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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         This book is a work of fiction. Any events, descriptions or statements concerning real persons or entities should not be considered factual or informational.

      

   


   
      
         
            I, in fact, am the only fictional character in the book until I catch up with myself.
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            A FOOL’S GOLD

            First published in Alazon Magazine, 17 June 2021

         

         A gold bar is deceptively heavy. Four hundred troy ounces, about 12.5 kilograms, of ultra-high-purity gold formed into an ingot – a sort of slender brick crossed with a pyramid. Holding one such bar on a chilly September evening last year, thirty-year-old Jake marvelled at its density; how the unyielding sides and edges felt awkward, yet somehow natural, in his hands. Behind him, from the main building of a West Yorkshire farm, music and coloured lights throbbed against the night sky. Roughly one hundred youngsters were partying in defiance of the British government’s lockdown restrictions. Jake didn’t look back towards the noise pumping from the farmhouse where he’d spent most of his fraught 2020. He wasn’t even looking at the gold, not really.

         The bar in Jake’s possession was a ‘London Good Delivery’ – literally the gold standard of gold bullion – worth over half a million dollars. An obscene concept; Jake couldn’t quite believe it was possible to hold so much ‘value’ within his two hands. Let alone to wield it. Again and again. Again. Until his target had finally stopped moving. But it had happened, hadn’t it? Yes, it had happened. He 4couldn’t stop himself from staring at the proof. The motionless body lying at his feet.

         At some point that night, or perhaps as daylight crept in at the edge of the horizon, Jake managed to stop looking and start thinking.

         He decided to run.

         In the weeks following Jake’s disappearance, the Queensbury and Bradford local papers reported on the events of that night: an illegal rave, the resulting three hospitalisations, significant property damage and an ongoing police investigation. The story was soon forgotten, however, as national focus remained on the Covid-19 pandemic and the government’s strategy heading into the challenging winter months. Yet unravelling the events leading to this strange and unsettling night is well worth the trouble; a modern parable lies beneath, exposing the fraying fabric of British society, worn thin by late capitalism’s relentless abrasion. The missing gold bar is a connecting node – between an amoral banker, an iconoclastic columnist and a radical anarchist movement.

         
             

         

         ‘Of course I want it back – it’s my gold.’

         Richard Spencer has not forgotten the events of that night. Indeed, as the legal owner of the farm, he thinks of little else. ‘I want my life back,’ he complains miserably. 5The first time I meet Spencer, he sits across from me, his elbows propped against the dull aluminium top of our outdoor dining table. He chose the place – an earnestly ironic American-style diner in London’s Covent Garden. The menu lists an £11.50 avo ’n’ cream cheese bagel. Spencer wears a deep-blue Ted Baker shirt, starchy but unironed, with the sleeves rolled to mid-forearm, lending a disembodied, theatrical effect to his expressive hands and wrists. He’s garrulous, keen to detail the many ways his life has been turned into ‘an absolute shit show’.

         An overly indulgent, even selfish, comment, perhaps. After all, since the pandemic swept across the globe in 2020, many people have suffered badly, losing their lives and loved ones. Spencer is alive and well. His loved ones are safe – though possibly not reciprocally loving, at this moment. But Spencer has lost something significant: his status. Back in 2019, all the excessive fruits of late capitalism were his. He owned multiple homes, farming land, investments and cars; he had a household staff; a pretty wife, plus a much younger girlfriend. As a high-powered stockbroker at a major investment bank, he enjoyed immense power, influence and wealth. He had everything. Now, stripped of all that, he has become the man across from me: a grounded giant, cut off from his castle in the sky.

         Spencer’s gold-thieving, beanstalk-chopping ‘Jack’ is Jake from the farm, whom he suspects of running off with the gold. ‘Of course he bloody took it with him,’ Spencer says, 6certain of his own version of events, despite having never met Jake.

         In fact, Spencer knows virtually nothing about the man he blames for his ruin. Spencer invited Jake to the farm as ‘a favour to Lenny’, a woman he’d met in his building. ‘Her friend needed a place to quarantine for a few days,’ he says simply. Spencer doesn’t know much about Lenny either. She was one of the few who remained in their Kensington apartment block during the lockdown, a time when most residents retreated to secondary homes. Does he know her surname? ‘No.’ Age? ‘Um, mature.’ Her flat number? ‘I couldn’t say for certain.’ What did he actually know about this woman when he decided to hand her the keys to his farm? ‘Well …’ He hesitates. ‘I knew her pretty well, in a sense …’

         Reluctantly, Spencer will admit to his philandering. He is separated from his wife, Claire, who remains in the family home raising their three-year-old daughter Rosie alone. ‘Not exactly alone,’ he’s keen to point out. ‘They have the nanny four days a week. And it’s not like Claire has a job.’ Claire and Spencer split in 2019 over his tryst with a colleague fifteen years his junior.

         
             

         

         ‘Typical. He would say that.’ Claire opens the large front door to her Cobham home one-handed when I stop by days later. A shyly curious toddler clings to her left arm. 7We sit down at the kitchen table with a pot of filter coffee between us. Little Rosie lies on the soft-play mat in the corner, kitted out in stripy leggings, a builder’s hard hat and a glittery tutu, mumbling as she forces plastic trucks to collide. ‘I’m a designer,’ Claire says. Since Rosie’s birth in 2018, Claire has taken on part-time freelance work for a handful of clients. Before that, she worked at a boutique branding agency, after reading art history at Oxford, where she met Spencer. The pair married soon after graduation, spending a few years in London before moving to this exclusive village, favoured by footballers and financiers, and starting a family.

         Claire is sanguine about their separation. ‘People change, don’t they?’ Their house in Cobham never really felt like Spencer’s home. ‘He stayed in the city mostly. His hours were so long, it made sense.’ In recent years, Spencer had begun spending weekends at his Kensington pied-à-terre too. ‘I’m not stupid,’ Claire says of the affairs. ‘I know what goes on.’ Still, it wasn’t until Claire discovered the extent of Spencer’s involvement with a younger colleague that she decided to officially call it quits. ‘There’s a line,’ she says. Spencer had crossed it.

         In 2015, Spencer’s father died after a prolonged illness. ‘That was the beginning of his farm obsession,’ according to Claire. Every weekend Spencer would attend auctions or travel to remote towns to view land plots and properties. A late effort, perhaps triggered by grief, to emulate his father – a ‘man’s man’ who built a successful construction company 8from the ground up. ‘His dad never quite understood him,’ Claire says. ‘But Rich idolised the guy.’ Eventually Spencer bought Alderton, an old hilltop farm in Queensbury, a quiet West Yorkshire village. Claire didn’t think much of the property. ‘It was a complete wreck. A rubbish heap on a big hill in an awful little town. No one with any sense would touch it.’

         Claire’s dismissal of the farm lands close to home. I grew up in Queensbury, a stone’s throw from the farm. I walked past it almost daily as a child; occasional summer afternoons spent ‘mucking in’ with the Alderton family as a teenager were a part of my upbringing. Fresh produce was a staple at our dinner table. Nothing at the supermarket can beat the warm, frothy taste of unpasteurised cow’s milk, ladled fresh from the milker’s bucket. Though economically disadvantaged, and unapologetically working class, the town provided a wonderful backdrop to my childhood. It has value. But somehow, our country’s towns and industries have become the playthings of London’s elite. The Alderton farm fell on hard times in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, when the government subsidies that had buoyed its modest revenues dried up. The livestock was sold off and the family boarded up the outbuildings. But living in the main house, without income from an operational farm, proved untenable. ‘We lost everything,’ Mrs Alderton tells me over the telephone. A gentle pain tremors in her voice. ‘It’d been in our family for generations.’ The Aldertons searched for new owners who would continue to run it as a community-minded farm, but 9there was little interest. ‘We ended up selling to property developers. We had no choice.’ No investment or redevelopment took place, however, though the farm changed hands a few more times. The abandoned plot remained untouched until 2016, when Richard Spencer snapped up the property at auction.

         ‘He has a weird “prepper” fantasy. He thinks he can survive the end of the world there or something.’ Claire is doubtful. ‘I’ve never seen him do so much as water the garden.’ Spencer went on to renovate the farm’s main building, fashioning a refuge for when society inevitably collapsed – possibly galvanised by his part in the ’08 crash, and the societal fragility each subsequent economic shockwave revealed. When a global catastrophe finally did arrive by way of a novel coronavirus, however, Spencer clung to London’s familiar comforts: restaurants takeaways, his housekeeper and same-day deliveries from Mr Porter. He remained in his Kensington apartment, and the renovated farm stood empty.

         Until Jake arrived.

         
             

         

         There are currently no suspects in the police investigation. On the night of the rave, local police issued over thirty fixed penalty notices for lockdown breaches. As the venue owner, Spencer also received a £10,000 fine. Most attendees fled before police arrived, and interviews with the 10few arrested proved fruitless – the majority lived outside Queensbury and knew little of the farm. One unidentified person of interest was found unconscious and admitted to a local hospital, having suffered a blunt force trauma to his head. Two other attendees were treated for minor injuries. Initial news reports noted ‘evidence of squatters at the property’, along with an apparent ‘small-scale marijuana-growing effort’, which officers nipped in the bud, seizing everything. Spencer has been questioned, though police declined to provide details of his statement, citing an ongoing investigation. There is presently no search, however, for a missing gold bar – or Jake, for that matter. A police spokesperson gave a terse dismissal: ‘Primarily this is a drugs offence, a serious lockdown breach and a potential assault. Not a wild goose chase for a pot of gold.’

         Mixed metaphors aside, the investigation appears to have petered out. Until the hospitalised John Doe regains full consciousness, many of the goings-on at the farm will likely remain unknown. Today, the boundaries of the farm are still cordoned off by police tape, a striking reminder to the town’s residents.

         ‘I hate to see it come to this,’ Mrs Alderton laments. ‘Drugs, violence and who knows what else? That was our home.’ The Aldertons believe Richard Spencer had an active role in the criminality. ‘It’s big business,’ says Mr Alderton, a comment his wife relays to me enthusiastically. Spencer’s monthslong renovation of the farm’s main house, which then stood 11empty, had already sparked speculation among local residents. ‘Something’s not right there,’ Mrs Alderton surmised. ‘Men like that don’t spend their money for nothing.’

         
             

         

         ‘I’m making a stock,’ says historian and lecturer Rodger Walters, an explanation of sorts for the kitchen chaos surrounding him. A chicken carcass is splayed out in a Pyrex dish beside a large, propped-up cookbook and an impressive array of root vegetables, some half-chopped, others caked in mud. He directs me through the conservatory to a garden where his partner, columnist Miriam Leonard, sits with a tumbler of whisky, in spite of the biting cold.

         It would not be unfair to say that Leonard, who goes by Lenny, exists in spite of pretty much everything. ‘A rare dissenting voice in this perplexing time of media polarisation and moral orthodoxy, Leonard is one of the few souls brave enough to say the unsayable,’ proclaimed the foreword to her 2018 book No Mo’ Woke, a lightly edited selection of her newspaper columns spanning a twenty-plus-year career. Publishers, it seemed, had noticed that what Lenny said was actually quite sayable, and suspected it would also be rather profitable to print in book form. Lenny accepted a ‘sizeable’ advance in 2016 for a two-book deal, and began the work of repackaging her various columns into a single cohesive volume, her magnum opus, framed with an impassioned 12polemic detailing the imminent threat of ‘woke culture and anti-white sentiment’.

         ‘Problem is,’ Lenny reflects, ‘the book just didn’t sell.’ Apparently, the people who weren’t embarrassed to place No Mo’ Woke on their shelves didn’t, by and large, actually have bookcases. Early indicators had been positive: the book garnered rave, collegial reviews from across the papers. The Times hailed it ‘a breath of fresh air’ and even the firmly left-wing Guardian managed cautious praise, albeit with a passing swipe at the ‘unfortunate’ title. ‘Actually, the title was genius,’ Lenny grins. She has a point. The title maximised upset and grievance, but was impossible to criticise without coming off as, well, woke. Even now, three years post-publication, #NoMoWoke remains a popular hashtag on social media.

         Lenny’s editor, Rob Neeson – ‘a thirty-five-year-old with ridiculous glasses’ – advised her to find a fresh take for the second book. ‘Something “less Shriver, more Cohen” – that’s what he actually said. Like I don’t know how to write my own sodding column.’ Lenny is entitled to some indignation. She’s the seventeenth most influential columnist in the UK, according to the market research company YouGov. After punching her way out of the women’s and lifestyle sections in the nineties, Lenny has established herself as a fixture in the opinion pages of Britain’s right-leaning papers. Despite her oft-stated anti-social-media stance, in recent years Lenny has monitored Twitter fastidiously, always ready to 13pen a scorching opinion piece about the latest online brouhaha. She boils her sentences down to high-sucrose sweeties and calibrates her tone for maximum engagement. And newspaper editors know it: a piece of hers is guaranteed to attract clicks and social shares.

         The book, however, was a reach for something grander. Lenny had grown disillusioned with her newspaper work. ‘In the end,’ she says, ‘it felt cheap. I’d become an attack dog.’ To Lenny, commentary should serve a higher purpose than mere punditry. ‘We’re not in the business of changing minds. I have to understand my readers’ suspicions … their deepest fears. It’s my job to inform those concerns by offering up the relevant facts.’ She argues that her bruising brand of journalism helps readers to contextualise and interpret events. ‘I zoom out,’ she says, spreading her hands apart in demonstration, ‘and reveal how all these trees come together as a forest.’

         Back to those trees. Who is Jake?, I ask Lenny. And how did he end up on Spencer’s farm? I’d found Rodger simply enough from the electoral roll. He’d happily answered that he did, in fact, know a ‘Lenny’ when I called his extension at the university. But after a couple of hours’ conversation with Lenny in the cold, I’m no closer to any answers about Jake or the farm. Instead of acknowledging my question, Lenny invites me inside for dinner. It’s a generous interpretation of London’s Tier 3 lockdown rules, but I accept, hopeful that the warmth, wine and food will encourage openness.14

         
             

         

         In November 2011, Indiya popped open a brand-new Quechua ‘2 Seconds’ tent in London’s Paternoster Square. In her rucksack she’d packed marker pens, baby wipes and a water-purifying straw, all in preparation to join the Occupy Wall Street protest. Barely nineteen years old, she’d accompanied her housemates from Central Saint Martins art school to join the ninety-nine per cent in an unprecedented uprising. ‘It opened my eyes to the power of the people,’ Indiya says of the experience. I find her sitting beside the now semi-conscious, semi-identified John Doe at the Bradford Royal Infirmary, the nearest hospital to the Alderton farm. ‘His name is Pegasus,’ Indiya says, reaching over the motionless man to rearrange his blankets, before smoothing his wayward hair. ‘He’s a visionary.’

         Almost entirely unresponsive, Pegasus stares ahead with wide-open eyes. ‘He’s in a minimally conscious state,’ Indiya says. ‘It’s a good sign – he’s getting better.’ Pegasus spent a worrying forty hours unconscious after police transported him to the hospital without identification. Claiming no knowledge of how Pegasus was injured, Indiya instead speaks of the ‘chaos’ as officers arrived at the farm. ‘Everyone was running around, the music was so loud, it was impossible to know what was going on.’ She spent days searching for Pegasus in the aftermath, before finally locating him here at the hospital. 15

         Indiya is tall, six foot exactly, with mouse-brown hair styled in long dreadlocks, loosely tied back. Her organic-cotton face mask bobs as she speaks. Wearing an oversized waxed jacket with heavy boots, leggings and a cropped t-shirt that occasionally flashes her pale midriff, she looks like a revolutionary hippy from central casting. ‘Occupy changed everything for me,’ she says. She’d camped at the protest on and off for about three weeks, until her parents intervened: ‘They only cared about me graduating, not, like, the large-scale inequality in the world.’ To her parents’ relief, Indiya did graduate in 2014, though she remained in close contact with the motley characters she’d met during the occupation, especially Pegasus. ‘He’s a magnetic force,’ she says of her injured compatriot. ‘He has this way of drawing people together.’

         Though Indiya occasionally undertakes work in video game design, she’s mostly rejected the traditional rat race, choosing instead to experiment with various communal living arrangements. Some were relatively formal, with leases or co-op agreements in place; others less so. ‘I’m a hard-core Marxist,’ she tells me solemnly. In the years since Occupy, she’s committed to several other sociopolitical causes and is currently active within an Extinction Rebellion cell, a leaderless group of environmental activists who’ve staged political stunts and protests across the UK. ‘Activism,’ she explains, ‘is crucial. It’s now or never.’

         In that spirit, Pegasus led a small group of activists to the Alderton farm last July. Together, they aimed to create 16a new ‘self-sustaining community’. Christening themselves the Universalists, the group considered their takeover of the farm political activism, rather than squatting. ‘It’s an unused property,’ Indiya says. ‘There’s so many buildings like that in the UK. All these spaces – empty. It’s criminally wasteful, when so many people need homes.’ The Universalists viewed the farm as an opportunity; it was a chance to realise their specific vision for communal living.

         Today, that dream is officially over. After visiting hours, Indiya cycles the ten miles back to the farm. A heavy padlock and chain secure the doors to the main building, a charming two-storey stone house, punctuated with square lead windows, set atop a gently sloping hill. Bulging bin bags and a few suitcases are piled up out front, along with some mismatched furniture. There’s a Billy bookcase, a couple of worn armchairs and what looks like the parts for a substantial sound system. Stray lengths of police tape flap about in the breeze as three young men load the bagged-up items into a small truck parked outside.

         Indiya is disappointed. ‘We were building something here,’ she says in a wistful tone. Though only ‘about a dozen’ people lived full-time at the farm, Pegasus believed the Universalists were ready to expand. The main building was almost at capacity, Indiya says, but the group had plans to expand further by converting an outbuilding into functional accommodation. ‘That night wasn’t a rave – it was an open evening. We were opening our doors to potential new 17members, growing the movement.’ Covid, it seems, was not a good enough reason to postpone such growth. ‘The virus spread because of unbridled capitalism. Because of globalisation, and the profit-driven destruction of natural ecosystems. All this’ – she gestures around at the sad aftermath – ‘we were building the solution. Of course it couldn’t wait!’

         ‘Everyone pitches in. Everyone gets a say.’ Indiya lists the rules of their burgeoning microsociety. ‘Everyone is treated equally. We decide everything by a vote’ – though Pegasus, as the group’s de facto leader, held the power to adjudicate disagreements. This, Indiya insists, was an important improvement on her past commune experiences. ‘Sometimes pure consensus isn’t possible,’ she says, ‘and you just need a way to make a decision and move forwards.’ As the community matures with time, the need for such ideological compromise would lessen, Indiya believes. Though she concedes that most of her other communal living experiments have ended before reaching such a point – either by fizzling out or collapsing spectacularly.

         ‘But it was different here,’ says Tim, 29, who had lived in a South London squat for two years before joining the Universalists. ‘A farm offers possibilities that a city building just can’t. We could have become self-sufficient here, living off the land, in conjunction with nature rather than against it.’ Tim, who refuses to give his surname (citing his objections to ‘the patriarchal concept’), wears tortoiseshell glasses and affects the mumbling grandiosity of a grad student. 18‘Humans are small-community nomadic animals,’ he says, arguing that simpler models of living are needed to counter climate change and other pressing issues. ‘We’re not meant for living in densely populated areas, or eating tomatoes year-round,’ he adds.

         Although the Universalists had no formal hierarchy or fixed responsibilities, leaders began to emerge. Tim, who had previous experience with his parents’ allotment, took charge of the farming effort. After sowing seeds late in the season, the group managed to grow a few vegetables. ‘Kale, chard, sprouts – we even had carrots and turnips in the harvest,’ recalls Tim. Despite his dominion over farming, he claims no involvement with the cannabis plants. ‘Of course I’m not against it in theory,’ he insists, explaining that the group’s efforts were focused on establishing a sustainable food supply. ‘We’re serious about self-sufficiency. That’s why we’re doing this. It isn’t a jolly.’

         In fact, the Universalists eschewed many of the luxuries and conveniences Spencer had installed at the farm, mostly relying on the wood burner and solar panels. ‘Humans need to get back in tune with the land,’ explains Pete Wright, 38, a bicycle mechanic from Durham. With his manicured beard, neat chequered shirt and deep-blue jeans, Wright is the odd man out in this crowd. He looks positively conformist, aside from a messy topknot. More hipster than anarchist. But a few years back, when Pegasus chanced upon Wright’s bike shop, the pair ‘ended up talking for hours’. 19To Wright, what Pegasus said made a lot of sense. ‘He really got me. More than politics, or protesting, or any of that noise. He just understood exactly what I’d been thinking,’ says Wright. ‘He talked about how we could live differently’ – outside of the forces of capitalism and consumerism. Or ‘a bullshit-free life’, as Wright calls it. Soon after meeting Pegasus, Wright gave up his cycle-shop job and moved into the same London squat as Tim.

         ‘Quite the lifestyle change!’ he laughs.

         ‘You broke free, brother,’ says the final Universalist, Rob Martin, approvingly. Describing Wright’s encounter with Pegasus as an ‘awakening’, Martin is keen to share his anti-capitalist gospel further. ‘Wage slavery. That’s what the system thrives on. The credit crunch totally exposed it. Occupy was just the start. We’re still carrying on that work.’ Martin was a fifteen-year-old school student at the time of the 2011 protests. Undeterred by its underwhelming end, he makes an enthusiastic case for Occupy’s enduring legacy: ‘Bernie Sanders, Jeremy Corbyn, and obviously BLM. All of those movements came from what we started back then.’ Martin has not had any first-hand experience with Black Lives Matter activism, explaining that he feels ‘the environment is humanity’s most pressing issue right now’. Still, he’s sympathetic to many of BLM’s stated aims, despite some concerns about the group’s divisive rhetoric. ‘Their demands are to the benefit of all of us, all humans,’ he says. ‘But focusing on race puts people off the message. 20What we need now is unity.’

         ‘That’s why we’re called the Universalists,’ Martin goes on. ‘We want change – we want progress – but for everyone.’

         ‘We’re open to everyone,’ Indiya agrees. That said, the Universalists are a noticeably homogeneous group: young, middle class and white. ‘This lifestyle takes a leap of faith,’ she explains. Intentional living requires a step away from the ‘activism myopia’ that can (‘Understandably!’ she stresses) afflict marginalised groups. ‘But we would welcome anyone with open arms,’ she says. ‘This is just the beginning. We’ll get there.’

         Once the last bag is loaded, Indiya leads the group to a large barn and forces the door open. Inside, the wooden ceiling is four or five metres high. Strips of dusty light stream through the gaps between slats. Remnants of stalls, feeding troughs and milking equipment line the walls, untouched by renovation. During the weekly ‘community meetings’ held in this barn, the Universalists debated all aspects of their fledgling community, from the group’s mission statement to squabbles over the washing-up. Now, the four who remain have reconvened one final time to discuss an urgent problem: Jake.

         When the group last met here, on the afternoon before the rave, they voted to expel Jake from their community. Pegasus informed Jake of the decision, telling him to leave by morning. There’s confusion about exactly what happened next, as the gathering spiralled into a rambunctious party. Among the Universalists, the prevailing belief is that Jake, 21who took the news of his eviction badly, attacked Pegasus in a drunken rage.

         ‘I would really like to see him face some restorative justice,’ begins Tim. ‘But as we don’t have any way to achieve that, perhaps we should defer to the authorities.’ Although the group initially refused to cooperate with the police investigation, Tim now proposes sharing information on Jake’s whereabouts with police – an idea that’s met with muted agreement. In the ensuing discussion, Jake is criticised for a plethora of misdeeds: shirking his work duties, growing the cannabis that landed the group in legal trouble and, most seriously, the assault on Pegasus. ‘But,’ Indiya interjects, choosing her words carefully, ‘but Jake found this place for us. He invited us here. Even if he didn’t become a constructive member of our community, that counts for something. Surely.’

         ‘He nearly killed Pegasus!’ Tim says, incensed. ‘We all voted, we all agreed. Jake knew he was out. Fair’s fair. But he chose violence … He ruined this for everyone.’

         ‘That’s unforgivable,’ agrees Wright, speaking up for the first time. Looking down towards the hay-swept dirt floor and tapping his feet, Martin nods along. The group agrees to a vote. Even with only four people, it’s a laborious process involving multiple rounds of hand gestures and slight adjustments to the mooted proposal. Eventually they reach a consensus: the Universalists will share their concerns about Jake’s attack with police, without giving away his location. 22

         After the meeting, Indiya walks along the perimeter of the farmhouse as the others return to the van. In her quasi-militant attire, she doesn’t look wholly out of place trudging through the mud. Everything is packed away now, ready for the long drive back to London. Spencer’s farm will sit unoccupied once again. At the back of the building Indiya pauses, looking down the hill towards the houses below.

         ‘Jake hasn’t been replying to my texts,’ she says at last. ‘I’m worried about him.’ After another moment’s hesitation, Indiya shows me an address on her phone. It’s an E17 postcode, deep in London’s East End. ‘That’s from years ago,’ she tells me as I copy it down. ‘Maybe it’s no use anyway. But, well …’ She kicks at a tuft of grass, then says simply: ‘I don’t know what else to do.’ Disappointed by the majority decision to cooperate with police, Indiya hopes a restorative solution is still achievable. ‘I know that’s what Pegasus would want,’ she says. ‘I’m doing this for the greater good.’

         
             

         

         A long the corridor leading into Ana Smith’s groundfloor maisonette, there’s a little wall of cardboard boxes. Each is neatly labelled: Clothes, Electronics, Miscellaneous, and so on. ‘Jake’s stuff’ – Ana waves at it. She packed his things away after weeks of radio silence, though she’s reluctant to throw anything out. ‘I wouldn’t feel right just dumping it.’ She stares at the boxes, everything that’s 23left of Jake and their years together, while worrying a stray thread on her cardigan. ‘Not that I expect him to come back,’ she quickly adds. ‘I know he’s gone.’

         Ana’s home is in Leytonstone, East London. The house sits midway along a row of unassuming Victorian terraces, notable only in their bland uniformity. The small front gardens are grey, mostly paved or pebbled over. Each is blighted with a pair of green and black household bins, though Ana has livened hers up with a few shrubby plants and a hanging flower basket. It’s an unlikely haunt for a revolutionary Universalist. ‘I remember her,’ Ana says of Jake’s ‘hippy friend’. A few years back, Indiya would regularly visit Jake while Ana was at work. ‘They’d spend the day smoking and playing Mario Kart.’ Eventually these visits stopped, though Ana claims not to know why. ‘They probably fell out over something,’ she says. Jake apparently had a way of getting into disagreements with his few friends.

         What might Jake do with a stolen fortune, I ask.‘Nothing,’ Ana answers with piercing post-break-up clarity. ‘Money never held Jake back. He was his own worst enemy. He’s probably driving himself crazy just looking at it, imagining all the stupid things he could do, and then doing absolutely fuck-all instead.’ Jake left Ana in June 2020, after finding her newly constant presence in their three-room flat stifling. ‘He was used to having the place to himself all day – doing goodness only knows what.’ Jake hadn’t held down a job since 2018, when he’d had a brief stint as a sales assistant 24with a nearby estate agent. During the first lockdown, he mostly vaped and played games on his phone. ‘Basically, he lived here for free. I pay the mortgage and bills. I do all the shopping. All the cooking.’ Ana shakes her head. ‘All the cleaning,’ she adds to the list. ‘I know I’m an idiot.’

         Though she knows nothing of the farm or where Jake has spent the last year, Ana isn’t worried. Jake has a lifeline. ‘He calls his mum when he’s really stuck,’ she says. Ana can’t offer much detail about Jake’s family, having never met any of his relatives over their three-year relationship. Family was a touchy subject for Jake. ‘He’s an only child like me,’ Ana recalls. ‘He never mentions his dad,’ she goes on, though he would occasionally receive money from his mother. ‘Weed money,’ Ana clarifies, dismissively. ‘That’s all he spent it on.’

         Ana had initially believed Jake’s departure was temporary, a few days’ separation to dial down tensions. ‘All he took was his rucksack,’ she says. But after weeks, and then months, stretched by without any contact, Ana was forced to accept that Jake wasn’t coming back. ‘It’s a cowardly thing to do,’ she says. Ana was left feeling abandoned at a terrifying juncture, when little was yet known about the virus. Her family, based in Cornwall, seemed a world away. ‘It was very lonely,’ she reflects. In the months since, however, resentment has given way to a wobbly sort of calm. Ana has reclaimed her home, clearing out Jake’s things and making room for herself again. She’s baked banana bread and sourdough and proved herself in the process. All that 25remains of Jake now sits in those archival boxes along the corridor.

         ‘I suppose this is what you’re here to see,’ Ana says, taking the lid off Clothing 2 and carefully unpacking the contents. It’s what you might expect of Jake’s wardrobe – knackered t-shirts and hoodies, an old pair of jeans. Each is neatly folded Marie Kondo style, though Ana admits that none of these items spark joy. ‘Maybe I should dump the lot,’ she muses. Poking around the other boxes, she eventually turns to the one labelled Miscellaneous. Inside, there’s a fidget spinner, a few vape cartridges and a neatly rubber-banded stack of white envelopes. ‘They’re mostly phone bills,’ Ana says, passing the bundle over to me. ‘All his mail still comes here, of course.’

         On the topmost envelope, bisected by the pale-pink band, a name and address are printed in an austere monospaced font. I pause to reread it. Then flick through the entire bundle.

         ‘What is it?’ Ana asks, confused.

         Every letter bears the same name, undeniable in black and white.

         It’s Jake – or rather, Mr J. W. Leonard.

         
             

         

         Jake Leonard. Miriam Leonard. Pure coincidence is too unlikely. With a nineteen-year age difference, the pair could feasibly be siblings – although, according to Ana, 26Jake is an only child – or mother and son. The name is a concrete fact in the muddle of favours and liberties surrounding the Alderton farm. But it is just a name. Alone, it offers little insight into the most pressing question: where is Jake Leonard?

         His options are limited. By all accounts, Jake is perennially strapped for cash, subsisting on the goodwill of others. Evicted by the Universalists, accused of a serious assault and separated from his girlfriend-benefactress, his situation is likely difficult. Even if Jake has the gold bar, as Spencer alleges, the practical alchemy of turning gold into cash is murky.

         ‘We would need to authenticate that, yeah, absolutely,’ Iain Stewart of Cash 4 Ur Gold explains. Pawnbrokers use an ‘acid test’ – a process that involves dripping an acidic solution onto a notch in the item – to verify the authenticity of gold. For larger bars such as Spencer’s, additional testing may be required, which Jake would need to pay for himself. After all that, Jake can look forward to significantly less cash than the bar’s actual worth. ‘We wouldn’t quote market value,’ Stewart says. ‘Gold in higher denominations is too illiquid. We’d struggle to sell the item ourselves.’ In fact, even the prospect of holding on to the gold bar presents an unappealing risk. ‘If it’s too valuable, keeping it on the premises would be an insurance headache.’

         Worse still, high-purity gold is actually quite soft; the surface of a bullion bar is easily scratched or dented. If Spencer’s 27was indeed used as a bludgeon, it’s likely now bent out of shape. The possibility of such damage provokes a disbelieving chuckle from Stewart. ‘Yeah, we’d pass on that. Hard pass.’ Jake would be better off selling to a specialist gold dealer, Stewart says. But without proper documentation for the bar – after all, it’s allegedly stolen property – this would also prove difficult. Even if Jake has the gold bar, it’s of little practical use to him.

         What, then, is the purpose of owning such a cumbersome, high-risk item? For the price of that gold bar, a person could buy a home (even in London’s outrageously overheated housing market), fund a lavish lifestyle for many years or make a significant charitable donation. Buying a golden paperweight is a comparatively pointless use of half a million dollars. Proponents of gold-hoarding argue that precious metals can offer insurance in the face of economic uncertainty. Growing distrust in banks and the broader financial system is driving many ordinary people to consider such alternatives. Cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin – electronic money that’s sometimes referred to as ‘digital gold’ – are an increasingly popular anti-establishment financial instrument. But among older and wealthier sceptics, gold remains the preferred choice.

         ‘Why does anyone buy anything?’ Spencer retorts, incredulous, when asked about his purchase. ‘I wanted it. I made enough money to buy it and so I bought it.’ Mostly, he holds coins and smaller gold bars – 10-, 20and 50-gram denominations – which he affectionately refers to as his 28‘biscuits’. Those, he explains, would allow him to barter or trade in the event of a total economic collapse. He keeps a handful in his London apartment, but most remain in a carefully fitted-out basement safe at his former home in Cobham. As a banker himself, Spencer is in a unique position to improve or reform his industry. Rather than taking action to increase people’s trust in the economic system and ensure its longevity, he’s chosen to hoard resources – guaranteeing his continued wealth in all eventualities. ‘It’s just smart thinking,’ he says. ‘Managing risks, that’s what I do.’

         His estranged wife sees the bar differently, as more of a trophy. ‘He’s very proud of it,’ Claire tells me. Spencer bought the bar in 2017 as a fortieth birthday gift to himself. ‘It took months of wrangling,’ she says. Most accredited bullion vaults don’t sell directly to the public. And even when highnet-worth individuals do purchase commodity gold, dealers recommend keeping the bars in managed storage facilities, rather than at home. But Spencer had insisted: ‘He wanted it delivered right here.’ Eventually, one dealer acquiesced.

         ‘I’d actually forgotten about it,’ Spencer says of leaving the gold bar at the farm. He’d placed it on the mantelpiece in the main building’s living room, apparently unconcerned by the risk of burglary. Only when Bradford police showed Spencer pictures of the wreckage left after the Universalists’ rave did he spot that his bar was gone. In retrospect, Spencer acknowledges that he should have kept a closer watch on such a valuable item, or at least have taken steps to secure 29it. Still, he’s adamant that the lion’s share of responsibility lies with Jake. ‘Truly,’ Spencer insists, ‘I am the victim in all this. You mustn’t lose sight of that.’

         
             

         

         Most evenings, Rodger and Lenny eat late, sitting down at their solid-oak kitchen table around 8 p.m. Tonight is no different. Rodger places an oven-hot dish of shepherd’s pie onto a trivet at the centre of the table as Lenny uncorks a dusty Malbec. The glass-ceilinged conservatory cloaks the scene in dark-night sky, twinkling with lights from distant tower blocks. The pair smile at one another, completely at ease in their own shared company. Like many couples, however, they found the conditions of lockdown strained their relationship.

         ‘Lenny’s mean when she drinks,’ explains Rodger. Tensions between the two came to a head late in April of 2020. Feeling unsafe during an argument, Rodger locked himself into the first-floor bathroom and remained inside until morning. ‘Lenny was at the door, screaming the whole time.’ Rodger laughs about it now. But the next day his adult children (from a previous relationship) insisted: Lenny needed to leave. Fortunately, Rodger had access to a small flat – ‘a bedsit really, it’s a converted maintenance room,’ he demurs – in a West London block. Rodger had initially purchased the modest property for his daughter’s 30use; she’d lived there while pursuing a PhD at the nearby Imperial College London. In recent years he has rented the room out cheaply, ‘typically to older international students who want to avoid the communal halls’. Due to the pandemic-necessitated switch to remote teaching, the flat was unoccupied at the time, affording the couple some crucial distance to cool off.

         ‘That’s when I met Richard,’ Lenny says. Believing themselves to be the only residents in the building, the unlikely pair became intimate.‘I was bored. It was sex, nothing more,’ says Lenny. Her casual openness about the affair is striking, though Rodger claims not to feel betrayed. ‘We were on a break,’ he offers. His delivery doesn’t quite match David Schwimmer’s. Rodger shrugs and smiles. ‘Things are good now,’ he says.

         ‘That’s right,’ Lenny laughs. ‘Better than ever.’

         Rodger stands to clear the table as Lenny relaxes into her chair. After nearly a decade together, they’ve settled into a comfortable domesticity. In here, Lenny does not seem to harden herself or her words. She’s less guarded than when we first spoke. So, after Rodger leaves us to finish off some marking, I decide to broach the question of Jake once again.

         If Jake is indeed Lenny’s son, she certainly has good cause to conceal him. Her public persona is the opposite of maternal. In recent Spectator columns Lenny has repeatedly lamented the scourge of Britain’s single mothers and ‘bloody useless’ parents. In 2013 she advocated for offering every woman in 31the UK a £799 cash payment to undergo ‘voluntary sterilisation’, a proposal that provoked outrage and glee in equal measure. Yet Jake is himself an underwhelming young man, hailing from the sort of ‘broken’ family Lenny frequently decries. Was he her hypocritical secret?

         ‘It’s no secret.’ Lenny swirls the wine in her glass while speaking. In fact, she points out, she often mentioned her son in her earlier writing, those lifestyle pieces in the women’s section. ‘Did I become a mother when I was a bit too young? Yes. I’m hardly the first. I grew up working class and I had a kid young. So what? I worked hard. I earned a living. And I provided for my son. Don’t lecture me with that puritanical middle-class snobbery.’ Her criticisms, Lenny goes on, were aimed at the sort of mothers who refused to provide for their many children and instead relied on benefits – ‘professional breeders’, as she called them in a 2014 Times opinion piece. ‘I’m the opposite of a hypocrite,’ she says, topping up her glass. ‘I know exactly what I’m talking about.’

         Maintaining a child-free appearance now is simply a matter of branding, Lenny says. ‘My readership is mostly males in the forty-plus age group. They don’t want to hear from someone’s mum when they read the weekend papers.’ Besides, Lenny has other, more important topics to cover in her writing. ‘My readers want banter, not babies. They want big ideas and insightful analysis,’ she says. ‘And that’s exactly what I deliver. In spades.’ 32

         There’s a formula to it, according to Lenny: pick something from the week’s news and make a lofty comparison. ‘Obscure elements of European history are best, but a Russian novel or philosophical theory can be just as effective.’ Another route is to include data – ‘accuracy doesn’t matter much, just find a study and sprinkle a few of its percentages into the argument. Better yet, call up the study’s author for an “expert” quote or two.’ The idea is to bring each reader into the fold, she explains. ‘Let him believe he’s an intellectual, a real newspaper-reading man. Give him something to harp on about to his mates at the pub.’ A mischievous smile flashes across Lenny’s eyes. ‘Even if he’s only looking at screenshotted paragraphs on Twitter.’ Her tone is light, but newspaper subscription costs have priced out key segments of Lenny’s audience in recent years.
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