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​Chapter 1
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Bentley and I met on a sweltering November afternoon on the east side of Lake Merritt, along the stretch of green between Grand and Lakeshore Avenues. We greeted one another with nods under the main archway of the Pergola, that hybrid structure of Roman columns and Spanish missionary roofs, dirty white against the algae of the lake. I hadn’t been in Oakland for a while, and everything looked due for restoration. Or destruction.

Strange, but not so strange given our digital world, that we had never interfaced before in person. Bentley ran Mass Storage, director and chief architect, while I was a top gun (some would say loose cannon) in Gadgets. These were the company’s main divisions, with the bulk of our resources in Mass Storage, but the bulk of the fun in Gadgets.

I knew nothing personal about Bentley except that they were non-binary. Video conferences had revealed straw-colored hair over an oval face of forty or fifty years. Their audio reminded me of a boy in the midst of puberty voice change. But I hadn’t a hint regarding their genital anatomy. They had only one name—Bentley. Ironic, I thought, because our work was binary. For us, 5 + 2 didn’t equal 7; rather, 0101 + 0010 equaled 0111. Binary to the core, despite the inroads of artificial intelligence. AI, helpful as it was, had some way to go to knock out Bentley.

And, oh yes, I just remembered, Bentley was a Whitman aficionado. In a chat once, I had asked what a certain Mass Storage protocol, which they wanted me to adopt, had to do with Gadgets. “A lot,” Bentley replied. “For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” Which my AI wingman flagged as the third line from “Song of Myself” by the American poet, Walt Whitman, May 31, 1819 to March 26, 1892. You’re kidding me, I thought, but ended up agreeing to Bentley’s request.

Our last contact had been the day before, during a brownout. Video, Bentley in one window, me and my boss, the director of Gadgets, sharing another.

“Sorry, guys,” Bentley had said, “but we have to divert your power to Mass Storage.”

My boss shook his head. “Again?”

“You’re going down in ten minutes,” Bentley said. “Is that enough time?”

My boss turned to me.

“Sure.” What else could I say? Mass Storage was dead without power, while we could twiddle our thumbs for the duration.

A few hours later, Bentley opened a dialog for my eyes only. “Hey Ted,” they wrote, “mind dropping across the bay tomorrow?” Tomorrow being Saturday, with Bentley living in Oakland and me in San Fran.

So Saturday afternoon, I put my V2Caiman in manual and drove it to a pre-purchased parking spot on Lakeside Avenue. And there we were, tramping a path on the north shore of Oakland’s downtown water hole. Which used to be blue and beautiful, but heat and algae had taken their toll.

The purpose of the meeting had to be a job offer, a lateral move from Gadgets to Mass Storage. The only reason for an off-the-book in-person get-together. But I liked Gadgets, and Mass Storage sounded like its name—dull. I wondered what a brain like Bentley saw there. Sure, an offer would be an honor, but they had a tough sell ahead of them.

We must have resembled an odd couple, more me than Bentley, I hasten to add, thanks to the whims and quirks of genetics. My thin, long-legged frame and disjointed stride came straight from my dad, Mark Riddell, entrepreneur and executive in the old Silicon Valley. For the tan skin, brown eyes, and black hair, I could thank Rita Sanchez, Mark’s on-and-off common-law wife. People attributed my smarts to Mark, but Rita was no dummy. They lived apart these days.

Bentley ran on about global warming, pandemics, the fires, the cost of housing, the cost of food, a lack of civility, and other setbacks to California dreaming, talking with their hands as much as their mouth. I surmised this wasn’t just chatter, that they had a reason for their ramblings. At Adams Point, Bentley said, “The Valley is drying up in more ways than one.” Still, I offered no comment, pretty sure, but not positive, that they meant not only the climate but the job market for engineers. Always at the back of everyone’s mind these days. At Glen Echo Creek, Bentley stopped and turned to me.

“A bit of a formality,” they said. “I’ve got to swear you to secrecy.”

I laughed. “Should I raise my right hand?” Everything I worked on was proprietary.

Bentley smiled. “Audio is sufficient.”

“Sure,” I said. “I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

We continued our westward walk.

“We’re moving Mass Storage,” Bentley said. “For the sake of our machines, I might add.”

I’d never visited Mass Storage, but envisioned racks of servers humming away in air-conditioned chambers. Mass Storage was nothing if not machines.

“They need power and cooling,” Bentley said. “And the situation here is conducive to neither.”

No argument on that point. We walked in silence for half a minute.

“So you’ve heard of the polar vortex?” Bentley said.

The polar vortex? “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well, all we think about these days is heat. But in the northern hemisphere, the vortex pushes cold air down to a select few places. Kind of like icy fingers.”

“You’re relocating to one of those icy fingers because—”

“—the machines don’t like heat.”

“You’re heading north.”

“More east than north,” Bentley said. “Across the continent, into the bowels of upper New England. Which we’ve determined—”

“I thought the vortex was in the Midwest.”

Bentley shook their head. “It keeps shifting. Right now, the upper northeast is on track for cold winters and cool summers. An anomaly we plan to jump on.”

New England, I thought. No thanks. As we turned south onto Lakeside Drive, I looked across Lake Merritt’s murky water and said, “What are we doing, walking the entire lake?”

“Why not?” Bentley waved a hand at a nearby deli. “Want a drink?”

A minute later, we lounged on two plastic chairs outside the deli in the shade of an ancient oak. We sipped cold bottled water. Delicious.

“So you’re really moving to New England?”

“I’d like to think we’re moving to New England.”

"That's funny,” I said, and produced a chuckle.

“Have you been keeping abreast of the job market?”

I crossed one leg over the other.

“I don’t want to sound alarmist, but—” They opened their arms toward the shimmering surface and green algae of the lake. “Most of us mortals, even us highly paid mortals, trundle paycheck to paycheck looking for the future to take care of itself. But what if the checks stop coming?”

Bentley had a point. Like most workaholic nerds, I buried my head in my models and code with occasional glances at the outside world. But, more and more, those glances were telling me that employment for engineers might be going the way of truck drivers.

“Where exactly in New England are we going?”

Bentley smiled. “Do you know New Hampshire?”

“It’s next to Vermont. They kind of look the same.”

“Let’s walk some more.”

Bentley turned south on Lakeside Drive. “Here’s the secret part of our conversation. Mass Storage is moving to a small town halfway up New Hampshire, on the east side, close to Maine. The name of the town—doesn’t matter right now—let’s just call it Nowhere. Nowhere, New Hampshire.” Bentley glanced at me as we continued our walk. “There’s also a top secret part.”

I raised my right hand. “I’m good to know.”

“Corporate is moving there, too.”

If Bentley noticed my surprise, they didn’t react, just kept looking ahead, and down to check their footing. A move by corporate headquarters—that was big, more than cooling off a few machines. That had the makings of pulling the plug on the Valley. I didn’t know how to respond, but thought of another line of inquiry. “Let me ask you a question. Why don’t we move to Alaska? Or the North Pole?”

“Power. We need to be on the grid.”

“And this place, Nowhere, it’s on the grid?”

Bentley kicked a small stone; it skipped ahead of us. “It’s getting there. Our infrastructure in Nowhere arises as we speak.”

“Why do I get the call?” I said.

“Because you’re the smartest human in the company next to me.”

“Hah.”

“Don’t let it go to your head. Or mine. That’s just the facts.”

“What would my job be?”

“Special assistant to the CTO.” Bentley’s new title, I presumed, chief technology officer.

“That could mean anything,” I said.

“You see, smart as I am, I only have so many cycles. I need—I desperately need—someone who can implement my thoughts and handle the day-to-day.”

One thing still bothered me. I loved Gadgets. I saw Gadgets as the company jewel. “So,” I said, “in your opinion, Mass Storage is where the company’s at?”

“It’s where everything is at. And that’s not an opinion.”

I gave Bentley’s two sentences some thought. Okay, Mass Storage touched just about every piece of data in the world. Maybe that’s what Bentley meant. But the semantics of everything transcended storage capacity. And the job looked dull beyond endurance. And New Hampshire? Nowhere, New Hampshire? One of the few remaining cold spots in the country? That was good? Although the extremes wore on me, I liked warm weather.

We rounded the southern tip of Lake Merritt and stopped at a green taco truck. Bentley said, “Want one? I hope you’re not insulted if I try out my Spanish.”

I laughed. The truck would understand them if they spoke Klingon. And I couldn't care less how fractured their Spanish was.

Bentley walked to the truck and said, “Dos tacos de carne. Credito, por favor.”

“Dos minutos, Señor o Señora Bentley,” the truck said.

Hah, I thought, either the truck knew Bentley was nonbinary or (more likely) couldn’t determine their gender. And I still hadn’t figured out if the dos minutos were to assemble the tacos fresh or make us think that’s what was going on inside. I said, “There’s a conspiracy theory that there’s really a human in there.”

Bentley shook his head. “Pointless. They’d have to pay a salary.”

Dos minutos later, we grabbed our tacos from a slide-out tray and sat cross-legged on the fading grass near the lake. Bentley nibbled their taco de carne, giving me mucho tiempo to think over the offer. I didn’t need to ask about specific duties, working conditions, or salary. That would all fall out. I liked Gadgets, liked it a lot, but Gadgets wasn’t where it was at. Nowhere was where it was at. The world had gone crazy.

“I understand,” Bentley said. “You were born here. You love it here. Your parents are here. Your friends are here. I have the same problem. And I still don’t know how I’m going to break the news to Schultz.”

Schultz?

“My dog,” Bentley said. Their eyes moistened. They opened a photo on their wrist phone. A German Shepherd with mottled hair and yellow teeth stared at me. Not my cup of tea, or anything I’d want to run into on a dark night.

“A rescue. No idea how old he is.” Bentley talked to the ground in front of his crossed legs. “He’s not going to like the move. I’ve got to find a place out of town. Where he has room to roam.” Bentley lifted their eyes to mine. “He has his moments, but he’s a good dog.”

Here was a side of Bentley I hadn’t imagined. Schultz, who appeared to be binary. I was tempted to inquire further, but the moment passed as Bentley snapped out of his reverie and addressed the matter at hand.

“You think Gadgets is the balls. But Ted, you’re wasting your time. And there’s not much time to waste.”

“You make it sound like a done deal. Like I can’t turn it down.”

Bentley chewed and swallowed. “You can’t. I mean, you can—it’s easy to slide along until you drop off the cliff, but it’s not a good idea.”

“So this move to Nowhere—it’s expected to save the company?”

Bentley smiled as they put a napkin to their lips. “That would be the favored outcome.”

*
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I VIDEOCALLED MY DAD, Mark Riddell, former engineer, marketeer, entrepreneur, degrees in electrical engineering, computer science, MBA, currently unemployed. He wore a black T-shirt and smart glasses with black frames. His hair struck me as grayer and sparser than last month. A virtual background of breaking waves against a blue sky shielded the state of his apartment.

“Bentley’s right,” he said after some rumination. “You don’t have much choice. The only thing—” He shook his head.

“Yeah?”

“This move doesn’t mean you’re saved. Things there could go into the shitter too.”

“Gee, that’s encouraging.”

“That’s the way it is, Ted.”

Just what I could do without—a dose of Dad reality. I knew the lack of employment wore on him, but he had money in the bank. He could create apps; he could have fun. He didn’t have to fixate on the half-empty part of his life.

“You might split humans into three pods,” he said. Oh no, more reality. “Capitalists, white collar, and blue collar. As wealth consolidates and automation increases, the bottom falls out for the blue boys. But I always thought there’d be a place for the top third or so of white-collar. Now I don’t know. We’re approaching a world that doesn’t need workers. And, get this—” Pause for effect. “A world that doesn’t really need capitalists.”

A new twist. “How so?”

“Well, they think money rules. But what if it isn’t needed anymore? What if you can’t buy a bowl of soup at any price?”

“Good point,” I said. My usual response to Dad’s ramblings.

“How are you getting to New Hampshire?”

“The Caiman.” I paused. “Gave some thought to selling the car and flying out, then picking up—”

“No, Jesus, don’t fly. Just set the Caiman for that place, Nowhere, and take a nap.”

“Actually, I like the feel of the road in my hands.”

“Don’t be a fool. Autopilot is much safer.”

I ignored the pitch for autopilot, but wondered about his anti-flying delirium. A month back, a plane had crashed, creating a minor panic over air travel. The usual conspiracy nonsense flooded social media.

“What’s with the flying?” I said. “One plane goes down and—”

“That wasn’t the only one.”

“Jeez, Dad.” I shook my head.

“Have you talked to your mother?”

“She’s next.”

We chatted for a while longer. I told Dad about the latest gadgets and how much I’d miss them. He commiserated, but reiterated Bentley’s mantra—Mass Storage was where it was at. We closed the call.

*
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“ALL THE WAY ACROSS the continent,” Mom said. “Never to be seen again.” Her brown eyes bore into me.

“Mom, we can get together on video whenever. And the job won’t last to infinity. And now and then I can fly back—”

“Oh God, no, don’t fly.” She put both hands over her heart. “Promise me you won’t fly.”

I sighed.

“Promise,” she said.

“I promise, I promise.”

“And promise me you’ll keep that car on autopilot.”

None of this made sense. The planes were all autopilot—not even a flight crew on board. I couldn’t get over it, exhorting me not to trust the planes and, in the same breath, telling me to run my car on autopilot.

“Will I see you before you leave?”

“Of course,” I said. “The day before I leave, I promise.”

“You know I love you.”

“I love you, too, Mom.”

*
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THREE DAYS BEFORE I left, an old Nerdsville high school chum, Derek, called. He lived with his parents and worked at Mass Storage. I’d been avoiding him because of the oath of secrecy I took on the shores of Lake Merritt. While everyone in Mass Storage had to know they were moving, they might not know about corporate headquarters.

“I heard you’re going east,” Derek said. “Driving?”

“I’d like to, but everyone tells me to put the car on autopilot.” Meant as a joke, but Derek didn’t laugh.

“That’s smart,” he said.

“Keeping it on autopilot?”

“That and not flying.”

“You believe that horseshit?”

“It’s not horseshit. There’s at least three planes off the radar.”

“I’ve only heard of one.”

Derek put up his fleshy hands, palms out. “I’m not going to argue the point. Look, what I called you for—can you take a passenger?” He smiled. “You won’t regret it.”

After a beat, I said, “I suppose. As long as you’re not bringing a lot of shit.”

“It’s not me.”

“Oh.”

“It’s Julia Valdez from marketing.”

“I don’t know her.”

“She’s hot, hot, hot.”

Which induced in me the antagonistic emotions of lust and angst. You’ve got to understand, Derek and I were geeks. I was ninety percent sure Derek was a virgin. I knew I was—as far as conjoining with another. We differed in that Derek talked about girls like he got it on with them, and he made passes (rebuffed as a matter of course). I went the other way—I wanted to get it on, had an intense desire to get it on, but faltered in execution. 

“Valdez?” I said.

“She doesn’t look Latina, not like you. But she is. And did I mention? She’s hot, hot, hot.”

I wanted a change of subject, and a question crossed my mind. “Hey, how are you getting there?”

“Not going.”

“Why not?”

“Pink slip.”

“Jeez, what did you do?”

“Nothing. They’re only taking a quarter of the division. Pink slips for everyone else.”

This stunned me more than anything I’d learned from Bentley.

“Doesn’t make sense,” I said. “What are they doing? Hiring back in Nowhere, New Hampshire.”

“It’s not Nowhere.”

“Say what?”

“That’s what everyone calls it, even the locals. But it’s not—nevermind, the name fits. And they’re not hiring back there.”

“Where?”

“Nowhere.”

“Then how do they plan on running the company?”

“Fucking machines,” Derek said. “They’re taking over.”

“C’mon, Derek. Get a grip.”

“C’mon yourself.”

“What are you going to do?” I said.

“First thing, I’m taking the severance and buying enough weed for the rest of my life. Seeds, too, so I can grow it if I have to.”

I gave a short laugh, but doubted he was joking.

“After that, I don’t know. Are we all set on Julia?”

*
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TWO DAYS LATER, ON our last evening together, I let Mom know I had a companion for the trip. We were eating enchiladas at a restaurant near her bungalow. Mom raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”

I shook my head with a smile. “It’s nothing like that. She just needs a ride.”

Mom poked at her plate. “Well, there’s rides, and then there’s rides. That’s how your father and I met. I didn’t have a car, and—”

“Mamá.”

“I understand. You’re not a ladies’ man, but you don’t have to be. You’re a good catch.”

“Right.”

“Right,” said Mom. “You’ve got a nice job and a nice paycheck. What did you say her name was?”

“Julia.” I wanted to steer the conversation elsewhere, but saw no escape. “Julia Valdez.”

“Oh, how nice.”

“But she doesn’t look Latina.”

Mom shrugged. “She sounds like a nice girl.”
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​Chapter 2
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I picked up Julia in Walnut Creek. Our combined possessions fit in the rear of the Caiman with enough room to lean the seats back. I guessed mid-thirties—to my thirty-eight. Pale skin, blonde hair, blue eyes.

I drove with my left hand on the wheel, head bobbing, merging and passing on the mid-morning 680 North. I wanted to look cool—as opposed to geeky cool. I didn’t want to appear horny. In particular, I didn’t want to appear geeky horny.

“Ted?”

“Yeah, Julia?”

“Would you do me a favor and put that thing on autopilot?” I must have frowned. “Nothing about your driving, although it is a little fast. It’s just safer on autopilot.”

“Hey, Caiman,” I said. “Take over.”

The steering wheel and accelerator slipped away from my control. I pushed back in my seat.

“Thank you,” Julia said.

“Okay,” I said, “I have a question for you. Why is autopilot safe in cars but not planes?”

“Because someone’s mucking with the aviation software.”

“You’re joking.”

“I’m not. Think about it. If everything has quadruple redundancy, then those planes going down, it’s deliberate.”

More conspiracy theory, but at least in that realm I could converse without pressure on my loins. And I had thought of a new line of rebuttal. “You know, if they can muck with planes, they can do the same with cars. Like the guidance system on this V2Caiman we’re traveling in.”

“I haven’t heard—”

“You wouldn’t hear anything. Car accidents would be buried in the stats.” I let a few seconds go by. “Do you want me to go back to manual?”

Julia laughed. “Is it true you’re reporting directly to Bentley?”

“How do you know that? Derek?”

Julia laughed again. “Everybody in Mass Storage knows it. Bentley pulling in the big brain from Gadgets.”

Big brain. Is that how she saw me? My body had other parts, too. We were silent for a few moments.

“If you’re wondering why I don’t look Mexican,” Julia said, “I’m fifth generation all on the hombre side. Great-great-grandfather, great-grandfather, grandfather, father, all married gringos, so here I am, a Valdez with none of it showing. You—you look half-Mex.”

“My mom,” I said.

“Do you speak Spanish?”

“¿Qué quieres escuchar?”

“That’s neat. I could fall for a smart guy who speaks Spanish.” Her lips formed a slight pucker.

My face warmed; not noticeably, I hoped. Was she teasing or coming on to me? And if she was making a pass, what was I supposed to do with it? Just like my failed attempt at field hockey—if the ball comes to me, what do I do with it? I just fell apart in these situations. I wished I could take the car off autopilot, so I’d have something to keep me occupied.

“Do you know Bill Johnson?” Julia said.

I shook my head.

“No, of course you wouldn’t. He’s in manufacturing. He’s going, too. Already there, in fact.”

As soon as I heard manufacturing, I thought, a lesser brain. Julia too—marketing wasn’t high on my intelligence register. The hubris of being an engineer—my major failing, every engineer’s failing, looking down on those not endowed with our smarts.

“I went out with him for a while,” Julia said. Her statement surprised me with the advent of a tinge of jealousy. Here we were, having met but a few hours ago, and I’m pissy over her ex-boyfriend.

“You might have seen him on a conference call. He’s Black.”

In my head, I replayed a few conference calls involving manufacturing. There was one guy, Black, who might excite jealousy. I guessed his height at six feet, same as me, but there the resemblance ended.

“He’s athletic,” Julia said. “Narrow in the hips, broad in the shoulders.” Julia spread her hands so I could visualize a set of brawny shoulders. More warmth flooded my face. I so wished I was operating the vehicle so I could deal with something other than Julia’s scrutiny.

“But you know,” Julia said. “He’s wild and crazy, and I got tired of that. What I need is stability. Stability and brains.”

Here we were again with the ball on my side of the net. My chance to respond with something suave, like, brains, you say? That just happens to be my strong suit. Followed by a chuckle. But such rejoinders only happened in retrospect. In real time, I sat speechless, a hopeless dweeb.

Julia said, “What’s your setup? Do you have an apartment?”

“I do,” I said, grasping at a straightforward question that took a straightforward answer, without processing the implication. “I went through a site called Up North Living Associates. You?”

“For now, I’ve got a room at the Wild Moose Inn.” She paused. “Have to get set up with something permanent.”

Another opportunity for a suave utterance passed.

Julia said, “Where’s your apartment?”

“Do you know the town?” I tapped the map on the Caiman’s dash. Julia shifted my way as I zoomed in on Nowhere and ran my finger diagonally top left to bottom right. “Main Street runs from the northwest down and across to the southeast. If we went straight out the east side of town, instead of going south, we’d cross the Appalachian Trail.”

“The famous AT?”

“Yep. Right there.”

Julia leaned closer and placed her left hand on my leg. “So where’s your apartment?”

I concentrated on the map. My forefinger backtracked west, past the south-bound road, past the town common, then down. “Right there, at the end of Church Street. A brand new complex.”

“Do you like me, Ted?”

My brain sputtered and stalled. For a second, I thought she'd said, do you like it, Ted? Meaning the apartment. But she was asking if I liked her. A simple question with a yes or no—.

Julia strained against her seat belt. “Ted?”

“Yeah?” The pitch of my voice had gone geeky high.

“Do you like me?”

“Yeah, I like you. I mean, we’ve just barely met, but yeah, I like you. I like you a lot.” Oh, God.

“I like you, too,” Julia said. “I feel this connection, like we were meant to come together.”

I too felt a connection, like I might dump my load any second.

“Ted?”

“Mmm?”

“I know this is very forward, but it’s in my bones. Could we stop somewhere and share a room tonight?”

“We could,” I said in high tenor.

“And—I know this is sudden—maybe share an apartment in Nowhere? Until I get on my feet.”

I knew I was being played. I’d have to be a dope not to see I was being played, and whatever other shortcomings I had, I wasn’t a dope. I envisioned what happened the week before at Mass Storage. Julia approaches Derek. She says, “Oh, Derek, what am I going to do? A room at the Wild Moose Inn. How horrid.” And Derek smiles his urbane, weed-wracked smile. “Well, I just happen to know someone who might alleviate your stress.”

In my head, I saw it all, but not down below. Down below, I didn’t care. If she wanted to play me, play away.

*
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WE CRUISED EAST AND crossed into New Hampshire. Five miles short of Nowhere, we passed the Appalachia Trailhead, sprawled along the south side of the highway, with twenty cars in residence. I sat up and addressed my smartwatch. “Hey, Clever One, tell me about the Appalachia Trailhead. That’s Appalachia without an ‘n’ at the end.”

“Sure, Ted. ​The Appalachia Trailhead is a major gateway for hikers into the rugged and scenic Presidential Mountains, featuring such iconic peaks as Mount Washington, Mount Adams, Mount Jefferson, Mount Madison, and more.”

“So now you’re into hiking?” Julia said.

“Why not? Clever One, why isn’t it called the Appalachian Trailhead, same as the trail?”

“It’s named after the Appalachia neighborhood of Randolph, New Hampshire. This name predates all the brouhaha over the Appalachian Trail.”

“Is Nowhere near Randolph?”

“Next town. As soon as we get over this hill, we’ll drop into Nowhere’s western suburbs.”

“Why do people keep calling it Nowhere when its name is—?”

“Ha ha. Good one, Ted. You’ll find out soon enough. Okay, you’re approaching the town’s westside traffic light. It controls a three-way intersection. To the left, Main Street goes north. To the right, Main Street goes south, then east. You’ll be going right. Your V2Caiman knows the way.”

Which reminded me: “Hey Caiman,” I said, “find us a grocery store.”

The car turned right at the light and drove a hundred meters to an off-road strip of tar with head-in parking under a sign that read, AllInOne Mart. Julia and I donned fleeces to ward off the late November
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