
  
  Quotes from Within


“The Tower of Bavel was the lone moment in the days of men when they lifted their eyes and said, Let us rise; let us be more than dust under the gods' feet. But el elyon came down with the host of heaven, heavy as a storm cloud, and stilled the work of our hands, scattering us like seed before the wind.” 

“Social reality is not everything. However, it is the nearest thing to being so. . .Yes, each life is as unique as a snowflake, but all are fabricated from the same elemental stuff, imbued with an underlying common essence, and bear the same basic flavor. And in the case of Earth, I am afraid the flavor is not vanilla.”

“Quality is a perishable item. It can be sensed via the ripples of water at a lagoon, but it cannot be put in a watertight container and taken home. The moment one tries to capitalize on it, quality slips away.”

“Money is not merely a token of exchange. It is a force, with a gravity well all of its own. Over time, it reshapes incentives, perception, and even desire itself.”

“Within a living system with finite production capacities, it is always a matter of what people indirectly force out of existence and what is an acceptable degree of environmental impoverishment.”

“It is likely that within one lifetime, the Amazon rainforest will be replaced by a mosaic of ranches, crop fields, and patches of open-canopy forest. With no moisture in the soil, there will be far less rain. Thus, the micro-climate that gave rise to those forests will also fade. The last vestiges of ecologically rich biomes will be gone from Earth for eons to come, leaving behind ghosts of what once was and ashes, which shortly thereafter will be scattered by the winds.”

“I offer that this food-production system is the brainchild of buffoons and monkeys with wrenches. With its chemical spraying, it is demented. With the growth of grain expressly to feed cattle, it is deranged. With its crowding of animals into giant enclosures, it is monstrous.”

“A man with a harpoon stood at the front of the boat. . .When a female was caught, her mate tried with all his strength to free her. After failing, he followed her to the shore, enduring the many blows dealt by the humans. Some stayed by the sides of their dead companions for days afterward.”

“The statutes were wrought from loathing and dread, then calcified beneath an institutional crust so thick that no mercy can filter through.”

“Draped in the mantle of credentials, bedecked with the regalia of Science, and cloaked with a sense of superiority and righteousness, they’ve assumed the role of shepherds, ushering the unwashed masses to brave new futures—whether they want them or not.”

“During that century. . .the institutions here grew into leviathans—interlocking, self-justifying systems that seeped into every interaction and endeavor, far beyond anything in human history.”

“The final solution to the biodiversity question is near.”

Hush and darkness.
A faint warm breeze passed through the thicket of giant bamboo.
The leaves in the upper reaches fluttered.
Quiescence returned. Gradually, time came to a stop.
Far below, the undergrowth of the thicket was rife with bioluminescent fungi. A blue-and-white glow bathed the pond, the light passing through the surface of the clear water, rendering the shallow bottom visible: a patchwork of large, pink-and-white slabs of quartz, streaked with black obsidian.
Silence.
A single leaf dropped, twirling and fluttering down until it touched the water, sending out ripples. And a giant tortoise that had been grazing at the water’s edge raised its head.
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  Preface


It took about ten years to write this beast. What a journey. I dug into places of wonder I never wanted to leave, and into noxious terrain I had to drag myself through—kicking and snarling—as I revised and honed the text. 
Elena Ferrante said that books, once they are written, have no need of their authors. I feel the same way.
Everything I wished to express and explore about our civilization is contained in this novel. 

D. K. Locke, January, 2026 







  
  PART ONE


1937 






  
  CHAPTER 1


Texas Panhandle Region, Baseline Planet 
Year: 1937

The youthful-looking woman moved through the knee-high grass, her steps sending horned larks into the sky and causing the double scabbard on her back to shift slightly. The low-hanging sun bathed the hills and the prairie in a golden glow, and its familiar warmth on her naked body felt comforting. Red-tailed hawks were calling to one another, and the dry ground was alive with the snapping and crackling of grasshoppers. In the distance, a mammoth trumpeted, and Hagar paused, grateful for yet another day to be alive and awake. Through the march of centuries, these feelings endured.
She approached what was referred to as the Canadian River back on Earth. But this wasn’t Earth; it was its pristine twin—the baseline planet, a world identical to Earth but devoid of humans and their modifications to the natural world. It served as a barometer for Hagar, allowing her to gauge the extent of human influence on the parallel planets she monitored across the multiverse.
This place was also her sanctuary, a refuge she’d visited once every few decades. She loved this place for the same reason she rarely spoke of it: Here, she could just be.
Her stay on this retreat planet was nearing its end, though.
Hagar skirted around a copse of ancient junipers and reached the river’s edge, where a herd of large camels was browsing the undergrowth. The woman waded into the water and splashed some on her face. She dived in and came up.
Through a stand of cottonwoods on the opposite bank, hairless Columbian mammoths lumbered into view, raising small clouds of dust that eddied about their textured, coarse skin as their massive legs steadily rose and fell.
Drawn to these giant, earthy beasts, Hagar swam upstream for a closer look, making sure her distance and movements remained unthreatening. As she approached, she noted the intricate patterns on their leathery hide, evoking thoughts of another place and time. A hint of wistfulness briefly clouded her gaze; on Earth, their kind was hunted to death, leaving only a few surviving kin.
The hairless mammoths drank leisurely from the river, their trunks curling to guide the water into their mouths. Their activities had an unhurried rhythm. Every now and then, one would flap its ears. Hagar gazed at them, fond memories flitting through her mind. At long last, she plunged beneath the surface and, with powerful strokes, made it back to the riverbank. Emerging from the water, she breathed in deeply, the droplets running down her skin. Hagar pushed long wet hair from her eyes and trotted to the hover bike, parked between two boulders. Setting off, she shot through the boundless grassland. After a few miles, the bike’s momentum waned and it came to a gentle halt.
Hagar slid off and leaned against it, eyes alight. Condors and their more imposing kin glided through the vast expanse of the sky, which bled from brilliant blue to burnished amber. The warm air was pregnant with the smells of wild things. Throngs of shrub oxen and dun-colored horses roamed across the prairie, and a pride of lions eyed them from afar. Occasional calls and grunts reached her ears. Inhaling deeply, Hagar sauntered about. Her bare feet registered the deep, rhythmic tremors as one of the massive bison herds, a rolling avalanche of horns and dark fur, surged in the distance.
It was time for her to leave the baseline planet.
Something about the Earth report she’d received yesterday seemed off. Anyway, more than two decades had passed since her last inspection of the most environmentally troubled among the parallel planets she monitored. It was time to check on it.
Hagar languidly unbuckled the scabbard from her back, letting it slide down. The swords and their sheaths seemingly disappeared, leaving only a fleeting ripple in the air. Mounting her bike, she gunned the engine and tore through the air. Almost immediately, undergarments materialized on her naked body, soon followed by riding pants, a leather aviator jacket, and tall boots.
As she transitioned between worlds, the sky churned with differing shades of light blue. Beneath her speeding vehicle, the grass turned short and patchy. The animals roaming in the distance dwindled, then disappeared, along with the wild scents carried by gusts of wind. A dirt path abruptly formed. As it slowly descended midflight, Hagar’s hover bike sprouted wheels, morphing into a motorcycle with an attached sidecar typical of those on Earth. Lurching as it touched the ground, the motorbike righted itself and rushed on. As if from nowhere, Hagar produced a leather aviator helmet, goggles, and driving gloves.
As Hagar arrived on Earth, the dirt road transformed into a paved one. And all living things winked out of existence.






  
  CHAPTER 2


Oklahoma Panhandle, Earth 
Year: 1937

Hagar gasped, eyes widening at the devastation before her.
She stepped off her motorcycle next to a small, wind-scoured house and surveyed the bleak land. Only fifty miles north of the grassland she had just toured on the baseline planet, she was struck speechless by the stark contrast.
She’d been in this very spot back in 1842, when this was the heartland of Comanche power and influence. That might as well have been a thousand years ago. The Comanche were gone. The bison were gone. The grass was gone. Hagar now stood in the middle of a desert strewn with sand dunes.
Still reeling, she recalled past reports as she pieced together what must have unfolded here. In 1860, black rain fell in Syracuse as a storm carried sand from Kansas Territory. More came back to her. In 1887, dirt storms of biblical proportions swept parts of Texas, accompanied by black skies. And thousands of cattle gathered at dwindling water holes and perished in the heat, their tongues swollen and dark.
But what she saw now was worse. Far worse. And she didn’t need to look far for the reason. Noticing the gleaming steel plow half-buried in the side of a sand dune, she clenched her jaw in anger. Morons.
“Storm winds blew, droughts came, hail pounded the land,” someone said. Hagar turned to see an old man joining her in the sand-filled yard. “Yet, as long as the tough, wiry buffalo grass covered the earth, its thick interwoven roots held the soil down when it dried.”
“Hello, John,” Hagar said gravely, trying to catch his eye. She frowned with concern when her analyst avoided her gaze. His beard was longer and far more unkempt than she remembered. And his leather suspenders were cracked and flecked with tiny clods of dirt. “How long has it been? What year is it?” she asked.
“It’s 1937. Saw you last in 1912. So, yeah, that would be twenty-five years,” the old man replied as he grimaced at the picket fence. Once possibly white, the fence had had its paint stripped by the winds, leaving it ashen.
“Are you surprised?” John asked. He kicked at the sand, wincing at the cloud of dust that billowed up.
“I am, but I shouldn’t have been.” She shook her head. “The cycle repeats itself. Seventy years back, the rail companies printed magazine articles and pamphlets that lured hundreds of thousands here.”
John cackled, a hollow, unsettling sound. “Same story this time. ‘Riches in the soil, prosperity in the air, progress everywhere.’ Said so right in the brochure. Except, this time they had tractors. They ripped out the great mat of grass, opening up the land for the seeding of wheat. They called it ‘sodbusting’ and ‘breaking the land,’ and they were mighty pleased with themselves.” The old man coughed violently. Hagar stood by, her brow furrowed with worry, until his coughing and muttering subsided.
“Big farm equipment meant big loans, and houses got mortgaged,” he said, getting a hold of himself. “The math seemed simple enough: You plow more of the prairie and get to put more seeds in the dirt and ultimately more dollars in your pocket.”
Hagar’s gaze swept back to the blighted landscape.
John noticed the tremor in her hand. “This is what every-man-for-himself looks like when the wind comes calling,” he said and grimaced at the sky.
Hagar was a planetary auditor—even if the inhabitants of the myriad Earth-like parallel planets she oversaw were unaware of it. Of any of it. If she were to believe that this was not an isolated case, she would’ve pulled the plug on human activities on Earth right then and there. And for a fleeting moment, she almost gave in to the urge.
“With the scent of money in the air, in came the suitcase farmers: summer visitors who rented tractors to reap the straw,” John said. “Hell, everyone knew this area was no good for farming. But no one wanted to hear that. They just kept talking about bushel prices and freight rates.”
The man stared past the fence at something only he could see.
“They missed out on the land grabs, back in the day,” John said. “But now it was their turn. Their tractors took to the fields, and the grass was torn up. Wheat seeds poured in, and gold came out. The good times rolled on as long as the rains did—all through the ‘20s. Then the drought hit, as sooner or later it always does around here. The sun baked the last drop of moisture out. The soil was pulverized by the disk plows and dried to a powder. A big chunk of Kansas went bye-bye. Heard that high winds carried the dirt all the way to the Atlantic.”
She stared at him, a cocktail of dismay and indignation in her eyes. What the hell? she wanted to say. Why didn’t you report the situation years ago? Why wasn’t I notified about any of this?
It was his job to alert her. His, and that of the dozens of other analysts deployed across the planet. That was why she’d stationed them on Earth. But there was something odd about John, something that wasn’t there before, when she’d seen him last. She decided, for now, to hold her tongue and observe.
“So it’s over now.” Hagar brushed stray hair from her face. “What are people still doing here? It seems the only thing growing in this area is sand dunes.” She fought to keep the anger from her voice.
John chuckled, dry and mirthless. “Ain’t doing much. Sweeping dust, patching holes, waiting on the sky to change its mind. They’re holding out for the rains—and with them the good times of wheat and opportunity.”
He tipped his chin toward the wind-whipped horizon. “Hard-headed as fence posts, these folks. They won’t be chased off. Hell, the baseball games still go on—sandstorm or not.” His mouth twitched, just shy of a smile.
He stared into the blowing dust, watching a memory only he could see.
“True pioneers,” the old man said. He studied his worn shoes. “Misguided pioneers.”
John hobbled toward the house, and she followed. “Aldo Leopold is right,” he said, seemingly to himself. “Communism, fascism, capitalism… in the end, they all seek salvation through machinery.”
There—in that instant, he sounded like John of old. Hagar’s eyes shifted his way, but as before, he wasn’t meeting her gaze.
John halted, still lost in thought. “They are completely alienated from the interdependence of life,” he muttered, “and there you have it in a nutshell. They replace mankind’s attachment to the earth with an out-and-out dedication to profit-making.”
He suddenly looked up. “Florence!” he called, turning to the small house.
Silence.
John nodded. “Yes, I’m coming, Florence. Was just talking to the old boss, you know.” He turned his face in the general direction of Hagar. “I have to go back in.” He grinned. “Florence is calling me.” Without saying another word, he determinedly marched into the rundown house. The hinges protested briefly as the door slammed with a shudder and was still.
Hagar sat motionless, the truth landing with a dull, heavy force.
She played back in her mind John’s voice—bright and hollow—calling out to Florence, a name she’d heard him utter many years ago with tenderness and joy. It hit her then. The sandstorms scoured the land raw, leaving survivors like John in their wake, clutching at memories, tethered to phantoms.
Gathering herself, Hagar walked to her motorcycle and drove off. There was nothing she could have done for him. The unraveling of his mind, however, did explain why she hadn’t received a report from this sector in years.
After driving about a mile, Hagar heard a growing buzz in the air and brought her motorcycle to a halt. As the sound intensified, a low cloud moved across the sky. Soon, a vast swarm of grasshoppers descended, blanketing the ground. A few leaped about her bike and over her boots.
She killed the engine and sat there, immersed in dark thoughts, until the grasshoppers lifted off in search of anything else remotely edible. Soon, a hush settled over the land.
“It’s miles to water,” someone yelled from afar, “but only six inches to hell.” Hagar looked up, her gaze falling upon a solitary figure in a white dress walking up the open, forlorn road toward her.
Seeing the woman against the vast bleakness, Hagar felt a pull. And perhaps there was more to be gleaned about this calamity from one who had lived through it. With the congressional hearing still some time away, she figured her journey could afford a short delay.
She sat astride her bike beside a half-buried wagon wheel, watching the stranger draw closer. The approaching woman was young, no more than twenty, her step unburdened. Flame-colored hair tumbled freely down her back, offsetting the pallor of her loose white dress. Her unbound body moved with the unguarded ease of someone who had long since stopped arranging herself for other people. A small suitcase and a satchel were her only possessions.
“I am Virginia,” the woman said once she was a few paces away and then turned to the rider expectantly. Her voice carried a soft Southern lilt—honeyed, sunbaked, and easy to like.
“Hagar,” she said, removing her goggles and aviator helmet. She shook her luxuriant blonde hair and dismounted her bike.
“A dame on a motorcycle,” Virginia said in admiration, taking in the woman snugly clad in leather breeches and an aviator jacket. “I wish I had a motorbike,” the girl said in a rush, then paused and cast a fresh look at Hagar. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
“Just passing through, on my way to Washington, D.C.”
Virginia gave her a penetrating look, finding the rider remarkably beautiful, yet in a way that didn’t belong. With her slightly pinched aristocratic nose, yellow-flecked green eyes, and clear skin aglow under the sun, she seemed unearthly—if not for the mouth. Her full lips held a hint of asymmetry. They appeared oddly suggestive when relaxed.
A shared silence hung between them.
“What fools, huh?” Virginia finally said.
“Pardon?”
“What kind of folks would tear up the prairie grass like this?”
Hagar didn’t respond, but darkness filled her eyes. A thundercloud that dissipated just as quickly. Luckily, Virginia was not looking.
“They told Pa that the rain would follow the plow.”
Hagar surveyed the plain. “It was the same in the 1870s; they claimed that rain would follow the trees. They planted them all over. It didn’t work.” She stripped off her leather jacket, revealing a form-fitting black T-shirt beneath.
The girl peered at Hagar with intense, intelligent eyes that belied the dreamy feel of her freckles. “We moved here from Cambridge, Massachusetts.” She shook her head in disbelief. “It’s been miserable. But I’m out of here. Said goodbye to Pa and Ma this morning.”
“Where are you headed?”
The girl shrugged.
“Why?” Hagar asked.
“Because it’s all wrong!” Sudden heat flashed in the girl’s eyes. “Do you know the book Return to Nature! by Adolf Just?” Virginia didn’t wait for an answer but pulled a book out from her satchel with a flourish. For a wild moment, Hagar thought the young woman would offer her a discount if she bought it right then and there.
The girl waved the book in Hagar’s direction. “He’s right. ‘Nature is forever unassailable in her justice; she punishes every transgression of her laws, but likewise rewards every return to obedience.’”
“‘Obedience’?” Hagar was amused by the choice of word.
“Indeed. Allow me a moment.” Virginia thumbed through the pages. “‘Man must today endeavor in his mode of living to heed again the voice of nature,’” she read, then gestured at the sandy, inert expanse.
“Truer words were never spoken,” Hagar agreed, but her eyes twinkled.
“Back to a simpler, purer state. That’s why I had Pa help me construct a charkha spinning wheel.” Virginia put the book away. “I spun and sewed this dress,” she said and twirled.
Hagar reached out and felt the white dress just below the generous swell of her breasts. “You made this yourself, then?”
Virginia took a shuddering breath, managing to give a slight nod.
They began strolling on the hard, crusted ground.
“A few miles back,” Hagar said, “the wife of an old friend of mine… perhaps you knew her, Florence.”
“Dust pneumonia,” Virginia said immediately. “She died a few years back.”
“What’s dust pneumonia?”
“Mud in the lungs.”
Hagar blinked, visibly startled. She eyed the girl. “Tell me how it is here.”
“The wind moans for days on end. There are bad days, and there are worse days.” The young woman looked away and bit her lower lip as thick and sharp memories came rushing in. “On some occasions, Ma gave us small wet towels to cover our faces, so we could breathe. At night, you try to lie still, not to feel the grit of the sand on your pillow. Just the sound of blowing dirt outside is enough to knot your stomach. Is that what you want to hear?”
“Yes.”
Virginia lowered her head, overcome by emotion. “Dust to breathe, sand to eat, and dirt to drink,” she said in a small voice.
“And the storms?” Hagar asked softly.
“They last for hours or days on end: a towering tidal wave of sand that wipes out the sky, boiling up and roiling as it engulfs everything and turns day into a cellar’s midnight.” She fell silent for a moment, reminiscing. “You can’t tell which way is up. Lightning flashes, but in total silence—and suddenly, an earsplitting cacophony of clinking and rasping sounds. The metal fence, alive with static, would knock you flat if touched. The dirt might be tan brown or smoke gray, with sharp smells that burn or with greasy ones that nauseate.” Her voice fell almost to a whisper. “Once, while walking home, the blowing sand felt like steel wool on my skin. I nearly suffocated; it was a close call.”
Hagar caught herself sighing. She’d never seen nature unravel like this. It was a total ecological collapse.
The two of them sat back-to-back on the ground, content to just sit there. The sky was clear, the air surprisingly fresh.
“At the very least, people should’ve tried no-till farming,” Hagar said.
Virginia raised an eyebrow quizzically.
“No plowing,” Hagar supplied.
“Might as well tell a church to ditch its Bible. In any case, what’s zee matter with plowing, Herr Professor Doktor?”
“The soil progressively becomes impermeable.”
Virginia looked skeptical. “Plowing opens up the soil.”
“At first. But the process tears up the inner structure of the earth so later it collapses on itself, and you end up with a more compact soil than you started off with.”
Hagar smiled grimly at the startled look on the girl’s face. “Ever wondered what gives the intact grassland soil its clumpy, cottage-cheese texture? Miles of fungal filaments permeate the soil and release a sticky substance. They bind together particles of sand, silt, and clay to form aggregates. The open spaces between these clumps allow in water and air and make subterranean life possible.” She chuckled without mirth. “Well, that blasted plow rips up the fungi and collapses the whole network of air, water, and nutrients.”
“Lord!” Virginia was looking at her, wide-eyed. “How do you know all that?”
Hagar reached out, accessing a vast database with her mind. Now that she was back on Earth, she could do this. The database was continuously updated by her analysts and aided by an army of smart digital scanning devices. A name popped up in response to her query. “Sir Albert Howard. I’ve read some of his work.” She hoped that would be enough to make her expertise plausible. Luckily, Virginia seemed unfamiliar with the name.
Hagar lay down, stretching on the exposed firm earth, hands behind her head. Virginia’s gaze lowered, lingering as it roamed over Hagar’s figure. The air seemed too still all of a sudden. And it was getting hot; Virginia could feel sweat trickling down her temples and underneath her breasts.
Hagar seemed not to have noticed. “The ancient Romans used the plow, you know.” Her voice was pensive. “The repeated plowing degraded and eroded fields in central Italy. Two thousand years later, people are still at it, with an astounding lack of insight, I may add.”
Virginia sighed. “‘When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.’”
Hagar tilted her head. “John Muir?”
The girl blushed. “Well, yes.” She shrugged ruefully. “The library and I are on a first-name basis. Not a whole lot else to do around here. And everyone is convinced I’m certifiable, anyway.”
Hagar and Virginia shared a brief smile. The two rose slowly and strolled back toward the motorcycle.
Hagar glanced at Virginia a few times. At long last, she said, “You’re thirty years too late. Wrong time, wrong place.”
“How do you figure?”
“Back in the day, a small colony existed by Lake Maggiore in southern Switzerland: Monte Verità. They experimented there with surrealism, movement arts, Dadaism, nude sunbathing, nature cure, and pacifism.”
“Sounds amazing!”
Hagar smiled at that.
“Does Monte Verità still exist?” the young woman wanted to know.
“I’m afraid those types of associations don’t tend to last.”
Virginia shook her head mournfully. “Alas, nothing to live for then,” she declared, laying a hand dramatically on her chest.
When they reached the motorcycle, Virginia brightened up. “Is this a Harley-Davidson?”
Hagar briefly studied the outsized imprint on the gas tank. “Sure is.” She looked at Virginia through narrowed eyes. “I suppose you’re after a ride?”
The girl vigorously nodded and panted theatrically. “Me Tonto. Me no ride iron horse before.”
Hagar let out an exasperated sigh, but she had about half an hour left to kill. “All right. Hop into the sidecar.”
Virginia shook her head from side to side, agitating the long red tresses.
Hagar put her hands on her waist. “Well, missy, what do you propose? You’re not thinking of sitting astride, are you—in that nightgown of yours?”
The girl flipped her hair back, hiked up her dress—higher than strictly necessary—and swung one leg over the seat. She straddled the motorbike, looking archly at Hagar as if daring her to say something. “Besides,” she said, pointing to the sidecar, “we need a place for my suitcase.”
After a moment, Hagar nodded in agreement.
They settled onto the bike and Hagar revved the engine.
Virginia hugged her from behind as the motorcycle started forward. “It’s like having a sweetheart,” she said, seemingly to herself. Then she whooped as the bike took off in earnest. “Here come the thundering hoofbeats of the great horse Silver! The Lone Ranger rides again!”
“Keep it down in the back row!”
The motorcycle picked up speed.
“What a bang!” Virginia shouted. “And the wind—with no sand!” And Hagar smiled in appreciation.
“Free and wild, I embrace the open road,” Virginia hollered, rising and spreading her arms wide. “Healthy and free, the long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.”
“Sit your butt down,” Hagar yelled, “before you find yourself flying onto the long brown path behind you.”
Virginia obliged. As the engine’s growl deepened beneath her, she edged closer, pressing her body against Hagar and closing her eyes.
They rode on, the world stripped to wind, speed, and the engine’s low thunder.
Hagar eased off the gas. The engine’s roar transitioned into a gentle hum. The motorcycle coasted to a stop on the desolate, sun-bleached road; its ticking was the only sound in the still, cloudless afternoon. Virginia hopped off, cheeks flushed, eyes sparking, and stood there a moment, catching her breath.
She walked over to the sidecar, pulling out the suitcase that had been tucked away for the ride.
“Virginia.”
The young woman turned.
Hagar closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind, searching. At last, she looked up. “Go to Eutropheon, a raw food restaurant on Hill Street in Los Angeles, and contact their long-haired, European clientele—kindred spirits. In fact, ask the Richters about the naturmenschen: the Ehret nature folks in Tahquitz Canyon.”
“The Richters?”
Hagar waved her hand. “The restaurant owners.” She could never get over the narrow bandwidth humans had for absorbing new information. If a person read one hundred books a year, that was impressive. When needed, she could process that amount of data in less than a minute.
Virginia asked, “And who are these nature folks?”
“They hitchhike through the mountains and deserts, dwell in caves, create music, practice yoga, play the flute—you’ll love to hang out with them.”
“I believe I might,” Virginia said slowly. She took a few steps but then swung around. “At first, I thought… You’re not twenty at all, are you?”
Hagar shook her head.
“How old, then?”
The blonde woman looked at her strangely. “I don’t rightly know. I, well, I stopped counting before I hit a hundred.” She grinned feebly. “And with all the shifting to different planes, it’s hard to keep track at any rate.”
Virginia’s mouth fell open.
Hagar pulled down her goggles and approached. She planted a kiss on Virginia’s parted lips, and the girl jolted. “When you get to Los Angeles, wear flowers in your hair. It’ll suit you.”
“Did people wear flowers in the Monte Verità colony?” The young woman’s voice quivered ever so slightly, eyes still wide in a mix of awe and uncertainty.
“Yes. Sometimes.”
Virginia’s fingers unconsciously twirled a strand of hair. “And long hair?”
“Of course.”
Something occurred to Hagar. “Virginia, do you have any money on you?”
The girl glanced pointedly at her shoes, patched with rubber obviously taken from a worn tire.
“Here, I got something for you.” Hagar fished a massive gold coin out of her pants pocket.
With wide eyes, Virginia accepted the heavy coin and examined it. Then she regarded the other woman skeptically. “Your pockets were clearly empty; those trousers of yours cling so tightly, every detail is evident. In any case, I—”
Hagar raised her hands. “You’re right.” She considered for a second. “The jacket pocket would’ve been more believable, huh? Here, let’s do it again.” She took back the giant coin, tucked it inside her jacket, and handed it back to her, then added two more coins. “They are solid gold. Sell them when you reach Los Angeles.”
The girl shoved the heavy coins into her luggage and was silent for a long time. “So, you can produce gold out of thin air.”
Hagar burst out laughing. “I keep a vault that follows me,” she said, eyes bright with humor. “It’s a little out of phase with this world so you can’t see it.”
Virginia studied the wasteland. “Must be handy,” she finally said.
A black car with chairs strapped to its roof drove slowly down the road. They both watched the vehicle as it passed them by.
Hagar smiled affectionately at the girl in the white dress. “It’s time for you to go now. Catch a ride to Los Angeles.”
Virginia looked at her, then rushed off, her suitcase lurching every which way. She shouted something half-laughing, half-defiant to the barren land when she was a considerable distance away. Then: “A road to Damascus—and in Oklahoma, no less!”
Hagar broke into laughter. She cupped her hands and shouted after the retreating figure, “Perish the thought!” Chuckling, she shook her head and made her way back to the motorcycle.
Hagar watched her go, a strange ache settling into her chest. She touched her lips absently, then shook her head.
Time to trade kisses for committee hearings.
It was time to head east, to the capital and pay a little visit to the US Congress and, with a bit of luck, preserve some of the forests in the region. The key was hemp, the marijuana plant. The report she’d received was quite clear on that.






  
  CHAPTER 3


Washington, D.C., the House Chamber. 

The House Chamber hummed with activity, and men clustered in small groups or talked at their appointed seats. The voice of Jere Cooper from Tennessee rose above the murmurs of ongoing discussions. “Is it true that extensive hearings were held on this bill before the Ways and Means Committee and there was no opposition to its passage?”
At his chair, Frank Buck smoothed his mustache. “The gentleman is correct.”
“The gentleman from California is lying,” a voice rang out from the central door at the rear of the chamber, drawing all eyes. A blonde woman of striking beauty stood between the now open double doors, her gaze taking in the gathering of people. “After all, didn’t Dr. Woodward of the American Medical Association vehemently oppose this bill?”
A profound hush settled over the room, broken only by Buck’s indignant reply: “Who claims that?”
The youthful-looking woman didn’t deign to answer; instead, she snapped her fingers and glanced up.
The Speaker’s eyes widened in disbelief as his gaze followed hers to the gallery. The guards manning the dozen doorways, the press, and the observers were gone. “Who are you?” he demanded. “Where is security?” Sudden beads of sweat appeared on the Speaker’s forehead. Some subversive group must have taken over the House! he thought.
“I made them disappear,” the woman said as she crossed the threshold. This simple statement sent chills down the hall. Every eye was on her as she proceeded down the aisle beneath the stained-glass skylight, walking between the elongated, curved wooden benches toward the center of the floor.
The people in the gallery were absent from the very moment Hagar entered. And it wasn’t that the guards and the people in the gallery disappeared. Rather, the people in the main hall did. As she entered, Hagar had transported herself and the delegates to the netherworld: a mirror, shadowy reflection of the real world that was devoid of people except those she chose to drag across.
“Mr. Speaker, what will you do about lying Frankie here?” she asked, looking pointedly at the ashen representative from California.
“The Ways and Means Committee thoroughly investigated the matter and decided in favor of the bill,” Frank Buck said weakly.
“And what does a tax committee know about drugs?” the woman said, almost absently, slowly making her way toward the marble rostrum rail. The delegates collectively gasped as, before their eyes, her dress changed color and cut. The heels of her shoes lengthened, and the thud of her footfalls became more pronounced. Up close, she appeared to the congressmen much younger than they had assumed—and stunning at that.
Buck and Reed exchanged uncertain, fearful glances. Reed rose. “Will the gentleman yield?”
Buck nodded, grateful for the settling decorum amid these surreal, eerie circumstances. “I yield to the gentleman from New York.”
“Expert testimony indicates that marijuana use leads to insanity and crime,” Daniel A. Reed announced to the assembled House. If this was a hostage situation, maybe they could argue their way out of it.
“The marijuana cigarette is most insidious, its effects deadly,” Clinton Hester seconded. His imposing figure added gravitas to his words. He struck Hagar as a retired wrestler.
Her lips quirked into a sardonic smile. “Isn’t it curious, though,” she said, “how Dr. Woodward found the drug not to be well researched?”
The Speaker glowered in deep disapproval at the intruder, the cut of her dress, and the unseemly disruption of routine. He thanked the Lord that along with the security forces, the press and the public crowding the gallery had also disappeared.
Reed’s voice rose. “Dr. Munch testified about its harmful impact!” His words were laced with as much indignation as he could muster.
“Ah, yes, Dr. Munch. I had a feeling you were going to mention his testimony.” Hagar strolled down the aisle, her fingers absently skimming over the polished backrests of the elongated seats. “The good doctor administered cannabis to three hundred dogs. He discerned no effects on most of them and couldn’t make sense of the effects on the rest.” She spread her hands, as if regretful. “This pharmacologist with his cadre of dogs was your only expert witness on the effects of marijuana on humans.”
Murmurs of discontent swept through the hall.
“Gentlemen,” Hagar said to the assembled Representatives, “you know precious little of the drug; I trust you know something about the limits of your mandate.”
Mutters of unease greeted this statement.
Hagar shot a cold glance toward Mr. Hester, the counsel from the Department of the Treasury, and raised her hand to single him out. “The legal advisor presented the bill to the Ways and Means Committee. His professed intent: to curb the transfers of marijuana to those who would use it for ‘undesirable purposes.’” She frowned at him. “By his admission, he is in violation of his oath.”
Against the rising tide of protest, her voice came crashing down, louder than any human voice had the right to: “To use taxes as a means to penalize and prohibit is not taxation. Congress cannot ‘under the pretext of executing its powers, pass laws for the accomplishment of objects not entrusted to the government.’”
Heavy silence. The words seemed to reverberate from the walls. Hester, assistant general counsel for the Treasury, studied his shoes. Vinson from the Committee gazed off into the distance. Both attorneys recognized where the quote had come from.
The woman surveyed the people looking at her. “Gentlemen, this federal government is an overarching apparatus to bind the federated states into an effective union. All other functions of society are either reserved to the individual states or, as the case may be, left to the people’s jurisdiction or sphere of authority.”
Everyone in the chamber recognized the amendment from which this last statement was derived.
Fred Vinson, the Kentucky representative, rose to his feet. “Mr. Speaker, recent court rulings suggest otherwise.”
Hagar yelled over the voices rallying behind him, “And you think the Supreme Court’s betrayal absolves you of yours? So much for your vaunted checks and balances.”
Her words were greeted with angry buzzes and scandalized exclamations. The Speaker was banging his gavel, failing to restore order.
Hagar cried out, “The fellowship of the nine black robes. They read the Constitution as one would read tea leaves. And what insights might these seers glean? Why, anything they set their minds to.” Some smiled at the metaphor. “A few months ago, your president talked about it. You all heard him. He said the Supreme Court has improperly set itself up as the third house of Congress—a super legislature. ‘Reading into the Constitution words and implications which are not there, and which were never intended to be there.’ Your president wanted it to do justice ‘under the Constitution, not over it.’”
A stubborn silence descended over the hall.
She looked around, meeting the eyes of many. She wagged an admonishing finger. “Mark my words. You’ll start by raising taxes on the plant, then move on to a total prohibition, preventing you from even making paper from it—and then instead of having a paper industry based on hemp, you’ll have one that devours the remainder of your old-growth forests!”
For the first time since the stranger had entered the chamber, the representative from New York felt on firmer ground. “Ma’am,” Daniel Reed said, his voice silky, “I don’t know who you are or what you are after, but I can tell you this much: No one is making paper from hemp. This is total rubbish, uneconomic to boot.”
Hagar faltered, taken aback by Reed’s assertiveness. The conviction in his voice rang true; this wasn’t just posturing. Had the reports she received been falsified? Delving deeper into the web of reports she’d trusted for decades—yields, trade logs, shipping manifests. Line by line, the illusion fell away: The information she’d relied upon was tainted.
Hagar stood still; beneath her calm, a tempest brewed. The weight of many eyes upon her now felt oppressive, and every second of silence seemed charged, as she grappled internally with the magnitude of what she’d uncovered.
When she finally spoke, her voice wavered a bit, betraying a hint of the turmoil within. “My intent has been to protect the forests, not to indulge in your trivial debates on personal habits.”
Hagar raised her arms but dropped them again. “Almost forgot,” she said. “You know how sometimes you have a bad dream? Maybe even a daydream that you really don’t want to share. You realize it’s just a waking dream, and you snap out of it—like that.” She snapped her fingers. And all the people vanished from view.
For a moment, Hagar regarded the empty chamber.
She knew that at this very moment, the delegates and government officials were back in the real world, telling themselves they had been daydreaming. As for the guards still manning their posts, the journalists, and the visitors in the gallery, not a moment had passed.
Hagar remained behind, in the netherworld, rocked by the implications of what she’d just learned. The massive hemp-paper industry… Evidently, it didn’t exist. Someone had been doctoring at least some of the reports that had reached her over the past twenty or so years. Someone obviously did not want her alerted to the true state of affairs on Earth. She’d explained away—rationalized, really—the reports that left out accounts of the Dust Bowl due to the mental condition of the local analyst. But now she could no longer deny the obvious: Something was very wrong.
What the hell was going on?
Her information-gathering network of analysts was compromised. Hagar felt dazed as a new realization hit her: Without knowing who was behind this, she could not confide in or fully trust anyone.
Still in the netherworld, Hagar emerged from the Capitol building and walked the eerily empty streets toward her vehicle, brooding and fuming.






  
  CHAPTER 4


Mandatory Palestine 

Hagar stopped the car, killed the engine, and got out.
It was late afternoon. A field of grass fluttered in the warm breeze. The rays of the sun reflected from the Sea of Galilee.
The local analyst had requested that she approach the final mile on foot. Less conspicuous, he’d told her. And, sure enough, she could see him walking briskly toward her.
The situation turned out to be worse than she’d first assumed. Her network wasn’t compromised; it had been gutted. The single figure hurrying toward her was the last analyst standing. But he had no way of knowing that; her people operated independently, gathering information and analyzing events of this world on their own. This compartmentalization of the analysts was intentional; it was a security measure. For all the good it did.
She had been on her way to Egypt when she received his message. He wouldn’t have asked her to detour without a good reason. Her first impulse was to disregard it; she had far more pressing things on her mind. But that might have proved to be the wrong move. She decided to go with the flow, act as expected, and feign ignorance. It might buy her time if whoever was behind it didn’t realize she’d caught on to their ruse.
Mr. Watts came to a stop and bowed. “Greetings, High Mistress.”
“Greetings,” she said and watched him curiously. Her analyst was wearing loose trousers, a white tank top, and a dark-blue woolen cap. He motioned her to follow him up the small hill.
Indeed, an enigma awaited her upon reaching the hilltop. The buildings spread out below, with their sharp lines and gabled roofs, stood in stark contrast to the traditional dwellings of the region. They seemed out of place in that part of the world.
Some distance away, a group of young men and women were making their way toward the settlement. They were all carrying hoes and sickles, apparently farmers. The men wore Western slacks; the women wore shorts and walked casually alongside their male counterparts. Not Arabs, then. “Jews?” she asked, incredulous. “Jewish farmers?”
“Indeed.”
Her eyes followed the retreating figures. “What are these Ashkenazi Jews doing here, in the lands of the Mohammedans?”
“They came here calling it Eretz Yisrael—the homeland they were exiled from. Hundreds of thousands of Jews migrated in the last few decades, determined to reestablish here a national home.”
She burst out laughing. The analyst glanced at her with obvious surprise.
“Oh, that’s rich—the protected subjects rising in the heart of the House of Islam. I can’t wait to see how it’ll play out.”
“I fail to see the humor.”
“Islam crowned itself the final revelation,” she said. “Judaism—tolerated, taxonomized, kept safely under glass. And now the relic has risen and staked a flag in the sanctum.” She gave a dark, amused laugh. “I bet the Muslims are spitting brimstone.”
He now understood.
Hagar shook her head in wonder. “What were they thinking—migrating into the Arab heartland?”
“High Mistress, they’ve worked hard to sidestep this question, treating the resentful natives as part of the exotic scenery.”
“Madness. Couldn’t they have settled a less contentious region?” But she found herself intrigued.
“They did set up some agricultural settlements in Argentina.” He shrugged. “Didn’t work out.”
“What was there to work out, Mr. Watts?” Hagar eyed him quizzically. Once, he had another name. All of her analysts did. But with their relocation to this planet, they started a new life and left it all behind. They anticipated spending the remainder of their lives on Earth.
“This,” he said. “I wanted you to see it for yourself.”
Hagar glanced at the man questioningly.
He had been waiting for this. “A collective settlement,” he said, pointing at the buildings in the distance. “Dozens like this one have sprung up in the region.”
“How long have these existed?” she demanded.
His eyes twinkled. “The oldest has been around for thirty years and is going strong.”
Hagar was silent for some time, considering this. “Interesting,” she said at last. She had a standing order to alert her to any forward-thinking, pioneering human enterprises. She wanted to be kept abreast not only of the most worrisome developments of the manmade world on Earth, but also its most promising. Many intentional communities have sprouted in the last century and a half. Almost all of them have proved to be very short-lived. Could it be different here? “I’ll go in and take a peek,” she told Mr. Watts. He bowed in return, looking pleased.
Hagar morphed her clothes until she stood in front of Mr. Watts wearing a kerchief, dark shorts, and a sleeveless white top. “The outfit the girls wear around here is nothing if not comfortable,” she said, laughing, and stuck her hands in the dirt, only to rub some of it on her shorts. “How do I look?”
“Like you fit in, boss.” He gave her a boyish grin and touched his cap in acknowledgment.
They started walking toward the settlement. In the distance, a hay baler slowly worked its way through a field, a reciprocating beam on top packing the straw tightly onto the incoming conveyor belt. In addition to the driver on the small tractor out front, four men rode the baler itself, raking the hay and managing the twine feed, as needed.
A swarm of naked children tore past them, squealing and laughing. Hagar blinked. “Where are they headed?”
“Why, to the lake, of course.” Mr. Watts was chortling. “At this speed, I reckon they’re about to hit the water any moment now.”
They crossed the field, and the sound of a hammer banging on metal greeted them as they approached a shaded area. A man paused his work and regarded them before resuming. From a shed, a few men walked out single file carrying on their shoulders bulky burlap sacks filled with grain. Hagar gestured to her companion to follow her, and they entered the outbuilding. In one corner, two women crouched, inspecting numerous potted seedlings arrayed in front of them.
“I expected a socialist, collective settlement to stifle the entrepreneurial and innovative spirit,” her analyst was saying once they were back out.
“Mr. Watts, groups of dedicated young people can be wildly enterprising,” Hagar said. “While the collectivist Fourierist Phalanxes in the United States collapsed within months, it wasn’t for lack of ingenuity.” She observed small children clearing rocks. Three of them pushed a loaded wheelbarrow to the edge of a pit. As they lifted it up, other kids removed the rocks using long-handled hoes.
Hagar made her way toward the residential area, and her analyst fell in beside her. Among recently planted palm trees, they passed a group of teens lounging on a grass lawn. In the center stood an older man, leading what sounded like a current-affairs discussion.

    
  In the falling darkness, amid cypress trees, Hagar stood regarding a vacant building. Her glance fell on a plaque, and she trained her flashlight on it. The inscription read: May this school rear our children in knowledge and understanding, instilling cooperation, loyalty, and efficiency. They will continue our mission of turning barren land into a thriving, fertile region. May plenty and love for the homeland bless the returned sons of an exiled people.
“It’s a school,” someone behind her said in heavily accented German.
She spun around. A man with a holstered rifle stood grinning at her.
With Hagar appearing to be no more than twenty, he mistook her for one of the Jewish German youth members who had recently taken up residence in the colony.
“We built the school seven years ago,” the watchman said.
Repeated chimes of a ship’s bell filled the air.
“It seems to be the nicest building in the settlement,” Hagar said, noting the whitewash on the walls, the tended lawn, and the flower garden.
“For the younger generation, nothing but the best,” he said, adoration in his voice. “When we still had to live in shacks and tents, we made a point of building the children a permanent home.” He followed her gaze. “Over there is the orchard.” The watchman paused. “You are new here,” he said.
She smiled. “I’ve only just arrived.”
The guard gestured toward a large communal dining hall. “Go have dinner. That’s where everyone is headed now.”
Hagar looked at him unhappily, taken aback by his blunt manner. She then noticed a woman standing some distance away, hands in her pockets. The woman was also armed and wore a belt with loops filled with cartridges slung over her shoulder, sash-style. Clearly, she was waiting on the first watchman to join her.
Hagar eyed the female guard in her somewhat rumpled, oversized shirt. What at first appeared bold and brassy seemed, at least in part, to be something else: a deliberate attempt to expunge the differences between men and women.
“Good flashlight.” The man motioned to the one in her hand. “Can I use it? It’ll be more useful for guard duty. Your turn will come soon enough.” Without waiting for an answer, he took it from her.
From a kilometer away in the hills, Mr. Watts watched the exchange through binoculars that far surpassed any on Earth and gasped at the man’s audacity. But his boss just let loose a startled, amused laugh and walked with an easy gait toward the dining hall.
Men and women in clean white shirts were emerging from the barracks and stuccoed dormitories, greeting each other, and walking toward the single-story building with numerous windows.
Joining them, Hagar entered a brightly lit, boisterous hall. It was filled mostly with young people; the oldest seemed to be in their late thirties. Next to where she stood, someone was strumming a mandolin with some people nearby singing along. She looked around, unsure, then stepped between the two rows of crowded tables. “Shalom,” she finally greeted a man with a weathered, tanned face, seated by himself.
“Sit down, sit down,” the man said, patting the space next to him on the wooden bench. She obliged.
A few women pushed open double swinging doors and emerged from the kitchen carrying trays.
“Fish!” hollered one of the serving women, turning around theatrically and holding a tray high. “And for a mere Saturday dinner, at that. Not fish from eggplants, not even from eggs, but real ones.” This was greeted with a roar of approval and a round of applause.
“Newcomer?” the man asked, raising his voice to be heard. Hagar flashed him a dazzling smile.
The man gave her an admiring once-over before introducing her to the table: “Everyone, look. Pretty as a picture from Vienna!”
Some of the men chuckled or murmured in appreciation, looking her way. Despite her athletic build, there was an air of refinement about her. Her slender fingers seemed more suited to playing a harp than handling farming tools, and her patrician nose seemed more accustomed to the fragrance of blooming roses than the raw scent of the earth.
In response, Hagar held out a cup. And the man next to her poured her steaming tea from a metal kettle.
“How many members do you have?” she wanted to know.
“Nu, one hundred and seventy-two. We began with a core group of about sixty. This is our twelfth year.”
Hagar took a sip. “You must’ve worked this land with blood and sweat.”
“We did,” he said. “Out back, we’ve got a small cemetery. That’s where we buried comrades taken by malaria or killed by Arab marauders.” He grimaced. “It wasn’t easy waking up at two o’clock in the morning in those early days. Some of us still do, you know. And then we’ve had occasional locusts, which ate everything. You’d find their larvae in your bedclothes, on your desk, in your shoes.”
“And now, our alfalfa crop is as good as what they get in California,” someone else said. Hagar looked up. A woman across the table was grinning. “Enough, Yosef. You want to scare her off?” She extended a firm hand to Hagar. “I’m Elisheva.”
“Hagar.”
They shook hands.
“This is where we turn dreams into calluses.” The woman gave Hagar a lopsided smile.
“Who’s the leader?”
“No leader. Policy matters are decided by consensus,” Elisheva said, exchanging glances with Yosef. Something was off about the newcomer, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She stirred her soup, the spoon clinking against the bowl.
Hagar mulled it over. “You say there are no leaders, but strong personalities always rise to the top.”
“Sure,” Yosef said. “But the headstrong are often at odds with one another. This tends to cancel things out. Community decisions are made during the weekly General Assembly, where the timid and the inarticulate are encouraged to speak up. We try to arrive at a broad, genuine consensus.”
Around them, the hall throbbed with the clatter of cutlery and the boisterous chatter of the crowd. People seated close by found themselves listening in.
Hagar liked what she heard so far. “Do you get to decide what work you do?”
Elisheva replied, “You let the work committee know your preference, and it decides.” She smiled. “We, the women, have largely taken over chicken breeding, beekeeping, and the vineyard.” She pointed at a bulletin board on the far wall. “It all comes down to trust: in the committee, in our fellow comrades, in the kvutza and what it stands for.”
“Who has the job of cleaning the lavatories or working in the washhouse?”
Elisheva said, “It’s not assigned to any one person. Instead, everyone takes turns handling the truly unpleasant or particularly tedious tasks. The worse the job, the more often it rotates.”
Hagar studied the faces around her. These people were not the first to establish such norms, but theirs was one of the very few secular intentional communities to survive beyond several years. The question, then, was why. And just as important… could it be implemented in other places?
“It’s impressive,” Hagar said. She helped herself to some of the food. “Collective settlements, kvutzot, are dotting this valley—over twenty thousand people in all, I was told. With Jewish members from South Africa and Romania, Russia and Greece, Poland and everywhere in between. What makes this time and place different?”
Yosef put both hands on the table, contemplating her question. “Neither a sect nor a sanctuary, this kvutza and others like it have a purpose beyond their own existence. They are but means to rebuild a Jewish national home.”
That must have been the root of their durability, Hagar realized, or at least part of it. She pushed on. “Among other factors, what makes capitalism work is the sense of ownership in one’s labor and product.” She peered at Yosef through the rising steam from her cup. “Isn’t this a problem in a collective settlement such as this?”
“Ah, she’s a tarbutnikit,” someone muttered from a nearby table.
“Oh?”
“A culturalist,” another clarified.
“She has a point,” a woman said from behind them. “Russia had a great shortage of electricity during the war, but you could not persuade the people to conserve. Light would be left burning all night.”
“If everyone owns it, no one owns it,” Hagar said, a challenge in her tone.
One of the men, a wiry pioneer with weathered features, bristled at her words. “Can there be no motivation but the accumulation of assets?” he asked, disdain clear in his voice. A few around him murmured in agreement.
“That’s a question waiting for an answer,” Hagar said, unperturbed.
“We’ve answered it,” Elisheva said, putting down her fork. She focused her eyes on Hagar. “A member of the kvutza who gets up at four in the morning and does not return from the fields until dark—is he less devoted than the man who farms a field of his own?” Some nodded at those words. “The woman who cooks for one hundred comrades—is she any less industrious than if she were to cook for only her family?” Elisheva went on heatedly. “If one breaks the only gas lamp the collective owns or leaves the boiling milk unattended and it runs over, everyone suffers. Therefore, we care more than if it concerned only us or our immediate family.”
Hagar’s forehead creased in a frown as she mulled it over. “What if some members want more than others?”
“We don’t maintain a rigid rule that each member can receive only so much and no more. The committee in charge settles such matters. What we have brought about is socialism on a human scale.”
And that last thing you said makes a big difference, Hagar thought.
“‘From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs,’” a stocky member from another table quoted, a comment which garnered him derisive but good-natured laughter and slaps on the back.
“Enough philosophy,” cried a person seated nearby. He turned to Hagar. “Play the accordion, sweetheart?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said and then held out her arm.






  
  CHAPTER 5


Mandatory Palestine, the Netherworld 
“Well?” Mr. Watts asked, trying not to appear anxious as his mistress drew near, crossing a field near his house. But he really wanted to hear what she had to say about the cooperative settlements.
“Well, what?” she snapped.
“Admit it, Boss.”
“So what?” She inhaled deeply from the cigarette-like object.
“So something,” he said.
Hagar shook her head, visibly frustrated. She exhaled bluish vapor and put away an exotic-looking smoking device. “That’s exactly it—it isn’t. It’s just a one-time journey. These collective settlements draw their strength from the formation of the Jewish national home. It’s a fellowship of generosity, camaraderie, and sacrifice fueled by unique circumstances.”
Her eyes flitted across the field they were standing on. “And one day, their members may reach the mountaintop: the establishment of a Jewish state. They will stand, admire the view, and then settle in for the long haul. Air conditioners. Paved roads. Trimmed lawns. The wonderful bad old days of hardship will be superseded by pedestrian good days. And eventually the fish will just taste like fish—nothing more.” She sighed, vexed. “You know, when you first told me these communal settlements have been thriving for decades, I was astounded.”
“And now?”
“Even more so. I’m surprised they lasted a month, let alone twenty or thirty years, as some of them have.”
Mr. Watts raised an eyebrow.
“The kvutza started as a youth movement,” Hagar said, arms wrapped around her knees. “And
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