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For my mother, who is and will always be larger than life.




PROLOGUE

SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH
 SEPTEMBER 4, 2022

The second I landed at Salt Lake City International, the first notification that popped up on my phone was a WhatsApp message from Henrik Carlsen, asking for advice. Assuming he had to be texting about his son Magnus’s match that day at the Sinquefield Cup in St. Louis, before calling him, I clicked over to check out the latest results from the tournament.

I’d left St. Louis three hours before. Since the Sinquefield Cup is one of the most prestigious chess tournaments in the world, I’d been there to represent Chess.com at the opening ceremonies. I’d also brought my two sons, Nash and Warner. Logic, the rapper who’d competed in our celebrity PogChamps tournament the year before, was also playing a concert in the city that weekend to wrap up his tour, and he’d invited me and the boys backstage to see the show.

On Sunday morning, Magnus Carlsen, the reigning world champion and quite possibly the greatest chess player of all time, was going up against a young American grandmaster named Hans Niemann in round three of the event. It was the kind of match that should have offered a rather routine victory for a player of Carlsen’s stature; Niemann, though talented, wasn’t someone you’d normally even mention in the same breath as the GOAT. But while I was in the air, Hans obliterated Magnus. It was the world champion’s first loss as White in classical chess in fifty-three games over eight years, an astonishing upset.

Hence the message from Magnus’s father on my phone. The moment I pulled in the driveway at home and got the boys out of the car, I called him. Henrik’s a smart guy, and his questions to me were asked carefully and deliberately. “What does the Chess.com cheating algorithm do?” he asked. “What would you guys be able to detect in regard to cheating?”

He made no specific reference to what had happened in St. Louis, but he didn’t have to. I knew exactly what he was getting at. Everyone in the chess world knew that cheating had become an existential threat to the game. With the rise of artificially intelligent chess engines, computers could now play the game better than any human being on the planet. Not only that, the engines themselves were free and open-source; anybody could go to the app store on their phone and download a program that allowed them to beat every grandmaster who’d ever lived.

Before the advent of AI, cheating had rarely been a problem in chess. It was a “gentleman’s game,” as some liked to say. But once the ability to cheat made its way into everyone’s pockets, especially with the younger generation of players, good manners went out the window. Thousands of people were cheating online every day. Rumors about players cheating in different tournaments had started swirling constantly in random corners of the internet.

Thanks to AI, the world of competitive chess was barreling toward a total breakdown of mutual faith and trust, without which no fair competitive playing field can exist. The legitimacy of the game itself was at risk. At some point it was going to boil over and explode in some spectacular way that called the integrity of the game into question. The general public was still largely unaware, but inside the chess world, everybody knew it was coming. It was only a matter of time.

Hans Niemann was one of the players who everyone had been whispering about. He’d had a startling rise in the ratings over the previous eighteen months, and there was a great deal of speculation about how he’d pulled it off. People believed he’d cheated in cash tournaments online, specifically on Chess.com, and it had become an openly debated question as to whether or not Hans was cheating in over-the-board tournaments as well. When Magnus had faced Hans a few weeks before, at the FTX Crypto Cup in Miami, he had dominated that match, winning three games to one. Still, rumor had it that Magnus and the other top players in the tournament had come away from Miami thinking something was fishy about Hans’s play. Then came this bewildering upset in St. Louis.

The suspicions were not entirely unfounded. Hans Niemann had cheated on Chess.com. I knew, because as the company’s chief chess officer I’d helped develop the most robust and accurate cheat detection system in the game. Not only were we capable of catching and closing the thousands of anonymous accounts cheating online every day, we had also caught and closed the accounts of dozens if not hundreds of well-known titled players over the years. I handled most of those cases personally, calling the players, taking their confessions, and laying out the sanctions they would have to comply with if they wanted to continue playing on Chess.com. Such was the case with Hans. We’d caught him cheating on our site. He’d confessed. Case closed. But our policy was to handle cheating confidentially, particularly with players under the age of eighteen, which Hans had been at the time we’d caught him.

I did my best to answer Henrik Carlsen’s questions simply. I explained how Chess.com’s cheat detection system worked in broad terms, laying out what it could and could not do, while still avoiding the confidential parts of the algorithm and the highly complex math behind it, as well as the intricate manual review that goes into each case. But eventually, inevitably, Henrik started to ask me about the specific rumors about Hans. Was it true that he’d been caught cheating on our site? What did Chess.com think about Hans’s over-the-board play? And what information, if anything, would I be willing to provide on the matter?

I didn’t know how much I should tell Henrik. I felt uneasy, and it was hardly the first time. When I started at Chess.com, I’d never imagined myself adjudicating these types of situations. Now, with cheating on the rise, it was happening more and more; this was merely the most recent, most high-profile instance of what I was wrestling with every day. And if I’m totally honest, given where I came from and how I grew up, moments like that phone call always leave me wondering how I even got here in the first place.

When I first discovered chess, after watching the movie Searching for Bobby Fischer, I was a nine-year-old kid living in a tiny village of a few hundred people in the mountains of Arizona, often too poor to afford a pair of shoes. On my way to becoming a national-champion scholastic player in junior high and high school, I spent most of my teenage years flying to chess tournaments around the world, alone, with barely enough money in my pocket to pay for a meal. And at twenty-three years old, when I met Erik Allebest and Jay Severson, who would become my partners at Chess.com, I was a high school dropout with two kids, a marriage that was falling apart, and tens of thousands of dollars of debt. I was an alcoholic, self-medicating my regular panic attacks with antianxiety meds, and chain-smoking Marlboro Red 100’s just to make it through the daylight hours without completely falling apart. But even then, at rock bottom, I was possessed by a vision of how to save the game that I loved so much.

The chess world I grew up in was a tragic one. Chess is always held up as the pinnacle of human intellectual achievement. But at the time, the game itself, as a competitive sport, was a disgrace. It was financially and morally bankrupt, propped up by the money of oligarchs and third-world strongmen. Horribly mismanaged from 5 the top, the game had no economy to speak of. There was no way to make a living as a professional player. The best chess minds in the world lived like vagabonds, “chess gypsies” who drifted from tournament to tournament, crashing on couches or in cheap motel rooms, trying to scrape together enough winnings to get a bus or a plane ticket to the next competition. It broke my heart to see the players I idolized for their genius on the chessboard leading such wretched lives away from it.

I believed it didn’t have to be that way.

I believed chess could be better.

And—grandiose as it may sound for a twenty-three-year-old high school dropout with a substance-abuse problem—I believed that I was the one who could fix it. I had an earnest, genuine desire to change the chess world, even if I had no idea how to do it.

Once I met Erik and Jay, after a somewhat tumultuous start, we were able to marry my vision with their business acumen and technical expertise. Together, over the course of the following decade, besting all of our competitors, we took what was supposed to be nothing more than a niche social network for chess players and set about revolutionizing the professional chess world from top to bottom, changing the way the game is taught, the way it’s played, even the way it’s watched. As we did, I found myself climbing the company org chart from freelance content creator to honorary co-founder and chief chess officer, a title we came up with to indicate “the guy at the chess company who handles the chess stuff.” And from my very humble beginnings, I suddenly found myself at the helm of the preeminent online chess destination in the world.

Which sounds big but until recently was still relatively small. In 2019, Chess.com was a nice little website where you could play with friends or against bots, get lessons and do puzzles, watch your favorite players livestreaming in tournaments, and follow all the highlights and news from the world of chess. We had about a million daily active users scattered around the world, which generated just enough revenue to give all of us a decent salary and still keep the lights on. Then, in March 2020, the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the globe. The entire population of the planet went inside, went online, and asked themselves, “Okay, what now?” For millions, the answer to that question was “How about chess?” The correlation was unmistakable. The UK would shut down, and we’d see a surge of new members on Chess.com. Germany would shut down, and we’d see a surge. When India shut down, we saw a spike so huge it crashed our servers. In the span of a few weeks we jumped from one million daily active users to two million, then three million, then four.

The growth that spring was mind-blowing, but it was nothing compared to the boom that was about to come that fall when Netflix debuted their show The Queen’s Gambit. Over the course of seven highly bingeable episodes, The Queen’s Gambit told the story of a young orphan girl named Beth Harmon, played by Anya Taylor-Joy, who discovers that she’s a child chess prodigy. The show’s appeal spread far beyond the world of chess players and chess fanatics. For me, personally, the main character’s journey to find herself on the other side of a difficult childhood hit a little too close to home. The Queen’s Gambit became the biggest hit in the history of Netflix, their number-one program in sixty-three countries. In America, it reached sixty-two million households in its first month alone.

As the show took off, our growth rate skyrocketed. Having taken a decade to slowly amass our first one hundred thousand paying members, we added another nine hundred thousand in a matter of months, bringing us to over one million paying subscribers. At our peak we were adding over four hundred thousand new members a day, climbing to a staggering total of ten million daily active users who played nearly thirty million games every day.

Up to that moment, I was what you might call a modestly successful entrepreneur working in a niche industry. Today I’m a tech executive sitting on top of a billion-dollar Silicon Valley unicorn that has fundamentally revolutionized the nature of the world’s oldest game. Like the CEOs of better-known tech companies, I now find myself in a position I never imagined with responsibilities I never dreamed of, such as having to have a public stand on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine or fielding calls from the United States Justice Department on potential criminal issues in the tech and gaming industry. It feels unreal. Crazy. And I often wonder whether I’m qualified or capable of handling any of it.

I know many tech founders and leaders who say they feel this way at times, especially after their companies succeed in ways they could have only dreamed of. But my situation is different. Mark Zuckerberg created Facebook. If he tanks his company or fails to run it in a morally responsible way, that may cause considerable harm, but at the end of the day it’s his to destroy because it belongs to him. Chess does not belong to me. It does not belong to my company or to any company. In the jargon of Silicon Valley, people would call it an “open-source game.” But that label, while technically accurate, doesn’t even begin to capture what chess is or what it represents.

Chess belongs to the world. It is a game that is woven into the fabric of the human experience. Thanks to quantum leaps in the nature of technology, the business of online chess now vastly overshadows how the game is played in the real world—or, “across the board,” as we say. There are young people around the globe for whom chess exists only as a thing you play on your phone, which for most of them means playing it on our app. That in turn means my partners and I have found ourselves, quite by accident, the custodians of an incredibly precious thing that isn’t actually ours.

Chess has been with us now for over a thousand years. If Chess.com closed its doors tomorrow, the game would pick up and go on for a thousand more. Our success is merely one inflection point in a long and multifaceted history. That said, as of this moment, we do have an outsized impact on how the game is played in every country around the world. But who nominated Danny Rensch to have so much influence over so many aspects of the game, from the way it’s taught to the way it looks? More importantly, who appointed me the arbiter of what constitutes fair play? Nobody.

So how was I supposed to answer Henrik Carlsen’s questions about Hans? I had a long-established rule of keeping questions of cheating on Chess.com private. Many titled players had failed our cheat detection system, and while I sometimes had to suspend or even close their accounts, I never felt it was my responsibility to make that news public. For all I knew, they played legally in over-the-board tournaments or in online tournaments hosted by other sites, and I had no desire to affect their reputations or earning potential.

I was wary about giving Henrik an answer for a number of reasons. For starters, Chess.com had just completed a six-month process to acquire the business that Magnus Carlsen had founded, Play Magnus Group. This meant that as of about a week ago, anything Magnus did himself as a player, for better or worse, was tied to Chess.com as a company. Further, despite a very long acquisition process and many “get to really know each other” conversations, this phone call was the first time Henrik—and, by proxy, Magnus—had ever inquired about our cheat detection system, let alone asked for details about a specific case or person. Internally at Chess.com we operated with extreme discretion, and the entire company knew that matters overseen by the Fair Play department and account closures were on a need-to-know basis only.

Also, from a personal perspective, my relationship to Magnus meant more to me than it did to him, and for complicated reasons. For my entire childhood, I’d been told that I should become the next Bobby Fischer, the world champion, and if I didn’t, I’d be a failure. I’d believed that for far too long. Chess needed a celebrity, a Michael Jordan, a LeBron James, to show the world how amazing the game could be, and wouldn’t it be great if I could be that guy? In the end, I wasn’t. Magnus achieved what I couldn’t. He became the GOAT with the fans and the Porsche deals. Whatever my success as a businessman at Chess.com, as a professional chess player, I was a failure.

But while I grew up wanting to be Magnus Carlsen, the truth is I had far more in common with Hans Niemann. Not the cheating—in my competitive heyday, pre-smartphones, it wasn’t possible, so I never grappled with that temptation. But even before Hans got himself wrapped up in online cheating scandals, I’d been tracking his career because, frankly, I was worried about him. I didn’t know much about his family life or what his mom and dad were like, but from what I had heard, Hans spent his teen years mostly traveling the scene on his own, sleeping on other people’s couches, picking up surrogate families in different cities. I had observed that Hans was always acting out on camera online, throwing chairs and smashing his keyboard, trying to be the bad boy of the chess world in what felt very much like a performance, like the actions of a kid desperate for attention. I couldn’t help but look at him and see a younger version of myself: a talented, troubled kid who was painfully alone in the world. When we first caught him cheating, my heart went out to him, and I wanted to help him. I’d given him a second chance and kept his juvenile records sealed; it was to give him the opportunity to rehabilitate himself. But while I still had no intention of going public with any information about Hans, there was no point in denying what Henrik and Magnus and a lot of top players and commentators already seemed to know.

“Yeah,” I told Henrik. “He cheated, and we closed him.” And while I also confirmed in that call that indeed I was aware of the rumors that Hans Niemann had been cheating in over-the-board tournaments during his rise over the past couple years, I also made it clear that despite all the talk, and despite Hans’s history of cheating on our site, Chess.com could not offer any proof of Hans cheating in over-the-board play. We lacked the jurisdiction, we lacked the evidence, and most importantly, we lacked any real reason to care about Hans’s performances off our website. What I didn’t tell Henrik is that Chess.com wasn’t even sure Hans had not cheated again online since the summer of 2020 when he had confessed to me.

Disappointed that I couldn’t or wouldn’t give him more, Henrik concluded the call by dropping a bombshell. “Magnus is strongly considering withdrawing from the tournament,” he said, “and likely will at this point.”

“Um . . . I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.

The call fell silent, with what felt like an unspoken agreement not to push the point any further. Both of us knew full well that the situation wasn’t in our control anyway; Magnus was his own man and would make up his own mind. I hung up the phone, having no idea what was going to happen next. Then, the following morning, at around 11:45 a.m., Henrik texted me that “for Magnus, he feels the damage is done,” and that he intended to withdraw from the Sinquefield Cup.

I hopped onto Slack, our company’s online communication tool, and wrote to Erik and the whole Chess.com Fair Play team, alerting them what was about to go down. “Magnus is going to forfeit and withdraw and not show up to his game today,” I said, “and the whole world is going to break.”

I was freaking out. Not only because I knew we were about to witness the biggest cheating scandal in the fourteen-hundred-year history of the game, but also because I knew that no matter what we did, given our business relationship with Magnus and our complicated history with Hans, Chess.com was going to get dragged right into the middle of it. And since I was the CCO, the public face of the company, I knew that all eyes were on me. From top players and influencers to our CEO and investors and hundreds of Chess.com staff, everyone was looking to me to choose the path forward. Was I going to ignore what was at stake and Hans’s history? Or was I going to take a stand, despite Chess.com’s lack of formal jurisdiction on the matters in St. Louis? I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to be in this spot, but I had no way out of it.

What I realized then and understand now is that regardless of how I got here, I will never stop feeling like an imposter. I’ll never stop wondering if I would be in this position if the people who once held power over me had used that power differently.

Simply put, would I have made my way to the epicenter of this world and this game if I hadn’t been raised in a cult and taken from my mother when I was twelve years old?

I ask myself that all the time.




PART 1






1.

VILLAGE RAT

Growing up in a tiny village of around three hundred people nestled deep in Arizona’s Tonto National Forest, right under the Mogollon Rim and about twenty miles away from the nearest place you’d consider an actual town, Saturday nights were always a huge deal because Saturday night was HBO movie night, and movie night was a big treat. Sometimes they debuted new movies; other times HBO replayed a recent blockbuster hit. I would often have to argue with my mom and stepdad about whether I should be allowed to watch if the movie was rated R, but that week in 1995, the movie was Searching for Bobby Fischer, and it was PG. We only had one TV, in our small living room in front of a big window. It wasn’t even dark out when I sat cross-legged on the dirty throw rug, my neck craned up at the set, eagerly waiting for the big purple HBO logo to come flying across the screen.

Because of its title, many people thought that Searching for Bobby Fischer was actually about Bobby Fischer, the reclusive chess genius who bested the Soviet Union in 1972, defeating Boris Spassky to become the first American-born world chess champion in history. Really, it’s about how the American chess world was desperate to find the next Bobby Fischer after the first one disappeared. Based on a true story, it follows Josh Waitzkin, a kid from Greenwich Village in New York, who sits down at a chessboard with a bunch of homeless dudes in the park one day and miraculously discovers that he’s a child prodigy—at least that was the Hollywood version of the story. Of course, Josh Waitzkin’s talent didn’t magically appear: he had lessons; he was coached. The kid up onscreen was not the real Josh Waitzkin. He was an actor, Max Pomeranc, a young scholastic chess player who’d been plucked from obscurity by a casting agent. But to a nine-year-old watching at home, the truth didn’t matter. I believed the fantasy.

Until then I had only ever seen a chessboard once, three years earlier, at my friend Wellington’s house. Neither of us knew how to play, so we moved the pieces around like action figures, making up rules for what they could do. Other than being good at memorizing multiplication tables, I had never done anything that would make an adult sit up and say, “Man, this kid is something special.” But what if . . . , I thought as I watched the movie. What if I could be Josh Waitzkin? What if I could sit down at a chessboard and magically discover that I was a child prodigy, too? Then I sat down at a chessboard . . . and I was a child prodigy. It actually happened. Not right away—I had to play a few times and figure out that pawns can’t go backward—but once I did, everything clicked. I could see the board. I understood the game. Like Neo and kung fu, I just knew how to do it.

Searching for Bobby Fischer was to me what Star Wars was for kids a few years older. I didn’t simply love the movie. I was obsessed with it. Any kid who’s ever felt lost or misunderstood or stuck in the middle of nowhere has dreamed of picking up a lightsaber and discovering the destiny of a Jedi Master within. That was me in the summer of 1995, only with chess. I was dirt-poor. Tonto Village, where my sister, my brother, and I lived, had nothing but dirt roads where we’d go around barefoot most of the time. We were little Village rats. All we did was run around and play. We’d disappear in the forest for hours, playing cops and robbers, building magnificent forts, making our own worlds.

It was glorious. That high up in the mountains—Tonto Village sits 5,700 feet above sea level—we had real seasons, too. There was snow for sledding down the hill on Standage Drive in the winter, followed by the monsoon rains of summer that would swell the creek and fill the air with the smell of wet ponderosa pine needles. Autumn, for me, was the most special. After the blazing hot summer you had that cold, crisp snap in the air, but you could still feel the sun coming through the trees because the clouds of winter hadn’t arrived yet.

Nobody ever watched over us. These days, with smartphones, I know what my kids are doing even if they don’t know that I’m checking on them. But back then we would go anywhere and be gone all day and come home way after dark, and never were we asked, “Where have you been for the past eight hours?” Every year there would be a story of a kid getting lost and eventually found, or getting a nasty gash from some rusty barbed wire. Wild animals were a problem, too. There are so many droughts in Arizona, and wild animals lose their minds when there’s no water. They’d come rummaging through the Village looking for anything to eat or drink. It was mostly raccoons and javelina, but sometimes bears and mountain lions, too.

I look back now and wonder, “Did our parents ever worry about us?” But they didn’t. Pretty much the only rule we had was “Nobody can play behind South Fork, because there’s black water everywhere from the septic.” South Fork was one of the biggest homes in the Village, with a huge yard that opened up to the forest, so kids were running in and out of its fences all the time. And the septic was a problem, because nobody could afford to get their tanks pumped. People would go out in the dead of night and dig holes in the forest to illegally pump and dump their septic tanks. You knew exactly where, because a big field of weird-looking wildflowers sprouted up there; they didn’t grow anywhere else in the forest, but they flourished in this one spot because of all the shit in the ground. But a septic dump doesn’t look like a dump. It looks like a pond, and kids love swimming in ponds. So young kids who didn’t know any better were always getting in trouble for playing in the black water, swimming in it and riding their bikes through it, after which they’d have to strip down and get hosed off in the yard. Which happened a lot because there were a lot of kids.

For most children, the challenge of living in a such a small, remote place would be loneliness, only having a handful of others like yourself to play with. But that was never the case in Tonto Village. On any given summer day, there were probably around a hundred of us, all under the age of twelve, all of us running around shirtless and barefoot in the dusty streets and hills and streams and forests, because we were all being raised in the Church of Immortal Consciousness—a cult.

My mother was a lost soul, and it was because of her wayward spiritual wanderings that we ended up in the Church of Immortal Consciousness—which was known internally as simply the Collective, or the Family. It originated with the teachings of an individual known as Dr. Pahlvon Duran, who lived his last lifetime as an Englishman in the fifteenth century. But Dr. Duran’s teachings had not been passed down to us on stone tablets or through some ancient text. They were channeled through a trance medium named Trina Kamp.

Born in 1947, Trina Kamp was first visited by the spirit of Dr. Duran when she was nine years old. At the time she was still Trina Fitch, the third of five daughters growing up in the home of Nick and Nedra Fitch. As the story was told to us, the Fitch ancestors were some of the first European families to settle in Arizona. Drive through Mesa and you’ll find a Fitch Park named after them. But they were not an old-money family by any means. In fact, they were quite poor. Arizona was still fairly undeveloped at that time, mostly small villages connected by dirt roads. Trina would often describe herself as a simple small-town cowgirl. One afternoon she was sitting out under a tree when a spirit materialized before her and told her his name was Dr. Duran. That was where they started their relationship.

At first Trina thought Dr. Duran and the other spirits who visited her were ghosts, but over time she learned to relate to them, discovered her Purpose, and by her early twenties had become a trance medium. In the trance-medium world, Trina was a phenomenon, a celebrity. Even as she churned through a couple of bad marriages and started having children, she began traveling from city to city to trance Dr. Duran—or simply Duran, or even “Dr. D” as some casually called him—for receptive audiences across the country.

By the late 1960s, the revolutionary spirit of the era had upended organized religion as much as it had every other institution in America. Young people were casting off the strictures and orthodoxies of their parents’ religions. They did so believing they were liberating themselves, but many who rejected those old faiths soon found themselves with new spiritual needs that had to be met. Thousands of them headed west to California, where they fell into various New Age-y religious movements. At their most benign, these were simply Protestant churches rebranded to fit the “Hippie Jesus” trend. At the darker end of the spectrum were Charles Manson and his murderous “Family.” Many early members of the Collective came from groups that practiced everything from transcendental meditation to EST (Erhard Seminars Training), the spiritual self-help movement founded by Werner Erhard that would later become known as the Landmark Forum. Trina Fitch began traveling regularly to California to trance for these groups, which is where many future adherents first came to hear Duran, along with other spirits, speak through her.

She was already well established in her career when she met Steven Kamp, another wayward seeker who wandered into one of her California trance sessions. Kamp was also already established, in New Age–scene terms, as a big swinging dick. He was magnetic, charismatic, one of those guys who immediately drew everyone’s attention the second he entered a room. Trina had a vibrant beauty and an infectious smile, and she never lacked for suitors. By the time she met Steven she had already had four children by three different men, two of whom she married. Her first husband was a man named Joe Pace, with whom she had a daughter, Marlow, and a son, Lane. Then came her second daughter, Shelby, born from a brief dalliance with a man who came and went and whose name was never spoken of again. At least not to kids my age in the Collective. Then came a second husband, a man named Lin Martin, and her third daughter, Sumer.

Lin Martin was a trance medium as well. Still is, in fact. But Lin never looked to profit from trance. To him, what he did was a spiritual calling, not a business venture. Trina had been poor her whole life, and many believe her relationship with Steven Kamp was founded on a shared belief that, as talented as Trina was, and as valuable as Duran’s messages were, she should never have to be poor again. They married and became a team: the hippie mystic and her Svengali husband/manager who began handling not only her trance circles but the logistics and money and opportunities they generated. Together, they began to refine their spiritual teaching, which was a synthesis of the principles and practices Steven had learned from EST and the teachings of Duran.

In the Church of Immortal Consciousness, we were taught that “there is no death and there are no dead.” That you are “in the world, but not of the world.” Your soul inhabited a body so that it could learn lessons. You’ve had many lifetimes, and you may have many more lifetimes to come. Your soul has had many experiences, and you remembered and forgot things based on your need to learn and continue your spiritual evolution toward your highest self and your Purpose.

Finding and fulfilling your Purpose was of the greatest importance, and before you could achieve it, you had to live a morally upright life. Integrity was the key concept. If you succeeded in keeping your word and being a good person, you were said to be “in Integrity.” If you failed, you were said to be “out of Integrity,” which was considered the gravest of sins in the Collective.

Finding your Purpose was in part about what you were meant to achieve in life as an individual, but it was also about the life you would pursue together with a partner in raising a family. Finding the right partner meant finding your Like Vibration. A Like Vibration is an energy, an electric pulsating vibration emanating from the center of the universe and living inside us. In practical terms though, your Like Vibration was simply the person you were meant to be with. Sharing a Like Vibration basically meant having a healthy marriage, and a common vision about how to raise children and handle money. It meant working together, communicating, and traveling on the same path spiritually, emotionally, and sexually. If your marriage was struggling, often the validity of your Like Vibration was brought into question. This could mean your marriage was out of Integrity, for example. And that meant you needed the support of the Collective, which took the form of what was called a Process. In a Process, members would confess their trespasses, fears, inadequacies, failings, and weaknesses, as well as their judgments on others, so the assigned minister and the group could help them find their way back to being in Integrity. These ideas—along with the Golden Rule, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”—made up the core teachings of the Church.

Having developed this spiritual practice, Steven and Trina Kamp traveled around the country, hosting trance circles and spiritual seminars. With four kids already in tow, they legally adopted a fifth, Jessica. Other, less formal adoptions would follow in the years to come. Tired of constantly moving around with such a large menagerie, they decided to settle in one place and let their followers come to them. Trina’s hometown of Mesa, a suburb of Phoenix, Arizona, was an obvious choice.

The pitch, initially, was that couples and families would come, enjoy a spiritual retreat to work on their marriage—and then return home. Many people did just that. But others ended up staying, and the Collective started buying up properties in what became known as “the Block”: a row of houses on East Seventh Street, between Stapley and Horne. Families came from Chicago, from Colorado, from Texas, anywhere and everywhere the Kamps and Duran had taken their road show. As the Collective expanded, more homes were needed. Also, nosy neighbors were beginning to ask questions about the rapidly growing church in the middle of the Phoenix suburbs. So everyone moved from the Block to the more remote area of Tonto Village in the middle of Tonto National Forest, one of the largest protected forests in the United States, a perfect hideaway for a small community seeking refuge from the real world in order to practice an occult spiritual belief.

At that point, I don’t know if you would have called the Collective a cult. Nobody wakes up in the morning and says, “Hey, I think I’ll join a cult today.” That’s not how people fall into these things, and I’ve often wondered if the same thing is true for the cult leaders themselves. Do they set out to manipulate and exploit people? Or do they start out intending to do good? At the beginning most people seemed to feel good about Steven and Trina Kamp. They were thought to be two individuals looking for answers and a meaning to life.

Steven and Trina’s followers were drawn to Duran because they were in need of real help. Many of them—alcoholics, drug addicts, abuse survivors, the mentally ill—were running away from their families and from themselves. They had a hole in their lives that they needed to fill, and in order to fill it, they gave themselves over to a thing that offered them answers. Which is how a tiny, remote village in the middle of a national forest became home to a bunch of damaged people, desperate for help.

And that’s where my mom and dad entered the picture.

Deborah Lynn Sampson was someone in search of something, anything, to give her life meaning. She was an Army brat who lost her father at the age of fifteen, only to see her mother then crawl inside the bottle. By her late twenties, one failed marriage already under her belt, my mom was orphaned for good. Set adrift in the world and casting about for an emotional and spiritual life raft, she grabbed on to the only one she could find. That life raft turned out to be my father.

Steve Rensch grew up a typical sporty Southern California kid who loved to surf. He came from a wealthy family, went to Williams College for undergrad, then back home to USC for a law degree, before officially setting up shop in Los Angeles to start life as a young attorney. Where my mother’s spiritual quest was fueled by a need to find stability in a world of chaos, my father was traveling in the other direction, fleeing a life of material privilege and security that lacked any greater meaning.

From what I’ve been able to piece together, my parents’ marriage was still somewhat happy and mostly intact when they decided to join; at the first Collective Halloween party they attended, my mom went as Barbie and my dad as Ken, and I’m told they had a great time. But it wouldn’t take long for the cracks in their marriage to reveal themselves, becoming fissures and then canyons.

While it had originally been my mother’s idea to join the Collective, my father soon became the far-more-devoted adherent, throwing himself into the service of Duran, and by extension, Steven and Trina. My dad eventually became an ordained minister in the Church as well as Steven Kamp’s chief lieutenant and right-hand man. As my father’s stature rose, their marriage fell apart. Less than six weeks after I was born, my thirty-eight-year-old father announced he was leaving my mother. Only he wasn’t leaving her to be with the other woman he had impregnated while married to my mom—a woman who, by chance, was also named Debby. Instead, he planned to marry Steven and Trina’s daughter, Marlow, who was all of nineteen years old.

Marlow—voluptuous, blonde-haired, and blue-eyed—was widely touted as the most beautiful woman in the Collective. Marrying the daughter of Steven and Trina Kamp, and becoming stepfather to her one-year-old son, my stepbrother Dallas, solidified my father’s position as a man of status and power. As his star rose, my mother’s plummeted. She had failed to create a Like Vibration relationship with my father. She was now the first wife, a scarlet woman, a person of no importance. For a time she was even “de-merged” from the Collective. They asked her to leave, which she did, when I was five. Our family, now including my younger brother Josh and mom’s new husband, Dennis, moved to Colorado. You might think this would have driven her to despise and reject the Collective forever, but in fact, in the long run, it did the opposite. When Steven Kamp invited her back a year later, she returned, and after some initial reluctance decided she was ready to work that much harder to prove her worth to this group where her ex-husband now served as pastor.

When we moved back to the Village, though I had no way of comprehending what it meant at the time, I was tarnished like my mom. I was the bastard child of Steve Rensch, the living evidence of his failure to have a Like Vibration marriage with my mother. I barely knew my father. I didn’t even know my father was my father until I was seven years old, nearly two years after returning from Colorado. His paternity wasn’t acknowledged to me by anyone, including my mother—in spite of the fact that he lived right around the corner from me in a village of only a few hundred people, all of whom knew full well that I was his child.

By this time my mom had been remarried to Dennis Gordon, a mechanic. I probably had a vague sense that Dennis hadn’t always been my father, but since he’d been raising me from the time I was four years old, I was too young to interrogate what those feelings were. So as far as I was concerned, Dennis was my dad. I wasn’t Danny Rensch. I was Danny Gordon, and I didn’t question it. Then, one day, Steve and Marlow asked their daughter Bean if she had a crush on anybody. Bean said that she had a crush on me. That’s when they realized they had to tell everyone that Bean and I were actually half-sister and half-brother because her dad was my dad. Two years later, I developed a crush on a girl named Sholana and I asked her to the third-grade Valentine’s dance, at which point I would have to have another sit-down where I was informed that she, too, was my half-sister, born to the other Debby, less than a month after me.

If it all sounds a bit incestuous, that’s because it was. Because any kind of collective ultimately is. Nobody owned or possessed anything. Adherence to Duran’s Teaching was a greater priority than having material things—and the most important thing was finding your Purpose. No material object or relationship could be more important than your Purpose.

In the Village, nothing belonged to you. Everyone’s assets were “merged,” a term that was not chosen by accident. The whole idea was to let go of the material world and give yourself over to the spiritual journey of achieving your highest self. It was essentially communism. Glenn, who was basically my godmother, used to tell the story of the day she showed up with her husband, Jim. They pulled onto the Block down in Mesa in a U-Haul, parked, and opened up the back of the truck, and the moment they did people showed up and started taking things. The Village was littered with bikes, because nobody actually owned them. If you needed to go to another kid’s house and you saw a bike, you took it. Then when you came back out to go home, the bike would often be gone because someone else had swiped it.

Your money didn’t belong to you in the Collective, either. Duran’s Teaching was that “money is God in circulation,” meaning that it needed to flow freely in order to be equally shared. It was better to have an open hand rather than a closed fist in terms of giving to others so that they would in turn give back to you. Some people showed up to the Collective with nothing. Others showed up with savings from their previous lives. Some people worked, others didn’t, and many were on welfare or disability or government assistance of some kind. It was also common for people who had family members of means to go to their relatives for a big check from time to time, to support the Collective in times of great need. But no matter where the money came from, it all flowed into a single set of bank accounts that were overseen by the leaders of the Collective. Others may have controlled the actual checkbook at times, like Steve Rensch or Billy Kamp, one of Steven and Trina’s adopted sons, but if you ever needed to make a substantial purchase, Steven and Trina had the final say.

For years we were told of a mythical “Shoe List.” If you needed shoes you’d go to your mom and ask for shoes, and she’d say, “Well, I’ll try to get your name on the Shoe List, and we’ll see how fast you move up.” But it turned out there was no Shoe List. In reality, the Shoe List was conjured up to cover for the fact that there wasn’t any money for shoes. Kids only got to go to Payless and get new shoes when they had to go to the doctor or make some other “public appearance.” Most of the time we simply didn’t go to the doctor. Or the dentist. The whole concept of going to a dentist for a cleaning and a checkup was completely alien to us. You went to the dentist when your tooth hurt, and that was it.

The houses we lived in were held in common by the Collective as well. Tonto Village had originally been built as a getaway for people from Phoenix fleeing the desert heat of the valley below. Part of the development was made up of nice, proper houses. That was not the area the Collective lived in. Most of the dwellings in our part of the Village would be more accurately described as cabins. Not quaint, old-timey, Abe Lincoln–style log cabins, mind you. We’re talking about small, squat seasonal dwellings with vinyl siding, some of them double-wide trailers. They’d been built for families to use on weekends maybe six months out of the year. We had four or five families living in each one, year-round. So even though upward of 70 percent of the people in Tonto Village belonged to the Collective, we didn’t own anywhere near 70 percent of the houses. We probably owned no more than twenty-five houses, and those twenty-five houses were home to over two hundred people.

I spent most of my childhood sharing bedrooms with anywhere from five to ten kids who weren’t related to me in any way. Sometimes, we had to share bathwater, too. The older kids had to go after the younger kids, and they would complain, “I’m too old to do the bath. Let me shower!” But the parents would tell them they couldn’t because there wasn’t enough water. The sheer number of residents in each house, I’m certain, is what led to so many problems with the septic systems; when you inflict that many people on plumbing that wasn’t designed for it, you pay a price. Every young boy in the Village had the “coming of age” experience of shimmying under a house with one of the older men to fix a clog and then shimmying back out—trying your best to avoid the puddles and streams of piss and shit in the crawl space—and then having to strip down and get hosed off in the yard.

Families were moved around between different houses all the time. We were told where to go, by Steven and Trina Kamp. Between the ages of six and twelve I probably lived in eight different houses. I remember my mom had a cast-iron skillet and some big silver bowls and pie tins, because she loved to bake. We had those and a kitchen table and one blanket that we kept with each move, but other than that, there was nothing we had that was consistently ours. It’s hard to feel like you have a home when you aren’t attached to anything in it because at any moment you might have to move. And that was the point. Duran’s Teaching supported the idea that moving around helped people learn to value relationships over material comfort. It was designed to stir things up so that people could find their comfort in who they were with, and who they were meant to become, not what they had or where they were. It was often preached by the ministers that “there is no growth in comfort,” and that “comfort was not in Duran’s Teaching.”

And everyone went along with it.

When you joined the Collective, in order to achieve your higher Purpose, in order to fill whatever hole in your life you were desperate to fill, you agreed to give up everything: your ego, your possessions, your home, your relationships, your autonomy, your privacy. Nothing you had truly belonged to you, and anything you had could at any point be taken away from you.

Including your children.

In the Church of Immortal Consciousness, if you were seen as failing to be in Integrity or failing to achieve your Purpose—or if your failure as a parent was preventing your child from achieving their Purpose—then the Collective could decide that your kids needed new parents. But even though I saw kids leaving their families, convinced that they needed a better home, it never occurred to me that something like that might happen to me. Because who would want me? I was nobody.

Every cult is built on a hierarchy of status and power. In the spiritual hierarchy of the Collective, my mother and I were at or near the bottom. Which was horrible for her but wonderful for me. Because it meant I was free. When you’re that young, regardless of your circumstances, you’re basically happy because you take the world as it is. Everything is normal, even splashing around in a pond of septic shit in the forest. Sure, it was gross, but I didn’t see the evidence of a larger, more troubling picture. I was just this dirt-poor Village rat running around barefoot for hours and hours in the woods, building forts and playing cops and robbers and running away from mountain lions and having the most amazing childhood you could imagine. Other than my mom, nobody knew about me, nobody cared about me, and nobody wanted anything from me.

Then Steven Kamp discovered that I could play chess.


[image: ] The earliest version of chess was a game called chaturanga, which was played in India going back to 600 AD. From there the game moved west across the Middle East with the conquests of the Persian armies and Alexander the Great. Many centuries later, the game made its way into western Europe, and as many stories then tell, it was in Spain in the 1400s that Queen Isabella, who at the time you could argue was the most powerful person on the planet, changed the rules. Where originally the king and queen had been the same type of piece moving one square at a time, Isabella decided that the queen would be the most powerful piece on the board, transforming the game into what we know it as today.

Since that time, chess has become a game that represents more than itself. It has come to serve as a reflection of who we are and what it means to be human. In the Romantic era, chess was a game of intuition and beauty, played with bold sacrifices and grand, sweeping attacks. During the Industrial Revolution, the game became highly technical and mechanical; strategies were executed with the precision of a Swiss watch. When the Americans and the Soviets squared off during the Cold War, chess became a symbol of raw intellectual prowess. Then, when IBM’s Deep Blue defeated Garry Kasparov in 1997, chess mutated once more, becoming a metaphor for mankind’s changing relationship with computers and artificial intelligence. Two hundred years from now, chess will transform itself yet again, becoming an embodiment of whatever’s next.

Chess is a subject of endless fascination because the game itself is endless. It is a game of defined information: sixty-four squares, thirty-two pieces, and zero luck. And yet nobody has ever “solved” it. Even now, the best players in the world will never master everything there is to know about it. We can put a man on the moon, but we can’t solve chess. And yet: we know the answer is there. The solution to the perfect strategy and the perfect game, that answer exists somewhere in those sixty-four squares.

Yet we’ll likely never find it.

And in that way, chess is like life, and life is like chess. There’s something about it that makes people feel part of something that’s crazy and interesting and beautiful.






2.

CULTS WORK

After I watched Searching for Bobby Fischer on HBO, the rest of that summer was chess, chess, chess, and more chess. Across the village, my stepbrother Dallas—whom I had only recently learned was my stepbrother—had also watched the movie, and he’d become obsessed with chess, too. We found one of those red-and-black Mattel chess-and-checkers sets, the ones you get at Walmart, and we played for hours, every day, even practicing speed chess by putting a book next to the board and hitting it after every turn, the same way the characters in the movie would hit the clock while playing blitz in Washington Square Park. By the time September rolled around, we’d been running back and forth between each other’s houses in the monsoon rains and playing chess for weeks, until one afternoon out of nowhere Dallas said, “Hey, why don’t you come with me and play chess with my Grandpa?”

By “Grandpa,” he meant Steven Kamp. For Dallas to go to Kamp’s was no big deal, but I was immediately terrified; I’d only had a handful of face-to-face interactions with this powerful figure who sat on high. Still, I went along, and from the moment I walked in the door, I was overwhelmed. There was an energy to the house, in no small part because it was their house. While everyone else was living with three or four families under one roof, the Kamps lived alone. Theirs was an actual house, too, not a cabin, and it was nice.

From the front door, we took a right and walked past a long table into their back room, where Kamp had had a wooden chessboard set up on a table next to his bed. That summer, Steven Kamp, despite being in his early fifties, had suffered a minor heart attack. So, bedridden for most of that August and September, he was spending his days glued to the television. Lucky for Kamp, in addition to whatever rerun of I Love Lucy was on that day, the world chess championship match between Garry Kasparov and Viswanathan Anand was also being held in New York City, and he was following the games however he could.

Steven Kamp had a genuine passion for chess. He’d been taught by his father, owned lots of books on the game, loved to play, and was a decent player compared to most. We sat and played a few games with him on his chessboard, listening as he told us about what was happening with Kasparov and Anand. The whole experience was surreal. I can remember being in the kitchen later that day and thinking, “Oh my God. They have Cheerios. They have cold cereal.” Nobody else in the Collective had cold cereal. While everyone else was living on food stamps, Steven Kamp had cigars and stacks of Cigar Aficionado magazines. It didn’t upset me. I thought it was cool, and the smell of cigars added to his mystique. He had nice things that others didn’t, and that was how it was supposed to be.

Everyone in the Village understood the line that separated the haves from the have-nots, and everyone knew who the haves were. They were, first and foremost, the Kamps and the Rensches, then to a lesser extent the Fitches, the Galloways, and probably the Walkers. These families were either directly related to Trina herself or they came from money, and their money supported the Collective. They were higher up on the totem pole, and people knew where they stood in relation to them. Nearly everyone else was a have-not, fighting their way up the spiritual ladder. At the time, I had completely internalized this hierarchy. I was raised in it, and it made sense. In a Collective where no worldly possession was allowed to interfere with achieving your Purpose, if you were living in Integrity to the Teaching, and actively pursuing your Purpose, there was nothing wrong with a few worldly possessions. The Kamps had their little luxuries because they had earned them, and if my mom and I wanted them, the only way to get them was to dedicate ourselves to following the Teaching devotedly.

I learned that same lesson the day the second invitation came. This time I wasn’t tagging along with Dallas. Steven Kamp called and invited me, personally. I’ll never forget the moment my mom hung up the phone and turned to me and said, “Uncle Steven wants you to come over to play chess with him.” The strange thing was that she said it while trying to fight back a half smile in the corner of her mouth, proud that Steven Kamp was calling for her son. What made my mom’s smile weird was that we’d been taught, over and over, that it wasn’t okay to show that you cared about your own kid’s success over another’s. That would be seen as unbecoming. If anyone had seen my mom’s smile in that moment, they would have reported her to a minister, or brought it up big time at the next Process. “Debby Sampson is being competitive,” they’d say. “She’s in Competition.”

For someone to report you for being “in Competition” was one of the worst things they could say about you. To be in Competition with anyone was to be out of Integrity. You should only be concerned with your place on the spiritual ladder, and not be in Competition with, or be jealous of, anyone else’s. Which, of course, runs completely contrary to human nature. Human beings care about how other human beings view them and feel about them. We are, and always will be, conscious of our own status relative to the status of those around us.

It’s taken me years to reflect on moments like my mother’s smile and what it meant to grow up in a cult. The truth is it took me years to even consider the Collective a cult. Others in the area certainly did. Strange, unfounded rumors about the Collective used to circulate—that we held naked orgies around a fire while drinking blood and being visited by aliens, or that we engaged in animal sacrifice, or that our women sold their babies for money. None of it was remotely true, but it riled up a great deal of animosity toward us. Kids I knew would get run off the road by rednecks in pickup trucks yelling, “Fuckin’ freaks!”

To help us defend ourselves, we were taught about Waco and Jonestown and Heaven’s Gate. Those were real cults, Kamp told us, and we were not remotely like them. I can even remember thinking as a kid, “How could people think we’re a cult?! We aren’t like any of those!” But over time I’ve come to see that while the Church of Immortal Consciousness never operated with a destructive agenda, it 100 percent was a cult. Moments like my mother’s smile revealed it.

Cults design spiritual hierarchies specifically to take advantage of people’s natural feelings, emotions, desires, fears, and everything in between. They pit their followers against each other in a fight for status on a ladder, and then they tell those same followers that they are to be wholly egalitarian, that it’s wrong to jockey for status in any way, and that if they do, they’ve failed. The whole mechanism is designed so that you’re always failing at something, which will then spur the need to rededicate yourself to the cult’s teachings, even though those teachings are the very standards by which you are being made to feel that you’ve failed in the first place. It’s a perpetual motion machine of shame and self-flagellation. Which I now understand is exactly why my mom had that weird half smile. Steven Kamp had given her the gift of maternal pride in her son, and in that same moment had burdened her with terrible shame about her pride. Being a hyper-observant kid, nine-year-old me clocked her reaction and thought, “Hey, what’s going on here?” But that unease quickly evaporated in my excitement to get to go back to Steven Kamp’s house again.

Through September and into the fall, Dallas and I were regularly invited over to play. Kamp was way stronger than us at first, and he gave us a proper introduction to the game. He shared his chess books with us, showed us strategies and moves, and taught us how to read descriptive notation and say cool things like “pawn to queen’s bishop 5.”

By October, Kamp was excited enough about our progress to start looking for a tournament we could play in. As it happened, the Copper State Open was right around the corner, so he signed us up. I found out about it on my birthday. On the morning of October 10, I opened my presents from Dennis and my mom. They got me a tournament chess set, the one with a vinyl board that you roll up like a roll of wrapping paper and store in a bag that has a zipper, two pockets for pieces, and a pocket in the middle for a clock. They got me the clock, too, one of the old analog BHB ones, the kind you see in the movies where the players bang down on the brass buttons after every move. It was the best birthday ever. I opened up the gifts and shared a gleeful fist pump with Dennis, which he and I always did together. Then when I learned that Uncle Steven was taking me and Dallas to our first tournament the following weekend, I practically lost my mind.

The Copper State Open was held at a hotel in downtown Phoenix, and we had to leave before dawn to make the drive down. Having barely slept the night before, I woke up super excited, wolfed down the breakfast my mom made me—one of her Bull’s Eyes, where you cut a circle out of a piece of toast and fry an egg in the middle—and walked over to Uncle Steven’s house, where he was waiting with Dallas and Bill and Scott, the two bodyguards Steven and Trina had hired due to recent threats against the Collective from the locals who accused us of being a cult. We had about ten cars in total in the Collective; we got to take the Suburban, which was a big deal.

I have one or two vague memories from living in Colorado when I was five, and I suppose I had to have been to Phoenix at some point for a doctor’s visit or something, but that ride to the Copper State Open is the first clear, conscious memory I have of ever leaving the Village. That said, other than climbing in the car and driving off, I don’t remember much of anything that came after. The entire day is a blur because I was absolutely out of my mind with nerves the entire time. I couldn’t think straight. In the tournament I gave up one winning position after another and ended up 0–5. Hardly a great start. Dallas, being a year older and more mature, went 4–1. Kamp had promised to pay us five bucks for every game we won, so Dallas got twenty dollars and I got nothing.

At school the following Monday, the other kids teased me mercilessly for losing so bad, so much so that I ran home in tears at recess. I was devastated, and in hindsight I still feel surprised at how much of my self-image was already wrapped up in whether I’d be any good at chess. Luckily, it turned out not all hope was lost. Later that evening my mom sat me down and told me that she’d spoken to Kamp. “Honey,” she said, “we talked to Uncle
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