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To my daughter, who has decided, against all my advice, that she wants to write books too.


Do you have a regret? A wound so deep no stitch can close it? Do you wake each day desperate to go back to the moment your life changed?

Tell me, what wouldn’t you do for a second chance?

First lines from the Spread the Light recruitment pamphlet
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James

I went looking for the cult on a mid-summer Sunday.

Not a cult, they said. A community. A collective. But really, shaved heads and yellow robes? Cult. The leader of the ‘Golden Door Movement’, a man named Sol, was as charismatic as you’d expect. There was something more honest, humble even, about him than your typical Jim Jones or Ron Hubbard, but I was sure that was part of his act. He was the story I was here to tell, or so he thought.

They gave me a specific date to arrive and said I could stay for a week but not a moment longer. The eclipse was ­coming and it was to be a private ceremony. That was the deal. I hoped a week would be enough.

I stood in the middle of the forest with no sign of human life except the gate and the car. The drive from the city had been hell. A late-July Sunday, traffic stretching for miles as people escaped the smog to their lake houses and cabins, making plans before the eclipse. They’d be stocking their refrigerators with beer and cold cuts and hot dogs, helping their children make viewers from cereal boxes, ready to settle in for the week and watch the show on Saturday. I hated eclipses. There was one when I was twelve and my two local tormentors – Johnny Clark and Roger Hazlett – used the midday darkness and ­distracted parents as a cover to bloody my nose and steal my bike.

Johnny now spends his evenings propping up a bar and Roger is doing time on assault charges. And I’m standing in the middle of nowhere, searching for a cult. Small victories, indeed.

Once out of the interstate traffic, the directions I’d been given had sent me on a merry dance through the Adiron­dacks. Four hours turned to five between back roads and unmapped trails. Five turned to seven after a wrong turn at a fork meant miles of backtracking. Seven hours became nine as thick mud caught the tyres and I had to push the car free over and over again. My slacks, shoes and sports jacket were crusted with dirt, sweat flattened my hair and stung my cheeks. My throat hurt from cursing nature, the endless trees and tracks and trails and the laughing sky. I wanted to turn around and head back to the city, to the paved, open roads, the corners and sidewalks and stop lights. But I couldn’t run, as much as I wanted to. There was nowhere left for me to go.

The directions were such that I wouldn’t be followed, they said, so you can’t tell the world where we are. Everyone must come to Atlas in their own time and their own way. That was Rule One and it worked; I could be halfway into Canada for all I knew.

I left my car by the gate as they’d instructed, edged it off the track, as far into the woods as I could. I checked my pack. A few clothes, toothbrush, notebook, my Pentax and three rolls of 35mm on a strap around my neck. My friend Rudy had suggested taking a few trinkets, chocolate bars, and candy to gain favour with the kids. And tapes. Two dozen blank ­cassettes for the state-of-the-art, fresh-out-the-box Panasonic recorder and lapel mic I’d spent half my monthly on. My editor at the Post had refused to pay for the gear, said all a reporter needs is a pad, a pencil, and a blade for sharpening. Kids like you, he’d said, and drifted off into a babble of back in my day. But it didn’t matter how much it cost – I probably wouldn’t even use it. Authenticity is in the details, after all. The best way to lie is to stick to the truth.

The gate to Atlas was plain, unmarked, and tied to a post with blue rope. Nothing around here indicated over three hundred people living in an off-grid community, the dying remnants of sixties counterculture, a new quasi-religious movement worshipping suns and doors to a new life. But wasn’t that the point?

When I pitched the story to my editor six months ago, the old man laughed. “Who gives an inch about some potheads shitting in the woods? Some lost culture? It’s ’82, not ’52. Where’s the sex? Where’s the murder? Give me an angle I can sell.”

The east coast Manson. Jonestown in our own backyard. That’s our angle. That’s our front page and Pulitzer.

That was enough convincing. The mass suicide in Jonestown had dominated the news cycle four years ago, and my editor’s counterpart at The Times got the scoop. This would be his chance to stick it to a rival. He had given me time off to spend with the hippie fucks if I could find them, make them talk, and get out without drinking the Kool-Aid.

But I didn’t care about a byline, or a paycheck. I was here to find a woman named Maria. I didn’t know her last name. Or her profession. Or where she lived. Or what she looked like. I knew only that she was there the night he died. She knew what happened on that bridge. The only one alive who knew. The police had reluctantly given me her name, and said they’d suggested she join a support group, which met at the Lady of Mercy Church in the Bronx. The detective shouldn’t have told me but he took pity, or wanted me to leave. Maybe he thought the support group would work for me too. It had. But not how he’d intended.

I’d gone to every group in that church for two weeks. Asked every dope-head and alcoholic and sex addict and grieving spouse and itchy-fingered gambler. One finally told me about a cult in the woods. Golden Gate, or something – he’d said that’s the place I needed.

After months of research, calls, doorstopping, scanning the archives and classifieds of every paper on the west coast, even unearthing an obscure radio interview the leader, Sol, had done in the seventies and details of a fatal accident at their Florida campground, I found my way to one of their ‘Spread the Light’ recruitment meetings.

I put the idea of an article to one of the members, a wide man in a flannel shirt who’d look more at home behind the wheel of a big rig than in a cheap hotel conference room ­running a cult meeting. He ran it up the ladder and a week or two later, a letter arrived on my doorstep from Sol himself with a few pages of directions to their mountain camp.

I stepped up to the gate. Either side, a barbed wire fence disappeared into the trees. Invisible birds chirped in the canopy. Midges invaded my nose. The brown, earthy smell of the forest overtook my senses, made my head throb. But it was the noise – no, the absence of noise – that most unnerved me. There was an underlying quiet to the place, no subway hum or traffic roar or messy chatter of New Yorkers. Even the birds seemed a removable soundtrack, not a full part of the production but an overlay which, when switched off, would leave a deep, unsettling nothing. I feared silence. Silence meant I was Alone-with-a-capital-A, and I’d been Alone too long.

The prickly feeling in my skin eased as the clarity of my purpose solidified. I pulled out a piece of paper from my pocket, covered back and front with dense, cramped handwriting and a sun symbol stamped as a letterhead at the top. Crazy-ass directions. The next instruction read, Open the gate and enter with respect. Advance no further until you are guided.

It’s just a week, I told myself, swatting away a cloud of ­midges. After that, I didn’t care what would happen. The ­hippies can keep shitting in the woods while I watch my ­asshole of an editor win the Pulitzer. And I’d be able to breathe again. I’d be able to move on.

With trembling fingers, I unhooked the gate and entered Atlas.

The track narrowed to a single path and the trees thinned. The sharp tang of sap and soil faded, overtaken with sweet grass and wildflowers. The air freshened as I came to a meadow the size of a football field, the grass knee-high and teeming with bees.

The early evening sun cast the meadow in gold, picked out filaments of grass, motes of dust, iridescent insect wings. Words like ‘dappled’ and ‘lustrous’ and ‘serene’ filled my head, formed headlines and captions. My editor would take a red pen to my brain if he could hear me. Stick to the facts, kid, underlined three times.

Tony would tell me to write it anyway. There’s beauty in the world, chooch, he’d say, denying it won’t make you happy.

An old ache formed in my chest at the thought of him. But I forced it away. If I let those thoughts in, I’d break all over again.

On the far side of the meadow beneath the shade of the trees stood a row of wooden beehives painted with yellow suns. The suns were on everything: the leaflets they passed out on street corners and dropped through letterboxes, the banner they hung behind the stage at their recruitment meetings, and there, ahead on the path, was a large one carved from wood, hanging on a high, metal gate.

My stomach twisted and the nerves came in waves. This was real. It was beginning. I felt around to my pack, traced the edge of the tape recorder. Then my fingers, trembling, went to my jacket pocket, felt my car keys. My editor’s words ringing in my ears, my hand found the notepad in the back of my jeans.

“Are you ready Teddy?” I said out loud, putting on a bright tone I didn’t feel. The sound of my voice – any voice – a sudden, but fleeting, comfort.

I lifted my camera and snapped a shot of the gate and the hives.

A jolt ran through me.

A shadow moved behind the beehives.

Small and slim, jittery in its movements. It was far back in the trees and hung around for a few seconds, flitting from one trunk to the next. Then it paused, like it had been caught, seen, and dashed away.

It made no sound but a crackle of leaves. A flurry of cold hit my chest. The shadow, whatever it was, didn’t look human. It didn’t have the right shape, right type of movement – too thin, too swaying, too tall.

Then it was gone.

The meadow noise – bees, flies, birds in the trees – returned and my worry ebbed. Now I thought about it, I wasn’t sure I’d seen anything at all behind the beehives. The noise could have been wind or squirrels. Definitely not a bear. Or a wolf. Do they have wolves up here?

“Wind or squirrels,” I said out loud, as if that made it true. “Those are the facts.”

I stopped at the gates, beneath the carved wooden sun. It was a crude representation of the real thing, about five foot across. A circle spiked with eight triangular beams, painted gold and edged in red. I’d seen it a hundred times, but this one was different.

In the centre of the sun a smaller pattern had been carved. Four concentric circles and a point in the middle. From the centre radiated dozens of straight lines tipped with solid spots, all intersecting in a complex pattern, kind of like a peg and ball maze from a Christmas cracker. Those lines weren’t on the flyers or banners nor on the printed symbol on the directions, and their precision didn’t match the roughshod nature of the rest. I took a photo.

Unease clawed at me. I suddenly felt exposed. A childhood of dodging bullies on empty paths set me trembling, standing there, waiting for the bigger boys to jump out of the woods, from behind bushes and mailboxes, and I’d have to run or take it.

There was no sound of the three hundred people on the other side of the gate, only the relentless hum of the bees. But I felt the unmistakable prickle on the back of my head, trembling up into my hair. A thousand eyes around me, in the trees, watching.

The longer I stood there, the more foolish I felt. I considered climbing over the fence but it was twelve feet of chain link with a heavy white canvas on the inside and I’d failed high school gym. The canvas obscured any view into the compound and the fence ran far into the trees.

“Hello?” I shouted, trying to force the tremble from my voice.

“This is James. James Morrow.” I rose up on tiptoes, backed up a few feet as if to see over the top. “The reporter . . . from the Post. You’re expecting me. Hello?”

I shook the gate, sent a rattling tremor left and right.

Do not advance until your guide comes.

I dropped my pack and lowered myself to the ground, ­rested my head on the fence and watched the sky turn from pale blue to orange. I pulled my pack close, hand on the bulge of the recorder. Why hadn’t I got the smaller one? The one which took two batteries instead of four? The waning sun, the heat, the midges, and the longest day of my life rushed on me at once. My eyes flickered closed and my chin hit my chest.

“Wake up.” Was that Tony’s voice? A sleepy Sunday morning, our bed, coffee on the nightstand.

“Wake up, bru.”

A hand on my shoulder. Rough, pulling, shaking.

My eyes shot open and I almost screamed. A face hovered above me. Bald, grinning, its owner dressed in yellow.

“You’re the reporter?” the face said.

The man held out his hand, pulled me up, clapped me on the shoulder. Half my mind was still in the dream.

“You alright there, friend?” he said.

I tried to smile. The dream faded, my purpose returned.

“Yes, sorry. It’s been a long trip.”

“Always is, bru, always is. Worth it though, huh?” Strange accent. South African?

“I hope so. I’m James.”

“Enger. Sorry about this, bru, but I got to search you.”

“Search me? What for?”

But Enger was already beside me, taking my pack.

“Just a precaution, bru,” he said, unzipping the bag, digging through. “Can’t have guns or drugs coming in. We ’ave kids here. Vulnerable people, you understand.”

I thought of all those undercover reporters, all they went through for the story, all the lies they had to tell. I felt the lies already, before I’d really spoken, pressing down on my shoulders. Enger was quick and thorough, as if he’d done this a hundred times before. It was strange to watch him, so tall and lanky, tattoos on his neck, skin weathered and lined as if he’d spent years at sea. The long yellow robes and shaved head could not wash away everything.

“Sure, of course.” I emptied my pockets, dropped the notebook on the ground. “I have nothing to hide. No guns, no drugs.”

Enger looked up, his hand deep inside the backpack. “Oh no? That’s not quite true, is it?”

Heat flooded my face. “Wait . . . what?”

But Enger laughed, pulling out the bag of Jolly Ranchers. “Ah, but these drugs. These are lekker, bru. I think we can let you off if you share.”

I breathed out a laugh. Good joke, you got me. Jesus Christ. My heartbeat slowly returned to normal.

“Don’t look so scared, ja?” Enger said, and stuffed the candy back in the pack. “You’re wound up tight. All the city living and smoke, ey?”

I smiled, tried to hide my nerves. “No, no, I’m . . . I’m chilled, you know.”

Enger zipped up the bag and hefted it onto his shoulder, ignoring my offer to take it.

He picked up the notebook and before I could take it back, he was flicking through.

“Chilled, huh?” he said, turning blank pages. “Shouldn’t this thing have questions inside? Maybe you’re not like the reporters I know.”

I tried to smile. “I . . . yeah, I mean, I’ve got questions.”

“If you ask the right ones, Atlas has your answers.”

Enger handed back the pad and I stuffed it into my pocket.

“You must be tired after that long drive of yours.”

The thought of a bed – a soft, quiet, warm bed – struck me like a slap and I laughed. “Does a bear shit in the woods?”

Enger frowned. “We don’t have bears up here, bru.”

My positivity cracked. Just keep yourself cool, I told myself, keep yourself light, be bland and express no opinions or emotions, just like Mom and Dad taught you. And don’t try to be funny. You’ve never been funny.

“Of course, sorry,” I said.

Enger nodded and turned back to the gate. He pushed open the chain link, sent the metal scraping across gravel and into mud. On the other side, the path wound through trees just as the last three miles had. The only difference was in the trees themselves. Hanging from the branches like Christmas decorations were hundreds of tiny wooden suns.

Enger stepped aside to let me enter. “Welcome to Atlas, bru.”


Root

I running.

Running so fast arms out I almost flying. Zip-zipping up from the river where I been splashing. Legs wet and running so fast the water pulls stripes on my shins. Beryl says I was ­running in her belly and made her sick every day with my kicking feet. I running to find Leaf to show a secret. I running past Vincent the metal man who built the water wheel and pump and now building big sails to catch wind. I shout at him I ­running faster than the wind and metal sails won’t catch me. Vincent don’t hear me through beating hammer but I don’t mind.

Then I running past Hetta the wood woman making totem pole present for Sol and benches for the big stage. Old ones broke from us jumping up hard and high on singing day when Sol says the sun runs north to be with us. I always jumping highest landing hardest singing loudest like I always running fastest. I shout at Hetta to make ­benches two-trees thick else I’ll break them over and over with my jumping. Hetta don’t hear me over buzzing saw but I already gone I running so fast.

Easy to run on the hard dirt. Easy to run when summer sun burning like today. Been burning dry for weeks so my arms and my legs gone brown like Sol’s. I like being like Sol.

Sol said running best when you turn head off and let body loose and free like air. Arms out, shoulders and body like you got no bones, make your skin and insides flow like water. Don’t worry about looks and people thoughts, only worry about fast fast fast go go go, over the avenues of Atlas. Beryl says Goldy Door open soon soon so I get all the running out of me while I still can.

Beryl had me here six year past, squatting in the river, screaming up at the blue blue sky. That before we had benches, when House was broken down and meeting hall was a triangle tent, before the pump and the water wheel and the big long fences. Sol calls babies born in Atlas the sunbeams but I was first so I favourite. That’s why I’m Root. I start the tree the mothers say and they paint me on the cloths we hang on the walls and fences. The more babies, the more paint but I always first and biggest and best. Without root, no bark no branches no leaves no fruit no seeds, says Sol, and we say back, without Sol, our sun, our heat, our light, our tree don’t grow.

I see sunbeams Ast and Bark on rope swing and they see me and wave big wave and shout, hullo Root, come play! But I shout no got to find Leaf and they look sad but I say tomorrow we go swimming in river and play drop stones. They give hoots and hollers and wave and I running.

I need to find Leaf. Secret is heavy in my belly. Leaf my play-around pal who I like best of all us sunbeams. Leaf got browny hair past bony shoulders. Born half year after me, given to Mattie bit later when real mother can’t take care. Mattie brings us food back from forest and Beryl cooks it on the fires while sunbeams play. No chores for us and no school for us while other-born kids work all the days.

I see Leaf!

At the top of the hill, on the big stage Sol stands on to tell us Atlas stories and where we all sing loudest for singing day. I shout and wave and Leaf sees me and starts running.

Root! Root! Been at the river? Leaf says and I say yes, I been looking all places for you, down at the river but you weren’t at the river and over in the lodges but you weren’t in the lodges, but now I found you.

Leaf asks, why?

Leaf’s face all red and eyes wide and sweaty even though the sun isn’t high and the trees keep us cool. I wonder what Leaf been doing for two whole seconds but the secret is burning like the sun in my chest.

Found something, I says. I pull Leaf close and whisper right up in the ear. Found a secret.

Leaf eyes go wide and I smiling and tugging on arm towards the woods.

I see Beryl and Mattie talking by the fire circle and they don’t see us but Leaf worried they will be mad. I tug on Leaf’s arm more and more and then Leaf say show me the secret and we’re running.

We running up the hill and west of the big stage and to the garden where we not meant to run but I don’t mind. I say I’ll run because the ground tells me to and shows me how. The garden grows inside the big looping track where Sol says eight people used to line up and sprint round and round until one run through tape and wins. Leaf and me jump over cabbage sprouts and dash through corn stalks and hop the compost bags.

We get to the trees and into the forest and the sun cools on my skin and I smell the rotty leaves and dirt and I love it.

Where we going? Leaf asks me.

Up to the clear, I say and Leaf stop hard against a tree.

What’s the matter? I say.

The clear is over the edge. Past the fence. We can’t go there. We get in trouble.

But I shake my head and say no no no. Remember time in Floorda home when I take caretaker brush to play kings and queens and snap it right in half?

Leaf say yes, you broke it on purpose.

But I not get in trouble. Remember, Sol and Beryl and Enger shake heads and say tut tut to caretaker for leaving brush out. Beams don’t get in trouble. Not ever.

But this not brush, Root, Leaf say and cross arms and huff. Leaf say, This is past fence and much much worse.

So I smile and I say ok scaredy puss, but I won’t tell you my secret. There is something up there I say. Something we not meant to see.

Really really?

Big secret. You going to love it.

Then Leaf smiles and we running again.

Leaf and me up the hill and in the trees. We close to the clear but not there yet. Dark coming soon but I run so fast I will beat it all the way home. My legs and insides aren’t tired from running but Leaf’s is. We not going fast now because Leaf not fast as me. I stay behind so we stay together. Hurts my legs to run slow but I don’t mind. The secret is still in my belly and Leaf keep asking what is it, what is it but I say not yet. Not yet. Grown ups still too close.

I run through trees that all look the same and Leaf say we lost. I say no that’s stupid I know where I going all the time. These trees are my trees and I know all their names and where they sit.

We crawl under metal fence through hole I dug years and years ago. The clear is right there and I tell Leaf to shush and walk soft.

I make my hands like half-circles and put them behind my ears. I can hear all the sounds of all the woods. Tiny ants tick-tick-ticking their legs and birds in the branches smoothing feathers. I hear buzzes of bees and flowers drooping getting sleepy now day is almost done. I hear worms wriggling under dirt and leaves talking to each other in special words. And I hear the secret. The big noise that’s everywhere. The one Leaf don’t hear because Leaf not as special as me. Smell it too. Sour in my nose. Getting mulchy and sick every day goes past.

We at the edge of the clear and I go right-ways, far from the big path where the gate opens. Smell gets so strong even Leaf nose can find it.

Ugh! Horrible! What is that? Leaf ask and I say it’s the secret. But I don’t say it’s only a little bit of the secret. Not even the best bit. Leaf always jumps with surprises and I want to see how high.

The heavy in my belly is now fizzing bubbles, making me light, and I laugh and bubbles pop in my mouth.

This way! This way! I run quiet to find it and Leaf runs too.

Past the honeybees’ house and their buzzing and into back woods. A hundred big steps past bees I see it and Leaf sees it too.

Leaf stop and say Root! What is that?

The giant lumpy thing smell bad in the sun but I don’t mind. I get close and Leaf stay back. I point out pieces so Leaf understand.

This the tail.

This the back

This the belly.

This the mane.

And this the head. And Leaf now sees the long face and moves close and sees the hooves and then Leaf know.

It’s dead? Leaf ask.

Dead dead dead. But not long time, I say.

Leaf wrinkles up nose and moves back. Did it get sick? We gonna get sick now, Root.

I laugh. No no no! And I look at ground and through trees and see it.

Come on, Leaf, don’t be scared, I say and point to bushes and we walk up slow and quiet like foxes.

Hush right up, Leaf, I say, don’t breathe hard or tread on twigs.

Leaf stay one step behind me. Feel Leaf trembles in the air and I want to say stop it but we too close now to say out loud.

The bush is all leaves and tangle but I know it’s there. We one step away and the bush shake and Leaf squeak and jump back and I laugh in my head.

I push tangles out the way and Leaf gasp and say Oh my suns, Root! Just how Mattie say it.

The baby horse stare up at me like I all mother and father to it. Legs folded awkward under itself, hair fluffy and yellow like mine. I put out my hand and big nose sniff sniffs me and leaves sticky something on my fingers.

What that stuff, Root?

I smell it and I say it’s honey. Then I see three red lumps on side of its face and I say baby horse been near bees.

I stroke its nose and it likes me because I been coming up here for days and days to make friends.

It don’t look healthy, Leaf say and I say I know. That’s why I brought Leaf here. Leaf can help me take care of it.

Leaf shakes head and backs off and off. Leaf says we should tell mothers.

Baby horse’s eyes get droopy and it rubs bee stings on the bushes. It makes whiney noise deep in its belly and I see it hurting.

I tell Leaf to stay and I running.

I run to bee houses and stop behind a tree because bees fussing all over and I don’t want to get stung. I step slow and calm and make my arms droopy. I say to bees, don’t mind me, I’m just a tree you can’t sting a tree. Bees land on my arms and on my head and they tickle with their tickling feet.

I go to bee house and careful lift the lid. See one bee house close to the clear has top off and broken trays and I shake my head at baby horse. No wonder bees angry and buzzing. I pull out a tray and get handful of honey then put everything back one handed.

Then I see it. A man not like Atlas men. No yellow. Hair like a brush on his head. Big bag on his back like a fat snail.

Leaf, Leaf, come quick, I say and Leaf comes sneaking.

Who that? Leaf say and I say I don’t know.

Leaf look at me with big worry eyes and say, stranger?

I nod.

Leaf shake head and say what does he want?

I don’t know I say and then I smile big smile. I find out so I can tell Sol and protect Sol, I say.

I take Leaf hand and run back to baby horse. I coo-coo like mothers coo to pink babies and I smear honey on bumpy stings.

Don’t worry I say to the horse, this will make better. Beryl put this on my arm right here when I stung once.

Baby horse lick rest of honey from my fingers and say thank you but says only to me because Leaf don’t understand the words.

What do we do? Leaf ask and I smile.

I look Leaf right in eyes and say, We do what Atlas do. Baby horse has sadness like Atlas people. Look there, I say and point at dead horse, its mother gone and it sad and we make it better. So when Sol opens Golden Door, baby horse walk through too. Leaf smile and say, and on other side mother horse won’t be dead any more.

Just like Sol promise.

What about the stranger? Leaf ask.

I put my hand on Leaf shoulder like Sol do to Hal when talking close.

Don’t worry Leaf, I say, I’ll make stranger go away.


Eve

I drove eight hours from Baltimore to Myrtle Beach to find a woman named Charlotte. I’d seen her picture in the paper, read the story of her killing her husband – slow poisoning, a black widow – but I knew her differently. As Celia. A woman who would knit yellow suns by the river in Atlas, and tell ­stories of her time as a fashion model.

I parked up outside the Griffin Lake Women’s Correctional and marked another day from the calendar on the passenger seat. I looked at the date circled in black, and tried not to count the time I had left until the eclipse.

Adam said I was too late. He was a pessimist, but my closest and, in truth, only friend. Adam wanted to live his life looking ahead not back to our time in the commune, but I had no such luxury. My only future was to walk through the Door, find Sol, and make him pay for what he did to me. And if there was ever a chance to do that, it was on that black-circled date.

I’d found a motel, paid in advance for two nights, and wrote her a letter on the motel notepaper.

Celia.

Do you remember the suns you made and the stories you told? Do you remember the smell of the meadow flowers in summer and the way Sol’s voice echoed through the House in the mountains? If you do, I need to speak with you.

Please put my name on your visitor list.

The reply came quickly. I could see her the next day. I spent the night pacing the motel, poring over every mention of Celia and her case that I could find in the papers, living off vending machine candy and soda. Twizzlers. Hershey’s. Tab. Mountain Dew. Counting my money, the rapidly dwindling funds I’d saved over the years for this search, handing over twenty-six bucks for the room to the bored receptionist. Running over the script, what I would say to her, what I would say to Sol, what I would say to all of them. She was the first former member I’d found. One who’d left of her own accord, who I remembered fondly, without the taint of betrayal.

The prison visitors room was dotted with one-piece moulded plastic tables and chairs bolted to the floor. No edges, no screws, nothing removable to use as a weapon. Behind a plexiglass partition were two vending machines. I ached for a soda but I had a six-pack of Dr Pepper in the car and couldn’t justify the extra cost.

Inmates filed in wearing tan scrubs and regulation shoes, found their loved ones, children, filled up the tables. And there she was. Shuffling in last. She wasn’t the woman I remembered. The knitter, the storyteller. She’d had high cheekbones, plump, blemish-free skin, somehow made all the more striking by her shaved head. She’d carried herself straight and proud, harkening back to her modelling days. This shambling woman was an inmate. A prisoner. A murderer. Sunken cheeks. Long, dull hair tied up in a ponytail. But a hint of lipstick. An effort made for a stranger.

I smiled as she sat down.

“Celia. Thank you for seeing me.”

“No one calls me that. Not any more. I’m Charlotte. Charlotte Charlotte Charlotte.”

Her voice rambled. Her eyes wouldn’t meet mine; they danced about the table, her fingers drumming a tune on its surface. My hope dwindled.

“Do you remember me?” I leaned closer and she looked up. Gaze roamed everywhere but my eyes.

“No. Don’t know you. You know me? I don’t know you. Are you friends with Charles? You’re young. Friends with Charles’s daughter? I never liked that girl. A vixen. Tried to poison her father against me. Oh. Oh, isn’t that funny?”

“I’m not a friend of Charles or his daughter.” I leaned closer, conscious of the officers around the room, a few sideways looks from nearby inmates.

“Do you remember Atlas?” I asked.

She frowned. “Atlas. Atlas. Atlas. I got an atlas once of the whole world.”

“What about Sol? Do you remember him?”

The frown softened. She looked up at me, right at me for the first time, and I saw in her eyes the misty haze of memory.

“Oh, Sol. What a wonderful man.” Her voice calmed, as if Sol was the anchor in her mind’s stormy seas. “He taught me so many things. It’s never too late, he said. ­Second chances are always there for the taking. We just have to be brave enough to take them and we have to be honest and repentant enough to deserve them. We have to walk through the Door behind him. I want to do that. Is he here? Did he come for me? Is it time?”

Charlotte scanned the room and finally found her way back to me.

“He’s not here,” I said, gently. “I’m looking for him though. Do you remember the way to the Atlas site? In the mountains?”

“I still dream of seeing the Golden Door one day. I can picture it in the dark. Shining bright and glorious,” she said, not hearing me. “I should never have left. But after the girl. The poor little girl in Florida. I was afraid. Is he visiting with you? I’d like to tell him I shouldn’t have left. That’s my new Core, you tell him, that’s my Core. I say morning remarks in my cell, you know. I’ve remembered all the teachings. Tell him I’m sorry I strayed for so long and forgot the work for so long. Are you here to save me?”

I winced. Sorrow for her bloomed in my chest. The years had taken a heavy toll. A woman, once the height of glamour in the group, now a twitching shell in a jumpsuit. I ached for her. Wanted to rescue her. But I had my own hurt to heal.

“Please, Charlotte, can you tell me where the Atlas site is?”

“Everyone must come to Atlas in their own way. That’s what Sol says. Is this your way?”

“Yes. You’re my way. Sol says you have to tell me the directions.” A stab of guilt in my stomach for invoking his name.

Her eyes blazed at me and I knew I’d misspoken. “Sol says? Sol says? No no no. Not to me. He didn’t tell me. There’s no time. The eclipse. It’s coming and then they’ll all be gone. You’re too late.”

“Please. I was a member of the group for a long time. You and I, we were friends. You used to knit by the river. Do you remember?”

She squinted at me. Deep webs of crow’s feet crowded her eyes. “I don’t know you. Never spoken to you. Don’t lie. Atlas doesn’t lie. You have to speak truth to find Atlas and you’re full of lies.”

I reached out to her across the table, ignored the sharp zsst of an officer reprimanding me. I lowered my voice, tried to get her to look at me again.

“Please. Please. Do you know where I can find them?”

She rocked her head from side to side, attention all on a scratch on the table. Her fingers worked at it, the tiny flickflick of her nails catching setting me on edge.

“Please?”

She was quiet for a long time. The clock ticked down; our time was nearly up.

“I don’t know the way,” Charlotte finally said. “I went in the buses. I never drove. I sang songs with them and didn’t look. I remember trees and the air. Sol said the air in Atlas healed invisible wounds. The ones inside. The more we worked with each other and built a place to wait for the opening, the better prepared we’d be on the other side. Our wounds would be healed, you see, with hard work and fresh air and Sol’s words. I believed. I believed until I didn’t. Fear got the better of me. Don’t let fear get the better of you.”

“I’m not afraid.”

She grinned at me. “No, you’re not. I see that. Your eyes are hard like stones.”

My patience began to wane. “Do you know anyone else who left Atlas, who might know where the site is? I don’t have much time left.”

Charlotte rocked her head again. Side to side. Side to side. An out-of-sync metronome.

“None of us do. Time is tick-tick-ticking away.” She tapped on the table with each tick. “I remember Sol being mad one time. He had a magazine in his hands and he was upset. After the poor girl in Florida. It was one of those . . .” She clicked her fingers again, prompting tsks and shushes from around the room. “. . . the magazines that talk about aliens and ­animals born with two heads and lobster babies.”

I nodded along. “The conspiracy rags?”

“They talk about aliens a lot. Martians doing things with probes. Sol was sad. I think he said something about the group’s reputation but I don’t remember what. I don’t remember so much, but . . .” her smile returned, “. . . I remember Charles and how he looked red and puffy and the white foam in his mouth. And that was good. He was cheating on me with that slut. She was twenty-two. He would have thrown me over for her. You can tell my lawyer that, can’t you? I didn’t have a choice. He would have left me. He couldn’t leave me. Sol says we have to take control of our futures and be prepared to do whatever it takes for our second chances, and I did that. I made sure he couldn’t leave me. Sol will be happy. Will you tell him? Is he here? I’d like to tell him.”

“I’ll tell him.”

Tears brimmed behind my eyes. Sol’s teachings had warped for her into a decree for murder. I wasn’t the only one he’d betrayed. The conspiracy magazine was a good enough lead and I doubted poor Charlotte could add anything. I felt awful sending her back to her cell to chatter in the dark to a leader who’d forgotten her. I wanted to comfort her, but I had no words of comfort left.

I got up to leave but, as I passed, she grabbed my arm. An officer stepped forward but I nodded I was okay. Her voice changed, turned breathy and cold.

“I do know you. I see it now. I see you.” She turned her eyes up to mine. “He knows. Sol knows you’re coming. He’s waiting.”

I pulled my arm away, tension buzzing all through me. Then she was herself again. The darkness lifted from her eyes, the whisper from her voice.

“You going so soon?” she said, full of real sadness, but I was too shaken to be kind.

I looked at the clock, then back to her. “I’m sorry, our time is up. Thank you, Charlotte.”

She waved as I left, seeming so small at that table. Looking at that ruined face, reconciling her with my memory of Celia just reinforced my need to find Atlas. And Sol. And face them both. Not just for myself, but for her, for Adam, for anyone else out there who had been embraced by them to then be forsaken.

I put her warning, her tone, the black mania in her eyes, out of my head. The more miles I drove away from that prison, the more benign those words became until they were nothing but the ravings of a lonely, damaged woman.

I drove away from Myrtle Beach, scoured every newsstand I could find for those magazines, sourced their back issues, and spoke to collectors. It was a lead. A tenuous one. But all I had.

With stacks of magazines splayed over the backseat of my car, and a renewed urge to find him, make him and all the others pay for what they’d done and what they’d made me do all in the name of the Golden Door, I drove to a hunting store on the outskirts of Fayetteville and bought the gun I’d use to kill Sol.
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