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For my brother, Douglas

Let me say, at the risk of seeming ridiculous,
that a true revolutionary is guided by great feelings of love.

—Che Guevara

Americans learn only from catastrophe
and not from experience.

—Theodore Roosevelt



I AM IN HIDING, SOMEPLACE COLD. SOMEPLACE THEY WON’T FIND ME, OR haven’t yet. Weeks have passed, weeks spent watching weather through windows, flash storms, incessant rains. And now the first snow. It fell in the night, six inches or more, and with dawn came the groaning plows down in the valley—the digging out before the long settling in. The hillsides are barren, the foliage all fallen away, leaving only the trees themselves, shivering and vulnerable. I can see most of the driveway through the bare branches, a half mile of unpaved switchbacks winding through the fields, before the final run-out to the county road. To civilization, if that’s what you’d call it. That’s what I called it for a long time, or would have if I’d ever thought like that. About America, I mean.

The house isn’t so bad. It’s a retrofitted barn with two low-ceilinged bedrooms upstairs, and down here, a central space for eating, working, living. Plenty of furniture, too, a jumble of cast-off antiques and yard-sale specials, amassed slowly over the years—spared, salvaged, saved. A running theme, perhaps. There is no romance in going underground, in becoming anonymous, stateless, tended to by strangers who come and go in shadows. I have no TV, no phone, no computer or Internet. They’re serious about communication, or the necessary lack of it, because you never know who could be listening in. The best I can do is a small radio and days-old newspapers, which my handlers bring on their twice-weekly visits. Tuesdays and Fridays at dusk. They flash their high beams at the bottom of the driveway and again closer to the house. Otherwise I split. That’s the plan.

I don’t know the history of the place, but I imagine it’s been used like this for a while—as a hideout, a safe house, a place to regroup and then move on. Everything here is transitory, cheap, easily left behind. Even the few decorations—the model ship above the fireplace, the sun-faded posters advertising Pan Am 747s and British Rail routes to Scotland—speak to travel, to escape. But there’s nowhere to go, not right now, and so I sit here at this timeworn desk, keyed up on coffee and cigarettes, searching for a voice, a way into the story. I want to remember what my life was like before. Sounds stupid, I realize. I lived it, so how hard can it be to put into words? Well, I’ve tried:

My name is Aidan Cole. For three years I wrote and edited a popular New York–based blog called Roorback.com. Defined literally, a roorback is a “defamatory falsehood published for political effect,” but I wanted the grand old word to stand for all the defamations and falsehoods published and proffered in our irreverent media age. Indeed, my blog was a wryly cynical and slightly subversive examination of the fourth estate’s daily lies and blunderings, a kind of meta-media—

Oh, you know all that already, and you know much of what’s to follow as well. The public facts are all too familiar. But the truth . . . the truth has remained elusive.

Even now, it’s hard to accept—to really comprehend—what has happened. Maybe putting it down on paper will help. Somewhere out there—and I wish I knew where—Paige Roderick is doing the same, using words to explain her actions. Our actions. That’s the promise we made on our last night together: to write our stories as best we understood them. Perhaps these accounts will aid our defense if we get caught, or enlighten others if we get killed. That was Paige’s original intent, after all—to hijack people’s scant attentions and warn them of the world to come. Maybe, months or years from now, hidden behind foolproof identities or living safely on foreign soil, we’ll combine the two tales, then post it all online or publish it as a memoir, a kind of warning shot across the American bow. And why not? We’re a decade into the century of the self, the age of endless explanation, where every life demands a public forum, every face a shot at fame. More likely, though, these pages will never find an audience. Our tenuous situations will change, or certain memories will prove too much to revisit day after day. And maybe that’s for the best. Still, we must try, while we have time and truth on our side. We’re far from innocent. But we’re hardly guilty as charged.



AIDAN
 [image: image]


TO THINK THIS ALL STARTED AT MY GIRLFRIEND’S PARTY, LESS THAN THREE months ago. I say girlfriend, but Cressida preferred lover. Girlfriend meant something different in her native London, she always told me, but I think she just liked the mystery, the vague open-endedness of her favored term. That and it read better. Cressida Kent, in case you’re not from New York (and believe me, there’s no reason you should be), was a metro reporter and monthly “relationships columnist” for the New York Times, the latest—and most accomplished—in a long line of shameless girls-about-town who documented the romantic possibilities of the city after dark. She lived with two other women in their early thirties (a reality-TV producer and a senior editor at Glamour), in a converted warehouse on Gansevoort Street, smack in the middle of the Meatpacking District. They were of a type, the three roommates—assiduous, attractive, and unmarried—and judging by the crowd that night, they seemed to know every young media professional still lucky enough to be employed after two long years of recessionary layoffs.

It was the last Wednesday in August. Almost four days had passed since the explosion, but its effects were still evident in every corner of the room. New York, despite the faded memory of 9/11, had never really been a city of bombs. So many countries were represented by its consulates and realized in its boroughs that I’d always believed there was a kind of unstated agreement to fight the terror wars elsewhere, in distant gulfs and deserts. But those assumptions had just changed overnight, and quickly, the nine years since 2001 seemed nothing more than time to catch our breath.

Cressida’s large, exposed-brick loft was full of wrinkled shirts and wearied brows, tired but exhilarated men and women still seeking answers to the most basic journalistic questions—the who, how, and why of the act itself. The story of the year was up for grabs, and every able reporter in the city was chasing it. Hence the scattered cliques, pockets of people in corners, horse-trading gossip, running rumors on margin. Still, the party wasn’t all business, because terrorism, in the end, is personal (just as politics is local). It starts with the one, with private fears and anxieties and an inevitable looking inward, until we each lift our heads and find one other. It was the first night people had ventured back out, and the feeling that we ’ d once again dodged some kind of bullet—or bomb—hovered over the proceedings like so much cigarette smoke. The collective relief was palpable.

Our hosts hadn’t held back: two male models poured liquor from behind a fully stocked bar; moonlighting actresses slithered through the crowd carrying trays of dumplings and miniature spring rolls; in a corner near the kitchen a voluptuous woman in a flowing ensemble read tarot cards to a captivated audience; and toward the back of the space, beyond the dining-room-cum-dance-floor, stood a dead-eyed DJ in a black-and-white-striped bodysuit, spinning seventies glam rock sprinkled with new wave. The party was loud and crowded, and that was the point: to get people out of their offices and away from their iPhones, their BlackBerrys, their laptops. If only for a night. It was almost 1 a.m. and I’d spent the last half hour inching through the high-ceilinged room, hugging friends and sparring with acquaintances. For these were the very people I chronicled. I was trying to find Cressida and had come within sight of her more than once, but every time we made eye contact, she shook her head and turned away. You see, I hadn’t actually been invited. We’d been fighting since her last column appeared, the week before, but still, I hoped my surprise appearance, coupled with the larger events of the moment, might bring her to the bargaining table. If not the bedroom.

Then I saw Touché. He was talking to the DJ as he flipped through her milk crate of LPs. She stood behind the turntables expressionless, pretending not to listen, but her headphones were down around her neck, leaving her ears vulnerable to that purring South American accent. She was all black bangs and colored tattoos—not Touché’s normal quarry, but my friend was nothing if not adaptable—and she was trying so hard to remain aloof. Indeed, her tortured disdain for her surroundings was a thing to behold, all these young professionals in their boutique clothes and jangling accessories, blurring after a while into the same self-important person—Exhibit A being this suave Latin guy flipping through her records, far too well dressed and classically handsome for her taste, but still, there was something about him. I watched her glance his way, once and then again. And then I knew she had no chance. Julian Touché was tall and dark, with smooth hair and flawless skin, but his eyes were what did it. They were charcoal colored, but when they fell on someone (and they always fell, moving down from some higher place), they became at that moment the brightest in any room. He could look a woman dead on and she’d forget what she was saying. It was a talent we, his friends, had noticed early on, and Christ, how it worked: send Touché to break the ice and everyone was in for a memorable night. And yet, something about his rakishness was completely sincere. He never tried too hard; with his looks, background, and bank account he didn’t have to. He was the kind of person you just wanted to be around because there was always a chance something extraordinary would happen. I watched him pick out a record, then lean in close to give it to her. He whispered something in her ear, and that’s all it took: she fell out of character. She bit her lip, grabbed his forearm, and giggled. Suddenly she was just another jaded hipster who knew too much about music.

She was examining the album in her hands when Touché looked up and saw me. A grin spread across his face, a grin that reached back past our recent months of silence to the luminous years that had come before. He gave the DJ what looked like a kiss on the neck, then turned and came striding toward me. When he put his arms out to greet me, I got that same old feeling—that I was in the glowing center of it all.

“Too long,” he said. We hugged, then he stepped back to take my measure.

“You’re the one who disappeared.”

“Ah, Aidan, I’m not so hard to find.”

A new song came on, some nineties Brit-pop number, Pulp or James or Blur—I always got them confused—and Touché turned and gave the DJ a small wave.

“You picked this?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Who sings it?”

“I have no idea. But she has to like it. They’re her records, no?” He laughed, then looked at the empty drink in my hand. “That won’t do. I’ll be right back.” Before I could answer, he disappeared into the crowd in front of the bar.

He was always disappearing. Sometimes it was minutes, often it was months. As it happened, I hadn’t seen him since before Memorial Day, when he flew down to Venezuela to spend a few weeks with his family. He did it every year, except this time he didn’t come back. Or maybe he did and never told me, which was entirely possible: Julian Touché’s life was defined by ambiguity. Part of it was the money, of course; money can make anyone mysterious. But Touché seemed to thrive on vagueness. We could pick right back up where we left off, as if the last three months had never happened, and as long as I didn’t ask questions, as long as he was ultimately calling the shots, everything would be fine.

We met in the fall of 2002, a few weeks into our first semester at NYU’s graduate school of journalism. It was the night the clocks changed, and I was at a bar on the Bowery with a girl I sat next to in Politics and the Press. When the conversation dried up, she used the extra hour as an excuse to head home to get some work done. This was some years ago, when the Bowery at 2 a.m.—or 3—was still a shadowy obstacle course for a woman dressed like she meant it, and so I said I’d walk her back to campus. On Mercer Street, we fell in with a group of fellow journalism students heading to a party. When my date heard the host’s name, she suddenly got her second wind.

Their destination was a stately Washington Square apartment building with a uniformed doorman and a spacious lobby that had us talking under our breath out of respect for the marble. The doorman didn’t ask whom we were visiting. He just looked at the girls with a smile, then followed us into the elevator, pulled the crosshatched gate closed, and up we went. All the way to the top. There was no exterior hallway; the doors opened right into the apartment. It was a small detail at the time, but one I still remember these many years later. How real wealth is so often measured by absence. The apartment was a maze of frayed and well-worn rooms filled with cracked-leather armchairs and antique armoires, a collage of old-world styles and colors, the accumulation of generations—generations of Touchés, as it turned out. I walked down a corridor lined with sconces and into a living room the size of a small Broadway stage. Other halls wandered off toward distant bedrooms, but everything happened in that central room. I perched on an armrest and watched pretty people come and go, the party continually refreshing itself like a stylish European airport bar as small waves of new arrivals appeared (after last call at the bars) to replace the not-so-early departures.

I met the man himself in the kitchen. He’d just finished pouring shots for a semifamous actor and his friends, and when he saw me, he simply walked up and introduced himself. He didn’t ask who I was or how I’d gotten there; for that matter, no one did. Just finding the place meant I belonged. He looked familiar, and for good reason. We weren’t in any classes together, but we knew some of the same people, had noticed the same girls. We talked awhile, and when he was finally called into other conversations, I wandered back to the living room, with its period furniture and peeling wallpaper. A painter’s easel near the windows held a half-finished watercolor (Mrs. Touché’s sometimes hobby, I later learned). In a nearby corner rested a stand-up globe, its faded sepia surface hinting at the hard-won boundaries of earlier empires. But Touché the younger had made his mark as well, and the room now teetered between generations: nude Nan Goldin photographs beside nude Picasso prints; a flat-screen TV wedged between century-old French windows; and behind the globe a complex stereo system, its lights and buttons blinking down upon the dusty earth like alien crafts in formation.

When I finally left, around 5 a.m., I did so with the impression that Julian Touché and I had, well, hit it off—a rare thing for two straight men in New York—though I couldn’t for the life of me remember what we’d discussed. In the weeks that followed I tried to piece together my new friend’s background. Everyone at school claimed to know something about him. His father, Santo, was a successful businessman-turned-politician from one of Venezuela’s oldest families. Mary, his exquisite mother, was an American heiress, a descendant of Du Ponts. From here, we moved toward conjecture. It was said that Santo Touché played a large role in the palace coup that had just that year brought down the socialist regime of Hugo Chávez. But in the power vacuum that followed, Chávez was sucked back into office, and Santo and dozens of other aristocratic revolutionaries were forced to flee with their families to the relative safety of distant provinces. Some, citing Julian’s extended absences, believed my new friend had played a significant part in these proceedings. Others thought him nothing more than a generous playboy living high off his two noble bloodlines—the New York apartment, a summer house on Fishers Island, a chalet in Courchevel—while his father moved among hidden estates in the foothills of the Orinoco River.

This was my introduction to the legend. And there was so much more. I heard—and would soon become part of—stories that became almost mythical in the retelling, but I’ll spare you the specifics. It is enough to say that Julian Touché enjoyed excesses of every kind, traveled in circles I’d only glimpsed, and all the while stage-managed the many facets of his life so carefully that after many years of camaraderie, even close friends never quite knew where they stood within his wide and graceful orbit.

It was late now. Cressida’s party was getting sloppy. Touché had returned with our drinks and was nodding toward the dance floor.

“Look,” he said.

The lights were low. The DJ had hit her stride, and the crowd was responding—a mass of drunken, gyrating bodies trying to ward off impending middle age. And now I saw her, our dear hostess, shimmering in the middle of it all. She was being spun around by a fleshy editor from the Post, and as the song ended and their bodies came together, he suddenly dipped her one last time, pausing momentarily as her hair scraped the floor. Cressida came up laughing, grabbed the low-cut front of her top, and gave him a hug. A few nearby couples clapped.

“She knows you’re watching,” Touché said, taking a sip of his drink. “So much fun, relationships.”

“If that’s what you’d call it.”

“Let me guess. You’re fighting about her latest column.”

“Have you read it?”

“I read them all,” my friend said, trying, and failing, to stifle a smile. “Dissecting the details of your hapless love life is one of my life’s great pleasures.”

“So you’d be pissed off, too.”

“I wouldn’t be involved with a dating columnist in the first place. Even the lovely Cressida. What did you expect?”

“She swore she’d never write about us.”

“Aidan, come on. I think deep down you like what she does, the power of her pen, so to speak. Of course, the power of your pen seems more the issue these days.”

“Fuck off.”

“Ah, yes . . .”

We’d gravitated to the two large, south-facing windows, open wide to the breezy night, and were looking out across the balconies and rooftops of downtown Manhattan. Below us the bruised and cobbled streets of the old West Side sagged uncomfortably under the weight of discovery. Once a host to blood-spattered union men and long-limbed transvestites, the Meatpacking District was now a vulgar orgy of development, the titivated epicenter of New York’s grotesque and tragically hip. Even Touché, who was unbothered by things that drove most people to distraction, muttered as he gazed down on the midnight hordes stampeding past in denim and heels and highlights. Had these people been impacted by the bombing four nights before? Or had the news already been forgotten, brushed aside in favor of the more digestible, the more personally affecting, the more assuredly insignificant? I’m sorry if I seem bitter. You see, I know the answer.

The bomb went off on the deserted fifteenth floor of 660 Madison Avenue at 3:45 a.m., on Sunday, August 22 (almost three months ago exactly). The building, as you know, houses Barneys, and as New York awoke that rainy morning to the searing image of a burning office tower, it was easy to believe the worst. Television: I remember so clearly that shaky helicopter camera panning in on the blast site. The hole was two stories high and almost as wide, and through the smoke I could just make out the hollow offices inside. It was all so familiar: the dead cell phones, the buzzing fear, the desperate need for information, and something else . . . an odd sort of pride. We were a city again, united through tragedy despite our countless divisions. But New York—or at least Manhattan—also presented a unique problem of geography. I was making coffee in my West Village studio, a short block from the Hudson, when I turned on the TV and saw the news. Instinctively, I went to the window and looked out at the sliver of visible river, wondering, if it came to that, how the hell I’d get across. It was something all of us on that overcrowded island had secretly pondered, because there was always the chance that more might come.

But more didn’t come. The morning progressed apace. The mayor delivered a few steely-eyed assurances, then left the airwaves to the talking heads, the experts of our age, already spilling over with speculation. It was the beginning of a new battle; it was the end of an old war. It was us; it was them. For a while it was even spontaneous combustion—a kind of manhole explosion in the air. At some point a broader target was identified: consumerism. Could there be a better symbol of flawed Western values than Barneys, that most famous of high-end department stores? The war of civilizations had reached America’s upper classes—our preening, clucking socialites—and there’d be no ignoring it now. This, then, became the story, until late morning, when a fellow blogger, a guy I vaguely knew, wrote in a post that he’d recently been to Barneys with his girlfriend, and from what he remembered, the store didn’t go up fifteen floors.

In the days that followed, the hole in the building became a voyeuristic extravaganza. I took the E-train uptown to see for myself, and there it was, a giant black cavity, taunting the city with the expanding mystery of its origins. Yet Touché and I had yet to mention the event. That’s what friendship with him was like. A bomb, quite literally, goes off, shakes the foundation of our urban lives, and he’s making eyes at a DJ across a hazy room.

“She’s good,” he said, as some synthesized Joy Division knock-off crescendoed through the loft. Or maybe it was Joy Division.

“So what have you been up to?” I asked.

“Taking flying lessons.”

“Really? You’re becoming a pilot?”

“I already am. I got my license last month.”

“Why?”

“Ah, Aidan, it’s what we do. We children of the wealthy are doomed by the long shadows of our forefathers to lives of insignificance. And so we learn to pass the time with material pleasures, embrace the hobbies of our birthright—boats and planes, horses and golf. How else to forget the failures of our class?”

“Oh.”

“I’m kidding,” Touché said, laughing. “A joke, you know? Maybe not so funny. My father flew when he was younger. And my uncles. And I thought if I learned, it might . . . it might help back home.”

I didn’t push him further; Touché was always guarded about the situation in Venezuela. But even the silence worked in his favor, fueling rumors of his secret second life. Legends grow from a lack of information.

He sipped his drink and looked at me.

“What?” I said.

“Why don’t you ever ask me about it?”

“Venezuela? Because you’d never answer.”

“You know what I think?” said Touché. “I think sometimes you . . . how do I put this . . . you buy too fully into the American narrative. And when opposing ideas are introduced, foreign ideas, you can’t accept them as potentially valid.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, forget it. We don’t have to get into this.”

“Into what?” I said.

“A real conversation.”

“Do you think I’m not capable?”

“I think you’re not willing,” he replied. “And why should you be? You’ve found a place for yourself, a certain niche, even if it’s . . . again let me say this right . . . not undeserved but perhaps a bit inconsequential.”

“Are you talking about my life or yours?”

“Ah, yes. Maybe both. Maybe everyone’s.” He looked out over the party again. “The busy lives of the eternally hip.”

“Sounds like a book title.”

“Except the eternally hip never get around to writing books.”

“Just blogs?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Touché said.

“It is what you meant.”

“I’m talking about me. What my life’s been like for too long. But you. You have, what, thirty thousand people who read what you write every day?”

“More like fifty.”

“Fine. An impressive following. But you can get that many people to go watch a preacher, or professional wrestling.”

“What’s your point?”

“That it doesn’t matter. That we focus too much on statistics. On small details. Americans sit too close to the television.” Touché laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m getting wrapped up in everything that’s happened this week, and we’re here to have—”

“You boys should always greet the hostess when you come to a party,” said a voice behind us. We both turned. Cressida was standing there, flush from the dance floor. Her auburn bangs were matted to her forehead, and her halter top clung like a wet stamp to her pale, freckled frame. Cressida wasn’t traditionally beautiful—her lips were too thin, her breasts got lost in bras—but with her curious eyes, her small button nose, and her almost perfect English ass, she could be quite stunning in specific moments.

“A vision,” said Touché, kissing her theatrically on both cheeks. “And you must meet my friend Aidan. He was just asking about you.” But Cressida wasn’t playing along, so Touché held up his empty cup. “I’ll let the two of you get reacquainted,” he announced, and with that he drifted off in the general direction of the dance floor.

“He’s such an asshole,” I said.

“You love him.” Cressida was looking straight at me—questioning, considering, accusing, all at once. Then she blinked. “What’s wrong with you? You’ve been glaring at me all night. You can’t come over and say hello?”

“Not if you can’t invite me in the first place. It’s so great to find out about your girlfriend’s party from someone else.”

She rolled her eyes, a habit I hated (although when I’d said as much, months before, she replied that eye-rolling was what I did for a living, one blog post at a time). Someone called her name, and she looked up and blew a kiss to a departing couple. When she turned back around, her smile had evaporated. “Aidan, can we try not to ruin the night? It’s been a hard enough week already. It’s all hands on deck at the paper. Dozens of reporters, hundreds of leads . . . all leading nowhere. I’ve been at the office late every night. I must look a right mess.”

“You haven’t called once.”

“There hasn’t been time.”

“There’s always time. You said it yourself in one of your fine columns on commitment.”

“Stop it.” She moved closer, clasping her arms loosely around my waist. Then she looked at me again. This time the bravado was gone, and I could see how exhausted, how fetchingly vulnerable she was under that dusting of freckles and makeup.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, through strands of damp hair, and I was, though for what, exactly, I wasn’t sure. Fighting, I guess. Stubbornness. Selfishness. Hell, when aren’t we sorry?

I don’t want to make this sound overly dramatic. This was hardly the height of romance. We were just two people on the fringes of a party, made small by sound and circumstance, but—and I keep thinking cinematically as I recall that night—if the camera had panned in close, it would have caught something genuine. Though I wouldn’t call it love. We were too far along for that.

“Stop looking at me,” she said.

“But you look nice.”

“Nice?”

“Yes. Nice. Sexy. Beauti—”

“We need to talk.”

“I know.”

She cleared her throat and gazed outside. “What do you want?”

It was the worst kind of question, and it grew in the silence that followed. There were a thousand answers—all correct, but none quite right.

“I want to have dinner tomorrow night,” I said.

She looked surprised. “Okay, fine, but I have to work late again.”

“What exactly do they have you doing?”

“I don’t know. Chasing scraps. Not even scraps. The metro desk is a mob scene, which means I probably won’t have to write a column this month.”

“Oh, too bad,” I said, but she ignored the comment.

“There’s just so little information, something has to break. I mean, how can someone succeed at—that’s not the right word—but you know what I’m trying to say. How can a person plant a bomb, completely undetected, inside a well-secured office building in the middle of Manhattan? Do you know how many security cameras there are on Madison Avenue?”

“We’re still in the early days,” I said.

“But there’s been nothing. And not a peep from the FBI either. Oh, listen to us, prattling on like everyone else. We throw a party to give people a few hours of fun, and look, we’re all still working.”

The room came back to us then, puncturing the moment, what was left of it. Cressida suddenly seemed unfamiliar, like someone I knew only casually. People were hovering nearby, waiting to talk to her, to say hello or good-bye. She had to go. We kissed, lingering for a moment, but no longer.

“Okay, tomorrow night then,” she said, and waded back into the scrum.

I made my way to the bar and ordered a beer. The party had peaked and was coming down the other side. It was a weeknight after all, and we weren’t so young anymore. Early thirties, midthirties, a few even older. We had entered the second stage of city living. These days we checked our watches, wary of the critical difference between one and three in the morning. These days we agreed with each other more than we used to, if only to avoid awkwardness or argument. And these days we betrayed one another, too. With women, with men, with work. Our close friends—from childhood, from college, from those first anxious years in New York—had moved away or melted into marriage. Our new friends were hungrier, more successful, a bit ruthless. We’d all been here a long time now.

I was drunk and floating, group to group, like everyone else. No one cared at this hour about listening. The music was still loud. People were making out. I walked to the bathroom but the line was too long. Where once we laid our drugs out on coffee tables, now we sniffled and fidgeted as we waited to do them alone. Why hadn’t Cressida asked me to stay the night? Maybe she’d tried and I’d missed the signal. No, there had been no signal. I looked across the room at the DJ. She was doing a shot with another girl. Had Touché gone home? Maybe I should go home. Cut the proverbial losses.

Then I saw my boss, Derrick Franklin. He was holding court near the front door. I turned back toward the bar, but it was too late. I’d been spotted. Derrick waved me over with a sly grin, followed by an aside to his older male companions. They laughed, too readily. Money people, I thought.

“Aidan, you’re out late,” he said, making a big deal of looking at his watch. “Collecting material, I hope.”

Derrick found this sort of thing amusing. I—and the rest of his blogging empire—found it exasperating. But he signed the paychecks, so I stood there and endured fifteen torturous minutes of Roorback anecdotes and Cressida jokes—all of them at my expense. When the talk finally shifted to weightier matters, I excused myself and ducked into Cressida’s empty bedroom. My phone had been buzzing all night with e-mails, so I shut the door and turned on her computer.

Blogging was a business, at least for me, and I was contractually obligated to produce at least a dozen well-researched posts a day, the first by 8:30 a.m. For this I received a modest salary and health insurance, but the real benefits weren’t so quantifiable. If Roorback wasn’t New York’s most popular blog strictly by numbers, it was certainly one of its most essential; the people who read it were the city’s new bourgeois, the complex circuitry of the information age (and I, a kind of hidden conductor). Because of Roorback I now had access to a New York I’d only read about before. Touché’s New York. Cressida’s New York. A New York of public names, private clubs, and the kind of parties that made the papers. It’s funny: you search forever for success, and then, as soon as you stop trying so hard, you wake up one morning and suddenly you’re somebody. Of course, you also remain the person you were, and for me that meant in debt. I was thirty-three years old, had $35,000 in unpaid student loans, and $1,200 in my checking account. In life’s slower moments—on subways or in bed—these facts momentarily caught up with me, until I got to where I was going or fell safely asleep. I’d convinced myself that living paycheck to paycheck was some kind of martyr’s life, the only true way to experience New York as a young man. Implicit in that lie, of course, was the assumption that my situation was temporary, that being mildly impoverished was only a phase. Except the phase had settled in, become steadfast, enduring.

Cressida’s laptop was coming to life. Lights and beeps, a soft whir. I looked around the room. She’d been here three years, and still it felt only half lived-in. The walls were bare. Her books were stacked in a corner on the floor. She’d made an effort to clean up, but that meant lumping clothes into piles, kicking shoes under the bed. Only her desk was neat, a few folders to one side of the computer, a collection of recent clips on the other. I picked up the one on top, her latest column, and skimmed it, my eyes landing hard on the all-too-familiar sentences.

Something has come between us, and it’s never been more evident than in the moments before sleep. Once, these were ours, together, but now the literary has replaced the libidinal, and the stuff of rainy weekend mornings—books and lazy crosswords—has become the focus of our bedroom nights. “What’s wrong with me, Jack?” That’s what I want to scream as I lie there beside him, feigning interest in some magazine of my own, but really reading the same page over and over again, like an obsessive child, unable to concentrate on anything—

I couldn’t go on. When friends asked, Cressida and I were quick to throw up a smoke screen, tell them her columns were an amalgamation, a compilation, even a fabrication, but no one really believed us. “Jack” was no work of fiction. The bitch.

Outside the door, the party was dying. The DJ’s turntable classics had been replaced by someone’s iPod, and songs kept getting cut off halfway through. I clicked my way online. I’d learned early on that late-night blogging was a fast road to trouble. Beware the drunken slur, the 3 a.m. slander; it was advice I adhered to closely. But blogging was an addiction, the Internet a drug. There was always an in-box to sift through, comments to read, links to follow. But that night the online traffic was lighter than usual. In the drawn-out aftermath of a major story, the rest of the world had gone quiet. News was still being made, of course, but the press wasn’t paying attention. The limelight could only shine so much, even in this day and age, and just then there was only the bombing. That left the rest of us—we cynics, humorists, and online opiners—feeling ignored and slightly worthless.

The Roorback in-box contained just four e-mails—a celebrity sighting (James Franco outside Cafe Gitane), a publicist hawking a new chick-lit book, and some (potentially libelous) gossip from Vanity Fair. Nothing I could use the next day. I clicked open the last one. The subject line was blank, as was the body of the e-mail. But an image was attached, and as Cressida’s laptop labored to open it, I heard a banging behind me, followed by laughter. “Just turn the knob,” said a girl’s muffled voice, then the door opened and two bodies came stumbling into the room. The DJ regained her balance, took a few running steps, and jumped onto the bed. Touché began to chase after her, then stopped. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He wasn’t looking at me, he was looking past me, at the screen. I turned back around just as the picture finished loading. You remember it: the now iconic shot of a young woman with long, dark hair striding purposefully across Madison Avenue, the red Barneys awnings visible in the blurry background. She wore a knee-length skirt, tasteful sleeveless top, and oversize sunglasses that covered much of her face. Her head was turned to the side, toward the camera, and she seemed in a hurry, like a European beauty hastening past a group of lecherous men.

“Who the fuck is that?” Touché asked, from over my right shoulder. But something else had my attention. The words below the photograph:

This is Paige Roderick. She’s the one responsible.



PAIGE
 [image: image]


KNOW YOUR SURROUNDINGS: MEMORIZE THE ROOM, THE PEOPLE, THE EXITS. A run-down truck stop on an old tobacco highway. Long-haulers eating breakfasts in corners. A church group in the gift shop. Old couples shuffling arm in arm toward the restrooms, then breaking off at the last moment—to HIS, to HERS. Vans of Girl Scouts and Little Leaguers: kids in uniforms, pleading and tugging, hungry for food, starving for attention. That had been me once, but a long time ago. I was their opposite now. A person trying to fade away, climb into a car and disappear completely. I was sitting at a table near the window, newspaper spread before me, pretending to read. No eye contact, no conversations. In my excitement I’d arrived too early (despite biking the route twice the week before, nine miles of hills through a Smoky Mountain dawn), and after dumping the bike out back, had no choice but to buy a cup of coffee and settle in. It was the longest hour of my life. I got up and walked to the bathroom, fighting the urge to glance in the mirror, take one last look. Would I have recognized myself? The faded jeans, the loose peasant top, the old running shoes. My hair tied in a simple ponytail, no makeup. But I didn’t look. What was the point? I went back out and sat down. Know your surroundings? It wasn’t difficult. Everything was so familiar. The hard part was realizing I might never see any of it again.

At 9:04 a.m. a gray Toyota Corolla slid into a parking space beside the picnic table farthest from the entrance. I got up, went outside, and walked casually across the bustling lot. Keith was behind the wheel; next to him sat a wiry girl with dirty-blond hair. I climbed in behind her and pulled the door shut. Then the locks clicked. It’s a sound I still hear these many months later. The sound of leaving one life for another.

Keith turned to back out and caught my eye. It was only a second, but it was enough. No one said a word. We edged past minivans, mud-splattered pickups, and on the far side of the rest stop, the big rigs, parked diagonally like giant dominoes suspended in midfall. For several minutes we drove in silence. Up front, they peered into mirrors and sneaked looks at passing cars. Keith changed lanes a lot, slowed down and sped up, never too fast. The inside of the car was spotless, no maps or magazines. A single blue duffel bag inscribed with the words TEXAS IS GOD’S COUNTRY lay on the seat beside me. I didn’t touch it.

This went on awhile, the silence. Maybe ten minutes. Had I done something wrong? Keith and the girl were fidgety but focused. They’d traveled a long way already. They’d come up out of the South and the plan was to keep going. Where, I had no idea. That was the toughest part in the beginning, the lack of information. I knew not to ask questions, not to speak at all. But I knew something else, too, knew it as soon as I sat down. That this felt right. These two people, this car, it was where I wanted to be, needed to be. The thought soothed me as we drove east, past towns I knew well, then not so well, then not at all. The sun was high now, the fog had lifted, and as the minutes passed, so did the memories, as if taking a victory lap before disappearing forever—school dances in Dellwood, family camping trips on Fontana Lake, and out of nowhere, little Danny Ingram, a childhood crush whose house I’d biked past hours earlier. How many times I’d written that name in the margins of my sixth-grade notebooks, how many crayon-drawn love notes I’d taped to the inside of my locker—

We’re clear, Keith said.

I jumped in my seat, startled.

You’re sure? the girl asked.

Yes.

They both exhaled at once. The girl rolled her head around, stretched her neck. The tension evaporated, the car lost weight.

Sorry, Keith said, addressing me in the mirror. That’s always the most dangerous part.

We had some trouble a few days ago, the girl began. We stopped for gas and a car started following—

Paige, this is Lindsay, Keith said. Lindsay, Paige.

Oh, I’m so sorry, said Lindsay, turning fully around. She smiled, then put a hand on my knee and squeezed. It’s really nice to meet you.

You, too.

And don’t worry, you were perfect back there, she continued.

I don’t think she was worried, Keith said.

Of course not, Lindsay replied. I didn’t mean it that way. Her eyes darted around, looking for a soft landing, and settled on the bag beside me. Oh, that’s for you, some clothes and stuff. Keith guessed your size.

Thanks.

I unzipped it. The contents had been stuffed inside haphazardly, clearly all bought at once, probably in a hurry. A few plain T-shirts and tank tops, a pair of cutoff Levi’s, a zip-front windbreaker, knee-length skirt, blue drawstring sweatpants, flip-flops, and a pair of open-toed mules I could tell were too small. At the bottom was a plastic bag with some basics: underwear, socks, black tights. I held each item up, like a Christmas gift from a distant relative, then folded it neatly and moved on to the next.

There wasn’t much of a selection, Lindsay said. But, you know, it’s not like we’ll be out on the town that often.

Right, I said, and laughed nervously.

Lindsay played with the radio until she found a static-free station—a breathy teenager singing of love. I tried to ignore the music and forget the clothes, their awful anonymity. Everything would be fine. I’d made this choice carefully, thought it through for weeks. But that doesn’t make it any easier in the moment. The moment your history disappears, all you’ve known cast aside for all you don’t.

Ten miles short of Asheville, Keith pulled off I-40 and headed east toward the Blue Ridge Parkway. We were driving through the backcountry now, no one in front, no one behind. I thought of rolling down the window, breathing in the Appalachian pine. But I didn’t know the rules yet, and I didn’t want to ask permission. I could wait. I had been waiting. From the radio came another ode to youth and lust. Lindsay started humming along. Suddenly, without a word, his eyes never leaving the road, Keith reached down and tuned in a country station. The old stuff. Kris Kristofferson drinking a beer for breakfast, and one more for dessert.

Lindsay went silent. I stayed quiet, too. But I knew all the words.

His full name—or at least the one he went by—was Keith Sutter. I knew him mostly by reputation, though we’d met once before, late one night last spring, in a dimly lit apartment in Raleigh. Keith had showed up there to recruit me, though I was far too occupied by the illicit particulars of my new life to realize it at first. It was a life that had risen from the black depths of grief following my brother Bobby’s death, and while its day-to-day requirements partially tempered my despair, the void was still vast, and I would come to see Keith as a worthy surrogate. And my only chance for vengeance.

But let me start at the beginning, or the end—Bobby’s funeral, a year ago yesterday. Having endured the twenty-four longest hours of my life—unbearable hours I cannot revisit, even now—I flew home to Maggie Valley foolishly determined to pull myself, and everyone else, together. And for a few days—consumed by the hushed and morbid business of the funeral itself—my parents and I managed to scrape along intact. The agony came afterward, when the people we cared about were still lingering around the house, bringing us food and magazines and books about bouncing back. What we really wanted, of course, was to be left alone. We needed time. I called the think tank where I worked in D.C. and told them I’d be gone a few more weeks. Each day, each hour, became a marathon of emotion punctuated by free-flowing tears and drawn-out embraces, by muted dinners and sleepless bodies shuffling across late-night floors. I was worried about my mother. She was taking it the worst. For days she cooked and cleaned with a singular ferocity, then switched gears, loaded up on pills and pushed the world away. I talked to my father when I could, when he could, in the morning mostly, before the hours of memories had a chance to pile up. He’d been a soldier, like Bobby, and I thought he might have answers, some kind of explanation. He tried his best, but there are no answers when a soldier dies. Only questions. Only blame.

Weeks passed, then one night my parents accepted an invitation to a dinner party down the street. My mother did her hair, put on a dress, and, taking my father’s hand, followed him out the front door. From my childhood bedroom window I watched them stroll down the driveway. They looked tall and determined. Now, I thought. I can go back to my life. People do recover. A faint light comes on somewhere in the darkness of despair and instinctively we move toward it. We move forward. Of course, I hadn’t moved forward. In taking care of my parents, I’d shut myself down, become a professional support system, a body to lean on, talk to, cry with. My mourning would take place over many months and years. I knew this, even then—though I couldn’t know the form it would take. Bobby’s death would haunt my solitude, test my sanity, drive away those I loved. Because my older brother—my only brother—was everything to me. And as hard as I would try, I just couldn’t accept what had happened to him.

The next day I told my parents it was time. I had to get back to D.C., just as they had to get back to their lives, piece together some semblance of normality. I found a flight and packed my bags. My father insisted on driving me to the airport, so I hugged my mother good-bye, then hurried out to the garage where he was waiting in the car.

Mom seems much better, I said, reaching for my seat belt. When he didn’t answer, I looked over. He was staring straight ahead, tears streaming down his face.

Dad, I said, putting my hand on his cheek.

But he didn’t move.

Dad, it’ll be okay.

But even as I said it, I knew it wouldn’t be. That was the hardest moment of all, the two of us just sitting there. The breath had been knocked out of me, and the life would be next. What was I doing? There was nothing I cared about in Washington anymore. I’d just be running away from myself. From my parents. From my brother. The only way to survive overwhelming grief, to emerge on some theoretical other side, was to face it head-on. I couldn’t leave. And I didn’t want to. I kissed my father on the forehead, then opened the car door and took my bags back inside.

Old routines. Nothing maudlin. We didn’t set a place for Bobby at the table or leave his old bedroom untouched. Just small comforts. A way to get through time intact. Another month passed. Back in D.C., my sublet ran out and my leave of absence at the institute ended. My boss e-mailed several times but I didn’t respond, and a week later he wrote to say I’d been let go. I was almost relieved.

I began taking walks, to the edge of the backyard and beyond, into woods at once remote and intensely familiar. In autumn Maggie Valley, North Carolina, became the most beautiful place on earth, the leaves bursting into color overnight, like fireworks exploding across the sky. In the forest it was my brother and I again, playing cowboys and Indians, our faces painted, feathers in our hair. We carried child-size hickory longbows, fashioning quivers from rawhide sacks, arrows from the branches of elms. Bobby spent hours whittling each one down until it flew straight and true. Or hikes we took along old homestead trails, Bobby naming all the animals we saw. Once, he tiptoed up to a deer and stroked its head so softly it didn’t even flinch. We spent our childhoods back there, in the hills behind our modest ranch-style house, hills and then mountains that ran hundreds of miles in every direction. The Great Smoky Mountains National Park, the jewel of the Appalachians, a world unto itself. It was a place you were born to, rooted to—a place you could never leave behind. Our lives came flooding back, one year after the next, until the memories became too recent, and I pictured my brother as I’d last seen him, the morning he deployed, surrounded by his friends from Appalachian State. Just twenty-nine and with so much life to live.

They all came to the funeral, of course, caravanned down from Boone to say good-bye. At the service they stood off to the side, but still no one could miss them. Their pain was so raw that for several minutes I was too overcome to focus on anything the minister was saying. Afterward, Carter, Bobby’s old roommate and best friend, came over and we hugged, long and hard, wiping tears away with our sleeves.

You should come up and see us for a weekend while you’re still home, he said.

I told him I’d try, then turned to greet the next tortured face.
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Carter Gattling was from Black Mountain, not far from Maggie Valley, and he shared my brother’s love of the outdoors. They had both majored in Sustainable Development, and after graduation Carter put his studies into practice. He bought a patch of forest in the middle of nowhere and joined the small community of back-to-the-landers who called the wilderness around Boone home. A few weeks after that scene in the garage, I took him up on his offer. It was late November by then, and the air was ripe with the smell of burning leaves. I met Carter and his girlfriend, Jodie, at a bar near campus, and for a long, idyllic afternoon we drank cold draft beer and shared stories about Bobby, stories I’d heard before or hadn’t, it didn’t matter, all of them were wonderful. I’d spent a lot of time around Carter over the years, but always with my brother, the result being that while Carter and I knew the facts of each other’s lives, we didn’t really know each other. We realized this right away and were embarrassed by it. To compensate, we moved quickly to stress our more flawed natures, if only to make Bobby seem more perfect. We unburdened ourselves in the comfort of loose acquaintance, laughing and crying and then laughing again. Everything I’d stored up, all I couldn’t show, couldn’t say, back home.

They asked me to stay the night. There was a party in the high country. Good people, friends of Bobby’s. I said I couldn’t, that I had to get back to Maggie Valley, but even as I spoke I pictured my parents in their half-lit living room, silently staring at the TV screen, through the TV screen, through the Saturday-night movie, through even their own reflections, their eyes drawn to the images, the color and light, but unable to follow story lines or process plots. I called them on my cell phone, told them not to wait up.

Two hours later I was sitting at the edge of a lake watching a blazing sun sink below a cloudless green horizon. It was a pageant of perfect color. The lake caught the waning light and held it for a time, dead still, and the fifteen or twenty of us assembled on the small, rocky beach watched with reverence until the last glow vanished beneath the surface. We were in the mountains, a few miles from Silverstone, but we could have been the only humans on earth. Nothing man-made marred the landscape—no boats on the water, no electrical towers in the hills—and I knew that wasn’t a coincidence. Bobby’s friends were called back-to-the-landers because there was cachet to the term, but really they were Luddites, smart kids who’d grown up near nature and felt an attachment to it that trumped all else. They weren’t starry-eyed hippies. They held down jobs as geologists, engineers, park rangers, community planners. Most owned land and paid taxes, had young families, and drove hybrid cars. In other words, they lived, however tenuously, within our fragile system. Still, they rejected its creature comforts in favor of organic farming, renewable energy—sustainable living. These weekend get-togethers, it was clear, were their chance to talk shop, and as we settled in around the campfire, I listened transfixed as Carter and his friends began discussing agronomic breeding, gyroscopic precession, photovoltaic incentives. . . . It was another language altogether, strange and scientific, the language of pioneers and homesteaders stuck in the wrong age—the modern one—and perhaps it was the glow of the embers, or the flawless starry night, but everyone suddenly looked so beautiful, so wonderfully alive.

It was Jodie who brought up my brother. I’d been introduced to everyone by then, seen the smiles turn, the expressions fleck with sadness, pure and haunting. These were people like me, people who’d spent the last month trying to come to terms with the world they inhabited, a place of gorgeous sunsets and godless deaths, and you just couldn’t think about it too much—about how it happened and who was responsible—without losing your mind. And now here was his sister. Jodie cleared the air gracefully and without artifice. She just said how much Bobby would have wanted to be here, at this moment, with the fire, the lake, the company. That was all. No piling on. People nodded and raised their drinks. I could have stayed right there forever.

Tight joints and cheap red wine. Carter was talking about a country separating from the natural world. His voice gave way to a chorus of others, a conversation expanding ever outward. At some point I realized Carter and Jodie were gone. Several people were gone. Turned in maybe. Pleasantly stoned, I got up, dusted myself off, and stumbled toward the small cluster of tents in the grass above the beach. The moon shone as the sun had earlier, illuminating the lake like a dream.

I found the tent Carter had set up for me and began unzipping things—flaps and folds, a sleeping bag. The ground was hard and cold, but tonight it felt like home. I lay there, between water and woods, and experienced that rare sensation of coming down just right. Glowing contentment, perfect languor.

The voices must have woken me, but the flashlights are what I saw. Beams dancing in the darkness.

Is Paige asleep? I heard Carter whisper.

I think so, Jodie answered. She wasn’t up by the fire.

More footsteps, people bunking down. I peered through a flap and there was Carter’s foot, inches from my face. He was searching through a backpack.

I’m awake, I whispered.

Carter jumped, startled, then quickly regained his composure.

I’m sorry, he said. We didn’t mean to be so loud.

What time is it?

Late.

Where were you guys?

A meeting, Carter said, his voice low and earnest. Behind him, I could make out Jodie’s silhouette. She was brushing her teeth at the water’s edge.

Do you usually hold meetings in the middle of the night?

Pretty much every week, he answered. Five or six of us. Kind of a core group.

A core group of what?

Do you really want to know?

Well, I’m up now.

Carter tilted his head and regarded me curiously, as if silently debating something.

What is it? I asked.

Nothing. It’s just . . .

I kept my eyes on him. He sighed.

Okay, come with me.

I slipped my sneakers on and followed him back to the fire. The clearing was deserted, the flames reduced to thin wisps of smoke. We sat on the ground, our backs against a log.

You cold? he asked.

I was, but told him I was fine. He picked up a stick and started poking at the ashes. I watched him and waited.

So, he said. I’m not sure how to say this. But in terms of activism or advocacy—Carter patted himself down, searching for a cigarette he didn’t have—well, some of us are more involved than others.

In what?

In trying to change things. His eyes narrowed. He was concentrating on the end of the stick in his hand. He swallowed and continued. Living off the grid is one thing, he said, but it’s mostly a defensive measure. You don’t like your neighbors or your church or your government, so you pick up your ball and go play by yourself. And that’s fine. Actually, it’s admirable. But there’s a more offensive approach as well.

Like protests?

Like action.

My eyes were adjusting to the darkness. I could make out rock formations across the lake, trees behind the trees that surrounded the clearing. Distance and depth and it felt like I’d traveled a great distance to get there. Carter was watching me; I could feel the weight of his gaze. Then he tossed his stick in the remains of the fire and looked up at the brilliant sky.

When I was a kid, he said, we had a telescope on our porch. I used to spend hours looking for the American flag on the surface of the moon. And after a while, I always convinced myself I’d found it. I guess I just wanted to believe in my country.

I think there are six of them, I said, smiling.

Six what? Carter asked.

American flags on the moon. One for each Apollo landing.

Really? How’d you know that?

I read too much.

Carter looked almost sheepish. What I was trying to say, he continued, is that I’ve never lost that feeling, that naϊve patriotism, even with all that’s happened in America. Especially with all that’s happened.

Are you telling me this because of Bobby?

I’m telling you because you asked.

And if I asked you to keep talking?

I’d say I would have guessed as much.
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Naϊveté. Carter used the word that night in the woods, and it still hovers over me these many months later. How a girl like me could fall so quickly, so deeply, into a world like that. Let me say, first, that the transformation occurred in stages, one leading rationally to the next. At least it seemed rational at the time. And perhaps that’s an answer right there. At the time. Because I was drowning, even before Bobby was killed. My many personal failings, at work and in love, in New York and then D.C., had led to a loss of . . . not hope, per se, but anticipation. At twenty-eight, my life had simply stopped getting better, had reached a plateau in a windowless K Street office, in a crumbling basement apartment off Dupont Circle. The air around me no longer circulated, and I’d retreated inside myself. Was I depressed? I suppose, though I’d never have admitted it at the time (and even now I struggle with the idea of that clinical diagnosis, any clinical diagnosis). My problem was one familiar to political idealists and aid workers everywhere. I was beginning, through countless cycles of hope and disappointment, to understand the bitter truth of governmental stagnation. Policy was achieved solely through great power, progress by something more like accident. And when you’ve fallen for all the youthful clichés about making a difference, when you’ve tailored your life around them, hitting that impenetrable wall of reality is devastating. For things were only getting worse. The global economy was in shambles, the developing world falling out of reach. I was falling out of reach. I was losing myself.

And then I lost my brother.

When Bobby died, I went from feeling helpless to feeling nothing. I left my life in Washington behind and began operating in a far less definable space. Outwardly, I poured my energies into taking care of my parents. Christmas was coming and they’d thrown themselves into the season with all the vigor of true believers, zealots on a mission to prove that enough tinsel and lights and wrapping paper could conceal their suffering forever. I couldn’t blame them, but I couldn’t watch them either. The house I’d grown up in had changed overnight. The seventies motif, once homey and eclectic, suddenly seemed worn down and badly dated—the carpets clashed, the furniture bled. At some point the numbness began to wear off, and what replaced it was quiet anger, then seething rage. Nights of not even trying to sleep. Days of wondering why. Why him? Why me? Was this how America paid people back? My insides churned to the point of physical sickness, and as the new year approached and my parents began a slow and somber recovery, I realized I had to leave. But I had nowhere to go, nowhere I wanted to go. The East Coast—New York then D.C.—had failed me, or I, unprepared and ill-equipped, had failed it. San Francisco loomed, of course—as it always had for searchers and misfits like me—but it was really just a name, an aging idea, the place where you ended up when you could run no farther. But run I had to, somewhere. Anywhere.

Carter must have guessed my mind-set that night by the fire. He must have known I’d say yes.

With my parents’ blessing (they were thrilled to see me getting out of the house, even if they didn’t know exactly why), I started driving to Boone once or twice a week. Carter’s little cabal had almost a dozen members, and we met in private homes or designated places in the hills. Someone usually brought wine, but it was never a party. Too much was at stake. The group’s goal was to bring environmental offenders to the public’s attention. They attended protests—from local boycotts to national marches—and wrote opinion pieces, but that, I soon learned, was a benign front, a public face for friends and family. Because their real talent was civil disobedience and minor subversion: vandalism, sabotage, agitation, sedition. They disrupted press conferences, leaked stolen company documents, and tagged physical structures with wanton artistry. Their targets were lumber companies, chemical factories, and biotech start-ups. Small-town mills and national food conglomerates. Anyone and everyone who treated the world as a waste site.

I was indoctrinated slowly. I cooked meals, painted signs, and handed out flyers at rallies. The tasks were small but exhilarating, for we were confronting the world ad hoc, on the fly. And the results were right there in front of us—on local newscasts, in the morning papers. My former employer—a leading environmental-policy institute—spent tens of thousands of man-hours a year accomplishing not nearly as much. At least in terms of visible progress.

Bobby’s death afforded me a certain status among Carter’s friends, a kind of inherited trust (that also served to dissuade romantic inclinations). In this tightest of groups, I was suddenly everyone’s sister. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d snuck in through a side door. I had no credentials, warranted no respect, so I set out to earn these things. I raised my hand when others didn’t—to buy supplies, to research targets. January passed, then February. I told my parents I’d found a part-time job with a small environmental group (which was more or less true) and soon thereafter moved into a crash pad outside Boone (though I still came home most weekends). Everything seemed temporary, but I didn’t mind. I threw myself into my new life, buoyed not just by the physical excitement of our days, but by talks that lasted all night, discussions and debates, rants and lectures, about how the country had stalled out, and how it might get up and running again.

I began to take a more central role in the Actions. I snuck around warehouses and drove getaway cars. I enjoyed the planning stages—I could lose myself in details and forget my larger life for a while—but carrying out the plans was the real thrill. I didn’t care about consequences and quickly realized I had no fear of authority. We saw ourselves as charismatic rebels—striking back at a faceless oppressor—and if such aggressive, offensive-minded thoughts were unfamiliar to me, they were also not entirely unpleasant.

At a meeting one night in late February, Carter pulled me aside and asked if I’d like to be the point person for an Action being planned outside Keyser, West Virginia. One hundred and fifty acres of first-growth forest along the Savage River had been cleared to make room for a new paper mill, and the double-barreled assault on the environment was too much to ignore. I jumped at the chance. The Action was already in motion, and I quickly caught myself up on its particulars. The factory’s building permit had been approved by the state in a backroom deal typical of controversial projects. There had been no community hearings. The public, Carter said, was barely aware of the factory at all, and it was up to us to change that.

The plan was to build a massive bonfire in front of the unfinished building. Once lit, the flames would leap into the midnight sky, illuminating a message scrawled above the entranceway in giant red letters: PAPER BURNS WELL. GET OUT! We’d alert the press beforehand, so they’d be there to witness the whole gorgeous scene. Would we ultimately stop construction? Probably not. But if the arson was reported in the news, people would become aware of the factory’s existence, and, well, at some point citizens needed to take responsibility for their own communities.
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“[A] hip and quick-paced literary thriller . ..
Gooduwillie excels at jet-black social satire.”
—The New York Times Book Review

“A powerful thriller with a modern-day
love story.” —Chicago Sun-Times
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