.”
I put my head into the room. A big divan, with a pile of blankets on top; a rail of women’s clothes on hangers; a window curtained by an old pillow-case split open and held in place by drawing pins.
“Thank you,” I said, reversing out again.
But Corinne and the old woman had already moved away, heading back through the living room. By the time I caught them up they were in the kitchen, where a couple of iron pots muttered on a range. In one corner, well away from the heat, hung a bell-shaped cage, where I could see a pair of small parrots. 
“You want something to eat?” Corinne asked me.
Something smelt rich and gamey. I realized I was hungry. “Yes. Thank you.”
She waved to a Formica-topped table in the middle of the room. Around it were six chairs, no two of which were alike. I pulled out the nearest and sat down. The old woman brought over one of the pots, clutching it between her palms. As she removed the oven cloth, I could see that her hands were gnarled with arthritis.
That meal was a foretaste of what was to come. As soon as I’d taken my first mouthful—delicious, in a strong-flavored, not-quite-familiar way—a succession of people started to drift in, help themselves to food, carry their plates to the sink, drift out again. Some had strong Amerindian features; others looked more like me than Corinne. No one explained their presence to me, or mine to them. They weren’t unfriendly but showed no surprise or curiosity at finding me there. There was some easy banter—mostly involving names I didn’t know—but for long stretches they ate in silence, greeting each new arrival and departure with no more than a nod. Half-way through the evening Gerald turned up, told me my bags were in my room, took a plateful of spaghetti, then left. I kept thinking that at some point the food must run out; but miraculously—like the contents of the magic pot in a fairy tale—it never did.
“How do you do that?” I asked the old woman, when she and Corinne and I were the only ones left. “Cater for so many people, when you don’t how many are going to be here?”
She got up without a word and carried one of the pans back to the range.
Corinne caught my eye. “Like I said, she don’t talk much.” 
It was true: those first few days, the old woman can’t have spoken more than a hundred words to me. Most of them were simply statements of fact: I made something to eat. Or, Washing machine’s here, if you want it. It took me a while to realize that I made something to eat didn’t mean, It’s suppertime, but There’s food if you’re hungry. And even when I’d taken it on board intellectually, I was emotionally uncomfortable with it. I knew, of course, that Marianne Chess was doing me a huge kindness, and I had no business to complain. But I had never lived anywhere without mealtimes, which everyone was expected to keep, and the lack of routine was exhausting. I urgently needed to take stock of my situation and make plans. But how could I, when I didn’t know what was required of me, and had no idea what the next minute might chuck at me? 
Every morning I woke up hoping that this would be the day when Corinne or Gerald told me they’d made other arrangements and were going to move me somewhere else. But trying to imagine where, exactly, that somewhere else might be made me feel giddy. Every bridge, every boat, had been burnt. Even if I could get back to England without falling foul of the police or the Global Village vigilantes, I’d find my reputation destroyed there, too. No one would publish a white supremacist. I’d become toxic. People avoiding my gaze when I walked into the room, then making their excuses and leaving—the thought of it was unbearable.
But then I would look around me at the peeling wallpaper, the damp-stained ceiling, and think: I can’t stay here.
One afternoon I was alone in the kitchen, drinking coffee, when Corinne appeared. She poured herself a cup from the enamel jug on the stove and sat down opposite me.
“You doing OK?”
“Yes, fine, thank you. Except I’m worried that I’m in the way here.”
“You want to leave?”
“I just don’t like being a burden.”
She shrugged. “I was at the library this morning. There’s still a whole load of stuff about you out there.”
“Online?”
She nodded.
“Such as what?”
“Oh, I don’t remember. Just propaganda, like you said. Same kind of things they were saying about my dad. I guess you must have scared someone pretty good. Or made them mad, anyways. Same way he did.” 
“So you think I should stay here for the time being?’
She shrugged again. I felt a slight jolt, like when you get to the bottom of the stairs, expecting to find a final step that isn’t there. It was pretty obvious that was what she thought. Why wouldn’t she take responsibility for it by saying so?
“So,” she said, “you writing that article?”
“Which article?”
“The one you were talking about. About Evan Bone. And the people he screwed up their lives, like my dad and Hazel Voss. And your friend.”
She waited for me to respond. I said nothing.
“And now you’re telling me, it’s not just the people he screwed up, he actually killed someone?” she said.
“That’s what it looks like.”
This time it was inescapable. “Who?”
“His girlfriend—well, ex-girlfriend by then, Beth McGregor.” I hesitated. “And Joe Chess.”
She shivered. Her eyes widened.
“They’d become lovers,” I said. “Bone felt humiliated.”
She let it sink in for a moment, frowning with concentration. 
“I never met Joe,” she said. “But what I heard was, him and the girl took off.”
“Who told you that?”
“Gerald. But it’s what everyone says.”
“Joe’s mother?”
She shook her head. ‘She don’t talk about it. She won’t even say his name—” 
She broke off suddenly, looking through the opening into the living room. We heard the sound of the front door closing. Corinne held up a hand, fingers splayed.
The next moment, Marianne Chess walked in. She nodded hello at us, then walked over to examine something simmering on the stove. After a few seconds she turned towards Corinne and said, 
“I made something to eat.”
“I already ate,” said Corinne. “How are you doing?”
The old woman nodded. Corinne got up.
“Well, I guess I better be going.”
And she left, leaving most of her coffee undrunk.
That tiny interaction suddenly revealed something to me. Marianne Chess’s indifference as to whether or not I ate wasn’t—as I’d imagined—the result of her personal coldness towards me. She had treated Corinne—and, now I thought about it, more or less everyone else I’d seen there—in the same way. It was a sign of respect. Adults didn’t tell other adults when to eat—or to do anything else.
After that, even though nothing had been decided, I began to feel less unsettled. Instead of fretting endlessly about my own predicament, I became more interested in the people around me. Over the following week or so, I learned to identify a number of Marianne Chess’s frequent visitors. Isaac, a quiet, smiley young hunter who lived next door with his family, and regularly brought her fish and freshly-killed venison, was a great nephew. An older man, Anthony, was a refugee from another Native American community, who shopped for Marianne Chess, chopped wood, did house repairs. It was he who finally helped me resolve the vexed question of money. Whenever he set out to get supplies from the supermarket, I would press a few notes into his hand, which he took without saying anything. Neither he nor the old woman ever checked how to see how much I had given him. They were satisfied that I was making a contribution—or perhaps, more to the point, that I was showing I understood the need to make a contribution.
I also came to recognize what I can only call her patients: worried parents with a bawling infant or a troubled, frozen-faced teenager who came to her for help. I never saw what she did with them—her consultations, if that’s the right word, were held in a little hut at the top of the hill behind her house—but the bawling infants and troubled teenagers almost always seemed better when they left than they had when they went in. 
When I first arrived, I’d thought the easy way people in the community appeared to accept me must conceal some underlying suspicion or resentment. But I gradually came to realize it was how they viewed everyone and everything: as something that life had sent their way, a part of the daily reality they had to deal with. One afternoon I saw Anthony unloading boxes of roof shingles from the rear of a pick-up. It was a strain for him: he was small and weakened by—I assumed—years of heavy drinking.
“Can I help?” I asked.
“OK.”
Together we stacked the boxes in front of the house. He got back into the pick-up and drove off without a word. A month before it would have worried me that he hadn’t thanked me. Had I offended him, said something wrong? Now I knew better. We’d both been there, and we’d done what needed to be done. That was enough.
What I found harder to adapt to was the lack of pressure. Suddenly, my time was my own: a vast, panic-inducing expanse, stretching in front of me. And what made it harder was that none of the habitual little displacement activities with which I might have tried to fill it was available to me. I had nothing to read, except for a couple of almost-finished books I happened to have with me. There was no internet or mobile phone signal. I was carless—and anyway, there was nowhere to drive to that wouldn’t take me back into the dangerous outside world. 
In those early days, I spent hours just walking—clambering over the gate, and then heading up the stony track. I never got to the end of it: it went on for miles, past the Indian village and then into dense woodland, where, if I stood still, I could hear running water. Bit by bit I came to know the landscape, not just as a general proposition, but in tiny detail: the bank where the wildflowers grew; the rock shaped like a starfish; the tree from which the same bird with a piercing song I didn’t recognize always proclaimed his territory. 
I never, of course, forgot that I was living in the house of the one person who might be able to tell me what had happened to Beth McGregor and Joe Chess. But I had been warned not to ask her about it. And, oddly, as the days went on, it seemed to matter less and less. It felt as if my whole life up to that point had been spent in transit, travelling towards some destination that was always in front of me. Sometimes I would get off the train for a few days, in Siena or Skopje or Marrakesh, and try to soak up the atmosphere. But even then, my thoughts were always tugging at the leash, pulling me into the future: what I would write, and when I would be moving on. 
Now, the camera angle had changed, shifting my view of the world. Here, at Wolf Bend Road, I had at last arrived somewhere. The whole focus of my day was what was actually there, before my eyes. At some stage I’d need to decide what—if anything—to do about Evan Bone. And eventually, too, I would have to find a way to let the few people who might care—my ex-wife; my agent; a handful of friends—know that I was still alive. But all that belonged to a life that increasingly felt like some heavy, waterlogged coat from which I had managed to extricate myself, and I was in no hurry to put back on. One day, perhaps—but for now, I had the starfish-shaped rock.
Only once during my meanderings did I ever encounter another human being. A black jeep appeared on the track ahead. When it reached me, it stopped, and a red-faced man in shades and a back-to-front baseball cap stuck his head out.
“You OK, fella?”
“Yes, I’m fine, thanks.”
“You’re a long ways from anyplace. You want a ride?”
“No, thanks.”
“You live out here?”
“I’m staying with a friend.”
He nodded at the line of little houses. “What, there?”
He didn’t look like a Global Villager. But I couldn’t afford to take chances, so I said nothing.
“Well, all I can say is, watch out for your scalp.”
And he continued on his way in a cloud of fumes and dust.
It was the blue dogs that finally broke the spell.
After getting back from my walk, I had taken to stopping by their cage to talk to them. Day by day, the snarling and teeth-baring diminished, until eventually I could hold my hand to the mesh and they would gingerly sniff it. From then on, every time I appeared they would run towards me, ears back, whimpering and wagging their tails.
One afternoon as I was standing there, Marianne Chess appeared from the house.
“Looks like you made friends,” she said.
“We always had dogs when I was growing up,” I said. “It still feels as if there’s something missing when there aren’t any around.” I nodded at the cage. “What are their names?”
“This one’s Gus. And this one, he’s Idaho.”
“Idaho?”
She laughed. “Yeah, I don’t know where that came from. It’s what my nephew called him.”
“Gerald, you mean?”
“Different nephew.” She opened the gate. For a moment I thought they might revert to type and savage me. But they jumped up and tried to lick my face, quivering with pleasure.
That evening we ate together. She still barely spoke, but there was an easy-going companionableness in her silence that I hadn’t felt before. Afterwards, without saying anything, I carried the dishes to the sink and washed up. She went out to feed the dogs but was back before I’d finished. As I was drying my hands, she said, “I’m going to make tea. You want some?”
“Yes, please.”
We sat facing each other across the table. To begin with she just smiled at me, her twisted fingers wrapped tightly around the mug. But after a minute or two she suddenly said, “So where’d you meet Corinne?”
“At the Global Village campus. You know what that is?”
“I heard of it.” She laughed: a low, gurgling sound, like water in a hookah. “I never had a computer. So I don’t have a lot of use for it myself.”
“Well, I was supposed to be writing something about it. For a magazine. And Corinne was there. There was a protest about her father.”
“OK.” But the tone was go on, rather than that answers my question.
“And she gave me a leaflet. And the next day I called her. And we arranged—”
The intensity of her stare stopped me. She knew I was dissimulating, skating over the surface. She said nothing, but I could sense she was—not angry, exactly, but disappointed.
“It’s actually not quite that simple,” I said. “Something strange happened to me there.” 
And, after thinking about it for a moment, I gave her the whole story. What, after all, was the point of lying? Lying was part of the discarded life I had struggled free of. She listened quietly, her face impassive. But watching the way her eyes softened as I talked, I realized that she wasn’t surprised, so much as relieved. What I was saying wasn’t news to her: she must have heard about it before, from Corinne. The point here was to discover if she could trust me to tell her the truth.
When I’d finished, she nodded but said nothing. One of the parrots suddenly broke the silence, making a long, fluting, evenly-inflected noise that sounded as if it had some meaning to it, though I couldn’t guess what it was. The old woman got up, walked over to the cage, and appeared to answer in kind. The parrot blinked, put its head on one side, and rattled something back at her.
“That’s our language,” she said, returning to the table. “There’s hardly any of us can talk it now, after all the schooling they give us, and the television. So I’m teaching them. You know what he said? He said, It’s getting time to pick up the acorns.” She sighed. “Well, I think I’m going to turn in.”
As I watched her leave, I thought: Things are moving.
A couple of evenings later, after she’d been with a distraught young mother for several hours, she came in looking drained and slightly dazed, as if part of her were still stranded up in the hilltop hut. 
“Why don’t you sit down?” I said. “And I’ll make you tea this time?”
She didn’t protest. When I brought her cup over, I said,
“Would you like me to cook tonight? I’m not bad. Honestly.”
She nodded.
I soon repented of my cockiness. Ruth’s kitchen had stretched my resourcefulness. This, I concluded, after looking in the larder and the fridge, would be completely beyond me. There was a clutter of Kilner jars, but I had no idea what they contained—and, even if I had, I wouldn’t have known how to make a meal out of them. Otherwise, all I could see at first glance were rice, cereal, and a bag of Oreos.
But I persevered, and eventually ran to earth the wherewithal for a kind of risotto carbonara, with a lot of bacon and not much egg, and no cheese at all, except an almost flavorless slab of something masquerading as
cheddar.
“Mm,” she said, after taking her first mouthful, “this is good.”
And for a second that old voice, with its not-quite-American accent, became overlaid on Ruth’s, marveling at the dish I’d managed to whip up for her. The effect was like walking across a floor barefoot and stepping on a fragment of broken glass.
“You want to go outside?” she said, when we’d finished eating.
“Sure.”
We carried our mugs out and settled ourselves on the porch. The sun was setting, and along the horizon the sky was a sea of orange-red, as if someone had broken a giant egg-yolk over the mountain-tops. 
Without turning, she said, “When I was a kid, we had an archaeologist come visit. He said, You know how long you people been here? Well, I’ll tell you. I seen the evidence, and we done the dating. You been here 6000 years.” She took a sip of tea. “And my dad, he points to that mountain there—the big tall one?”
“Yes.”
“That’s Mount Shoma. And he says, The way I heard it, there was a flood. Whole world covered in water. And when the water went down, that mountain was the first thing showed its head. And the Creator, he thought he’d start over. So he made the animals and the fish and the birds and the trees. And then he made us. And we came out where there’s a spring now, right there, near the top. And we been here ever since.” She paused. “And you know what that archaeologist did?”
“I can’t imagine.”
“He said, Well, I don’t know about that. All I can tell you is, you been here 6000 years. Poor fella. He looked like something given him toothache.”
I laughed.
“And since then I figured, there’s no way you’re ever going to fix that. He wants to think we been here 6000 years, that don’t bother me. But we say we came out of that spring up there, it really bothers him.” She shifted her hands on the mug, drawing in warmth against the evening chill. “You been over to Coyote Fork?” 
“Yes.”
“You see the river? Where the fork is?”
I nodded. 
“Well, see, that’s how the story goes on. The ancestors, they come to the fork. And most of them”—gesturing to the right—“went this way, where the river’s wide. And they became all the other tribes. But a few went the other way. And they became the Shoma. Shoma, that means the original ones. And what we believe is, the Shoma were put here to protect all of this. The place where people first came into the world.”
Something suddenly ambushed me, completely out of the blue, and I found myself crying. Marianne Chess looked at me curiously, then turned away again.
“There’s other Shoma, they gone the other way now, taking money from the government, living like white people. But us, we’re the ones stayed true. When I was little, the old folks used to say, When there’s no more animals, there’ll be no more Shoma. And when there’s no more Shoma, there’ll be no more earth. So that’s why we keep fighting.” She hesitated. “But it’s getting harder. They been trying to get rid of us for I don’t know how long. Back in the old days, they did it with guns. You hear about the Battle
of Coyote Fork?”
“The massacre, you mean? At the Puberty Rock?”
“They call it a battle. Captain Milward and thirty settlers, all with rifles. Two hundred Shoma, none of them armed, most of them just youngsters. We lost 129 that day. Would have been more, except those fellows were so drunk half of them couldn’t shoot straight.” She touched her calf. “My gramma had a scar right here. Where they hit her. She’d say to us, If that fellow’d been sober, I wouldn’t be here now. And neither would you.”
She laughed. “Now they killed most of us and took our land, they don’t need guns any more. They got the law instead. So they steal our water and shut it up behind a big dam and then sell it off down that way.” She waved towards the south. “That’s why there’s all these fires. But we complain about it, they just say, That’s progress. You can’t stand in the way of progress. You don’t like it, you can just crawl off in a corner someplace and die.”
She turned and glanced at me. I nodded.
“And it ain’t just the government and the water district. It’s the hippies and the what do they call them, the New Agers, too. Those people out at the commune, you know? They were as bad. Maybe worse. They thought they were being like us, taking care of the land and everything.” She paused. “That fellow called himself Many Rivers . . . you hear about him?”
I nodded.
“Told people he was Indian. He weren’t no Indian. But I guess he said the kind of stuff Indians are supposed to say. He probably just made it all up himself, but they believed him.” She shook her head. “One year”—pointing to the mountain—“we went up there to pray, like we always do. And there was a whole bunch of them there, dancing around, like this, with no clothes on. And I said to them, what’s the matter with you? Don’t you have any shame? And they said, We’re just being natural. The way you were before the missionaries got to you.” 
She wrong-footed me by starting to giggle suddenly. Why did her laughter always seem to come at improbable moments, when she’d just recounted some outrage? It was only after I’d thought about it for a moment that I saw there was actually something hilarious about the idea of a group of naked Oaks and Breezes earnestly lecturing the Shoma on their own culture.
“My son Joe,” she went on, “he said to them, you better leave now.
This place is sacred to us. And so they took off. And then he found they’d put some of their crystals—you know, they’re crazy about crystals—in the spring there, so it couldn’t flow properly. And that made him real mad.” She hesitated. “Our boys, see, around puberty time, they go up there, stay four days and nights. And when Joe went, he heard the water speaking to him, saying he had to keep it pure.”
She fell silent, stroking the side of her mug with a finger. But she’d mentioned Joe—and, emboldened by her unexpected confidence in me, I asked,
“So what happened? With him and the hippies?”
The sun had almost gone, so I couldn’t see the expression on her face. Reduced to a silhouette, she looked as insubstantial and fragile as a batwing.
“Anyways,” she said, standing up abruptly. “I’m getting cold.”
And she turned and went into the house.
It was frustrating, but I knew better than to try to raise the subject again. If she had more to tell me, she’d do it when she was ready. If she hadn’t, nothing I could say would make her change her mind. All I could do was wait.
And, while of course I was curious to know what had happened to Joe, I was surprised to find there was a bit of me that actually didn’t want to. If I had irrefutable evidence that he had been murdered, my days of floating free would be over. I would have to take action, pull on the waterlogged coat again, plunge back into the old manic life—it already had the disordered feel of something experienced in a delirium—where, if you didn’t keep moving, you’d be sucked under. At some point I might be ready for that. But not yet.
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I CAN’T
LOCATE
THE
EXACT DATE. As the wheel turns, it carries with it so many elements—dogs; walks; chance encounters in the village; chopping wood or pushing a car that wouldn’t start—that it’s hard to distinguish between one day and the next. But I’m guessing it might have been three weeks later, or a month.
The evening before, Corinne had left. The forest fire had finally been extinguished, and the water campaign had lapsed temporarily into abeyance, so she’d decided to return to the Bay Area to continue her father’s fight for the Ohlone. Isaac drove her to the bus station, and then went on up to the woods to meet some friends for a night-hunt.
Early in the morning, he returned with a deer. He gave part of it to Marianne, who immediately set to work chopping it up. But she had trouble holding the knife with her bent hands, so I offered to help. For an hour or more we worked side by side in the kitchen, slicing the purple meat into little arrowhead-shaped pieces, which we then threw into a couple of plastic buckets on the floor.
“Where does that go?” I said, when we’d finished. “In the freezer?”
She shook her head. “I’ll show you.”
She picked up one of the buckets and carried it outside. I grabbed the other and followed her. She headed towards the small corrugated iron shed, which was belching smoke. She put down her bucket, seized a couple of logs from a pile by the entrance and chucked them through the open door.
“What is this?” I said.
“Smokehouse.”
She reached in and brought out two lengths of two-by-two, each about five feet, and spiked on both sides by nails set at one-inch intervals. She leaned one against the wall of the shed, then turned the second horizontal and laid one end on a pile of old pallets. Holding the other end with one hand, she took a piece of venison from her bucket and hooked it on to a nail. I watched her repeat the process a few times, then followed suit, starting on the other side from the opposite direction.
“Joe,” she said. “He could do this quicker than I ever saw anyone.” She laughed. “He’d be done with his side, and I’d still be down here.”
She didn’t look at me, but I sensed a change in the atmosphere. She wouldn’t have mentioned Joe again casually. Working together on a common project was beginning to erode the barrier between us. And this time I wouldn’t be stupid enough to spoil the mood by questioning her.
When we’d finished, we carried the laden piece of wood into the smokehouse. There was no window, and the smoke made it hard to see anything by the light from the door. But I was just able to make out a kind of frame running around the shed at eye-level, creating a lip on which Marianne could balance her end of the pole and I could balance mine. It was a fiddly business, though, and by the time we got out my eyes were stinging and I was fighting for breath. As I stood there, gasping and coughing and wiping the tears from my face, Marianne Chess laughed and said,
“What you think your friend would say if she saw you now?”
“What friend?”
“The one you met in that parking lot. Told you to talk to Corinne. You think she knew you was going to end up out here, smoking deer-meat?” 
“I don’t know. But she’d have thought it was pretty funny if she did.”
She laughed again. She positioned the second wooden bar on the pallets. We attached the remainder of the venison to it and slid it into place beside the first. Then she retrieved the two buckets and led the way back into the house. 
When she’d rinsed the buckets out and stowed them under the sink, I said, “I’ll make some tea.”
She nodded. I filled the kettle and put it on the range to boil. 
“I guess maybe she knew,” she said.
“Sorry?”
She pulled a chair out and sat down. “That friend of yours. She probably knew you got some Indian in you.”
A month before I would have said, As far as I know, I haven’t. Now I was wiser.
“Could be that’s why she did it that way,” she said. 
I busied myself with beakers and teabags.
“So’s I’d know. ’Cause that’s an Indian way.”
Milk. Sugar. Teaspoons.
“Joe’s dead,” she said.
I turned, very slowly. Her knobbly hands were clenched on the table in front of her. She was looking straight ahead, speaking into the ether.
“I known that a long time. I never saw him, like you saw your friend. But I knew.”
She was quiet. I stood absolutely still, saying nothing. When I heard the kettle start to bubble, I heated the mugs and threw in the teabags. 
“Those people out at the commune, they offered him money,” she said. “Him and that white girl. They should have realized, he wasn’t that kind. I told them, that’s our land you’re on. Doesn’t matter how much you pay him, my son ain’t going anyplace.” She paused. “Later, I thought maybe what they was trying to do was save them. ’Cause they knew, if they didn’t leave, someone was going to kill them. But I don’t know.”
I put the mugs on the table, but didn’t sit down, for fear the clatter of the chair would interrupt the flow.
“All I know is, him and the girl was in here, just like you and me now. And that fellow Evan Bone, he came storming in here like a crazy man. I never saw anyone so mad in my life. He was cussing and screaming, telling the girl he was leaving and she better come with him, or the both of them’d be sorry. And she was just crying, so eventually Joe just takes him and pushes him out the door. And he stands outside, and he yells, You dumb Indian! You stupid bitch! You don’t know what you just did!” She cleared her throat. When she went on, she was struggling to keep her voice under control. “Afterwards I told Joe, You better watch out.
He’s mean, that one.” She tapped her temple. “He’s not right here. But he said, Don’t worry, I know how to take care of myself. And a week later . . .” She broke off, shaking her head.
I eased myself on to a chair. 
“Folks said they left, took off for Canada,” she went on, “but it ain’t true.” Her fingers scrabbled at the front of her cardigan, feeling for her heart. “They never did drive him out. He’s still on our land, him and the girl. I seen the place they’re laying, up at Coyote Fork.” She sat in silence for a few seconds, then got up and peered through the window. “Do you have a driver’s license?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll show you.” She walked to the door, then glanced back at me. “You coming?”
I followed her outside and up the slope to the next house. In front of it stood Isaac’s pick-up, alongside the usual pile of plane wreckage: boxes; a broken chair; a discarded fridge pimpled with rust. A thin grey dog howled as we approached, tugging so hard at its chain that it kept half-throttling itself and descending into frothy yelps. The door opened. A heavy-set woman stuck her head out.
“Isaac home?” asked Marianne Chess.
“He’s sleeping.”
“We need his truck.”
“Hold on.”
The woman retreated inside. I was struggling to assimilate what Marianne had told me, and desperate to get her to clarify it; but I suppressed the urge to try to take control by asking questions. Instead I squatted down and held my hand out. The dog edged towards me, straining its chain. It sniffed my knuckles, then started to lick them.
“Whoa,” said Marianne. “Maybe you got a bit of dog in you too.” 
“He says that’s OK,” said the thickset woman, returning. “Only she’s pretty near out of gas.”
Silence. It was a few seconds before I cottoned what they were waiting for. I stood up.
“I’ll get a fill.”
The woman nodded. “Key’s in there.” 
Marianne turned to me. “OK,” she said. “Bring her down to my place.”
She started ahead of me on foot. I didn’t tell her that I’d never driven a pick-up before. I got in, made a quick survey of the controls, then eased the brute the hundred yards or so down to her house. Despite its size and power, it seemed manageable enough.
When I reached the house, Marianne was letting Gus and Idaho out of their cage. She lowered the tailgate and beat on the tin-drum base with her hand. The dogs jumped in. She secured the tailgate again and clambered into the cab.
“Could be we’ll need protection,” she said. “You know how to get to Coyote Fork?”
“No.”
“OK. I’ll tell you.”
I wrestled the gate open, eased through with only a few inches to spare, and locked it behind me. As we set off down the hill, I noticed that the fuel gauge was showing almost empty.
“How far is it to the nearest gas station?” I said.
“A ways.”
“Do you think we’ll make it?”
She craned to look at the dial. “I sure hope so,” she said, and laughed.
I drove with my foot barely touching the accelerator. My attention was so focused on the sound of the engine—I knew that after the first sputter, I would have at best a couple of seconds to come to a safe stop—that I barely spared a thought as to where we were going. 
After a nerve-racking half hour we finally snail-crawled into the Gallico service station. It was open for business again, and the graffiti had been whitewashed over. The cashier—a sour-looking boy with pustules and lank hair—glowered at my Visa card, then squinted into the forecourt, trying to figure out why a Brit was driving a worse-for-wear pick-up with two dogs in the back and an elderly Native American in the passenger seat.
“You any ID?” he said.
I showed him my passport. He took a picture of it on his phone, then fed the card into a reader. He waited, tapping his fingers, but nothing happened. I suddenly thought: what if you haven’t used it for so long that the bank had cancelled it?
“Problems?” I said. 
He didn’t reply, but took the card out, wiped it on his sleeve and reinserted it. This time it worked.
“How much?” he said.
“Can’t I just fill it up and pay you afterwards?”
He shook his head.
“But I don’t know how much it’ll take.”
He yawned. “If you pay too much, you get a refund,” he said, as if he were talking to a moron.
“All right: a hundred dollars.”
I said it only to be on the safe side, expecting to get half the money back. But it turned out to be only just enough.
“Sorry I took so long,” I said, as I got back into the pick-up.
“That’s OK.” She tapped the dashboard, laughing. “I know: she’s a thirsty one.”
Apart from an occasional Take a right here or Straight ahead, those were the last words she spoke until we got to Coyote Fork. 
We pulled up where Ripple had parked before. Marianne climbed out slowly and released the dogs from the back. They immediately raced ahead, wriggled through the gate and bounded up the hill beyond. They had obviously been here before.
I pointed to the Private Property sign. “Who owns this now?” 
“Water district,” said Marianne. “They’re buying up all the land along the river.”
“What happens if they catch us here?”
She shrugged. 
I helped her over to the gate and lifted her down the other side. Jaw set, fists balled so tight they looked like lumps of briar, she plodded up the slope. Even though it meant a longer climb, she gave the ruined houses a wide berth, as if they still retained some power that was best avoided. When we reached the line of trees at the top, she paused for a moment to take her bearings, then set off west along the ridge, into a patch of dense forest. After perhaps half a mile, she stopped. The two dogs were already there, waiting silently and expectantly, like mourners at a funeral. 
“There,” she said.
At first I couldn’t see what she was referring to. The ground, runkled and veined with roots, looked just as it had for the past few minutes. But then she lowered herself painfully to her knees and began to brush an area of leaves and twigs with her hand. Gradually, a low rectangular mound appeared, perhaps seven feet long. She moved sideways, and slowly—the emotional strain was starting to show, and she had to pause every few seconds to collect herself—uncovered its twin. She gazed at it for a few seconds, then leaned forward and buried her face in the earth. I couldn’t hear any sound, but when she sat back again, her cheeks were stained with muddy tears.
“Are you sure it’s them?” The sound of my own voice surprised me.
She nodded.
“Have you told the police?”
Too many questions. But this time, instead of being deterred, she said,
“You know what happens when an Indian goes to the police, says some white person done something wrong? And they ain’t got no proof? Not what the police call proof, anyways.” 
“This is proof.”
She shook her head. “They’d just say it was us did it. Same way they say we started the fire here.” 
“But why would you kill them?”
She shrugged. “They’d think of something. Some of the older people, they were mad at Joe. Said he shouldn’t make trouble like that. If you make trouble with white folks, they come at you with a gun.” She was silent for a few seconds. “I ain’t told no one. Just you. ’Cause if you’re going to do what you come for, you need to know.”
Like a piece of space debris hurtling back into the atmosphere, the full weight of my old life descended on my shoulders again.
Because, of course, she was right. Whether the dying Anne—in the sudden flashbulb glare of eternity—had really seen the path she was sending me on, or whether I’d merely got here by a series of random events, this was what I’d come for. The hopes of Corinne, and Ginny Voss, and Anne herself—and thousands of other people, probably, whose names I didn’t know, but who yearned for the day when Evan Bone would be held to account—were all resting on me. And my own hopes, too: for justice, recognition, vindication, respect. 
So how to fulfill those hopes? Unless Marianne Chess was lying—and I was as near certain as I could be that she wasn’t—I could now show beyond doubt that her son and Beth McGregor had never left the area, as they were supposed to have done, but had instead been killed and buried at Coyote Fork. And, on top of that, there was ample evidence pointing to Evan Bone being the murderer. The problem was, though, that—as yet—it was only circumstantial evidence. And most of it had come from Marianne, who I couldn’t see agreeing to testify. Even if she did, a team of slick lawyers would tear her to shreds. It was all too easy to imagine how they would turn every I don’t know and Could be on its head, so that it appeared, not—as it was—a sign of integrity, stemming from a refusal to commit herself to anything she couldn’t be sure was true, but rather a reason to doubt what she said.
And then there was the question of my own credibility. Bone’s friends had effectively destroyed it in advance, ensuring that whatever I claimed to have discovered could simply be dismissed as the ravings of a paranoid schizophrenic bigot. And if that weren’t enough to shut me up, Bone could sue me for slander: a case he would unquestionably win, so leaving me more of a pariah than ever—and probably bankrupt, to boot.
Half an hour or so after we left Coyote Fork, as I was churning over what my options were, and failing to find one that didn’t seem fatally flawed, I clocked that there was a black Ford on our tail. It had actually been there for some minutes, but I hadn’t paid any attention to it before, because it didn’t have police markings. But now, watching it mimic every move we made, always keeping the same distance behind us, never trying to overtake, I realized it must be deliberately following us.
I said nothing about it to Marianne. But I stuck religiously to the speed limit, checking in the rear-view mirror every few seconds, in case the driver—a blob of dough in an open-necked shirt—suddenly made a move. He never did. But just seeing him there was enough to unnerve me.
But it also concentrated my mind. And by the time we turned on to Wolf Bend Road—where the black car, like a cat that tires of torturing a bird, finally parted company with us, continuing straight towards Gallico—I knew what I was going to do.
The first, indispensable, step, was to leave Marianne Chess’s house. If I stayed any longer, I would be making her a target. 
But once I was back in the world of tickets and hotel reservations and credit card transactions, I would, inescapably, be in the cross-hairs myself. And if Bone had any inkling of what I’d discovered—as surely he must, if he knew that I’d been to Coyote Fork with Marianne—he would be more determined than ever to neutralize me. My only hope was to try to provide myself with an insurance policy. And in order to do that, I had to get to a computer with internet access before his storm-troopers could intercept me.
When I told Marianne I was leaving, she didn’t ask why, or make any attempt to dissuade me. But, to my surprise, she did turn away sharply, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.
“OK. Guess I’ll just have to do the deer-meat by myself,” she said.
Gerald was equally incurious. If I didn’t want to go to Milward, he’d take me to Redding. It’d mean leaving early, though. I’d need to be ready by six.
I was ready at six. We drove in almost total silence. I kept checking in the door mirror, but no one was following us. When we got to Redding, I asked him to drop me by the library. As I hauled my bags from the rear seat, he looked back and said,
“My auntie’s going to miss you.”
“I’m going to miss her. And all of you.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”
He nodded. “You figure you’re going to do it?”
“What?”
“What you told Corinne?”
“About Evan Bone?”
He nodded again.
“I don’t know. I’ll try.” I hesitated, wondering if should tell him anything more. In the end, I just said, “Keep an eye on the news.”
“OK.” 
The library didn’t open for another hour, so I toted my luggage to a steamy-windowed greasy spoon a couple of streets away. Most of the other customers were huge middle-aged men hunched over newspapers and magazines. They looked sad, as if they didn’t like the way they were, but had no choice but to feed the monsters that had taken up residence in their bellies. Their eyes flickered mechanically towards me as I went in, but—to my relief—immediately flickered away again. 
I settled at a corner table and ordered breakfast, feeling like a condemned man choosing his last meal. Then I took out my pad, and scribbled notes on what I was going to say. I might not have long, so I needed to be prepared. At any point, someone in the library might recognize me and eject me mid-email—as Eric had done in Milward. 
But, as it turned out, I attracted no more attention there than I had in the restaurant. A pink-shirted man carrying an armful of books greeted me with a friendly smile, told me I could leave my bags by the desk, then showed me where the computers were. No one else so much as looked at me. And soon the business-as-usual blandness of the building—the clean simple lines, like a car showroom; the faux-daylight
lighting, so uniform that it seemed to banish shadows—started to lull me, making me wonder if I’d misjudged the situation. Perhaps, while I was staying at Wolf Bend Road, the world had righted itself and returned to normal—or, at the very least, the mob had forgotten my existence, and found someone else to persecute. In which case, I could resume the life of an ordinary citizen, and didn’t need an insurance policy after all.
I googled “Robert Lovelace.” Words flooded the screen:
Hater goes missing. 
Where is disgraced white supremacist? 
Whitrow Against Hate has one message for . . .
Halassian disowns racist “friend.”
“Viral” was the right word for it. It was an infection. And—as with a biological pathogen—it appeared to jump randomly from one host to another, creating a pandemic of ill-feeling towards me, making enemies of people who had never met me, or read a word that I’d written.
I pulled out my notes, then logged on to my email account and started to write:
Subject: Evan Bone
Dear Graham,
Sorry not to have been in touch for so long. I’ve been on the trail of Evan Bone, and think I’ve discovered something sensational: that years ago, when he was at university, he murdered—or paid somebody else to murder—his then girlfriend, Beth McGregor, and a young Shoma Native American man called Joe Chess.
You may have seen some of the lies about me that Bone’s thugs have been spreading in an attempt to discredit me. I wouldn’t be entirely surprised if they decided to try to remove me from the scene altogether. So if something mysteriously “happens” to take me out of commission—please make this message public. And tell the police that they should conduct a detailed search of the former Coyote Fork commune. That’s where the bodies are buried: up on the ridge, half a mile or so from the nearest house. I’ve seen the graves myself.
Robert
I quickly re-read it, and pressed Send.
I looked round cautiously. Still not the least sign of interest in me. I made my way to the desk to retrieve my luggage.
“Find what you were looking for?” said the man in the pink shirt.
“Yes, thanks.”
“Great. Well, you take care. And have a good day, OK?” 
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IN OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES, of course, I would have avoided at any cost letting the forces arrayed against me—I visualized them now as a kind of semi-submerged sea monster, whose vast tentacles kept breaking the surface in more and more remote places—know what I had discovered. But they almost certainly knew—or at least guessed—already. And by telling Graham about it, I was, I hoped, buying myself some protection. They obviously had access to my emails, and the subject, Evan Bone, would, I imagined, have automatically triggered an algorithm, and alerted someone to what I’d written. The beauty of it was that even Evan Bone couldn’t sue me for slander for something I’d said in a private message—especially if he could only have seen it by breaking the law. And it would make him aware that I had evidence against him, which—if he tried to silence me—would inevitably come out.
I knew, though, that it was a gamble. And, even if it worked, I assumed they would continue to flex their muscles, make their presence felt, as a reminder that, while I might temporarily have the upper hand, in the long term I couldn’t win. However hard I tried to cover my tracks, they would always be watching me—and if I were ever unwise enough to reveal what I knew, they had the means to destroy me.
But, in the event, it seemed I was wrong. No one followed me on my way to the bus station. I was able to buy a Greyhound ticket without difficulty. When we arrived in San Francisco, late in the evening, I phoned the hotel Ruth and I had stayed at—half expecting, the instant I mentioned my name, to be told they were full up. After I’d checked in, I asked if I could use their computer to book my flight? Sure, no problem. I selected a morning departure, and—with some trepidation—entered my credit card details and passport number. British Airways accepted them without demur, and cheerily wished me a pleasant trip.
Was it possible that Bone’s cohorts hadn’t seen my email to Graham after all? Or that—since Ruth had thrown me to the wolves—they’d felt I was so comprehensively discredited I was no longer a threat? Or was it, perhaps, simply that my ploy had worked better than I’d dare hope, and—for all their almost limitless power—they were genuinely rattled?
Whatever the explanation, if they intended to stop my returning to England, surely they would have done something before now? Once I was back on home ground, I’d have more resources to call on, and a better chance of being able to give them the slip. At the very least, it would buy me some time.
It was after nine when I finally got to my room. For days I had been—or imagined myself to be—under continuous surveillance. Now, as I closed the door, I was all at once acutely aware of my own aloneness. It wasn’t cold, but I shivered as if someone had whipped the clothes from my body. This was where Ruth and I had spent the first night of our journey together. Released from the need to keep looking over my shoulder, I was suddenly overwhelmed by the sense of her absence. It was palpable, a negative charge that prickled the hairs on my arms. I couldn’t bear it.
I grabbed my jacket and went back downstairs.
On my way out into the street, I had to climb over a woman wrapped in a blanket who was trying to sleep in the doorway. Beyond her was the usual downtown San Francisco swirl of the homeless and the crazed, muttering, shouting, shaking fists, swerving into each other’s path and then lurching out again. I wove my way between them, trying to avoid eye contact, ignoring the fucks and bitches and Jesus Christs that might have been directed at me, or could just have been a spontaneous outpouring of rage and despair. 
I was so tired that the barrier separating the waking and dreaming worlds was beginning to leak. As I walked, odd memories kept breaking in, like wayward radio signals. My mind started to create a kind of fairy tale, in which time took pity on us and decided to give Ruth and me another chance. The ancestors came to the fork. And most of them went this way, where the river’s wide. I’d go into the restaurant, order fajitas and a Baja IPA. A moment later, she’d appear, look round anxiously, relax when she saw me. Hi. Hi. She’d sit down. We’d re-run the conversation we’d had here before. And when we got to the point where she said, This is the first time in years life’s paid me a visit, I wouldn’t hedge my bets. I’d say, Yes, me too.
A man in a hoodie swayed in front of me. In the dimness, all I could see was the glint of his eyes and a ragged growth of dark stubble streaked with grey. He looked troubled, but too slight and scrawny—emaciated, even—to be dangerous. I was only a few yards from La Guadalajara now, and could easily just have side-stepped him and hurried inside. But I felt in my pocket and pulled out a few coins. 
It’s like a kind of running tab. Paying off what you owe.
Another, older man in a threadbare overcoat suddenly swam into view like a surfacing shark. He lunged for the money, barging the hoodie guy’s shoulder and knocking him to the ground. 
“Hey!” I yelled. But the overcoat had already disappeared in the mêlée. I looked down.
“Are you all right?” 
The hoodie-man nodded. He levered himself to his feet.
“I’m afraid that’s all the change I had,” I said. I reached for my wallet. “But—” 
“That’s OK.” He held a hand up: Put it away. I could see blood seeping from a roughed-up patch of skin on the palm. 
I nodded and started towards the restaurant. As I passed him, he said,
“She’s not coming, man.”
I stopped. “What?”
“Last time I checked, couple hours ago, she was still back in Ohio, taking care of her sick mom.” 
I squinted at him. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”
He said nothing, but turned to the light, so I could see him better. I riffled through the gallery of people I’d met in the past few weeks, laying their faces over his, trying to find a match: Richard Peake, Leonard Drew, Oak, Eric, Gerald Chess? The beard so completely hid his cheeks and jawline that it was difficult to be absolutely sure. But as far as I could tell, none of them fitted.
“Did she send you?” I said. “Ruth?”
He shook his head. Holding my gaze, he laid a trembling finger under his left eye, then moved it slowly to the right. Where have you seen these before? And I was suddenly back in the giant reception area at Global Village, cursing the huge picture of the t-shirted man with the ascetic stare.
“My God,” I said.
He nodded, made a sssh sign. For a moment, my mind ran completely out of control, unable even to formulate the question, What are you doing here?
“We need to move,” he said. 
He glanced up, drawing my attention to a security camera. I pointed to the restaurant. 
“Uh-uh. Not safe. I know a place.”
He set off towards the end of the street, then stopped and looked back when he realized I wasn’t following. 
“Man, you think if I wanted you dead, I’d have come myself?”
We were there in less than five minutes: a narrow three-story redbrick building wedged between a food-and-liquor store and a laundromat. Light seeped through the blinded windows. Next to the door were four buzzers. Bone pressed the bottom one, then quickly stepped back.
“You’re Atchison,” he said.
“What?”
He reached inside his hoodie and brought out an envelope. “When she answers, you’re Atchison. Give her this.”
A woman opened the door. She was black, thirty-something, dressed for a swish evening out in high heels, tight-fitting white jeans and a slinky red blouse. She was beautifully made-up—bruise-colored lipstick; long curled lashes, like a doll’s—carrying a sparkly handbag over her arm.
“Hi. I’m Tasha. You Atchison?” She gave a slow, complicit smile. She was used to assumed names. 
I nodded and handed her the envelope. She slit it open with a long fingernail and quickly counted the contents.
“OK. Where’s your friend?” She looked past me and saw Bone standing in the shadows behind me, head bowed to conceal his face. “Oh, I get it.”
Bone started to mumble something. 
“Don’t worry, honey. I ain’t gonna tell your wife. None of my business what you do. Atchison here paid.” She stuffed the money in her bag, then tapped the small silver dress watch on her wrist. “Two hours, right?”
She stepped aside. We squeezed past her into the dimly-lit little hall. It had the drab, unloved feel of a common area that everyone uses and no one takes responsibility for, the air hazy with dust, the bare wooden staircase and floor scuffed and lusterless. There was a pervasive cloying smell—sweat and perfume and rubber—that seemed at odds with the impersonal chilliness of the place.
“It’s open,” the woman said, pointing to a door on the left. “Go right in. But be sure and lock it on the inside, OK? And anyone knocks or buzzes, don’t let them in.” She handed me a pair of keys. “And if you’re done before I’m back, leave these in the mailbox. I got a spare set.”
The entrance led directly into a small bedroom. Most of it was taken up by a double bed covered in a satiny bedspread, with a built-in alcove—a warren of drawers and little cupboards—surrounding the headboard. There was a puffy armchair, and a white-painted dressing table topped by a tall mirror. In one corner was a half-open door, through which I could see the edge of a kidney-shaped bathtub.
“Why here?” I said.
“Hookers don’t ask for ID. And they take cash.” He turned the key in the lock, then slipped off his hoodie and handed it to me. “Check it out.”
I patted the pockets. They were empty. He pulled out the pockets of his jeans and laid the contents—a tissue; a few coins; a wedge of folded paper—on the bed. Then he raised his t-shirt to show me that he wasn’t wearing a wire.
“OK?” 
I nodded.
“How about you? You got a phone?” 
I produced the latest incarnation of my mobile. In only a few seconds he’d thumbed off the back, removed the SIM card and the battery. He piled everything on the dressing table, then started pacing about the room like a dog in a strange house trying to find a place to settle.
“How did you know I’d be there?” I said. “Outside the restaurant?”
He shrugged. “TOLSTOY.”
“TOLSTOY can predict exactly where I’m going to be?”
“Sure,” he muttered. “To within 97 or 98 percent.” As though it were obvious and needed no further explanation. Then he caught my expression. My surprise surprised him. “It’s just an algorithm. Everywhere you been, you left clues. And TOLSTOY processes them, to figure out”—tapping his temple—“what’s going on in here. The story you’re telling yourself.”
I don’t believe that. But I don’t believe that was probably what TOLSTOY had told him I would say. So I just stared at him.
“And your story is all about lost causes, right? Old-fashioned journalism. Dead civilizations. Yellowing—is that a word? It’s the word TOLSTOY uses, anyway. Yellowing love-letters
stuck in the pages of a book. So—why you looking at me that way?”
“Don’t you think that’s frightening?”
He thought about it for a moment, frowning, and jiggling his jaw back and forth. 
“No, I don’t think it’s frightening. It’s just, you know . . .” He shrugged. “When you analyze it, there’s only a few kinds of stories. People just aren’t that smart. And they all want to feel good about themselves. So there’s the one where they make the world a better place. The one where they beat the bad guy. The one where they win the prize. The one where they get the girl—or get her back when they lost her.”
Anger flooded my cheeks. “What a pathetic species we are. But you,
of course, are exempt.”
His frown deepened. He must know what the word exempt meant. But he was obviously struggling to understand how it applied to him.
“OK,” he said finally. “I get it. You’re mad at me.”
As if he’d only just managed to work it out and was proud of himself for having done it. His disconnectedness, his lack of awareness incensed me. I longed to drive something—a blade, a skewer—so deep into him that he couldn’t fail to feel the full ferocity of the pain.
“Mad isn’t really the word,” I said. Now that my rage had broken free, I couldn’t get it back in its cage. “You’re a horror to me. A nightmare, a complete fucking nightmare. You’ve got rich by exploiting the vilest bits of human nature. You’ve created a police state that would make”—I hesitated a fraction of second, then thought What the hell—“Stalin and Goebbels faint with envy. You’ve thrown me and God knows how many other people out of a job. You’ve driven God knows how many more people to suicide. Including”—Come on, rub his nose in it. Make him listen to their names—“Anne Grainger, Carter Ramirez, and Hazel Voss. You tortured Ruth Halassian into betraying me. You murdered your own girlfriend—”
He raised a hand: Enough. 
He looked so pitiful and defenseless, all of a sudden, that I couldn’t go on. In the silence we heard muffled voices from upstairs—followed, an instant later, by a sharp crack, like a firework going off. He glanced up, startled. I could see the Adam’s apple working in his throat. Then he slumped on to the bed, as if his muscles had suddenly lost the power to keep him upright. Even though the room was stuffy, he was still shivering. He scuffled up a corner of the bedspread and tugged it around his shoulders. His fingernails, I noticed, were gnawed to the quick, leaving a tidewrack of bloody skin. With his free hand he reached for the paper he’d taken from his pocket and unfolded the top sheet. For a moment he looked at it, like a man consulting a map to see where he should go next. Then he laid it down again and pointed at me.
“I didn’t do this right.” His eyes drooped shut, he shook his head. “What I’m trying to say is, we ought to be friends.”
I gawped at him.
“OK, OK,” he said. “Let’s start—” He paused. “I know you been there, right? Coyote Fork.” Another pause. “You seen the pictures. But I’m telling you, man. You. Have. No. Idea.” He swung his legs on to the bed, then drew them up and hugged them, like a child clutching a comfort blanket. “Like the rain. The mud. There’s months when the only way in or out is the Red Dragon. And who gets to use the Red Dragon? Whoever my dad says can use it. The people that go along with what he wants. OK, Hambone, you got it. We’ll build here. We’ll kill the cow. And you want to fuck my old lady, feel free, man.” 
He was starting to sound more rational. Apart from a couple of snippets from news conferences, I’d never heard him speak before. But something about his delivery seemed half-familiar, like a parody of someone else’s voice. While I was trying to work out who it was, there was another whip-crack from upstairs. Bone winced, as if he had been on the receiving end of it.
“The one exception to the rule,” he said, “was Birch Ogren. He didn’t need the Red Dragon. ’Cause if he couldn’t drive, he’d come in on a chopper.” He shivered again. His eyes refocused on something I couldn’t see. “This one time, I guess I must’ve been eleven or twelve, I thought maybe I’d get a ride out by grabbing on to one of the skids when he was leaving. But then I did the calculation. Even at ten thousand feet, I’d be dead from hyperthermia before we reached Bel Air.”
He glanced towards me. But he wasn’t inviting a response, just checking that I was still listening. 
“So I stayed where I was,” he said. “With the animals. You seen dogs, right? The way they act? Well, that’s what they were. Up in the Fork. Wild dogs. All they wanted to do was fuck, fight over bones, sniff the leader’s ass. And prove what good guys they were by ganging up with the rest of the pack against the losers. You know what I mean? The scapegoats du jour.” 
He put his head back and let out a wolf howl. The noise above us abruptly stopped.
“Only place to escape,” he said, “was Patti’s house. Because Patti had a computer. And that Mac and me, we were best buddies. I got it. And it got me. It wasn’t crazy. It didn’t get mad or jealous. It didn’t talk about spirits and grandfathers. It wasn’t always trying to make itself look good. It didn’t have a story. You gave it the data and it processed it and gave you the answer.”
That was who he reminded me of: Stewart Crothers. Stewart Crothers with a dimension missing. Stewart Crothers being mimicked by a machine.
“And I thought, this is it,” he went on. “This is the future. This what I’m going to help build. So I apply to Stanford. And when I get there, I find there’s a load of other people have the same idea. And not just the geeks—” He hesitated. “You seen a picture, right?” 
“A picture of what?”
“Beth?”
“Yes.”
“She was really into it. Usually, you talk to a normal about this stuff, they don’t want to hear it. They’ll buy the first stage, computers for everyone on the planet, gene therapy to cure diseases. But then when you tell them the future’s trans-human, that we’re going to transition to a new species—so fifty, a hundred years from now, we’ll all be part-cyborg, plugged in to a Super-Intelligence—they’re like, Whoa, no way! But she got it. For her it was like religion. Getting close to God. First time I told her about it, she went, Wow, that’s amazing! It’s the old dream, isn’t it? What Jesus wanted. What the Buddha wanted. No more illusions. No more me me me. No more wars. No more hatred. Just people coming together, working together, for everyone. And you’re the one’s going to make it come true.” He paused. When he went on again, his voice was groggy with phlegm. “And she was going to help me. My brains. Her money.”
He lowered himself against the pillows and shut his eyes. The sounds upstairs were becoming ever more frenetic, but he seemed oblivious to them now. After a few seconds he murmured,
“Going back to the commune with her, that wasn’t my idea. It was hers. She was like, Come on, you met my family. If we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together, I have to meet yours, see where you were raised. I warned her, I said, You don’t realize: it’s a swamp. You’ll just get sucked into it. She said, You got to trust me. I’ll be fine. She had no idea what she’d be up against. Birch Ogren. My dad. And that Indian guy, figuring she’d be a way to bankroll his court case. So—” 
He opened his eyes. They were glittery with tears. He reached for the sheet of paper again and studied it, scowling slightly, as if he couldn’t quite make sense of what he was seeing. Then he re-folded it and said, 
“OK, yeah.” He paused, steeling himself to go on. ‘So that’s what I got to tell you. You were right about them. Beth and Chess. They’re—” He sliced the air with his hand.
My heartbeat was pinging in my neck. I held my breath, terrified that the slightest sound might deter him from saying more.
“Only where you’re wrong is, it was nothing to do with me.” He hunched forward, scanning my face, forcing me to look at him. “I couldn’t have killed Beth. She was—” He paused. “I could never kill anything. I can’t stand the sight of blood. When I was a kid, the day they slaughtered the hogs, I’d run and hide”—sticking his fingers in his ears—“like this.”
You could have paid someone else to do it. But there was no need to prompt him. More was obviously coming. Watching him was like seeing an iceberg start to crack and split apart.
“You’re thinking, I could have hired a hit-man. But I was a student, man. I was broke. The only person I knew with money was Beth. All you got to do is look at my bank account back then. No big payments out. No big payments in.” 
“So how do you know they’re dead?”
He grimaced, not looking at me. “I don’t like that word.” 
I waited. After a moment he slid off the bed and stood facing the window, strait-jacketing himself with his arms to stop himself shaking. With a noise like a goaded bull tormented past bearing, the man in the room above us finally reached orgasm. As the racket started to subside, Bone muttered something I couldn’t hear.
“What?”
“I saw her.”
“Who?”
“Beth.”
“Where?”
It was a long time before he could answer. When he did, his voice had lost its thickness again, leaving it as thin and reedy as a child’s.
“In my dorm room. After I got back. I was wired in and I turned and there she was, standing there. And first off I was just like, Jesus, what’s she doing here, she’s meant to be up in Coyote Fork. But then I got really mad, you know, Oh, you think you can just show up again, do you? Whenever it suits you?, di-dah-di-dah-di-dah. But all she did was keep on . . . looking at me. Like she was, I don’t know, not blaming me, that’s not the word, but unhappy about something. So I got up, I don’t know why, I guess I was going to shake her or something, try to get her to speak.” He paused, cleared his throat. “But next second—wham, she wasn’t there anymore.” 
He edged round to look at me. He wasn’t lying: no actor on earth could crater his face like that to order. We stared at each other. 
“Was that how it was for you?”
I swallowed. “Pretty much.” Or at least, that’s what I tried to say. But I couldn’t get the words to form.
“So you and me both,” he said.
He screwed up his eyes and started to cry. It didn’t come easily to him: there were hardly any tears, and his sobs were like nothing I had ever heard: a series of strange mechanical whoops, as if some alien had seized control of his vocal chords to send a signal to the mother-ship. I went over and put my arms round him. He clawed at me, burrowing his nail-less fingers into my shoulders. I began to cry too. For perhaps two minutes we stood there, holding each other and weeping. Then he broke free and pushed me away. 
“So what you do with something like that?” he said, moving back to the window. He sniffed. “Where do you put it?”
“I don’t know.”
“I mean, you believe it? You believe you really saw that woman down in the Global Village parking lot?”
I said nothing. He turned sharply, trying to surprise a yes or no in my face.
“Sometimes,” I said.
He sat on the corner of the bed, still looking away from me—embarrassed, even now, by his own nakedness. “Me, I . . . I just didn’t have a category for it. It wasn’t a dream. Or a trick of the light. Or mistaken identity. I figured, well, the brain’s a processor. And sometimes a processor screws up—there’s a power surge, or a circuit failure, makes it see a zero where the code says there ought to be a one, and pow. I kept telling myself that’s what had happened to me. But I couldn’t make it go away. Couldn’t forget it. Couldn’t sleep. In the end, three in the morning, I got in my car and drove up to Coyote Fork.”
He lapsed into silence. From the hallway outside I heard footsteps, the sigh of a hinge, the click of the latch. The man upstairs was leaving, cherishing the cuts and bruises that had temporarily freed him from captivity, and restored the order of the universe. 
“First person I see up there is Eric,” he went on. “Eric? How can I tell Eric what I saw? So I just keep going, up to Patti’s place. She and Starlight are having breakfast. She’s like, Jesus, what are you doing here? Did somebody call you? I told her no. And she’s like, I wasn’t going to tell you. But you being here like this, it’s like it’s meant. But when I’m done, you got to go, OK? No hanging around. She’s crying by this point, and looking out the window every half minute, like she’s expecting someone.” 
His voice had seized up. He swallowed a few times to free it. 
“What she tells me is,” he went on, “is she’s up on the ridge the night before. She’s just taking a walk there, thinking about the commune, whether or not she ought to leave. And she hears this noise. An argument. Shots.” He hesitated. “And she goes to look like, you know, on tiptoe. It’s dark, but there’s a moon. She sees the bodies laying there. Blood all over. And my dad and Many Rivers digging.” He cleared his throat. “Patti figures, what happened was, they tried to buy them off. With Birch Ogren’s money. But they wouldn’t leave. So they shoot them. And get to keep the money themselves.”
From the front of the building, we heard a muffled buzzer, then the door going through its whine-and-click routine. Footsteps passed us en route for the stairs. Another door, voices. The woman above us was clearly in hot demand.
“She heads for home,” said Bone. “But she trips on a branch, crack. My dad comes after her, shouting. She gets away, but she knows he knows someone saw them.” He doodled with a finger on the bedspread, then looked up at me. “Which is why she wanted me to leave, soon as she’d finished telling me about it. Because if he saw her talking to me, he’d suspect the someone was her. So I left. And a couple days later I hear about the fire. About her and Starlight?”
I nodded.
“And after that,” he said, “I went a little bit crazy. I didn’t talk to anyone. I stayed wired in sixteen, eighteen hours a day. It was like someone had opened me up here”—putting an invisible screwdriver against his temple and turning it—”and changed the motherboard. Before, I’d always thought, yeah, most people are stupid. They believe all kinds of impossible garbage, do insane stuff, cheat, lie, throw each other under the bus and kid themselves they’re doing the right thing. But Beth and me were different. We were going to fix the problem.” He opened his hands, surrendering to despair. “And then turns out, we’re screwed up too. She’s a cheat. With someone calls himself an Indian, wants to forget about the future and go back. And me . . . I see something that’s impossible.” 
There was a shout from outside. The next moment we heard the crash of breaking glass, followed by a woman’s scream and a gabble of angry voices. Bone got up and walked to the window again. He slipped a thumb and forefinger between two slats in the blind and fish-jawed them apart, then peered through the gap, his face jaundiced by the light of the street-lamp.
“So what you going to do?” he said, turning back to me. “Either you’re going to kill yourself—and, believe me, I thought about that. Or you get real, and—doesn’t matter how bad they are—you face the facts. And fact number one is, that’s the way people are. We came out of the swamp with a whole load of shit that’s no use to us any more. And if we can’t get rid of it, amputate it, we’re not going to survive.” He jabbed a finger against his chest. “And that means starting here. Taking a big knife and cutting it out. Seeing Beth was just a swamp thing. Like a vestige of some earlier stage. If it had been useful, conferred an adaptive advantage, evolution would have run with it, and everyone would have that kind of experience now. But obviously it didn’t. Because they don’t.”
“I did.”
“That’s just chance, man. Random. White noise.”
There was sweat on his forehead. He paused to wipe it with the back of his arm.
“Fact number two is, our life on this planet is over. Rome, Egypt, Carthage—all those places you write about, with beautiful ruins? The same thing’s coming here. Only this time, it won’t just be one empire. It’ll be the world.” His voice dropped, almost to a whisper. “Trust me, it’s going to happen. The only question is: when? I used to think we had a fifty-fifty chance of making it to the end of the century. Now? Absolutely no way.”
The guy’s a mathematical genius. And for the first time I could hear it. This wasn’t just dinner-party chatter, a series of recycled headlines and Tweets trotted out to support one political position or another. He had seen the data. He had devised the programs to process it. He had weighed the conclusions, calculated the odds.
“You mean nuclear war?” I said.
“War I’d put at between twenty and thirty percent. Another pandemic: about the same. Then there’s AI, getting smart enough to take control of its own evolution and developing so much faster than we do that we can’t keep up.”
“Climate change?”
He nodded. “That’s the biggie. Because it doesn’t matter what we do, we can’t reverse it. There’s going to be more floods, more droughts, more soil erosion. If we could cut the population, redistribute resources, change the way we live, we might just be able to adapt. But we can’t do that.”
“Unless we finally wake up to how serious it is.”
“You know what happens when you try to redistribute resources and change the way people live? Coyote Fork happens.” He shook his head. “Everyone thinks, wow, this is going to be great. We’re really going to get our act together this time. No more jealousy. No more greed. No more That’s mine! But it doesn’t work out. And of course, that’s not my fault. My story says I’m a really right-on guy. It’s her fault, or his. So all you got to do is get rid of them, and everything’ll be fine.” 
The whip action was starting upstairs, with the usual accompaniment of groans. But Bone was impervious to it now.
“This stuff’s deep-rooted,” he went on. “Hard-wired. And 99.9 percent of people can’t even see it’s a problem. The stories they tell themselves are too powerful. They don’t realize they are stories. There’s no way you’re going to change that before we destroy ourselves.” He coiled and uncoiled his fingers but couldn’t hide the tremor in them. “We’re in the last chance saloon here. Either we just keep on drinking till the avalanche hits. Or we get a few people off the planet, wire them up, and start colonizing the galaxy. It’s no future at all—or a future for 0.1 percent of the 0.1 percent. Your choice.”
He sat back, giving me space to respond. I said nothing.
“We got the technology,” he said. “We already landed probes on Mars. But to develop it so you can get people there, establish a viable colony, you need a lotta lotta lotta money. And you can’t expect the 99.9 percent just to give it to you. Armageddon’s coming, and you and your kids are all going to die, but I really want you to help save some tech genius who probably totaled your job. So how do you get a hold of it?” He paused. “There’s one sure-fire way: you monetize the things that are going to destroy us, whatever we do. The things I saw up at Coyote Fork. The pack instinct. The bullying. The tribalism. The we’re right and you’re wrong, so why don’t you go kill yourself?” He spread his hands wide. “Da-dah. Global Village.”
He searched my face for a reaction. I struggled to keep it blank.
“OK,” he said. “Hiroshima.”
“Sorry?” 
“Hiroshima. Right or wrong?” 
“I don’t think I’m qualified to say.”
“That’s a cop-out. A lot of innocent people died at Hiroshima. But it ended the war with Japan. So probably a whole lot more innocent people were saved. But if you’re the guy flew the Enola Gay, you’re still going to hurt.” 
His fingers strayed to the folded papers. Then, without picking them up, he said,
“Look, I’m real sorry about your friend. I’m sorry about Ruth’s mom. I’m sorry about the muffin girl, what was her name?”
“Hazel Voss?”
“Yeah, Hazel.” His eyes narrowed, like a man trying to make out something indistinct on the horizon. “But I’m the guy in the Enola Gay. You could stop me. If you say publicly what you wrote in that email, I’ll sue you and I’ll win. But that doesn’t mean you won’t damage me. There’s a lot of people on my case already. About the suicides, about the way we raise revenue. If you and me go to court, it doesn’t matter I’d whip your ass: what matters is, they see Evan Bone and murderer together, and that makes me look worse. And then Global Village takes a hit, maybe so bad it can’t recover. And bam: the Mars program is finished.” 
He hesitated, like an actor who’s forgotten his lines. He reached for the papers again. This time, he discarded the top sheet and opened the one underneath, lovingly smoothing it with his hand. 
“Yeah,” he said. “I was going to show you this.”
I perched on the bed to look at it. It was a printout of an artist’s impression of a domed building. The roof was covered in silvery diamond-shaped panels. At regular intervals around the perimeter, little tunnels protruded tentatively into the desert landscape. The sky above was butterscotch gold, streaked along the horizon with blue.
“That’s what it’ll look like,” he said. “We already built this. Out in New Mexico. That’s where I’ve been the last couple months. I had to break sim to come meet you.” He tapped the picture. “If they leave us alone, fifteen years, twenty max, we can have the real thing up and running. Like it is here.” He pointed at two little figures in front of the building, encased in identical spacesuits. “That can be you. And this one’s me. The guys that did this together. The guys realized, it’s time to cut away the junk, leave it all behind, continue the journey. Think about that. You wake up one morning and you look out the window and you’re on Mars.” He gestured towards the street. “All this is behind you. And ahead of you”—jabbing a finger ceilingwards—“is the whole universe. Waiting to be discovered. All you got to do is—” 
There was a loud thump on the door. We glanced towards it, holding our breath. Someone tried to insert a key in the lock, hit the one that was already there. Another round of thumping. Then a man called, “Hey! Get the fuck out of there! This place is guy on girl only, OK?”
Tell him, mouthed Bone. Scared, presumably, his voice might be recognized.
I walked to the door, pressed my face against it.
“We paid Tasha, OK? For the use of the room.”
“I know you did. But you didn’t say nothing about using it to fuck your boyfriend.”
“I’m not fucking my boyfriend. We’re just talking.”
“Sure you are. Out now! Or I’m coming in!”
I looked at Bone. His eyes were white-rimmed with fear. He nodded.
“OK,” I said.
Bone pulled on his hoodie. He stuffed the folded papers back in his pocket—in his haste, leaving the coins and the picture of the Mars colony on the bed. I snatched them up, along with my dismembered phone, then unlocked the door and opened it.
The pimp was a squat, bald man. His face, red with righteous anger, was sprinkled with warts. He held out a large hand.
“Tasha told us to leave them in the mailbox,” I said.
“I’m not talking about the keys. I’m talking about fifty bucks.”
“I told you, we already—”
“I ain’t seen none of that. Fifty bucks extra. For the hassle.”
“OK,” grunted Bone behind me. I heard the rip of a zip. A fifty dollar bill appeared over my shoulder. I took it and handed it to the pimp. Bone edged past me, then headed for the front door, stooped and hooded like a Good Friday penitent. 
“Who is that guy?” muttered the pimp. I said nothing. He grabbed my arm. “I seen him someplace.” He held two fingers up to his eyes.
I broke free and followed Bone outside. He was already fifteen or twenty paces ahead of me. I half-ran to catch up. As I fell into step beside him, he muttered, “You got to leave. Now. Cameras.”
I increased my pace and passed him. At the end of the street I looked back. He stopped for a moment, making a sawing gesture with his hands, like Marianne Chess cutting meat. It was a second before I got it: Amputate.
I turned round again, and hot-footed it through the swamp back to the hotel.
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OUTSIDE
THE
WINDOW
a
bird is keening. Between the slats of the blind I can see trees, one end of a small house, a bald patch of grey stone showing through foliage. The blue sky overhead is dotted with shreds of cloud that someone has torn up and thrown to the wind.
There it is again. The bird, I mean. It’s on the other side of the hill, so I can’t put a face to the voice, a bill to the coo. But it sounds like a summons to prayer. Finally, after everything you’ve been through, you have a period of grace. Time to consider the state of your soul. 
I know, I know. That’s what I’ve been trying to do, isn’t it?
I’ve been here five months now. Marianne Chess took my reappearance in her stride. No spooky I’ve been expecting you. Just, oh, you again, huh? Are you staying? And the familiar sense of a weight being lifted, as I slipped back into the old routine. Except routine’s the wrong word. Life at Wolf Bend Road is just a matter of being always ready for the next thing. The next change in the weather. The next person who walks through the door.
For the first couple of weeks, that was enough. Everything else could be deferred until tomorrow. I cooked, helped in the smokehouse. I renewed my acquaintance with the landscape. I marveled at the beauty and unpredictability of nature, its profligacy, its tricksiness in placing a rock shaped like a starfish more than a hundred miles from the sea.
We had no internet, of course. No newspapers. There was an old TV in the living room, but it was hardly ever on—and when it was, I absented myself and fraternized with the dogs, or listened to the parrots recycling snippets of an almost-dead language that was as abstract to me as music. 
Sometimes, in the evening, I would sit on the porch with a mug of tea, looking at the mountain where the ancestors came into the world, on their way to Coyote Fork. Knowing that their descendants were still around me, struggling—against all the odds—to fulfil the responsibility that the Creator laid on them in that first moment, made me uneasy. What about my responsibility? Hadn’t I arrived at my own fork? 
But I always managed to push the thought away. It was too complicated. Too messy. My vision, my sense of reality, kept jumping, like a film caught in the gate of the projector. Sometimes, as the sun went down over the distant peaks, throwing them into knife-edge relief, then slowly sucking them into the charcoal grey abyss, I’d say to myself: He must be wrong. Whatever put us here can’t just have meant this to be the booster rocket, no more than a lump of inert matter to be discarded as soon as we reach the next stage. The Shoma are right: it’s our home. There’s still time to throw in your lot with them and save it.
And then I’d remember the agony of Anne, Ruth, Ginny Voss; the out-of-control fire; the violence at Coyote Fork; the sewer of human misery swilling through the street outside the whorehouse where Bone and I met. The countless nameless lives sacrificed to the illusion that with just one more push, one more horror—the war to end all wars; Hiroshima—we’d finally be out of the dark forest and on the sunlit uplands. The uplands that we can see now, however many people die, we’re never going to reach . . . so that, when, a few hours later, the astonishing constellations started to stitch themselves across the light-pollution-free sky, I’d find myself thinking, Yes, of course. It’s obvious. He’s right. And I’d take the picture of the Mars colony from my pocket and look at it in the feeble glow from Marianne’s kitchen, and feel something tugging at me: a subterranean connection buried so deep that no one else could ever guess that it was there. And an odd tremor of pride that Evan Bone had—if only for a moment—selected me to be the second figure in the spacesuit.
Once, out loud, I said, OK, Anne. You brought me here. What shall I do? Blow the whistle? Try to muster the cavalry for a last-ditch stand for humanity—what you and I mean by humanity? Or knuckle under, and live out my days in silence?
But Anne was long gone.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow. I can decide tomorrow.
And then the next day: Tomorrow.
Until one afternoon when I got in from my walk and found Marianne Chess in the kitchen, slicing acorns. Without looking up, she said, “We’re going to need your room.”
I grabbed the back of a chair. “You want me to leave?”
“Corinne’s coming.”
“Can’t she stay with Gerald’s mom?”
She threw a handful of husks into the bin. “They don’t have space for her.” 
I tightened my grip on the chair. “All right. When?”
“She’ll be here tonight.”
I nodded and started for my room. As I reached the door, she called after me, “I thought you was supposed to be a writer?”
I turned. 
She straightened up, meeting my gaze. “So why ain’t you writing?”
“I don’t have anything to write at the moment.”
She walked stiffly to the window and pointed to the old caravan further up the slope. 
“You can move in there.”
I edged back into the kitchen. “Really?”
“I seen you, thinking about the girl, where you been, what you heard. You’re like Idaho on his chain, pulling this way and that. But you ain’t going to know which way to go till you written it all down.” She chuckled. “And maybe not even then. I guess you’re not much of a decider, huh?”
“How can you say such a thing?”
I caught her eye. We both laughed.
I collected my bits and pieces from my room and carried them to the caravan.
The next morning, after breakfast, I opened my recharged laptop. For a long time I stared at the empty screen, willing the words to take flight. Then, as they started their magical migration into my head, I began:
The Global Village Building in Santa Carla, California is a huge perfect circle, studded at regular intervals with windows and solar panels. When you see it, what immediately comes to mind is spaceship. As if, when the moment is right, Evan Bone will just say lift off, and it will rise up, its rockets flattening the grey-green semi-desert scrub, ruffling the evil-smelling waters of the bay, and carry our species to its destiny among the stars.
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