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			This book is dedicated to all those who enjoy open spaces; to my wife, Katie; and to my family.

		

	
		
			It’s a bugged and drugged world . . .

			—Alfred Bester, The Computer Connection, 1974

		

	
		
			The power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.

			—Thomas Robert Malthus (1766–1834)

			KOWLOON WALLED CITY, CHINA. SUMMER1960.

			5:30 P.M., HONG KONG TIME.

			The boy, Xiao, tottered from one foot to the other. He had been standing in the water line for hours without a single step of progress. Hundreds of people were in front of him. Pain seized his ankles. The summer heat made him sweat, and he swatted at biting flies.

			His breaths came shallow and fast. Dry. He’d not had a drink in almost twenty-four hours. No food either, but that wasn’t even on his mind. Other needs had to be fulfilled first.

			Shoddy apartment towers littered Kowloon City. In contrast to the immodest skyline of Hong Kong, the precarious gray sentinels stood as a memento of hard times following the Japanese occupation during World War II, twisted obelisks teeming with the destitute and the depraved.

			The new water main had been installed by Hong Kong’s Social Welfare Department the previous summer. It provided a critical resource, but exposed human behavior at its most ruthless.

			As dusk fell, when the water was being shut off, the crowd began to push. The Welfare Department knew better than to operate at night. It was too dangerous. Dusk wasn’t much better. Several yards ahead of him, Xiao saw a commotion: a man pulling a blade from his belt; another man trying to wrestle it away. The fray morphed into a swarm of thirsty beasts, pulsing with energy. A riot. With only seventy-five pounds to his ten-year-old frame, Xiao didn’t stand a chance in the chaos. Gazing one last time at the queue ahead, he took his jug and ran.

			Xiao caught his breath and walked home along the gutter stream, past the floating plastic bottles, bags of waste, and dead birds. These things made no impression on Xiao. It was the only world he’d ever known.

			A few hundred yards from his family’s building, Xiao dunked the jug and retrieved a liter of greenish-brown water from the stream. It would have to do.

			His family lived in a second-story room, separated from another clan by moldy plywood. When he arrived, his mother, Niu, was breathing but still feverish. Sweat dripped from her hair and onto the dust floor; in this heat she wouldn’t last long without water. His older brother, Shui, had been asleep, but woke upon Xiao’s entrance.

			Shui took the jug and opened their mother’s mouth. She drank eagerly. Then she fell back onto her mat.

			Shui grabbed their mother and shouted. “You have water, mama! You’ll be okay now!” Her face was pale and waxy. It showed no signs of life. Eventually, Shui gave up and sat down on his mat. He reached for the jug, looked at the dirty water, and then turned to Xiao.

			“The gutter? You bastard.”

			Shui stood and backhanded his younger brother hard across the face. Xiao sat still for a moment, then picked up the railroad spike the family used for self-defense. He turned to Shui and stabbed his brother until he stopped moving.

			“There’s never enough,” he said to his brother’s raw body.

			Xiao took the soda bottle and guzzled the rest of the water.

			* * *

			Xiao sweated and vomited for three days in the stench of his family’s death. Mother and brother gone, and a father he’d never known. He wanted to die, yearned for it, but his fever subsided.

			On the fourth day, he gathered every bit of strength he could and wandered outside. He remembered a building where his mother had said boys and girls went when they had no mother or father. So he went there.

			Once he was showered and fed, they began the tests.
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			WEST BANK, SNAKE RIVER. OCTOBER 15, 2013. 

			3 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME.

			“You sneaky little bastard!” Jake Trent hissed under his breath. Talking to himself. A sure sign of obsession.

			The object of his disdain wasn’t that little. Seventeen or eighteen inches at least. A good-size fish. Big enough to be a worthy adversary, if he could ever get the size 18 cinnamon ant where it needed to be.

			It was a tough shot: forty-five feet across Trout Creek, upstream of the tree roots and ten inches in under the willow. It would require a big mend, but without submerging the ant, which would prevent Jake from seeing the strike. He was on river right, looking upstream and across to river left, where the king sat in his castle.

			The mend, the upstream flip of the fly line meant to preserve the dry fly’s natural drift, had been the problem. Jake had made the proper cast a few times, but his mend pulled the fly under the surface, where the big guy couldn’t see it. On the last cast, Jake had seen his quarry, with its butter-yellow underbelly, trail the sunken fly, considering it. But the fish sensed something was awry. Back to the castle.

			Jake had a few more casts at most. The fish was onto him. It had slowed its feeding rhythm considerably, wary of an imitation. The wind wasn’t helping. It was picking up as the afternoon wore on, rustling the sparsely dressed willows. With it came a cold blast, a herald of the approaching winter.

			Jake switched the rod to his left hand to make the cast. He found the mend easier with his upstream hand. The first cast fell embarrassingly short. A small fish pecked at the ant, but Jake pulled it away. He didn’t want a small-time tussle to spook the one he was really after.

			His second attempt was spot-on. The fly drifted right over the fish. The king of the trout rose, and his mouth enveloped the fly.

			Jake pulled up to set the hook, but his left hand lacked the coordination of his right. It was too much. He felt the weight of the fish for only a second before the fly tore free. The fish splashed in a fury, wondering what the hell had just pricked him in the mouth. King Cutty was gone, looking for a new kingdom to call home, where stinging cinnamon ants wouldn’t bother him.

			“Damn!” More talking to himself. “Only been working him for a month now.”

			If they were all easy, it wouldn’t be any fun. Jake relished the smart ones. They challenged him. Right now, he needed that. A restless feeling engulfed him every autumn; the tourists were all but gone, and the best fishing was behind him. Little to no business for the bed-and-breakfast. I need a vacation, he thought. But to where?

			Jake bit through the tippet and stuck the fly in his hat for next time. He walked through the high grass back to the front door of the “guesthouse,” Jake’s own residence on the property he owned—a little irony he enjoyed—broke down the three-piece rod, and slid it back in its case. He could leave it conveniently assembled for his next walkabout, likely tomorrow, but Jake liked to put everything back in its place: the reel in its faux-velvet bag, and the eight-foot, four-weight Winston back in its PVC tube.

			After his equipment was stashed, he grabbed a diet soda from the fridge and shuffled over to an old cowhide sofa by the wood-burning stove. The flames from the morning were withering, and the pile outside was diminished. Jake made a mental note to pick up the cord of wood that J.P.—his occasional employee—had chopped for the bed-and-breakfast, the Fin and Feather.

			Jake’s cell phone was buzzing on the side table. Area code 202. Jake flew through old associations. DC. Who could be calling from Washington?

			“Hello?”

			“Jake?” A woman’s voice.

			“Who am I speaking with?”

			“It’s Divya.”

			Momentary confusion, then a bolt of recognition. “Divya Navaysam?”

			“How many Divyas do you know?” A sweet, flirty tone.

			He thought he’d recognized the voice, but it had been so long. What in the world does she want?

			“I’m calling to ask you a favor. It’s about a legal issue—a civil rights issue, actually. Influencing Washington away from some scary legislation. Speaking truth to power—your sort of thing.” Divya went silent for a moment, allowing her words to sink in. “I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

			“I’m not a lobbyist.”

			“It’s not a lobby. Just listen.”

			Sounds like a lobby, he thought. But Divya had slyly employed that damned quote. Speaking truth to power. One of his favorites. The keystone of legal scholar Robert Cover’s avant-garde critiques on the state of twentieth-century law. Long before Cover, it was a Quaker maxim, as meaningful now as ever: to stand strong against totalitarianism.

			Jake looked out the window at the woods behind the guesthouse. A breeze blew brown shells of life from the streamside willows. Fall was here. He was looking at a month or more of reading and fire stoking before there was too much snow to do anything.

			“Well, go ahead.”
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			TETON VILLAGE. OCTOBER 16. 2 P.M. MOUNTAIN STANDARD TIME.

			A dead-end day at a dead-end job; J.P. had been in the damned shop for too long without a single customer. And he missed his girl. He was bouncing a tennis ball against the wall, thinking. The ball’s bright fur under the fluorescent lights offended his senses, like catching sight of the Vegas strip when you’re hungover. Still, there was nothing better to do, so he kept on bouncing.

			He could inspect the rental fleet again, but that was pointless. Fat chance anyone was going to come in. The tourists had all left in September.

			J.P.’s thoughts turned to Esma. How serious had their fight really been? J.P. wondered if the language barrier made it seem worse than it actually was. But he also suspected that his inability to completely grasp Esma’s motivations was exactly what she was pissed off about. J.P. liked to think of himself as easygoing, but she saw him differently. In her view, he was incapable of taking anything seriously.

			Esma had come to Jackson for the same reasons many did—­better wages and more opportunity. She and J.P. met at the Teton County Fair. It took some convincing, but J.P. eventually succeeded in wooing her. Now she had moved back to Mexico for the winter, where she was going to clear her head. They weren’t broken up, she’d said, but they weren’t together. Whatever that means.

			For all his shortcomings as a boyfriend, J.P. didn’t lack patience. He was upset when she left, but he’d stopped short of blowing up. If she wanted time, he’d give it to her. He could wait her out. It was worth it.

			He smelled the tennis ball and curled his lips in disgust. It stank of the can and the dog’s slobber. Curiosity and the cat, and so on. He tossed it back in the drawer, walked over to the ancient radio, and fiddled with the dial. A new station came in clearer than the last one, which was a small improvement in his day.

			“She said you’re pretty good with words, but words won’t save your life . . .”

			J.P. turned up the volume. Somehow, the song seemed to be coming straight from Tlaxcala, intended for his ears only.

			If he cared, why didn’t he do anything to show it? In her nebulous English, Esma had expressed that sentiment to him daily for the last few weeks.

			What does she want? I’m not husband material, if that’s what she’s thinking. Though maybe that’s what he was hoping for.

			The bike shop didn’t have any windows. That was one of the problems. J.P. looked at the blank white walls around him, bearers of the harsh report from the ceiling fixtures. He’d read about sick building syndrome, which afflicted people who spent all day indoors with stale air and light, and figured this was what it must be like.

			Chayote was curled up in the corner, half-awake. His ears perked up and his eyes opened every time J.P. looked at him.

			“How does he know?” J.P. wondered aloud.

			The dog closed his eyes again. J.P. looked away and then glanced back. Up went the ears. J.P. tested him a few more times, then moved on to other variations: watching out of his peripheral vision and waving his hands in the air. Could he trick the pup by sending invisible sonic waves toward him? The dog snored.

			J.P. finally turned his head toward him. The big satellite-dish ears rose.

			“C’mon buddy, I’m just messing with you.” The mottled young heeler sleepily lumbered over, sat on J.P.’s feet, and gave him a solemn look. “Sorry, dude.” J.P. scratched his ear. The dog leaned into his petting and let out a sigh. Chayote was bored too.

			“Poor thing. We’re not cut out for this, are we?”

			The hound only cocked his head.

			Without warning, the bell rang. Someone was coming into the shop.

			“Best behavior, Chayote.” The dog rebelled immediately and yipped at the intruders, but settled back into slumber when J.P. glared at him.

			When he looked up, J.P. was surprised at his luck.

			The women were both tall, one blond and the other brunette. Probably dyed, J. P. thought; her skin was so pale. They wore dark pantsuits that were perfectly tailored to their bodies. They were all lipstick-red lips and long legs. J.P. bent over and feebly tried to wipe the dog hair off his pants. “How can I help you ladies?”

			The light-haired woman spoke with what sounded like a Scandinavian accent, but her English was confident.

			“Just looking, thanks.”

			J.P. couldn’t think of anything witty, so he simply nodded, pretending to punch something into the register.

			The women looked at the merchandise on the walls: bike-tire levers, pumps, and a few kitschy hats and T-shirts. J.P. watched them out of the corner of his eye. They didn’t stay for long.

			“Thank you!” the brunette said as they turned to leave.

			When they opened the door, Chayote bolted for freedom from behind the counter. “Hey! No!” J.P. ran after him, but it was too late. Dammit. The dog was looking for Jake again.

			J.P. quickly caught up and found Chayote on his hind legs, front paws planted on the brunette’s toned stomach. She was giggling and petting his head while trying to avoid his tongue.

			“Chayote, down!” The dog obeyed, which shocked J.P. Still, he stayed by his new friend, his tail wagging with enough momentum to make his rear end wiggle.

			“No, no. It’s okay. He’s adorable. What do you call him—coyote?”

			“Chayote, actually.” J.P. felt sheepish. A classy woman in a classy outfit, and Chayote had jumped all over her.

			“Well that’s an unusual name, huh, Chayote?” The woman never looked up from the dog.

			“Yeah, he’s not mine.” The woman looked up at J.P., a tinge of disappointment in her face. “I mean, he kind of is, I guess. But my buddy named him.”

			“Does he know any tricks?” The other woman asked.

			“Yeah. Quite a few, in fact.” J.P.’s voice regained a note of confidence. He reminded himself to thank Chayote for the favor with a pig’s ear.

			“Chayote, come.” The dog obeyed.

			“Sit.” He moved his hand in an upward sweep as Jake had shown him. Again the dog obeyed. This was going surprisingly well. One of the women clapped briefly, but it didn’t distract the hound. Not now. Not Chayote the Wonder Dog. He was staring intently at J.P., waiting for the next command.

			“Good dog. Now for the grand finale!”

			J.P. put his hand behind his back and made it into the shape of a pistol. “Okay, Chayote . . .” The dog focused, his tail wagging slowly in anticipation, like a metronome about to kick off a grand symphony.

			“Bang!” J.P. shouted, pointing the faux weapon at the dog. The women watched eagerly. Chayote didn’t move.

			“Bang!”

			Nothing. J.P. put his hand behind his back and started from the beginning.

			“Bang!” This time he shouted it even louder, startling the women.

			He started again with his hand behind his back, but the brunette shook her head at him.

			“It’s okay,” she said again. Chayote ran over to her when she did. She bent down to pat him on the head. “You’re still a good dog!”

			“We should get back to the conference,” the blonde interjected. They smiled at J.P. one last time.

			“He’s supposed to play dead!” J.P. shouted after them, then quieted down and spoke half to himself. “It’s not that weird.”

			J.P. opened the door for Chayote, who walked back into the shop without being asked.

			“What? You forgot ‘bang’?”

			Upon hearing the magic word, Chayote dropped to the floor and rolled over onto his back, dead.

			“Never could perform under pressure, could you?”

			* * *

			At 4 p.m., J.P. put up the CLOSED sign, even though the shop was supposed to stay open until six.

			Outside, the October air felt warm and dry like early September. It had snowed in the high country overnight, but only a few centimeters. Most of it had melted on the south-facing peaks. A few of the north faces were still dashed in white. The leaves were past their prime, and it wouldn’t be long before the harsh winter set in.

			J.P. got to his bike and rolled up one leg of his baggy jeans so it wouldn’t catch in the drivetrain. He whistled for Chayote, who was off sniffing God-knows-what at the back entrance of the restaurant next door.
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			CHICAGO O’HARE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. OCTOBER 16.

			12 P.M. CENTRAL STANDARD TIME.

			Jake was finally boarding the plane after a long layover. The frenetic hustle of the airport irritated him. Loud and stuffy. Hot. Too much energy for one place. He imagined the innards of a combustion engine. No, that’s too orderly. More like a contemporary Animal Farm.

			Herds of cattle hemmed and hawed in different parlances about shared nuisances: slow Wi-Fi, flight delays, lousy food. Atrocious shortcomings in the modern world.

			The agent announced boarding for first class. A horde of men—why were they all men?—was hovering near the doorway like kids waiting by their parents’ room on Christmas morning. Ready for their free cocktails.

			Jake stood up and got in the back of the line. He felt awkward in the presence of these well-fed men and their shiny watches and shoes. He was only flying first class thanks to Divya.

			He settled into the third row next to a plump, brown-skinned man adorned with gold bracelets and rings. Already trying to sleep, he ignored Jake’s greeting.

			When first class was seated and their drinks were delivered—ginger ale for Jake—the coach contingent began to board. They moseyed by, eyes darting from seat to seat, hoping to catch a glimpse of a celebrity. Their prolonged gazes made him feel like a fish in a bowl.

			Jake wanted to break out of this caged existence, even though he’d left Jackson only a few hours earlier. But he was restless there too, and in need of a distraction. Things with Noelle—the park ranger Jake had dated for the past thirteen months—had gone sharply south. The circumstances of their meeting were far from normal. They’d been through too much early on—murder, natural disaster, and government conspiracy—and the flame had burned hot, but only briefly. The pace of the affair scared Jake off.

			He was longing for something, but he wasn’t sure what. He’d worked plenty over the summer, sixtysomething guided fishing trips. His back was tired and his hands calloused, but his intellect begged for a new challenge.

			He had to admit that, true to form, Divya made a convincing case. She’d cunningly engaged him with her words and reminded him that his past profession still required something of him.

			In law school, Jake’s professors always spoke of justice and fairness, while in the real world it was all fees and billable hours. Jake preferred the idealistic perspective, when he could convince himself of its legitimacy. In this instance, maybe he could.

			This was his biggest weakness, and he knew it—he searched for meaning in life by fighting high-stakes battles. Sadly, those quests had been more destructive than he cared to admit. He’d sacrificed much over the years: friends, coworkers, a chance at monetary success. And, occasionally, a clear conscience.

			And for what? He used to ponder that question more. To keep his own devils at bay by fighting a tangible evil? To slay the restlessness that plagued him?

			Life in Wyoming had been his escape. He found solace in the mountains, his fears allayed.

			But the last few autumns, when the leaves fell and the pace of life slowed, the burden had snuck back in under the cover of darkness. In his bed, alone, Jake wondered whether extant happiness was enough, whether the tranquilizing effect of the pines and rivers and peaks was permanent or fleeting.

			He’d find out soon enough. The pilot was on the PA. Flight time to Dulles, one hour and fifty minutes.

			From his carry-on—a sky-blue Mammut day pack—Jake grabbed the two-inch-thick stack of papers that Divya had FedExed him and put it on his lap. Then he closed his eyes.

			* * *

			After a few minutes of trying, Jake gave up on sleep. He took the black binder clip off his stack of papers. On the first page was a short handwritten note from Divya. “Jake—Welcome to For a Free America! We’re lucky to have you.”

			He positioned the air vent above him so it was blowing on his face and began reading. The next page was a photocopy of a newspaper article with the headline “Senator Canart Stirs the Melting Pot”:

			Where’s Waldo? Senator Rick Canart of Idaho wants to know. He has sponsored a bill to provide federal funding for the development of “human tracking” technology. The grant is earmarked in part for the joint venture dubbed “SafeTrak,” a collaboration between InfoTech and Catalyst Technologies, where Canart was CEO before winning election to the Senate. Since its inception the company has focused on researching and developing nano-GPS technology for various markets “from household to the whole world,” according to the company’s mission statement.

			“I think it’s important to develop all technologies that could lend a hand in our nation’s progress,” said the freshman lawmaker in a CNN interview on Tuesday. “Do I think all illegal immigrants should be tracked? Of course not. But I do believe there may be a time when this technology will be useful not only for individuals but also in managing our nation’s immigration and criminal issues.”

			The proposed legislation has provoked outrage among citizen-democrats and legal immigrants alike. New York University law professor and Cuban émigré Arin Helva says we shouldn’t buy into Canart’s hype. “It’s doomsday this, doomsday that. The only thing that Senator Canart should be worrying about is whether his own policies will cause a doomsday scenario. That, and obvious conflicts of interest.”

			Critics contend that using technology to track illegal aliens could be a slippery slope to tracking the activities of the entire population. Political correspondent Renee Williams doesn’t think such a scenario is likely in the short term, but says the legislation opens that door. “We are years away from any tracking program ‘hitting the shelves,’ as it were. That being said, any victory for Senator Canart will be seen by his camp as public support for his views.”

			“Jesus.” Jake had read snippets of Canart’s stratagem in Wyoming newspapers, but nothing so blunt.

			He moved deeper into the stack, looking over some case law Divvya had pulled. Fourth Amendment cases, right-to-privacy stuff. Cases on thermal imaging, illegal search and seizure, and so on. Basic first year con law.

			But the first year was when they hooked you with fairy tales of heroic advocacy, starring noble martyrs who gave it all up for the common good, men and women who found the underdog and bet it all. Jake had always been one to romanticize the underdog.

			Divya knew it. She was shrewd, and had made dragging Jake out of Jackson look easy. It helped that the town of Jackson’s Environmental Subcommittee, whose board Jake was on, was on hiatus until January.

			Divya had gushed about Jake’s skills of persuasion, his Honest Abe reputation, his considerable pro bono work (far exceeding the required fifty hours) on projects ranging from local HUD cases to his recurring advisory role for the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Hatewatch Program. She was using his own sensibilities against him, and he was smart enough to realize it. Still, those traits were his, and he decided there was no use in fighting himself.

			She promised to cover all expenses, which Jake didn’t doubt. There was enough cash forgotten in pockets at DC dry cleaners to fly a thousand washed-up lawyers back to Dulles.

			He leafed through the remainder of the pages. A few years back, certain uses of RFID (Radio Frequency Identification) technology had been banned by the Supreme Court of the Philippines. Interesting, but not a precedent for US jurisdiction.

			Jake went back to reading. A few minutes later, the pilot announced that they were beginning their descent into Dulles.

			It couldn’t come soon enough. Jake longed for fresh air. It wouldn’t be Wyoming, resplendent with sage and pine, but anything would be better than canned airplane air.

			Jake thought about Divya’s project. He agreed with her completely on the substance of the matter—a government tracking individuals, citizens or not, was unsettling at best, diabolical at worst. Forget the affront to the Fourth Amendment.

			Still, he always found it helpful to deconstruct his thoughts—in case they were biased—and reason them out fully from beginning to end.

			What is the issue here? Control? Being tracked is not inherently offensive; it’s what the people who collect that information might do with it. It was, as Divya had said, “a blatant invasion of privacy for immigrants”; that much was certainly true—but it was more tangible than that. It was downright scary. Information is control. If they know where you are, what you look like, where you are from, and what you are doing, the next step is total control. Playing God.

			Divya was right about another thing—there was a certain pride that was shattered when your every move was surveyed. It was like being invisibly chaperoned for the rest of your life. Back to being a kid.

			What would the proponents of the GPSN (nano-GPS) proposition say? The old classic, of course—If you aren’t doing anything wrong, then what do you care if we’re tracking you?

			Jake always found this argument callow, especially when it would be the government deciding what was “right” and “wrong” for immigrants.

			The plane bumped to the ground.

			Dulles was crowded too. It was a Monday, and there were suits everywhere. Jake was able to avoid baggage claim. He had everything he needed in his small carry-on backpack.

			When he walked out the sliding-glass doors, the humidity and heat struck him. It was October in DC, but it felt warmer than a mountain summer.

			The rental sedan would have felt luxurious to a sheik, just as the agent had boasted. Jake thanked God for the AC and the cooled leather seat. He turned both to high and headed east.

			The traffic was bad, even by DC standards. It took him more than an hour and a half to reach the Teddy Roosevelt Bridge. As he crossed it, he opened the windows. The stained current of the Potomac was moving imperceptibly, but he still got the feeling he always did on rivers—that the ambient flow was somehow washing him clean, circulating through and refreshing him. After crossing the bridge, he turned left and headed north along the river’s east bank.

			Jake appreciated the peculiar beauty of the urban environment, but more so its grandeur than its aesthetics. To think that man created all this—a whole world, a reality, from scratch—filled him with a sense of wonder.

			It was 6:15 p.m. by the time Jake arrived at Divya’s home in Georgetown, a beautiful Richardson Romanesque of pinkish stone. Its exterior looked newly renovated. He drove around the block for a few minutes, looking for parking.

			Divya answered the door wearing a hip herringbone pantsuit with a silk scarf, barefoot and clutching a glass of red wine. She stood a thin five-foot-ten, just two inches shorter than Jake. Her skin had a light cinnamon tone. As she kissed Jake on the cheek, he caught a whiff of something exotic in her long black hair. Jake had to admit she still had her looks.

			“I failed to warn you, but I’ve got some colleagues over for a dinner party.” She paused. “Try not to look so overwhelmed.”

			“Just a bit tired.” Which was a lie. He was slightly overwhelmed to see her. “Where can I put my bag?”

			“Top of the stairs, straight ahead is yours. Bathroom is down the hall.” He started up the stairs. “And Jake, what’s with the coat?”

			He looked down and noticed he was holding a puffy down jacket. “Oh, um, Wyoming.” He held it up for her to see. “Makes a good pillow too.” He balled it up and pretended to rest his head on it.

			“Okay, cowboy. See you in a minute.”

			* * *

			The guest room was ornate. Jake tossed his bag on the bed and ran his hand along the headboard. All of the furnishings were antique. Divya had won some big cases, sure, but the last time he’d seen her she was more bohemian than bourgeois.

			Jake washed his face in the bathroom’s porcelain bowl sink, listening to the distant voices of Divya’s guests. He wasn’t looking forward to mingling, but he couldn’t hide in the bedroom all night. He looked at himself in the mirror. The little crow’s-feet around his eyes didn’t make him feel any more confident. He blamed the high-country sun.

			Divya was waiting at the bottom of the stairs with a glass of wine. She was either still hung up on their decades-old fling, or trying hard to make him feel important. He took it, and the two clinked glasses.

			“To old friends,” she said.

			She took Jake by the arm and pulled him into the chaos. A dozen well-dressed men and women were glued to a flat-screen: Straight Up! with Sandy Hornan, the fast-talk musings of a hambone political analyst. The topics of discussion on tonight’s show were an Iowa senator’s personal indiscretions, followed by ­population growth in Third World countries. Hornan swung for the fences on the changeup. “Speaking of spreading your seed . . .”

			Divya cut in over the din. “Everyone, this is Jake Trent.” Not everyone turned from the show. “A dear friend. He prosecuted war criminals. Then, he cleaned up the streets of Philly!” The confused guests turned and nodded. Divya was laying it on thick. “And now, Jake?”

			“Now I need a refill.” He held up his glass.

			A short, dark-haired man in an expensive suit stood up and walked over with his hand in the air.

			Jake gave him the awkward high five he seemed to want. “Scott, how are you?”

			“I’m great, man; haven’t seen you since graduation. How are you? Heard you’re in Wisconsin now or something?”

			“Wyoming, yeah. Been there several years.”

			“Right.” He snapped his fingers as if trying to think. “Spencer, um, George Spencer, hell of a trial lawyer, man. The best. Are you working with him out there? I’d only assume . . .”

			“Gerry Spence. No, I haven’t practiced, I—”

			Scott interrupted. “I called you when I got laid off way back; thought maybe the firm could use someone. You never called back.”

			“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I should’ve—”

			Another interruption. “Aw, no worries. I’m just fucking with you. You want a Scotch? I brought over a hell of a bottle.”

			Jake held up his wine glass. “I’m good.”

			“Suit yourself. More for me! Let’s catch up later.” Scott punched him hard in the arm and walked away.

			Jake turned to Divya and rolled his eyes; the pace of the interaction had stunned him. She noticed the redness in his face.

			“So, Scott hasn’t changed,” Jake said sternly.

			“And neither have you.” She smiled. “Let’s find a seat.”

			Divya played the coquette and Jake the hesitant participant. Washed down with a few glasses of Stags’ Leap SLV Cab, her flirting was palatable. But the moment was soon ruined. It wasn’t more than an hour until a well-besotted Scott zeroed back in.

			“I just don’t get it. No offense.”

			“None taken.” What Jake meant was he wouldn’t bother acknowledging the slight.

			“You give up all for what? To be a rancher?” Scott hee-hawed at his own repartee.

			Divya tried to come to Jake’s rescue. “It’s beautiful there, from what I’ve heard.”

			Jake shrugged, not backing down, but unwilling to stoop to Scott’s level. “Takes all kinds, I guess,” he muttered.

			“I get it!” Scott’s epiphany made his face look like a surprised pig’s. His balding head harbored beads of sweat from all the eating, drinking, and disparaging. “You couldn’t take the pressure!”

			Keep it together, Jake thought.

			But it was too late. “The hell do you know about pressure?” Jake blurted out.

			A moment-long stare down between the two men.

			“Here.” Divya to the rescue again. She interrupted and poured both of them more wine.

			“I gotta take a piss.” Scott stood and strode away.

			When he returned, Jake changed the subject. He had no interest in a pissing contest, despite his opponent’s empty bladder. “So, you’re helping with the lobby?”

			“It’s not a lobby,” Divya murmured.

			Scott huffed. “No way. Can’t take the time off. New wife wants a swimming pool. That’s pressure.” He rolled his eyes. “Seven figures last year, Jake. Corporate litigation. Better than I woulda done if you’d thrown me a bone back then. I guess I should thank you.” He raised his glass, almost spilling the contents. So much for avoiding the pissing contest.

			“Congrats.” Jake gave Divya a smirk and then drained his just-filled glass.

			“Speaking of, are government employees supposed to be lobbying, Divya? Sounds like a conflict of interest to me.” Scott wagged his finger in her face.

			“Government?” Jake’s attention was piqued.

			“Legal aid, he means.” Like Jake, she adeptly changed the subject. “Let’s play a game!”

			Jake didn’t get to bed until 12:30 a.m. The crowd had gotten worked up discussing politics and the law, and Scott remained ruthlessly acerbic. He stirred awake at 3:30 a.m. in a cold sweat, ran to the bathroom, and vomited.

			Welcome back to the real world, he thought.
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			TLAXCALA, MEXICO. OCTOBER 16.

			6:30 P.M. CENTRAL STANDARD TIME.

			Going home was easy. For the first time she had the money to bus it rather than rely on a ride. When she’d moved to Jackson, Esma rode in a two-door ’88 Honda Accord with five others—one pregnant and vomiting, two others chain-smoking harsh Vera Cruz tobacco. Thirty-six hours. She’d made the trip a half dozen more times: running money to her mother, and returning with the food and drink her friends in Wyoming missed from home. It was the least she could do.

			Never again, she’d said.

			The Border Patrol on the highway was probing and demeaning. They treated the commercial bus passengers marginally better; if they knew you had some money, they figured you were legit.

			Family was a tricky word for Esma. Her father was a tyrant. Angry and drunk, he made her mother’s life miserable. Esma hadn’t spoken to him since first going to the States. She preferred it that way.

			Her mother couldn’t see it so clearly. They’d never divorced; instead, they dragged out the troubled alliance. He came and went, bringing joy on arrival and leaving a trail of emotional destruction behind him. He sometimes disappeared for months at a time.

			Esma and her mother had an unspoken rule. Papa was never mentioned, though she could hear in her mother’s voice whether he was around. Manic or morose, never even-keeled.

			Which is why it was such a shock when Arturo the Terrible opened the door. Her mother had given no hint over the phone that he might be around. Esma didn’t see it coming. Her initial impulse was to curl up in a ball, submit. But she was better than that now, though it took a little forced moxie.

			“Señor.” She nodded her head and squeezed past him, holding her breath. He smelled of tequila and Te Amo cigars. In her peripheral vision, she glimpsed a crooked smile. He was happy to see her squirm.

			Leticia. Mamá. The poor soul. Still beautiful at sixty-six, she was in the kitchen looking flustered.

			Mother and daughter exchanged a short embrace. Esma wanted to look into Letty’s eyes, search for any insight into why she still tortured herself. But Mamá was too smart for that. She eluded eye contact, muttering something about dinner.

			Arturo had wandered into the cocina, bumping and brushing the relics hanging on the adobe arch. He fumbled with a bottled of off-color liquor. When it was opened, he poured an ample portion into a dingy cup and held it out for his daughter.

			She didn’t acknowledge the gesture.

			“Try it.” Leticia spoke in Spanish. “He makes it himself.”

			“Quite the accomplishment.” English in return. An insult. Her parents didn’t understand the words, but Arturo laughed, getting the gist. His teeth were as yellow as his eyes. They glowed against his puffy brown face.

			“I thought we would go to church after dinner.” Spanish again.

			Esma responded to her mother in like tongue. “To repent for our sins?” Another laugh from Arturo. “I’m going to settle in.”

			The small house had a second story that had been added after the initial construction. The ceilings were low, and the floors were sloped and creaky.

			Her childhood room remained much the same, aside from a few extra knickknacks that were being stored.

			She could hear her father downstairs growling at her mother. “She’s always been a bitch! She didn’t even say hello! She can’t stay in a hotel with all that money?”

			Dios mío. Esma sat on her old twin bed and cried. She missed J.P. now. Arturo’s reappearance put J.P.’s faults into perspective. She wanted out, and she had been there only for half an hour. Poor Mamá. Esma knew her presence was going to fuel Arturo’s rage to rare heights. The grumbling from the kitchen had already turned into shouting and tears.

			Esma wiped her eyes and opened the front zipper of her roller case. She took out her checkbook and emptied her modest savings in her mother’s name.

			“Dinner!” Her mother shouted from the bottom of the stairs. She could hear the fake cheerfulness. Feigned normalcy. A perfect family dinner.

			Esma took her luggage and went back downstairs. Her mother did not look surprised.

			Arturo was pouring another drink, wearing a shit-eating grin.

			Esma handed her mother the check and turned to her father. “Keep it up. I hope it kills you.” English.

			Never again, she promised herself on her way through the door.

			* * *

			Boarding the bus, she felt ashamed. She had abandoned her homeland and the woman who raised her. But what solution was there? Arturo had plagued her mother for forty years, despite Esma’s best efforts. She knew if she stayed, she would only make things worse.

			* * *

			Esma tried to make small talk with the other passengers, working-­class women in their thirties and forties, but they were wary of her. Maybe her accent had changed over the years, giving away her Americanness. Or maybe it was her J.Crew slacks, peppered with the red dirt from the yard where she had once played as a child.

			Executive Housekeeper. Esma loved that they added the “executive” to make it seem as though she were something other than the head of housekeeping. But the hotel was fancy—five stars—and it was, on its face, a good job: $45,000 a year, plus benefits. What more could a girl from the outskirts of Tlaxcala ask for?

			Still, she knew what the management thought of her. Pretty? Yep, the men even think I’m “sexy.” Hardworking? Of course, like all beaners are.

			And she could speak Spanish! The only thing that really mattered. Was she smart? A good person? They had no idea; they’d never bothered to find out.

			She spent the night at a little motel in Miguel Ahumada with five other women from the bus, who had slowly warmed up to her. She would cross the border in the morning, legally and with all the right papers. She knew that wouldn’t be the case for some of the passengers.

			Esma could sense their nerves, smell their anxiousness. But they wouldn’t turn back; they were all headed to the States because they needed money, and not for trivial reasons. Most of the passengers were immigrating to the States to provide medical care and food for their families back home.

			At about 1 a.m., some young men from the bus kicked in the door to their motel room, drunk on tequila. They woke the women up, laughing, propositioning them.

			Esma wasn’t afraid. She could see weakness in their faces and in the way they moved. As far as threats went, she’d faced much worse.

			When one of the men grabbed her and tried to lead her away she hissed sharply in his ear in Spanish. You don’t have to do this. Your mother and father would be ashamed.

			The man slapped her hard across the face and called the rest of the gang out of the room. The other women quietly nodded at Esma, thanking her. Esma dabbed the blood from her nose in front of the bathroom mirror, half wishing her skin were another color. Then she lay down on the mildewed floor of the crowded room. From the bed above, someone tossed her a sheet and a pillow.

			“Gracias.” Her accent sounded unfamiliar, even to herself.

			In the morning, the passengers from the bus went in different directions to rendezvous with their coyotes, the smugglers who would help them into the States, if all went well. More often than not, aspiring immigrants weren’t successful; they either got ripped off or were detained shortly after crossing the border. There were stories of women being kidnapped, force-fed heroin, and sold as sex slaves. All this after they’d handed over their life savings to fellow countrymen who had promised to help.

			* * *

			The border agent glanced up to see a striking young woman in a slightly dirty pantsuit standing in front of his window.

			“You can’t walk through this line; motor vehicles only.” He gave her a confused look. Something about her confidence, her resolve, was off-putting. Behind her, a line of a dozen cars honked, their drivers agitated. She paid them no mind.

			She looked bedraggled, but her beauty couldn’t be disguised by things as relatively dull as dust and grime. She said nothing in response to the agent, just handed him a neatly paper-clipped stack of papers.

			He looked them over, then reclipped them and handed them back.

			“What the hell are you doing?” A gust rolled through the checkpoint, blowing sand across Esma’s face. She didn’t flinch. The agent slid his door shut momentarily to protect himself.

			When he opened it, he spoke again. “You’ve gotta be careful out here. A woman who looks like you, I mean.”

			Esma huffed. “Am I free to go?” She tucked a few disheveled strands of black silky hair behind her ear, still staring squarely at him.

			“Where are you going? For how long?”

			“Home,” she said obstinately.

			He looked around to make sure a supervisor wasn’t watching and then swiped his hand through the air, left to right, from Mexico to the States.

			“Be careful.”

			Esma shuffled through the checkpoint, catching a few curious stares from the contraband-search team as she passed. A man on the team whispered to his female coworker, who snickered. Esma kept walking fast, afraid to look back. She had no desire to be questioned or detained.

			In a few minutes she was a quarter mile past the border. Here she turned around and found no one following her. She took a deep breath and stuck her thumb in the air. She’d left herself only a few dollars, giving the rest to her mother.

			It wasn’t long until a recent-model Volvo station wagon pulled over. The family took her as far as Santa Fe. They pulled into the plaza and offered to buy her dinner, but she declined. For a moment, she stood in front of the luxury hotel and watched the man and his wife check in, while the kids ran around the lobby, looking for a swimming pool or vending machine.

			Life must be good.

			The pueblo-style plaza, while mostly authentic, looked like a mockery to Esma in the fading evening light. The plaza here featured tourists and expensive German cars parked in valet lots. That familiar conflict arose within Esma—irritation at the vanity of the American lifestyle versus the urge to indulge in it.

			Esma walked several miles along the highway, almost to Española, before she got picked up again. This time, her company was more country music than country club. Esma didn’t mind; she just wanted to get back to J.P.—to get back home.

			The Dodge pickup truck had recently been washed. Its black glitter coat, complete with chrome trim accents, reflected the harsh lights from the run-down roadside casinos. The two gringo men were quiet well into Colorado. The only thing they had asked was Where to? The driver’s response worried Esma a bit: “Jackson? Us too.”

			What are the chances?

			Esma tried not to think about the coincidence. She was happy to be escaping Tlaxcala.

			She awoke at 5 a.m., surprised that she’d been able to fall asleep. The driver and the rear-seat passenger had swapped spots sometime during the night. Her new partner in the backseat was staring at her with a wry smile.

			“Morning, chica.” His breath reeked of wintergreen chewing tobacco, his teeth brown.

			The man’s hair was short, blond, and unevenly cut. The right side of his head bore a long scar where no hair grew.

			Before Esma could look away, the man acknowledged her stare.

			“Name’s Ax.”

			Jesus, Esma thought.

			She concentrated her attention out the window so as not to stir up any more unwanted information.

			A roadside sign read: BAGGS, WY—41 MI.

			Well, that’s a relief. The vessel, despite its dubious crew, appeared to be going in the right direction.

			She drifted back to sleep.

			* * *

			Esma woke up to her ears popping from altitude and loud country music. She looked out the window, trying to figure out how much progress they’d made during her slumber.

			Verdant, groomed fields dominated the landscape—potatoes and barley, not hay. At the junction of the highway and a small dirt road, she saw a familiar sign: GRUPO MODELO BREWING. She knew she was in neither Mexico nor Wyoming. They were somewhere in Bumfuck, Idaho, where the brewery owned massive tracts of land.

			What the hell?

			She closed her eyes again so she wouldn’t attract attention. Over the music, she heard one of the men say, “Twenty grand, man! What the hell would we do with her anyway?”
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			WASHINGTON, DC. OCTOBER 17. 

			8:30 A.M. EASTERN STANDARD TIME.

			Pounding on Jake’s bedroom door. He bolted awake. The early morning hours had been miserable, and he had just drifted to sleep, finally comfortable. He mumbled something resembling C’mon in.

			Divya entered carrying a silver tray, upon which stood a ­silver carafe, two small mugs, and a ceramic kettle. Tea-party-sized cream and sugar vessels in her left hand. She fumbled finding room for the platter on the bedside table, and Jake moved the alarm clock and lamp to the floor.

			“That wasn’t as graceful as I imagined. Tea or espresso?”

			“Wow.” Jake’s compliment came out more like a groan. He cleared his throat. “The coffee, please.”

			She poured him a cup, then motioned to the cream and sugar, which he declined. “You look like shit.”

			Divya was wearing a violet silk nightgown that was sheer enough to reveal every detail of her breasts. As always, she smelled like something wonderful and exotic. Clove and fenugreek and sweet mango.

			“Guess I overdid it last night.” Jake sipped his coffee. It was strong and bitter—expensive, no doubt.

			“You kinda wandered off to bed.” She sat down on the bed and started pouring herself a cup of tea. “I was disappointed.”

			Jake smiled accommodatingly and took another sip. Anyone else and he might have wondered if she was referring to something sexual, but with Divya, he had no doubt. Sure enough, she pushed the hair gently from his forehead and felt for a fever with the back of her hand.

			What a flirt.

			“Do hangovers come with a fever?”

			She took her hand back. “Guess not.” She stood up. “I’m gonna get in the shower.” Again the innuendo. Jake ignored it, though he might have been tempted if his stomach didn’t feel as if he’d been at sea for six weeks.

			“Ready in thirty minutes?”

			“Sure.”

			Jake dawdled for a bit, a little unsure if he could go through with it the way he was feeling. Get it together, man. It’s just a hangover. He tried to drink more coffee to wake up, but its effect on his stomach offset any bump gained in energy.

			The shower turned on, and the sound made Jake regret his decision. His former relationship with Divya had been passionate, to say the least. Most of their dates had started with sex—they couldn’t help it—then moved on to dinner, a show, whatever, punctuated by sex again when they got home. Their split had had nothing to do with lack of desire.

			Still feeling familiar enough, Jake opened the door to the master bathroom and hung a dress shirt on the towel rack to lose its travel wrinkles. He saw his ex-lover’s curves and color through the frosted glass.

			“Just putting a shirt in here for a minute.”

			She turned toward him, still mostly obscured by the shower door, but now the dark circles of her nipples were visible, if blurred.

			“There’s an iron in my bedroom.”

			“This’ll be fine.”

			He retreated to his room and pulled on socks and gray pants, found a white T-shirt in his bag and threw that on too. He looked in the mirror above the dresser. Thankfully, his hair was still short enough that a shower wasn’t required to wrestle it into submission. He opened his mouth wide and stretched his face. Divya was right—he looked like shit.

			The water stopped and Divya came in, wearing only a towel, with Jake’s dress shirt. He thanked her and turned away before she could make any more out of it.

			“Gimme fifteen more minutes. The car’s not gonna be here till nine fifteen.”

			“I can drive,” Jake replied toward the bedroom that she’d withdrawn to. “Got the rental.”

			“It’s already arranged.”

			He buttoned his shirt, gave himself one last look, and then headed to the foggy bathroom to brush his teeth. Next, to the kitchen, stopping at the front door to grab the Washington Post on the way.

			He mixed a little bit of orange juice with cold water, hoping to rehydrate himself and spark a little energy. The concoction went down much easier than the coffee. Standing, he read the paper at the counter. There wasn’t much going on: murder in the ghettos, bickering on the Hill, Capitals on an early six-game losing streak. No mention of the GPSN issue.

			Divya came down at exactly 9:15 looking gorgeous. This was how Jake remembered her: scrambled, frenetic, yet elegant. Strangely self-assured, at least on the surface.

			They walked out to the curb and loaded into the black town car. It was early but already humid, and the air conditioner was pumping inside.

			“Oh,” Divya said.

			“What?”

			“I was gonna ask you for your jacket, but I just realized you’re not wearing one.”

			Classic Divya. “You said everything was going to be informal.”

			“It’s fine.” She put her hand on his wrist and left it there, as if she were some debutante with her suitor.

			The car came to a stop outside an all-glass building behind the United States Botanic Garden. A slick brass sign read OLSEN WILLIAMS LAW.

			“Running with the big dogs again,” Jake muttered.

			“Oh, shhh! You ready for this?”

			“Hey, I was born ready,” Jake said, putting on his professional face, then a smile. Divya laughed.

			“It’s not like that, I told you!”

			“But I should have worn a suit?”

			Divya sighed, and Jake opened the door. They walked into the lobby toward the security console, where Divya signed in. The click-a-clack of dress shoes on a marble floor took Jake back to various courtrooms. A disturbing rhythm.

			In the elevator, the occupants were checking their watches and iPhones, tapping their feet. Dreading whatever was in store for them at the office. Jake looked at their faces. The deportment of joy was missing from each one, muted by something deemed more pressing.

			They got off on the eleventh floor. Jake followed as Divya walked purposefully through a glass door and checked in at another security desk. When they got to the conference room, a murmuring crowd of suits awaited them. On Divya’s arrival, people shuffled around and found seats.

			She began to speak.

			“First of all, thanks to everyone for coming. This is the first time we’ve had all the major players together, so let’s start at the beginning. Welcome to the For a Free America campaign. Our goal is to inform lawmakers and the American public about the dangers of Senator Canart’s human-tracking proposals.”

			Sounds an awful lot like a lobby, Jake thought.

			“We’re first concerned with image, because that’s the most important facet of the groundwork of this campaign. We need to get a message out there, clear and simple.

			“So, I know some of you have emailed me with your ideas for casting this thing in a light that’s most favorable to our position, but let’s voice those ideas to the whole crew. Tom, let’s start with yours.”

			Divya sat down. Tom began to speak. Jake recognized him from the party, but they hadn’t talked.

			“China.” He paused. “That’s it, really. Americans are scared of the Chinese, their government, their success, the whole idea of it. So, we compare this proposal to some of the societal-control issues that exist over there. Paint it that way. No American wants to be compared to the Chinese. China is the new Russia. We can produce a few national segments that compare the two and really hammer that into people’s heads.”

			A young-looking lawyer spoke up with confidence. “I’m sorry, what commonalities exactly are we talking about here, Tom? You kind of lost me.”

			Tom gave a cold stare back to the young associate. “In ninety-nine the Chinese government, reeling over staggering population growth, implemented a covert program they’d had in their books for a while. Silly as it sounds, the operation was called Shar-Pei. The dog, the program’s namesake, is considered a guard dog. ‘The guardian of the herd.’ ”

			“What does a guard dog have to do with GPSN?” The young man again.

			“ ‘The guardian of the herd,’ remember, not ‘guard dog.’” The distinction was lost on Tom’s dissenter, who shrugged. Divya was staring Tom down, telling him to get on with it.

			“Shar-Pei was implemented to track and eventually control China’s population. The military descended on rural towns one April evening and took ten thousand ‘sample citizens’ back to regional bases where they were implanted with GPSN chips. For nearly a year, the government watched their movements, even toyed with the notion of upgrading their hardware so they could disable individuals remotely, should that become necessary.”

			Jake looked up, interested. “Remote-controlled killing? Is that what you’re saying?”
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