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Walter Aziz, America







1.


Walter arranged for a ride up to Berkeley with a girl he barely knew. He promised to bring only his stereo, his albums, and one suitcase. She reminded him that he was moving for the whole rest of his life. He didn’t think so. He was already planning to return.


He had to go to college; he understood that. All his life his mother had spoken of her nursing degree in a reverent tone, sometimes fingering the coin around her neck, proud to be the first person in her family to graduate. But he thought of himself as a slender pin that kept the machinery of his family ticking.


The morning he was leaving forever, according to the girl, his family piled into the Chevrolet and his mom drove to her address. It belonged to a house with a wide, deep lawn in the Palisades, where a woman carried a picnic basket, followed by a compact man in slippers pushing a miniature refrigerator on a dolly. Two middle school boys—one on each side of an ice chest—stumbled out of the front door. The street was high above the ocean, but Walter could see the sharp-cut dark blue waves.


A wood-paneled Ford Country Squire waited in the driveway, with all its doors open.


In an upstairs window, the girl waved extravagantly when Walter stood up out of the car. Susan, her name was. She and Walter had attended four years of high school together. He had never actually thought about her before. He had a faint recollection of her at a table trying to sell him a ticket to a dance.


The red front door hung open to reveal a room with white walls and an old wooden statue. The arrangement was balanced, quiet-feeling, like in a museum. Music trickled out; something with flutes and violins. Vivaldi? Not quite Bach. Walter unloaded his stereo from the trunk.


His sister and brother crouched in the back seat, their heads close together. He wondered for the millionth time what they talked about.


His mom stood out of the car, too. “Thanks for taking Walter,” she called to the other mother.


The other mother took her time to answer, dedicating herself to fitting the small refrigerator into the station wagon. “You’re not driving up? I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


Her certainty alarmed Walter. Women with that tone intimidated his mom, who abruptly sat back inside the car and stationed her hands at nine o’clock and three o’clock on the steering wheel.


Susan stood in the doorway now, short with short dark hair. This whole family was short and dark-haired. Walter, still holding his stereo, climbed back into the car.


“We can just drive up,” his mother said.


“We don’t have to. It’s fine.”


By then, the small, well-built father was jogging over in his slippers. He had on glasses and would probably have rather been sitting with the paper. But he had a conciliating smile, and Walter’s mom did better with men. She rolled down the window, pushing the hair off her forehead. An hour later, they were driving up Highway 5, following the station wagon, where the compact man was keeping them, he’d promised, in his rearview mirror.


“This is it?” his mom asked, six hours later. She bent close to the steering wheel, inching down Telegraph Avenue. “It’s not what I expected.” Walter could imagine what she expected: doming gold-edged clouds. “It looks a little dumpy.”


Walter saw what she meant. He’d read about hippies in Time and seen them on the evening news—Cronkite talking to a long-haired girl with violet granny glasses—but the people at Indianprint-covered tables on the sidewalk looked old. It had never occurred to him that hippies could be old. Now they passed a park, with shaggy trees looming in the distance.


“Look at him, poor thing,” his mom said, gazing at a man carrying an ancient army backpack. “That’s probably everything he owns.”


Where his mom picked out a homeless pilgrim, Walter noticed a low, beautiful church, half-covered in wisteria. As usual with his mom, he saw it both ways, a kind of double bookkeeping. The station wagon stopped in front of dormitories, where students and parents pushed rough-looking orange wheelbarrows filled with suitcases. Hurrying. No one looked happy. “Do you want to get out?” his mom said.


She wasn’t a confident parallel parker in the best of circumstances. His brother, Donnie, hauled Walter’s suitcase from the trunk, leaving him only the light turntable and box of records. They met Susan in the courtyard, where girls with index card boxes looked up your name and gave you a key. They were both assigned to the seventh floor. Walter hoped her compact father would invite his family to join them for dinner. His mom needed something before the long drive home. Susan’s mother had shamed her into this.


Music leaked from under doors. Gasping at glimpses of gentle true spirit, he runs. Walter had that album. The lifting melody made him a little excited to be here.


Walter’s mom called “Thanks for keeping us in your mirror” down the corridor to Susan’s family, who stood in a cluster with all her luggage. His mom envied wives. Even if she did derive satisfaction from her job, she had a long commute and came home every night tired. She sympathized with husbands and thought that wives had the better deal.


Walter learned, later, that Susan’s mother also worked. She didn’t have the graceful life his mom probably imagined. She turned out to be unhappy, too.


When Walter opened the door, his roommate bolted up in bed, quickly pulling a T-shirt on. He stuck out a hand, saying “Ken,” but didn’t get up, Walter assumed, because of his mother and sister. He probably didn’t have on pants. As Walter looked around the bare room, he stopped at a horn in the corner, mostly hidden by a brown cover but showing one patch of gold.


His family stood uselessly, trapping his new roommate under the covers. Walter wished they would leave; the feeling of these two eras of his life overlapping was unbearable.


His sister, Lina, went down the hall to find a bathroom and Donnie began to hook up Walter’s stereo.


“Should we all go grab a bite?” his mom asked, trying to be the way a mother should be.


“Cafeteria opens in an hour,” Ken said.


“Walter, come here a minute.” In the hallway, his mom lifted an envelope from her purse. “Put this somewhere safe.” She was watching him, eyes wide, as he opened the envelope, thick with cash. “It took me a long time to save that.”


Lina returned from the bathroom and whispered, “There were boys in there.”


Donnie was underneath Walter’s bed to plug in the extension cord for the stereo. Then the three of them left. Walter felt winded. He suddenly had an overwhelming desire to sleep.


Twice, Ken got up (he was wearing only boxers and a T-shirt) and looked out the window. “People in the cafeteria.” Walter could see shapes moving through the glass walls.


“You hungry?” Walter asked.


“Yeah, but I don’t feel like meeting new people. Having to talk.”


He’d said exactly what Walter felt. They stayed in their room.


“Are you Chinese?” Walter asked an hour later.


“Yup. What are you?”


“Me? Nothing.”


“You look like something. Mexican or something. And your name.”


“My dad’s from Afghanistan but I don’t really know him. Now I am hungry,” Walter said, but by then the cafeteria was dark and the hall had quieted.


“I have walnuts,” Ken said, and pulled out a burlap sack from under his bed.
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Long after midnight, the phone rang, vibrating the plywood desk, and Walter leapt and caught it. What if something happened on their drive home? But it was her; he heard them moving in the kitchen. A sob skipped up his throat. He was afraid his roommate heard. For a minute, he couldn’t make words.


“We just walked in. Talk to you on Sunday,” she said, because long distance was expensive, charged by the minute. Sundays, the national telephone company lowered its rates.


He and Ken never talked about that first night. Walter didn’t know if Ken had slept through or heard him cry. But afterwards, it was as if they had always been close.



2.


Walter hadn’t had a real friend before. He’d walked with certain guys through the halls of Pali High; he’d called them friends, but not one of them had ever seen his house, because he and his sister attended their high school illegally. Years ago, their mom had driven to Pacific Palisades from the Valley to do their wash Sunday mornings in a high-ceilinged, mostly empty Laundromat that played the classical music station. The Korean owners liked the three children who folded their own clothes and told Walter’s mom about the lottery system that had allowed their own kids, now both UCLA graduates, into the Palisades district. She tried the lottery, failed twice, and, finally, smuggled them in using the address of a woman she’d met at an exercise class, who eventually stopped returning her calls. That woman must have still received mail from the high school; she could have turned them in. They’d had to lie low. Walter had complained about never being able to accept a ride home and his mom admitted the difficulty, calling it a trade-off. But Walter was legitimate now. He’d come to Berkeley the usual way, with better grades than the others from Pali.


Every Sunday, Ken wrote a letter to his parents that began Dear Father and Mother. Walter wasn’t in the habit of writing letters, but he tried one.


I made a friend, he wrote. We eat together every meal. She would be glad to know. He scribbled a PS for his sister. Carrie Appel—remember her, the Goddess? Guess who she rooms with?


The goddess from Pali, who’d once come to school in a see-through gauze dress, a pile of hair pinned on top of her head, now shared a room with the average eighteen-year-old who’d worked on the decorations committee for dances Walter didn’t attend. Susan.


Lina would know them both. She studied girls at Pali the way some guys watched the field during a game in play. While they’d followed the station wagon up the length of the state, she’d said she couldn’t imagine Walter dating Susan, which was a preposterous thing to say. Walter didn’t plan to date anyone. Date was a ridiculous word, more suitable for the edible sugary fruit. The Goddess was a goddess. He was a virgin, but that didn’t top his list of concerns. Ken was too. Walter could tell.


At night in their beds, the two young men talked. Ken had grown up in the Central Valley. His parents were immigrants, both doctors but not rich, not like American doctors here, he said. They thought he should become a doctor, too.


“I want to be a doctor,” Walter said. “We can be doctors together.”


Ken’s father had made him join ROTC. He signed up for the marching band, but for that he had to play tuba instead of French horn. Ken’s father had been an army medic and still marched as a reserve in the Fourth of July parade. Ken’s birthday was February 24, the number picked first in the original lottery. Since President Nixon abolished deferments, students were classified 1-A, available for service, just like the rest of the American male population. They couldn’t draft you, though, until you were twenty. And that would be 1974 and Nixon had promised a completely volunteer army by then. Ken’s father believed him, but Ken thought a year was too close for comfort.


Walter had never worried about being drafted. No one he knew in high school worried personally either, though the fairness of abolishing student deferment had been a topic in his civics class. Once, his mom had talked to someone from where she’d grown up and, afterwards, shook her head. “Another boy went overseas,” she said. “I did the right thing getting you here.” She believed the world worked differently for the rich, keeping them from danger. Now, listening, Walter questioned her assumption that graduating among the rich would extend him protections. Safety might require more direct payment. Otherwise, why would Ken be vulnerable? His parents were doctors, even if not as rich as the American ones.


“Does it matter much to you, being Chinese?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never not been.” Ken didn’t speak any Chinese language, but he’d gone to China school Saturday mornings and understood a little Mandarin. “Does it matter to you not being anything?”


“I guess, like you, I’ve always been.” When he was new at Pali, people had asked what he was. “They meant were we Christian or Jewish. I was nothing there, too.” Then he told Ken his secret, about going to a school he didn’t belong in.


He often paused at Susan and Carrie’s doorway. He loved their room. Each of the dorm rooms had come with metal bed frames, metal wastebaskets, and plywood desks. Walter and Ken’s remained exactly as they’d found it. But these two had set their beds at a ninety-degree angle so their heads nearly touched while they slept. They’d folded neat quilts over bedspreads. Their desks were side by side, with matching orange lamps. They had a small portable television, with an antenna. Walter hadn’t been friends with them at Pali; friendship was his great discovery in college, more important than classes and than the job he’d found manning a food cart.


When they say coed dorm, he wrote, they mean it, even the bathrooms. I never see girls in there. They must shower at dawn.


He avoided the coed bathrooms, too. When he could, he used restrooms on campus, which were still labeled men and women.


As Walter stood, watching Nixon announce his electoral victory, Susan shook her head. “It’s not right.” Walter assumed she meant Nixon. “Nine days late.”


“My allowance,” Carrie explained. “My dad forgot to send the check.”


Allowance. Wow.


“That money should be here on the first,” Susan said. “Like clockwork.”


“You need some dough?” Walter had money from his job. But the young women began a chorus of no-thank-yous, and it suddenly occurred to him that his offer felt dishonest. He didn’t want to appear, as he must have at Pali, richer than he was. His mom was ashamed of their relative poverty. At Berkeley, he was awakening to the possibility of being unashamed. Clarity, he thought, made friendship possible. “I don’t get allowance, but I work for the food service, so I’ve got some dough.” He tossed two twenties onto Carrie’s bed. The Goddess looked at him wet-eyed as she handed them back. She was the kind of person you felt you knew way better than you did, from all the times you’d imagined having sex with her.



3.


On the first day of Introduction to Chemistry, a middle-aged man shuffled to the podium and mumbled into the microphone. “Look to your left, then look to your right.” A thousand students rustled in their seats. “Two of the three of you won’t get into medical school. So I hope you’re here for better reasons. There are other reasons to study inorganic chemistry.”


Walter was not here for better reasons. Ken was on his left, and on his right, a thin girl with freckled arms was taking copious notes.


“Beauty, for example,” the professor said.


Beauty!


Walter had seen failing bodies in the convalescent homes where his mom worked. But he didn’t imagine pushing a syringe into papery skin when he thought of his future. He didn’t think about what doctors actually did. He needed some profession. He’d once walked over a lawn to a classmate’s house. (The boy’s father, whom Walter had never met, was a cardiologist.) A recently groomed dog thumped its tail against the door, which opened to a spacious room of light and warm clutter. Walter wanted that.


Walter and Ken passed gray-haired women in avid conversation at the same café table where they’d recently tasted their first cappuccinos. A man standing outside the used bookstore turned to watch the sun slip into the bay and they stopped, too. Rags of fog blew over their heads. They felt that they owned the city, as much as anyone did, and also that Berkeley was too significant to ever be owned. They understood that they were anonymous freshmen at a state university who had not yet done anything to distinguish themselves. Walter wondered if there’d be tomato soup at dinner. He’d discovered he loved tomato soup with buttered saltines, the combination. He liked being one in a herd. After dinner, he and Ken trudged to the library. Sometimes the freckled girl, Melinda, drew them diagrams to explain the chemistry equations, and Ken looked stricken. Walter didn’t understand the attraction; she was what his mom would call too thin. He’d seen her outside the dorm after a run, eating a head of iceberg lettuce cut in two.


One Friday, she said she was taking a bus to Palo Alto to see her high school boyfriend, and she returned Sunday in time for dinner and told Susan, Carrie, and everyone else at their end of the table that she and Tom—that was the boyfriend—had always wanted a whole night together. A whole night, Ken repeated as he and Walter walked to the dorm.


Walter tried to imagine sex. What he couldn’t conjure was what he and Carrie would say to each other during the act. He also wondered how long the whole thing would take.


Three days later, Melinda was sitting cross-legged on Carrie’s quilt.


“He’s in the wrong,” Susan was saying.


“I feel like he should want to call me, now more than ever.” Melinda seemed to assume the whole dorm knew she’d lost her virginity. Maybe the whole dorm did. Poor Ken.


“You shouldn’t put up with this.” Susan turned. “Don’t you agree, as a man?”


Walter had never before been asked for his opinion as a man. He was unsure. Susan understood the rules of private life. If there’d been a book, he’d have checked it out of the library. “Well, but what do you need him for?” he finally said.


The young women laughed. These people on the seventh floor and their problems were of central importance to him. Even his family receded; he hadn’t thought about them for a day, even longer. He felt happier than he’d ever been.


In high school, Susan pointed out, Melinda and her boyfriend wouldn’t have had a whole night. At the mention of high school, Walter told them that he’d gone to Pali illegally. In less than a minute, the secret of his life was out.


“Your mom shouldn’t have put you in that position!” Susan said.


“She was trying to give her kids a better education,” Carrie said.


“Maybe she couldn’t afford to live in the district,” Melinda ventured.


“For sure not.” Walter felt socked. His mom had once been in an orphanage.


“What if she went to Mr. Nibley and told him, ‘We don’t live in district, but I want my kids to go to this school,’ ” Susan said.


“He could kick them out,” Carrie said.


“Well, he shouldn’t.”


Walter’s heartbeat stuttered. For the first time, Susan seemed dangerous. “My sister’s still there. Please don’t tell anyone.”


“Probably every parent with a kid in an LAUSD school would rather have him at Pali.” Carrie shrugged her slender shoulders. “They can’t let in everyone. I’m glad you were there, though.”


“This has to be our secret,” he said.


“It’s not what should happen, is all I’m saying,” Susan said. “You shouldn’t have to sneak around to get your kids a better life.”


“I don’t make the rules,” Carrie said.


“I don’t either,” Susan said. “I wish I did.”


“We all wish you did,” Walter said.


Melinda and Ken started walking around campus together, talking in low voices. Ken still slept in his bed every night, but he had the look of someone carrying a crucial secret. There was nothing smug or proud in him, no air of triumph. He still addressed his parents Dear Father and Mother. Then, at a dance in the lobby, Melinda stood on platform shoes, wearing what looked like a belted leotard, so thin you could see every curve and bulge of her miniature body. When she danced, her hips moved in startling rhythms. She shouted at Walter over the music (Your mama don’t dance and your daddy don’t rock and roll) that she’d broken up. Ken cupped her elbow.


So this was sex. Walter wasn’t sure he wanted it. Not with someone who twitched like that. He stood against the wall until a girl whose name he didn’t know asked him to dance, then shuffled his feet and swung his arms, trying to look nonchalant. His sister and brother had told him to bend more. You’re like a ruler dancing, Lina said.


Even so, another girl approached. He wasn’t classically handsome, but he thought from a distance he could look, well, maybe dashing. He’d heard that word applied to tall, dark-haired men with average faces. Long hair helped. He would have looked worse with a Cary Grant cut, which eventually, when you grew up, everyone had to get.



4.


Lina Aziz didn’t see the point of social life. Eventually, that would change, she assumed, the same way that someday she would have better clothes. Sixteen, a junior on the honors track with an after-school job, Lina didn’t have time for fun. Her mother tried to push her to parties. She had ideas about what social life could do for her children; she’d worked to get them into the Palisades district, not only for their educations. But how would parties help? Did her mother think another sixteen-year-old could hire her? Obviously, she was at least a decade too young to get married. Even her mother understood that. Lina’s present abstention didn’t prevent her from noticing the social hierarchies, though; she was a vigilant observer of the moving politics of popularity. Not that she tried to enter those races; every lunch period she went to the clay room to avoid the annihilating pressure of the cafeteria or the tiered lawn where everyone ate. Her brother’s aloofness had made him popular. Everything worked easily for Walter. He’d graduated second in his class. Still, his friends couldn’t pull him along to their Ivy League colleges, which he’d claimed not to want anyway.


But Lina did. She wanted to go back east, as her two friends called the coast where they hadn’t yet lived but imagined daily when they sat outside in the sheer California winter sun. Lina took her bike down the wild hill ride to the ice-cream parlor, where she scooped herself a sundae for dinner or made one of her signature shakes. At this time of her life, she could eat ice cream for supper and still wake up with a concave stomach, two inches from front to back. She considered this an asset. She liked her job because of the top ten radio music. She was learning the names of bands. The glum twenty-seven-year-old manager had taught her how to close up, count the cash, and deposit it in a zippered bag down a chute on the side of the bank. She arrived home after midnight, cash from the tip jar in her pocket, when everyone in the house was asleep, except the boarder, whose sitar music leaked out of her room. Lina covered every pimple on her face with acne cream, then went to bed. Her hours were accounted for.


So when Lauren Moses and Jess Jaffrey invited her to an antiwar rally, she said no.


“Do you have to work?” Lauren asked. Lina nodded. “You are against the war, though?”


“Sure.” Lina didn’t think much about Vietnam. It was easy enough to distrust the American government; from what Lina could tell, it hadn’t helped her family. Once, years ago, a grandmother of whom she had no memory stapled her into a dress made with two posters saying NIXON’S THE ONE. She knew this from one of the three pictures she had of herself as a child. Her grandmother had been cruel to her mother when she was young; her mother had told them terrible stories, with a strange air, and missing parts. By the time of Nixon’s second bid, her mother and her nurse-friend Julie had become Democrats, their allegiance tipped by a Paul Simon lyric.


“We’ll stop and see you on the way.” Lauren rarely gave up, from what Lina could tell. Both tracked for AP, Lauren and Jess had long been assured of their intelligence. It compensated, they tried to believe, for deficits in what they knew to be the more significant realm of looks. They were just then beginning to understand privilege. They’d confessed to Lina that they’d never had to worry about money. “I mean, there’ve been times when my dad told my mom to stop buying clothes for a while.” Jess had shrugged.


Lina understood that they found her mysterious. She worked almost every night at an ice-cream parlor, and this was junior year, they’d said, when everything counted. Did her parents not know? They said “parents,” though Lina had never mentioned a father. Once, the boarder, a woman too young to be Lina’s mother, had dropped off a book for her at school. She didn’t look like a housekeeper or a nanny. What housekeepers and nannies looked like to white high school girls in 1970s Los Angeles was Mexican. Lina’s brother had worn jeans and Wallabees and walked through the school like a god. Lina was a good student who wore overalls that most days smelled of clay. In classes she kept quiet, but once in a while she looked up and said something startling, as when she’d said that Mrs. Dalloway was boring, although everyone knew Virginia Woolf was Mrs. Anjani’s favorite author and Mrs. Anjani had cancer. A patch of her hair had fallen out.


“We’d been talking about Woolf’s ability to depict the inner life,” Mrs. Anjani said.


“The inner life of Clarissa Dalloway is pretty trivial. She’s a rich, silly wife.”


Lauren and Jess had been close for so many years they hardly felt to each other like another person. They’d long ago negotiated their small differences and rubbed away the edges with conversation. Jess had a concise mind, but Lauren was ardent, with a sense of fancy. They depended on and annoyed each other, discussed everything with patient boredom, but they didn’t thrill one another at all. They needed something besides the pursuit of grades for college. Lina suspected that was where she came in.


Lauren had said once that Lina was beautiful, “not honors-track beautiful, but beautiful beautiful,” like the girls who were crowned prom princesses and queens. It wasn’t her clothes or style, either, which they could have respected or tried to copy, she’d gone on. Lina was beautiful in ways impossible not only to fake but also to achieve with teenage regimens of dieting or hair experimentation. Lina understood that she was beautiful, not from looking in the mirror (where she saw multiple flaws), but from a dozen years of the world’s response, though she wouldn’t have said that. We all know what we have. She had heavy hair, olive skin, and a beak-shaped nose with a bump that should have been a problem—it was for Lauren, whose cousins had all had nose jobs—but somehow, Lina’s face held a symmetry. She was only five three, but her legs were long, her hips slender, her breasts not especially small. She had the rare body that looked good in torn 501s, which she wore when her overalls were in the wash. She was wearing them now, with her hair pulled back for scooping.


Even the guys working at the ice-cream shop had to have ponytails.


“Are these your friends?” her incredibly tall manager asked. He was a geek, with acne. At the edges of the social world themselves, Lina, Lauren, and Jess could easily recognize someone even worse off. “Do they want cones or cups?” he asked.


They said over the glass case that they were on their way to a protest. They hoped to talk Lina into coming.


“And what are they protesting?” he asked Lina, bending like a sunflower heavy on its stalk.


“Vietnam War,” she said.


“My draft number is 292. Now you can figure out my birthday. Go. Here.” With long fingers he extracted a twenty from the sundae dish that held tips. “I’ll pay you to protest.”


Lauren’s mother nosed the black Buick through bumper-to-bumper traffic. She asked when she should pick them up eight times; Jess’s fingers tapped, silently counting. Mrs. Moses tried so hard to befriend her daughter’s friends that it was easy to loathe her. Though Lauren’s family was rich, Mrs. Moses wore a housedress, with ankle socks and tie shoes, like the woman in that photograph from the Depression. Jess’s mother followed fashion and cooked gourmet meals that her brothers refused to eat because they were morons.


Traffic slowed to a complete standstill coming into Beverly Hills. Cars were honking. Lauren said they could walk the rest of the way.


And then they were in the air, free. It was exhilarating to be outside; Lina was usually in the ice-cream store until midnight. She had bigger problems than Richard Nixon, she thought, threading through the crowd of older people; yet, amid screams of “One two three four, we don’t want your fucking war!” she found herself buoyed by indeterminate waves of rage. “We’re waiting,” Lauren yelled to be heard over the crowd, “for Spiro Agnew!” Someone had brought crates of oranges to throw at the cars turning in to a hotel’s semicircular driveway. Lina fell into a rhythm; her scooping arm moving automatically, she threw hard pitches that hit a black limousine once on a hubcap, another time squarely in the middle of the passenger window, citrus exploding on the glass. She loved screaming fucking war. The astringent smell hung in the air as a middle-aged cop with a belly opened a small notebook and asked their names.


“I think we might be getting arrested,” Lauren said.


The man ducked their heads into the back of a squad car. “Not going to cuff you. I’m guessing this is your first pickup.” By the time they stood in the spacious, clean booking station of the Beverly Hills jail, Lina was crying. Lauren used the telephone on the counter. The officer asked again for Lina’s parents’ names and telephone number. She crossed her arms and wouldn’t tell.


Lauren and Jess looked at Lina—they were good girls, too, neither had taken a drag of marijuana or been seriously kissed, yet they’d both recited their names and numbers. “Your mom’ll understand,” Lauren said.


“You don’t know her.”


“It’s a political protest, protected by the Constitution. It’s not like stealing.”


Lina still refused. She began to shake. Her face was a streaked mess behind the tangle of hair. Maybe I’m actually crazy, she thought. “Should have just stayed at work,” she mumbled to herself.


The cop now addressed Lauren and Jess. “You all know her name. I need first and last. I could cite you with contempt.”


“My mother is fragile.” Suddenly clear, Lina lifted her head and spoke with harsh dignity. “She cries every day. If she doesn’t get better, we’ll have to move. If she can’t do her job anymore.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. “May I please use your telephone?”


The policeman made a courtly gesture with his heavy arm toward the rotary phone.


“It’s long distance, but I can pay you.” Lina pulled the curled twenty from the tip jar out of her pocket.


“You don’t have to pay,” he said. “Dial nine first.”


She listened to muffled rings. From the sound of Ken’s voice, Lina assumed she’d woken him, and left a message with the number of the police station.


“What seems to be the problem, Officer?” Lauren’s father pushed open the door. His head was square and his quality of attention responsive to stimuli no one else could see, what they would later think of as on the spectrum. But the respect he showed uncurled the man’s posture like a plant receiving light and water. The policeman explained the exploded oranges, the cussing, and his opinion that girls should learn that civil dissent stopped short of thrown objects and disrespect for officers of the law. Mr. Moses listened, his face completely still. Then the two men inclined their heads. By the time Lauren’s father and the officer looked up to watch the final play of a game on the television in the corner, Lauren whispered, “I think it’s going to be all right.” Mr. Moses signed a paper and, in a stiffer voice than he’d used with the cop, said, “Come on now, kids.” The girls looked at each other. They could just walk out into the full night. Lauren gazed up at her father as if he were an astonishing being. Was he proud of her for getting arrested? That mother, Mrs. Moses, certainly wouldn’t be. Lina preferred Lauren’s father; this plucked a strange twinge of guilt.


She felt different, having cried in front of her friends, rinsed, the way she had been once after swimming all day in the ocean. Mr. Moses matter-of-factly asked her for her address. Lina said, “I have to go to the ice-cream store where I work. I left my bike there.”


“It might be closed by now,” Lauren said.


“You don’t want to get it tomorrow?” her father asked. “Your parents are probably wondering where you are.”


But Lina insisted. When he parked in front of the store, the lights were still on inside; they could see the manager sitting in the back booth, probably counting the register the way she did, the stools already upended on the counter. He closed early some nights; Lina hadn’t known he’d still be here, but she couldn’t tell Lauren’s dad where she lived. They could get kicked out of school if anyone knew. She could see her bike in back, against the freezer, but she sank into the deep leather seat. It was hard to push herself up. Lauren had told Lina that her father had argued a case in front of the Supreme Court. Lina had an impulse to ask if he would pay for her college.


They were all waiting. Lauren’s father finally asked, “Why don’t you grab your stuff. I’ll take you home.”


“My bike won’t fit,” she said. “I need it tomorrow to ride to school.”


“Was what you said about your mother true?” Lauren asked. “Or were you just saying it so they wouldn’t call her?”


“That’s what she says. If it happens, I don’t know if I can go to college.” The car was silent, except for the sound of the heat. She’d done it then, she’d asked.


“Could we help, Dad?” Lauren asked, in the piping tone of Superman’s daughter, if he’d had one.


“Come and talk to me if the time ever comes. Probably won’t. Parents have bad days, too.” He opened a tiny box built into the dashboard and extracted a business card. She put that in her pocket, then jumped out and pounded on the ice-cream store door.


Her tall manager opened it. Lauren and her dad drove off. She hadn’t revealed where she lived.
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Walter managed his money. He’d opened a bank account with the nine hundred dollars his mom had given him. He’d had to take cash out for books, but with his paychecks from the food service, he’d replenished that and now his balance was over a thousand. He saw his friends every day. They gossiped about each other, but kindly. He maintained an A average in chemistry without ever really liking it. He’d not lost his virginity yet but he hoped to, maybe even with Carrie. He thought his life would keep on like this, going up and up.


One day in December, Walter found Ken slumped at his desk. In the thousand-person chemistry class, you had to turn in a stamped, self-addressed postcard for your grade, and Ken had gotten a C. Walter sprinted to the mailroom, for the first time in weeks. At the beginning of fall, he’d checked his box daily, but while other people received package slips, usually for tins of homemade cookies, Walter found cards from his mother, which left him unaccountably sad. Love, Mom was all she wrote. He let them pile up, in his box.


Now he moved the lock forward, back, and around until it clicked. He found his grade card. A-plus. Okay. He made a fist at the bank of numbered boxes. There was something luxurious about that plus. He was surprised he’d beaten Ken, but in another way, winning felt entirely natural. There were cards from his mom. He opened the last piece of mail, which had holes on one side of it, as envelopes generated by mainframe computers did then: $1,755, the paper said he owed for the dorm, meal plan, and fees. This new knowledge felt like a metal disk balanced upon the wet rounded organs in his chest.


He stashed the thin paper between the cards (Love, Mom) and ran up, two stairs at a time. His old anxiety, a slim gray man, sat back down on his customary chair. Susan and Carrie were giving him a ride home for the holidays. He’d have to ask his mom then.


“How’d you do,” Ken asked.


“Okay. Good. I don’t know what happened with you. Think it’s some kind of mistake?”


“You and Melinda are just better at this.”


Walter stashed the bill in the back of his drawer and lay on his bed while Ken called home. Ken’s father and mother took turns on the telephone. No one seemed to raise a voice.


“I don’t think there’s any point,” Ken said. He said those words again, his fingers moving in the air over the keys of his French horn.


“They want me to take Chem B,” he said after he hung up.


“One grade won’t make a difference. You can still get in.”


“I’m no good at it,” Ken said. “Melinda’ll get in. I love her.”


Walter had never loved anyone like that.


They were having sex, Walter knew, but he couldn’t figure out where. Ken fell asleep in his bed every night. Now, though, they both lay awake. Neither wanted to leave Berkeley.


“People ask if I’m going home for the holidays,” Walter said. “But here is home.”


“I’ll bring us walnuts,” Ken said. “They’re best now, just picked.” His father, a doctor who worked for the Veterans’ Hospital, owned a walnut farm. Walter remembered that Ken was Asian. (Normally, he didn’t think of the two of them as different.) Did Chinese people have Christmas?


“We go over to friends’,” Ken said. “They do Christmas. They’re Chinese, too. What do you do on Christmas?”


Walter’s mom usually waited to see where they were invited. He would have to talk to her about money. The hard metal disk balanced on the tip of his lung. He hoped his life here wouldn’t end. He looked around the room, at the simple shapes in dim light: desk, chair, stereo, lamp. College Life. “Does it snow in Modesto?”


Ken nodded. It amazed Walter how different their lives were when they were themselves so much the same.


Walter had asked his mom if he should check the box that said FINANCIAL AID on his college application.


“That’s all taken care of,” she’d said. “The Afghans.” Her face was certain but distant, closed. He’d heard about the Afghans all his life, though he’d never met one, except for his father.


Now, in the back seat of Susan’s Saab, he tried to imagine a Kabul businessman writing a check. Where would he send it? To Walter Aziz, America? The Afghans had no address for him, he was pretty sure. They’d moved at least twice since the last time his father called. Walter had left the box unchecked. Why had he let himself slide under the billow of his mother’s fantasy?


He’d been relegated to the back seat of the Saab because he was the only one without a license. Susan drove while Carrie flipped through the course catalogue.


“ ‘Design 11: theories of representation; freehand drawing . . . in plan, section, elevation, axonometric, and perspective. Projects address concepts of order, scale, structure, rhythm, detail, culture, and landscape.’ Wonder what ‘axonometric’ means.”


“I’d take it,” Walter said.


“It’s the same time as the poetry workshop,” Carrie said. “But I probably won’t get in.”


Highway 5 was a limbo, neither school nor home. They took the turnoff for San Juan Bautista to see the Mission, where Hitchcock shot Vertigo, and Susan and Carrie switched places. They passed Castroville, the artichoke capital of the world. Green signs ticked by, assuring Walter that they were still hundreds of miles from Los Angeles. Susan pointed to Harris Ranch near the Coalinga Pass. “When I was a kid, you’d go to the field, pick a cow, and they’d cook it for you.”


“That can’t be right,” Walter said.


Air from the open windows carried the stink of manure. The road unrolled through fields of almonds, then oranges, then strawberries, beads of water flying out of pipes. Carrie and Susan compared family holiday plans at the music center, Will Rogers, the Bel-Air Bay Club, and the Malibu Colony. Susan’s family was throwing a Christmas Eve party for eighty people, including the housekeeper’s family and the mailman. The freeway widened to nine lanes near the 405, a spot Walter forever after associated with tightness in his chest.
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Walter tried to see his family the way he had before, but they all seemed worse. Lina had decided Berkeley wasn’t good enough for her. Donnie bounced a basketball against the wall for hours and their mom let him. “He needs to bounce,” she said, as if that were normal.


They had no plans for Christmas. Susan had invited his family to their party, but he didn’t tell his mom. Susan’s mom could set her off again.


Walter asked his mom if she wanted to invite Julie, another nurse who lived alone. She had no kids that Walter knew of. His mom usually had a friend like Julie, come to think of it.


“Oh, she’d be thrilled. I bet she’d cook. You know she cooks.”


Why did his mom assume her friend would be thrilled to cook for them? That she’d still be free, two days before Christmas? If Julie was a friend, she was a friend. At Berkeley, Walter had come to believe that friendship was sacred.


Julie arrived early Christmas morning when the others were still asleep. She brought five bags of food. Walter stepped outside barefoot, into the still, clear day, shooed her in, and carried the bags himself. Each leaf on the neighbor’s persimmon tree had gone orange from the center out.


On holidays, they never seemed enough, by themselves. Maybe they should have gone last night to Susan’s, even with that mother.


Julie talked, washing celery, while a turkey sat naked in a pan. She bent down to pick up a translucent onion husk. All day long her voice modulated within the same range. She dropped scraps of information, lacking peaks or endings. In a way, she was relaxing. “The Hoppers,” she was saying, “Diane, you know, that’s Nancy’s family, you’ve met Nancy, they’re driving to the desert.” Walter waited for a punch line.


Neither he, Lina, nor Donnie had ever heard of Nancy Hopper.


“Well, what do you know,” Walter finally said, and his brother and sister erupted in laughter, Donnie sitting on his hands. Even Julie smiled. He could do that here, make fun of someone in front of her without it being mean. She swatted his arm and then started telling another non-story about a cousin in Michigan who loved rhubarb. Did they remember that the leaves were poisonous?


What do you know? The phrase could apply to almost anything.


Walter couldn’t ask about money today.


They made pies while the turkey baked, Julie instructing them to roll the dough with an empty wine bottle from the boarder. Donnie turned out to be a genius peeler, skinning an apple in one coiled strip. Julie showed Lina how to lattice the crust while telling them that, every Christmas, she arranged the delivery of a home appliance to her brother’s family. “This year the washer-dryer,” she said. “Last year a color TV. They liked that.” She paused. “Diane, I wonder where the Learjet is today. Now that Bonnie won’t be cooking his Christmas.”


“Who’s Bonnie?” Walter said.


Their mom’s eyes opened wider. “That’s Learhoff’s wife.”


Lina took ice cream from the freezer. Everyone at the store stole ice cream, she said. It wasn’t even stealing. “We’re allowed to eat as much as we want.”


“Do you carry it out in front of the manager?” Walter asked.


Julie left while it was still light.


Walter had to talk to his mom about the bill, but they were never alone. Finally, the morning he was leaving, he found her in the kitchen, his grade card in his back pocket. She smiled, a smile that made itself up while she beheld him. He was her joy, he knew. His departure saddened her. He pulled out the grade card and handed it to her. He had other As, but even his mom knew that this was the one that mattered. And the plus seemed an amulet. In the pale winter light, branches outside stretched bare and black. They’d never owned the places they lived. Walter had carried boxes into a series of apartments; they’d sanded floors, repainted, always fixing up rooms, until she found the bungalow. She’d wanted him to finish high school in a house. She’d gotten this far.


“The dorm sent me a bill.” He unfolded the printout. She put on her reading glasses. They studied the paper.


“This is on top of tuition?”


“Still cheaper than other places. Way cheaper than the ones Lina’s talking about.”


She took off the glasses. “I’ve been worried because I haven’t heard from them.”


She meant the Afghans. “Mom, do you have anything in writing? Which Afghans said they would pay?”


“It was your grandfather. He promised me when I was pregnant with you.”


When she was pregnant! He was eighteen years old. “Do you have his address or phone number?”


She had no numbers. No name except the surname, and she’d always said Aziz is the Smith of Afghanistan.


“When is the last time you heard from any of them?”


She looked helpless. Knowledge sifted into him: he should have applied for financial aid. There were no Afghans to support him. Walls were crumbling.


“Julie gave me money for each of you. For Christmas. I’ll give you Lina’s and Donnie’s, too, so you can pay a little down.”


His mind skidded. He could have screamed. But she was telling him her way. A little down. A curtsy, meant to show that she was trying. As if the University of California cared that they were trying!


He fled the room as she put the grade card on the refrigerator.


Susan honked; his mom ran out to press an envelope into his hand, which contained six clean hundred-dollar bills from Julie. Nice of her. He felt awful taking Lina’s and Donnie’s portions, but he had to pay that dorm bill.


He shared the back seat with leftovers, a whole pie in a bakery box. Heat from the Saab’s vents circulated the smell of warm spice.


By the time they passed Bakersfield, blame began to shift in his body. His mom had made too few provisions, but on her salary she probably couldn’t have done much more. He should’ve asked: Which Afghans? Where? Can I call them? He’d let himself wish upon a star. Now he was afraid to learn more. He’d believed his mom, not only about the Afghans. Securities he needed—the idea that he had abilities, for example, even greater than other people’s—had been wound into him. She made the joining fabric of his life. He couldn’t afford to pull that apart. She had once told him being his mom was the most important thing she’d ever done. He’d run out of the house. He was glad now he hadn’t said more.


Carrie worked at a cassette with a bobby pin. Her arms were thin and tan, with a small, almost indecent bulge of muscle at the top.


“Anyone hungry?” Susan asked. “We have sandwiches.”


He was in love with both of them. Carrie was the one he imagined in the night, but he needed Susan’s daytime steadiness, too.


“My parents are splitting up again,” Carrie said as she slid in the cassette. Joni.


“It’s something they do,” Susan explained to him, then turned to Carrie. “I think it upsets you more than it upsets them.”


“Do you mind your parents being divorced?” Carrie asked.


He liked it when her questions landed on him.


“They’ve always been.” His parents’ divorce didn’t matter to him at all, but maybe it was something that he and Carrie could have in common. “I’m hungry. But not for sandwiches.”


“For pie,” Carrie said. “Me, too.”


Susan, the always organized, had forgotten utensils. “Well, what do you know,” he said. Somehow this was hilarious. Walter broke the pie in half, then again. He handed Carrie a jagged quarter, still laughing. He ate one himself. Then a second. Each of their lives had a problem. His was money. He hoped he could stay in college. He didn’t tell them this yet. It was too raw and terrifying.


And Susan already didn’t like his mother.
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“You didn’t ask for financial aid?”


“I didn’t think I’d need it. But I do.”


The woman clipped together papers, banging them into a stack. “Submit these with your parents’ 1099 form.”


Winter in Berkeley was colder than in LA. Ancient pines and redwood fringed the hills and dripped, releasing an astringent, lifting scent. The city seemed more beautiful than ever, now that he might have to leave.


He and Ken still trekked to the library after dinner. Melinda joined them there later; first she ran laps around a track at the School for the Deaf and the Blind. She and Ken walked home slowly, with their arms around each other.


Walter left by himself. He didn’t mind solitary walks. Since Design 11, the course he’d signed up for just because Carrie had, he’d noticed the city in new ways. He recognized eras of housing stock and arteries of public transportation. At night, Berkeley smelled of jasmine and rosemary. In an upstairs window of a Craftsman building, a naked woman sat playing a harp. He stepped in and out of rooms of woodsmoke. Carrie had dropped Des 11 when she was accepted from the wait list into a poetry workshop, but by then Walter had discovered his passion. He reached the dorms now and kept walking. He passed the church he’d noticed his first day here, near People’s Park. Someone had told him a famous architect named Julia Morgan had built it.


His mother had talked about college. She’d told him, solemnly, when he was a boy, that someday he would go and he was meant to understand that this experience would determine his life. He’d thought that another of his mother’s whimsies, but he was beginning to understand.


Streets widened in the blocks below the Claremont Hotel, a white castle built in the teens. Life had not grown up haphazardly, he now saw, it had been made. Even tonight, this late in the story, in old cities around the world, people were redrawing it under desk lamps.


Maybe I can do that, he thought.


He passed a sign on a lamppost for a bicycle auction at the fire department. He wanted a bike. But he was broke.


Walter signed up for more shifts with the food service. He took over a cart from an engineering major at noon, on top of a hill by the Campanile. Business was slow, except for flurries at 12:50 and 1:50, when classes let out. He stood sketching a plan for a town commons—an assignment—on the top of the cart. He liked his teacher. Jan Tudor wasn’t a regular professor; she was a working architect, refurbishing a derelict, once-grand department store in downtown Oakland when she wasn’t teaching. Not old and not beautiful, she seemed always to be secretly laughing.


Rory, a football player who lived at end of his hall, bought an It’s It from Walter. “Nice job, huh?”


Walter didn’t particularly like it; working with food felt menial.


“You get to be outside.” Rory stretched his muscled arms in the sun, cracking his knuckles, taking pleasure in even the small movements of his impressive body.


At two, when the Campanile stopped chiming and customers dispersed, Walter pushed the closet-sized cart downhill toward the loading dock, where it would be restocked. He held his sketch pad with his thumb on top of the right handlebar. The front wheel bumped over a rock and turned askew. The thing gained velocity. Walter yanked his wrist to rein it in, the pad flew, wheels veered to the left as the cart careened downhill. It was pulling him, but he still had some power if not to stop it at least to steer; he was trying not to knock anyone down as the metal box hurtled faster. He held on, jerking the handles to avoid people, and yelling so they’d get out of the way. He decided to swerve into the ravine. He was running full-out now and for a moment flashed to how much easier it would be if you were trying to mow people down rather than dodge them. He ran, his heart gonging, his pulse fast, drawn by the thing’s speed and heft, heading for the creek until abruptly it stopped with a thud that knocked the cart backwards, slamming into him. He fell. Rory had gotten in front of the box with his roommate, Cub, who’d banked his side against it in a blocking tackle.


“Ought to have brakes,” Cub said.


“Weighs four times what you do.” Rory was laughing.


The cart was partway down the bank of the creek. They pushed the thing back up to level ground. Walter moved to take it from there, but Rory wouldn’t release the handles; he steered it all the way to the loading dock, where Walter signed in, glad to be rid of it. He had to thank the two football players. He wished they hadn’t seen him being pulled like a banner. He went back and found his sketch pad still there on the ground.


That night in the dining hall, guys he didn’t know looked at him, then to each other, holding in laughter. The football team had heard. He hated his food service job.


He thought of that bike sale. He knew how to repair bikes. Maybe he’d go after all.


The place to pay tuition in the basement of Sproul Hall had barred windows like a pawnshop. He pushed a stack of hundred-dollar bills through a small tunnel to a woman on the other side. He’d added to the money from Julie.


The woman gave him a new statement reflecting his payment. He’d known he would still owe hundreds of dollars, but the bill had jumped. December’s rent and food. He was using his mom’s method, after all, paying down a little. That night, he typed his name, date of birth, social security number, and address on a financial aid form. He couldn’t apply as independent; for that, you had to have filed tax returns for five years. The regular application required a parent’s 1099.


He wrote to his mom, then crumpled the letter. He didn’t want to rub it in that she couldn’t pay. Finally, he walked down the hall. Light eked out below the girls’ door. Susan, wearing a nightie, let him in. You wouldn’t notice right away, but there was really nothing wrong with her body. Carrie sat on the bed, wrapped in a towel, bent over, stroking a tiny brush of red on her toenails.


“Could I borrow a piece of stationery?”


Carrie offered old postcards. A Berkeley oak tree, Shattuck Avenue with hand-tinted department stores. He picked a picture of the church by People’s Park. Susan asked if he had stamps and, without waiting for his answer, gave him three.




Dear Mom, I’m applying for a scholarship and need your tax form 1099. Love, W.





Scholarship sounded as if he were eligible for some honor.


Before going to sleep, he imagined opening Carrie’s towel, one end in each of his hands, and sticking his head in, her body giving off steam like a loaf of fresh bread.


The next day, when he relieved the engineering student of the cart, she smiled, looking at the ground. The news had made it all the way to engineering.
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Walter found his friends crowded around the TV in Carrie and Susan’s room, the president’s torso filling the screen.




I have asked for this radio and television time tonight for the purpose of announcing that we today have concluded an agreement to end the war and bring peace with honor . . .





He glanced at Ken; a danger Walter had never fully believed in was ending.




. . . at this moment in Washington and Hanoi . . .





Walter’s skin lifted in goose bumps. He hadn’t paid much attention to Vietnam, but he’d respected Ken’s fears; they were public and honorable. Walter couldn’t talk about his own terror without making his family sound worse than it was.


“I guess the draft’s over,” Ken said. “If there’s no war.”


“What about the POWs?” Rory said. “Our guys?”


“We’ve still got draft numbers,” Cub said.




A peace that lasts. A peace that heals. The cease-fire will take effect at 2400 Greenwich Mean Time, January 27, 1973.





“Par-tay!” Rory said, lifting his large arm. Cub slapped his back. Walter didn’t like these two in Susan and Carrie’s room.


[image: Illustration]


Walter found his way to the Piedmont Fire Station early Saturday morning. A man in a uniform shrieked up the metal door to reveal bikes on a cement floor next to a polished fire truck. While he browsed, a woman came in, asking for tricycles. She was young, but her hair was tangled and her bare legs looked more functional than pretty. The man stepped into a back room and returned with a tricycle in each hand. She gave him a ten-dollar bill and carried them off.


“How much are the bikes?” Walter asked.


“Depends. Some need work. Make me an offer.”


Walter’s heart sped. He’d fixed his sister’s bike. “Five for twenty-five?”


The guy sucked his cigarette. “Give you all seven for thirty. We can both go home.”


Walter made three trips, one bike in each hand, then rode the last, a five-speed Raleigh, made in England.


Carlos, the dorm janitor, let Walter store them in the basement. Sunday, Walter and Ken pounded out dents on two upended bikes, with Ken’s transistor radio going. Ken tied a bandanna over his hair, which he’d let grow and had to rubber-band for ROTC. When a song came on that he liked, he set down the hammer and lifted his arms, swaying.


They decided to paint the bicycles white. One color would be cheaper. Berkeley Bikes, they’d call them.


Walter checked his mailbox every day. After three weeks, he called home.


“Mm-hmm. I’m looking for it,” his mom said.


After another week he wrote his sister:




Make mom send her tax return. I need it. No joke. When you apply to college, check the box for financial aid. No matter what she says.





Susan and Carrie were rushing. Sororities didn’t seem at all Berkeley, not Walter’s Berkeley, anyway. The old Greek houses above campus had stood mostly empty since the sixties, he’d heard, and were starting to fill again. Even Melinda, who, at the beginning of the year, had set her hair in rollers, wore jeans now, and when she raised her hand in chemistry, Walter saw she’d stopped shaving under her arms.


He hadn’t told anyone about the dorm bill, but he had the feeling Ken knew.


Lina called. The bank had written her, asking her to come into the branch. She’d thought she was in trouble. Maybe a sixteen-year-old wasn’t supposed to deposit in the night slot. But two bankers brought her into a private room and showed her three checks with her name signed in what even they recognized was not her penmanship. Lina knew immediately that it was their mother’s but didn’t tell. They asked if she had all her checks. She looked; four had been ripped out from the back. Because one was still missing, they said they had to close her account.


“So it’s closed,” she said, and Walter heard the catch of a sob.


He had to leave for class in seven minutes. “What did she use your checks for?”


“Gas stations,” Lina choked out.


He felt for their mom then, for the first time since his own fury about the mythic Afghans. “I guess she had to get to work. It isn’t as if she’s out buying fur coats.”


“But parents manage!” Lina shrieked. “They don’t use their kids’ money to buy gas!”


What did she want from him?


“Most parents don’t need to.” Walter had gone days without thinking about any of them. His guilt pulsed with his sister gulping on the other end of the line. But did she have to cry so much?


“I can’t wait to get out of here,” she whispered.


She took things too personally. She told him then about getting arrested for throwing oranges at Henry Kissinger. “I called you from jail.”


Walter had tried to return her call, but when Beverly Hills Police answered, he assumed it was a wrong number and hung up. Now hearing she’d been in jail, he felt protective. He should be there.


“How much of your money did she spend?”


“Almost three hundred.”


He remembered Lina riding her bike home from that ice-cream store late at night. He’d first learned how to make repairs on that bike.


“I can send you money,” he said.


“Thank you,” Lina whispered, and he heard the swoop of relief. It was the first time he felt the power of generosity—generosity, in this case, above his means. But Lina was young. He wanted her and Donnie to believe that the world was safer than it even maybe was. The shrill accusation left her voice. She sounded shy, grateful. He’d always suspected things would be better with money. Here was proof. He wrote a check for three hundred dollars, sketched the bungalow, its peach tree, and mailed it.


He needed to pile up money. He never wanted to get sent back to Go.
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Walter asked at the desk for books on bicycle repair. He’d found nothing in the card catalogue. “Try the public library. We don’t”—the student pronounced his t with exaggeration—“stock repair manuals. Or any self-help, for that matter.”


“’Cept Plato,” Walter mumbled.


His Lit Core teacher had thrown a paperback Phaedrus at Rory, who’d fallen asleep in class. “Think of it as self-help,” she’d said. “To teach you to live without illusions.” So Friday, after his shift, Walter set out for the public library. He stopped in the eucalyptus grove to read on a stump. He loved the smell. He was reading Vitruvius’s treatise from the first century. Jan Tudor had written firmitas, utilitas, venustas on the board: solid, useful, and delightful. Half-shred strips of bark curled up off the eucalyptus trunks and the air opened small folds in his lungs. Jan Tudor had called his dorm block Fascist architecture.


Corbusier wrote, The styles are a lie. But he’d also said, Our own epoch is determining, day by day, its own style. Our eyes, unhappily, are unable yet to discern it. What was the style of 1973? Walter didn’t know if he’d like it. His favorite building was still the church by People’s Park. His taste embarrassed him. He wanted to be a modernist.


The house is a machine for living, Corbusier wrote. One can be proud of having a house as serviceable as a typewriter. Walter and Ken’s room was serviceable; they had what they needed and no more.


Space and light and order. Those are the things that men need just as much as they need bread or a place to sleep. Walter couldn’t live on space and light and order; he needed his bed and cafeteria pass more. Corbusier would have, too.


In the distance, Walter saw Carrie, holding books to her chest. He stood and called her. The ground was spongy with fallen leaves. He’d been reading for the class she’d talked him into taking; he should probably thank her, he said, even though she’d bailed. “I love it. I don’t consider this homework.” It seemed inevitable that she’d led him to his passion.


“I would’ve taken it if it were any other time.”


“So are you an English major now?”


“I want to be a poet. But my dad says as soon as I graduate, he’s not paying my rent. My mom worked as a saleswoman at Bonwit Teller after college. Maybe I’ll do that.” I’m not special, I know that, she seemed to be saying. An enchantment. He wouldn’t mind an ordinary life with her. He would know she was a treasure, even in a shop, disguised as a salesclerk.


She was on her way to her professor’s house. Walter walked her there. In a few minutes, maybe, he would slip his arm under her hair and pull her toward him to whisper—but what? Whatever you said so that, from then on, you became a couple. He loved her, but he didn’t know her well enough to say that.


Suddenly, rain clattered in the trees above them. Carrie opened a pretty blue-and-orange umbrella.


He blurted, stupidly, “I remember how you wanted to get into that poetry class.”


“With some things, the best part is getting in. Cheerleading was like that. But this class is the most, I don’t know, meaningful thing I’ve ever done. It’s hard, though.”


Walter felt that about architecture.


“My teacher’s paralyzed. A football player carries her into class.”


A football player! Walter remembered his disgrace. He hoped Rory hadn’t told Carrie about him flying behind the food cart, calling attention to his underdeveloped muscles. His sister had called him Gandhi Legs.


The teacher’s house was a 1930s cottage behind two ancient redwoods. People congregated here every Friday to read poems, Carrie told him. When the front door swung open, the professor called from her chair by the fireplace, “Come on in. Sit down.”


Walter held up his hands. “I’m not a poet.”


“Come in anyway, have a sandwich.” She had a small, round head. Propped on a chair, she made a straight diagonal, unbent as a log. Walter noticed the room. Everything was where it should be.


“Tea or wine?” the professor asked. Carrie said wine and he said tea. A young woman served and the professor introduced them to a couple who owned a small press. Most people in the room looked middle-aged. Logs broke in the fireplace, opening flames and sifting ash. This was the first private home Walter had been inside in Berkeley.


A young man read a poem about dying. Walter didn’t understand certain phrases; they were abstract and could have meant several different things. A man over forty, with a full beard, read a love poem. He told the younger writer, “I’m the one who should be thinking about death. You should be writing love poems.”


After more poems that Walter could make neither hide nor hair of, the professor read one that she said was written by a seventeenth-century Japanese traveler.




Falling sick on a journey


My dream goes wandering


Over a field of dry grass





When the professor talked, you forgot she couldn’t walk or probably even hold a teacup. Her hands were gnarled, the fingers bent over each other.


Walter stood up to find the bathroom, mostly to see the house. He admired the layout: a dining alcove opened to the living room, the fireplace in the center of the wall and casement windows. A simple, narrow kitchen that reminded him of the bungalow.


He should have said something to Carrie. He couldn’t say I love you, but he could have said something. What, though? I want to date you? Date was an inadequate word. And they were friends. He didn’t want to lose what he had. If he said the wrong thing, she might pity him and never be herself with him again. If only he knew his life would work out right, that he could feel about someone the way he felt about Carrie and live with her in a house like this, then everything would be bearable. But he didn’t have the certainty of a good ending. Through a window shoved up in the professor’s clean bathroom, he heard rain. By the toilet a steel bar had been installed. He wondered whether the professor could manage the bathroom by herself. He hoped she didn’t need a football player to help with that.


He’d been down at the end of the hall where the football players wrote the names of girls they’d had sex with on the back of Rory and Cub’s door. Walter had read the list quickly, relieved not to find Susan’s or Carrie’s name. Ken never spoke about sex, but his laughter seemed deeper. Could Walter be the only male virgin left in the dorm?


He should have said something to Carrie. The eucalyptus grove had been his chance.


Now Carrie was opening her spiral notebook. She took a gulp of wine, then read a poem called “People’s Park” in a small voice. Her wrist trembled.


Her talent stunned him. People murmured when she finished. He felt lucky to know her.


But she looked at him with miserable eyes. “Was that okay?”


How could she wonder? “It was great. Can I have a copy?”


She ripped the page out of her notebook and gave him the paper with its confetti edge. Then she handed him her wineglass, to sip. They shared it back and forth, their fingers touching on the glass stem. A woman with a long gray braid read a poem with the refrain for friends share everything.


I like that, the man with the beard said. Walter did, too. Friends share everything.


Walter had to get to the library before it closed. He needed a repair manual. He put the poem inside Vitruvius and thanked the professor. She tilted her head to the left. It seemed the only mobile part of her. She asked him if he knew any athletes. Her helper, she said, was leaving for school year abroad.


Walter said he’d ask around. Had she not asked him because he didn’t look strong enough? Should he have volunteered to carry her? He left, liking the idea that the people there would think of him and Carrie as a couple.


That night, Rory and Cub came to his room asking Walter if he wanted Rory’s job at the film place in the museum. Rory didn’t need Walter’s job, but Cub could man the food cart and that might be good all around. They smiled. At the film place, you just took tickets; then you could study or do whatever. Go in and watch the movie if you wanted. The movies they showed were pretty weird, though. Rory just did his homework. But now, he was going to carry a crippled lady professor to her classes.


Carrie must have asked Rory. When did they talk? Walter hated the idea that she and Rory saw each other besides the times the whole floor crowded in front of Susan’s television. Rory slouched against the doorjamb, quietly muscular.


When Walter gave notice at the food service, he could tell people were trying not to laugh. “I’m going to work at the Pacific Film Archive,” he said.


“Well, that’ll be real nice for you, now, won’t it?” the supervisor said.
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Carlos helped Walter and Ken hang bike frames from a pipe on the basement ceiling. They had the thick manual from the public library, its laminated pages already smudged. Ken turned up the volume on his transistor for Bob Marley singing “Stir It Up.” Ken could actually dance.


They sanded. They’d have to let the frames dry between coats, the book said. They dropped chains to soak in a bucket of linseed oil.


Ken turned up Stevie Wonder. “You know he’s blind?”


Ken was teaching him. He told Walter the places where Brian Wilson used a bike bell, a dog barking, or the sound of a train. Lina had played “California Girls,” but Walter had never considered the Beach Boys real music. According to Ken, Pet Sounds inspired Sgt. Pepper. And Bob Dylan once said that Wilson’s left ear should be donated to the Smithsonian Museum.


“Why his left?” Walter asked.


“He was deaf in his right. His father hit him when he was a kid.”


Ken turned out to be the better spray painter. His first coat was even; Walter’s stippled with drips.


Carlos presented them with canvas full-body uniforms. Walter pulled one on over his clothes. It smelled like oil. He remembered the day in the eucalyptus grove when he’d wanted to kiss Carrie. What would she make of him now, a fingernail cracked, his hair full of grease? Even in America, even in California, there were still social classes. And his wasn’t hers. He’d have to wait. She’d probably picked her sorority by now.


He and Ken took BART to Chinatown, where Ken bargained in his China-school Mandarin. They paid forty-five cents apiece for bicycle bells. “I’m impressed,” Walter said. “You belong in two worlds; I only have one.”


“They called me Doctor Son. Good guess.”


Walter checked the mail every day, but nothing arrived. He thought of going home to ransack his mom’s file cabinet, but it was a six-hour drive and no one was leaving in the middle of the quarter. Every week in April, he moved his alarm fifteen minutes earlier. He found Melinda in the cafeteria at six. For all he knew, she’d been sitting here since September, sipping coffee before dawn. She wore a man’s watch on her flat wrist. “So now it’s only us,” she said. Ken had quit pre-med. He’d sat on his bed in full ROTC regalia, holding his French horn like a baby, telling his parents about his second C. After that, he’d slept fourteen hours. “Ken’s just not a student, not that way,” Melinda said. “For a long time, I thought he could be.” She had the narrowest face. It held disappointment, acceptance, something else. She looked, for a moment, older.


Chemistry was a language Walter was still memorizing one word at a time. He could read building plans. It’s just bars and dots was a joke among architecture students, a variation of It’s Greek to me. A girl in class said, “It looks like Morse code!” But glancing at the frets and symbols on paper, Walter saw buildings swell into full dimension, the way those flat sponges grew once you added water. The bars and dots that looked like Morse code had been the Acropolis.


Walter heard Melinda giggle. “What?” he said.


She held up her notebook. She was laughing at an equation!


“If I didn’t know you, I’d feel a lot better about my aptitude for science.”


“Want me to look at your lab report?” she offered.


But Walter hadn’t been working on his lab report. He’d spotted a flyer on a layered paper-covered corkboard outside Wurster Hall, the design building, announcing a contest. Environmental design scholarship. Draw your dream campus.


He had been sketching utopia, roads with bike lanes, creeks and buildings. A scholarship, he’d written to his mom. When he’d lied as a kid, saying he had a stomachache to stay home from school, he’d become sick. His dream campus had a lot of public greens. But he didn’t draw long before coming up against the limits of design. You could draw beautiful buildings, parks, and good houses, but how would you make places to live for the people who maintained it all? For Carlos?


To render utopia, you first had to figure out a way to redistribute wealth.


“I’m not sure I like our generation.” Susan was complaining about the guys who hung around their room, pursuing Carrie. Muscles around his heart constricted. He’d been an idiot to think his feelings original. Apparently, he was one of a drove. Susan said that Carrie could tell them no without actually saying it. “She’s been doing it since she was fourteen.” Walter had the awful premonition that Carrie had already said no to him and he hadn’t even realized it.


On Sunday nights, the football players talked about the sex they’d had over the weekend. Scuzzy, Rory called a tiny girl he’d boned on the fifty-yard line. She’d had little stones around her mouth. Another guy complained that a girl farted. All the girls Cub popped were Black. He sorted his girls, though not his friends, by race. Walter asked what a mark meant, next to one of the names. “Bleeding,” Rory said in a lower voice. “She stank.” There seemed to be an ugliness to sex.


“Anyway,” Susan said, “the sorority will give us a chance to dress up.”


“Another reason not to join,” Walter said. “I don’t have a suit.”


“You’d look good in a suit.”
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Mrs. Em Ball, the Environmental Design librarian, carried a stack of books about Julia Morgan; Walter told her he’d thought Morgan designed his favorite building here—the church he’d seen his first day in Berkeley—but it turned out to be by Bernard Maybeck.


“Did you know Julia Morgan was his student?” she said. Maybeck had encouraged her to go to the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, but they’d never had a woman before. She had to try three times before they let her in. She worked on Berkeley’s Greek Theatre. Her boss bragged that he had an excellent draftsman whom he could pay almost nothing because she was a woman. She figured out a new way to use reinforced concrete. Still, reporters asked her about pillows and chintz, assuming she was the decorator. Almost all of the hundreds of buildings she designed were commissioned by women’s clubs. “Oh, that Maybeck church you like, on Dwight Way? I grew up in that parish.”


“Do you still go?”


“No, I left the church when I was twenty.”


Walter didn’t know Mrs. Ball well enough yet to ask why.


Walter brought his teacher sketches he’d made of a Julia Morgan building on campus, thinking she’d like them, being another lady architect.


Jan Tudor exhaled as if explaining things to him required patience. “Since Michelangelo, no one reinvented architecture until Corbusier. You have to contend with him. I’ve come to his way of seeing the old architecture; it’s ornate, like a wedding cake. ‘Look to American engineers,’ he said, ‘beware of American architects.’ ”


Walter had lived in concrete apartment buildings in LA. He wanted to own a house someday. Not a unit in an apartment block, not even one of Corbusier’s scissors modules. If shingles were ornamental, they still made a building look like a home.


In May, Walter and Ken hauled the bikes up into the light. They offered one to Carlos, who refused it; he already had a bike. “Me, you know what I want? I want education. Someday I become engineer.”


This was hard to think about. “What about your wife and kids?” Walter finally asked. “Would one of them want a bike?”


Carlos shook his head. “No, no, no thank you.”


Susan and Carrie each bought three-speeds for eighty-five dollars. Walter had planned to ask sixty, but Susan said that was too little.


“New white bike, new white dress.” Carrie sighed. “Springtime.”


A line formed. Six people wanted bikes but they had only four left and a guy from the second floor said he’d been there first, so, yeah, hey, and Rory said, but he came like a minute after and he really really needed the big bike, he couldn’t use a smaller one, and he’d pay more, he’d pay a hundred. The guy from the second floor said he’d pay a hundred twenty-five. People held out money.


“Tell you what,” Walter said. “We were going to keep one for ourselves, but we won’t. So five of you can have bikes now. Decide who’ll pay the most. Whoever doesn’t get one today goes on the wait list. We’ll have more in a few months.”


They earned over seven hundred dollars and the wait list had three names. Walter sprinted to the fire department to find out when they’d hold the next sale, the roll of twenties rubber-banded in his pocket. I can do this, he thought, blood ticking as he ran. He would buy his mom a house someday. No more landlords. There’d been one she’d loved, a cottage with five holes drilled in the roof for birds. Jan Tudor would call that “cute.” But Walter’s mom couldn’t afford the rent and they’d kept looking—it was amazing how people allowed themselves to be sorted. Why didn’t they fight to claim what they loved?


The next sale wasn’t going to be until mid-June. Walter talked to Ken. “From now on, we’ll split everything, but this time, can I reimburse myself for what I paid the fire department?”


Ken wouldn’t take any money. “I don’t even spend all my allowance.” Walter knew then that Ken understood his secret.


Ken put on a record, handing Walter the jacket. Three guys in sweaters, singing “When You Wish Upon a Star.” Dion & The Belmonts. Ken lifted the needle and put another LP on the stem. “Listen to this. It’s the same chords as ‘Surfer Girl.’ Brian Wilson’s first song.” The categories were blurring; Walter wouldn’t have considered either of these songs serious music, but Ken knew more than he did. He told Walter there was a lot of Bach underpinning the Beatles, and when he marked the places with a raised finger, Walter heard it, too.


With cash from the bikes, Walter paid down $1,175. He still owed over $2,000. He asked the woman in the cage, “What happens if I’m behind at the end of the year? Will they kick me out?”


She looked at him. “I really have no idea.”


[image: Illustration]


Walter considered hitching to LA to find his mom’s 1099 form, but he’d never hitchhiked before. On a ride board, he found a guy who was driving as far as Bakersfield and said he’d take him if he didn’t mind reading out loud from a book.


The guy drove up to the dorm in a Toyota with the seat all the way back because his legs were so long. “Book’s there.” He nodded to the foot space. The guy smoked, a kind of foreign cigarette, thin and dark with a strong smell. He was skinny, with bristly hair.


In the middle of life’s journey, Walter read, I found myself in a dark wood. . . .


The guy was a comp lit major and he worked himself up talking about the book. He was driving home because his mom was having an operation. “She’s getting her whole female part removed,” he said, ticking ash out the window. After two hours, he said, “Okay, let’s take a break from that one.” By then, Walter loved what he’d been reading. The next book had a torn corner of notebook paper marking the page.




                  Do I dare


Disturb the universe?





Be my guest, Walter thought. This writer sounded like someone alive now, wildly smart and modern, wanting to pick a fight.


They passed the Bakersfield city limits in the late afternoon and drove to a new subdivision in the dusk. The land looked recently cleared; even with small lights over the garage doors, the country felt empty. The guy invited Walter in for a sandwich before taking him to the interstate to thumb a ride. The guy’s mother was sitting at the kitchen table eating a steak with a silver line of gristle.


“My last meal,” she said. “I can’t have anything tomorrow before surgery.” Then she stood up and made them bologna sandwiches.


“Tell you what,” the guy said. “If you can read by the car light, I’ll drive you down. I just want to be here in the morning. To take her in.” Walter continued The Inferno and fell back into its enchantment. At the turnoff to the Pacific Coast Highway, the guy asked Walter what he’d read in freshman seminar.


Portrait of the Artist. Walter said he didn’t like Stephen Dedalus. He seemed full of himself. Pretentious.


The guy shrugged. “Got me out of Bakersfield,” he said.


When they pulled up to the bungalow, Walter invited him in but the guy wanted to head back. He took a Coke bottle from the floor of the car, unzipped his fly, and peed into it. Walter took the warm bottle—it seemed the decent thing to do—and poured it out by a persimmon tree at the corner. Maybe it would fertilize the roots.
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The sound of running water and the clatter of pots had awakened Donnie most of the days of his life. Good sounds he now remembered.


The first time his mother overslept, he heard a bang against the wall they shared, then exasperated muttering until she rushed to her car. He turned over in his bed, hugged his pillow, and fell back asleep. His sister would pound on his door ten minutes before they had to go. Three mornings later, his mother was still asleep when he and Lina left for school. When he returned that afternoon, she was still in bed. He knocked on her door and asked if she’d like some toast. The two of them had always been easy together. He made cinnamon toast, cut in fours, the way she did.


She sighed and said she wasn’t feeling well, and the next day she stayed home again. She seemed tired and maybe sad, but herself.


After school, Donnie usually went to the computer lab, which was a room in the middle school with no windows and a mainframe that took up a wall. Most days he found Evan there, eating his lunch and laughing at jokes in a book. Evan could program while turning the pages. But today, since his mother didn’t go to work, Donnie skipped the computer lab and went right home.


She got up, pushed a brush through one side of her hair, and followed him into the kitchen. He opened the back door and they sat at the table, each eating a bowl of cereal. Donnie was used to being home alone. Lina worked at the ice-cream store. Being with his mother in the afternoon felt like a strange vacation.


Her eyes greedily scanned the room—alighting on the cupboards she’d once painted, the old table, sanded down in the backyard then waxed, the dishes they’d bought for an amazing price at a yard sale, now arranged behind glass. She nodded, ticking them off to him—her accomplishments. Donnie understood that she was proud to have made a good home for them. They sat among their plain treasures with the back door open to the yard, where Walter’s bike had once been stolen and never replaced and the ancient peach tree emitted its faint smell. Later, Donnie understood that she had been saying a slow goodbye to that worked-for, cherished place. But that afternoon, he wondered what program Evan was writing. They played a game on the computer, and when the string of numbers worked, the mainframe made a small blunt noise. Donnie felt that click shudder through his body. He collected those clicks.


After she’d been home a week, they ran out of milk and cereal, and Donnie skateboarded to the ice-cream store. Lina fished a ten out of her apron pocket. She’d saved eight hundred dollars, but that was for college. She hated spending, she said, because ten dollars would buy milk, cereal, and the boxes of macaroni and cheese they liked, but then they’d have to do it all over again.


“Do you think she’ll go back to work soon?” Donnie asked.


“She has to or I don’t know how we’re going to pay for things.”


They hadn’t told Walter yet. They couldn’t have said why. Walter was far away. That was part of it. He hadn’t written to Lina since he’d sent three hundred dollars to make up for the stolen checks. Donnie had seen Lina cry when she’d opened that envelope. Mostly, it was because this still felt temporary—it had only been a week—and if, in a few days, their mother got up, washed her face, and drove to work as she always had, then they would have caused a blowup for nothing. Their mother wouldn’t want Walter to know. She’d always showed her best side to him, her college boy. She was more herself with Donnie and Lina.


The next Friday evening, Julie arrived. Lina sat in the living room like a lady, one leg crossed over the other, talking to Julie while Donnie warned their mother, who didn’t look happy.


“Oh, no. What’s she doing here?” She sighed and pulled her knees up and in twenty minutes shuffled out to the couch by the bay window. As he turned on the light, Donnie noticed dust balls under the sofa. He’d never thought that vacuuming actually did anything. Now, he understood, he’d been wrong. From the kitchen, he and Lina heard their mother’s voice and occasionally picked out her boss’s name—Learhoff, she and Julie called him. Dr. Learhoff employed dozens of nurses and dispatched them to drive their own cars to convalescent hospitals he’d contracted with throughout Southern California. These women, newly minted with diplomas they’d struggled to obtain, happily handed over 60 percent of their earnings to this tall man who promised them security. That had been their opportunity. Years later, contemplating the business model, Donnie remembered this Friday in the seventies, when the two women laughed: a startling, beautiful sound. Donnie and Lina looked at each other and began to laugh, too.


All would be okay, they thought. She was still herself.


But she didn’t go back to work. Her checkbook, with a brown leather cover, rested on her dresser. Lina walked in while she was sleeping and tore out three yellow checks.


Julie brought over hamantaschen. “They’re half price after five. How’s your mom feeling? It’s been three weeks. If she’s still sick, she needs to see a doctor.”


Donnie liked her certainty. If their mother was sick, there would be a doctor’s appointment and medicine to make her better. Lina somehow doubted this. Her mother cried too much. Her shoulders curled. Her face lost its order. What illness was that? Not one the world would count. Defeat, surrender: those were not illnesses, exactly; they were afflictions people blamed you for. Her mother stayed in bed now most of the day. But she had never been lazy. Many times in the past, Lina had fallen asleep to the sound of her mother vacuuming.


The bungalow had been built in 1911 and the walls were solid. Lina and Donnie could hear the women talking in the bedroom, but they couldn’t make out distinct words.


Julie finally emerged. “She says she’s seen a doctor, but I’m not sure I believe her.”


Donnie shrugged. “When I get home after school, she’s just getting up.” He remembered her telling him about the furniture and the dishes. Cataloguing. As if she didn’t want to forget anything.


“I’ll talk to Learhoff about sick leave,” Julie said.


Lina and Donnie both looked at her. Surprised. Grateful.


They filled the wire cart at Ralphs every week with boxes of macaroni and cheese and the cookies they liked, hanging the bags on Lina’s handlebars. Lina signed her mother’s yellow check without entering the date or the amount in the register, the way her mother faithfully had.


Julie arranged for extended sick leave, so every other week, their mother received a paycheck and Lina deposited it in the bank. Lina said she would call Walter, his number was there scribbled on the kitchen wall by the phone, but she put it off and off and then, one night when she rolled her bike in the back door, her overalls sour from melted specks of ice cream, Walter was sitting in the dark with his head in his hands.


“How long has she been like this?” he asked.


He’d found the house dusty, an empty macaroni box on the counter and his mother in bed. What Walter had always feared would happen if he left. Donnie said she’d stopped going to work. Walter waited up for his sister. But the answers Lina was giving him now that she was home were enragingly vague.


“She hasn’t been working since February, I think. Julie talked Learhoff into sick pay.”


“What does Julie say?”


Lina shrugged. “You should ask her.”


He’d come home to find a single sheet of paper. Not this. He’d been planning to go back tomorrow. But could he now, with the bungalow in chaos? Light from the boarder’s lava lamp pinked the walls.


The next morning, Walter sat on the floor before his mom’s file cabinet. He found the folder with his report cards, small baggies with each of their baby teeth. There was a file labeled Love Letters, which he flipped past. He found cashed checks and a folder with her nurses’ retirement statements, but no sign of taxes. Could she have just not paid?


When she awakened, he asked her about her tax returns.


“Maybe they’re at work. I know I paid them. Do you want me to write a note?”


A note! Walter wanted to cry. “Are you going back to work?”


“Oh, sure,” she said. “Pretty soon.”


“What’s wrong, Mom?”


She sat up in bed. “I don’t know,” she said, her face bunching. “I really don’t know.”


“Don’t worry,” Walter said, a hand on her back, feeling her small bones.


They ate dinner in the kitchen. Donnie made macaroni and cheese and tore open a package of bean sprouts. His mother picked at her food like a child, looking at her plate. Julie drove over later with a bakery cake.


“Her sick leave is just about up,” Julie whispered. “I don’t know how much longer I can push Learhoff. We may have to look into disability.”


“She’s right here,” Donnie said. “We can include her.”


Julie looked straight into their mother’s face then, the way people did to the uncomprehending, and said, “Di, I’ve gotten as much as I can out of the old Learjet. Another month, then you have to come back. What do you say? Can we try for June?”


Donnie put his head on the table. “She can’t go back yet, I don’t think.”


Walter helped her into her room. “Okay. You just stay home awhile and rest.” But what was she resting from, exactly?


Donnie looked at Julie, really looked at her for the first time, and saw the oval of prettiness that was her face. He also noticed bare patches in her hair, the flat top of her head, all the peripheral things that must have made people miss that oval.


Donnie had thought about the moment Lina would tell Walter what had been happening; he’d imagined Walter listening exactly the way he was, intent, his head still. He’d expected it would be a relief to tell him, like giving over two suitcases. But now that Walter was here, it was hard to think of what he could do.


Julie drove Walter to the bus station downtown. A classic nurse, he thought, competent, a little dull, completely sane. When she stopped the car in front of the station, he stayed sitting. “Should I just drop out for now? I could get a job to keep the family going.” He thought of Carrie. “I can always go back later.”


“It would kill her if you left. Besides, whatever job you’d get without a degree . . .” She shook her head.


He slept with his head against the Greyhound window, arriving in Berkeley at midnight. After a long walk to the dorm, he found everyone in Susan and Carrie’s room, passing around a joint held by a tweezer. Melinda sat on Ken’s lap. He remembered Susan’s rant about disliking their era. She was lying right in the middle of it now. He wanted air. The last thing he needed was to get high. That was for kids who had nets.


Alone in his room, he shoved the window up. He thought of his mom in the bungalow. He’d felt strange leaving, but everyone took it for granted—Julie did, even Lina, most of all his mom—so he thought he had to, that the right good thing was to make something of himself. The only person who longed for him to stay was his little brother, whose round face had beamed pleas at him. He thought of the house he would someday buy his mom, the same size as the bungalow but nicer, a simple design.


Years later, he interviewed a young woman and noticed, on her résumé, that she’d taken six years to finish her undergraduate degree. He asked why, thinking rehab, drugs, maybe—she wasn’t thin enough for anorexia. She told him, with summoned dignity, that her mother died and she’d needed time.


A long-poised marble dropped into its slot.


He should have stayed. He could have returned to school later, another way. They should have been together.


The bungalow doorbell rang one Monday night in June and it was Julie, holding a cardboard box. She entered in a gust of cold evening air. “Learhoff replaced her. A new girl showed up this morning. Your mom’s patients are all asking for her.” Donnie had never heard Julie rattled like this—it frightened him. She’d collected their mom’s belongings from the three hospitals where she worked. “How many years already? I think it’s nine. You were just a pipsqueak when I met you,” she said.


All those years fit into this box.


“Can she still go back?” Lina asked. “Or could he send her to a different hospital?”


“Probably he could. He’s got so many contracts. Learhoff always liked her.”


Donnie picked out items and put them on the table. A magenta uniform. Their mother had been one of the first to wear colored uniforms when the regulations changed. Donnie held up a one-pound weight. A rubber-banded stack of flashcards she’d shown him once, syllables with pictures that she’d used to teach stroke patients to talk again. He kept lifting things from the box. Lina was waiting for a picture of them. But there was nothing. She looked ashamed for having expected that. Julie came out of their mother’s room.


“Do you have a family doctor who knows her?”


Lina said their mother had once taken her to an ear, nose, and throat specialist in a luxurious Beverly Hills office when her earache wouldn’t go away. But they couldn’t think of a doctor who would remember them.


“She’s got to see somebody,” Julie said. “This has just been too long.”
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On the other side of her life, Lina sat with Lauren and Jess on the high school lawn during morning break, sipping coffee, which she’d learned to like with packets of powdered cream and Sweet’N Low, listening to their intricate dilemmas. Lauren had a twenty-five-year-old boyfriend, a law student who judged county debates, to whom she was incrementally relenting her virginity while the debate coach tried to dam the avalanche. Lina hoped they couldn’t tell that she was listening with only the surface of her attention. She enjoyed the prettiness of their lives, their voices back and forth above and around like birds.


Her forty-six-year-old mother stayed home all day and no longer bathed. It wasn’t only that she didn’t rush to work anymore in a hectic flurry—the tat tat tat of heels—but Lina couldn’t even imagine those mornings returning, not really. That life, with its money panics and disorder, now seemed an irrecoverable buzzing happiness. Her family was hurtling toward emergency, something larger than she could think in a straight sentence. Fortunately, her friends didn’t notice that she didn’t contribute to the conversation. Most people didn’t, she’d observed. When they were talking about themselves, they assumed you were all in. You could drift. Lina was not all in.


When they offered to pick up Lina at her house Friday morning to drive to Malibu to watch surfers, she snapped to attention and made an excuse. But when they suggested a diner near school on Monday, she couldn’t say no. They would just keep asking.


So at seven in the morning, Lauren was hassling her to order food. Every time they’d been in a restaurant together Lauren picked up the bill, but to be safe, Lina ordered only coffee. They talked about money in front of her, as an indirect argument for her to eat. There had never been a time, Lauren said, when she couldn’t have ordered the most expensive thing on a menu. “I could’ve always had the steak.”


Lina had eaten steak in a restaurant only once; sawing the meat with a serrated knife, she’d felt acutely conscious of its price. She hadn’t liked the taste.


Later, she would think of Lauren’s steak as an elegant way to define wealth. She would wish she’d gone to see the early-morning Pacific surfers. Mostly, she would regret not trying to explain more of the truth. But that day in the diner she’d just changed the humiliating subject, saying, “I don’t like to eat in the morning.” This wasn’t true, but hearing herself say it and sipping the black, bitter coffee (the waiter hadn’t yet brought the Sweet’N Low or creamer), Lina caught a glimpse of herself as a young woman in overalls with her hair pulled back who drank black coffee and had no breakfast.


But what about her mother? The question stopped Lina every time.


The worst had still not happened. Her mother was still there. All these months, her mother just stayed in her room. They were running out of money. Lina had seen pictures of asylums, but those were from long ago. Would they send her mother away? Shame snuck up on Lina from behind: Was she concerned for her mother, or herself? Lina had been shown an orphanage once, in the Central Valley town where her mother had grown up. But she and Donnie would never have to go into an orphanage, she thought. They had Walter.


And maybe her mother would still get better. Years ago, in an elementary school library, Lina had opened the World Book Encyclopedia to a three-inch color picture, under an entry for Polaroid. The photograph was of a girl covered with freckles, her red hair long, below her elbows. That glossy rectangle seemed a door for Lina to fall through. Lina’s mother bought a cream to fade her freckles and marveled over her daughter’s superior skin. When Lina was small, strangers had stopped them and said Lina was beautiful. More than once, they’d asked, Adopted? Lina’s memories of these instances were of painful shyness; she hid behind her mother, shamefully pleased.


Only Lina found her mother beautiful. But there was proof in the World Book Encyclopedia.


Jess was talking about what Lauren would lose if she went all the way. To them, talking about sex was more personal than talking about money. Jess said what Lauren was afraid of losing had already been ceded. Lina enjoyed parsing these distinctions. Lina had a crush, too, on a senior who didn’t know her name. Suddenly, though, the quiet had gone on too long. Both girls were staring at her.


“How is, how is your mom?” Lauren asked.


“She’s fine.” There was far too much to explain.


Lina still assumed the life Lauren and Jess talked about was meant for her, too, only later. She would be diverted just for a while. Her essential self would remain intact and qualified to merge back into the general stream of parties, boyfriends, and fun. She couldn’t yet imagine the far-fetched possibility that she might change into someone who would no longer wish to join.


Lina swept the house now on Saturday mornings and Donnie mopped the floors. They had to be quiet because the boarder slept in. When Donnie knelt scrubbing the bathtub first with Comet, then with white cider vinegar, which the boarder requested, his mother drifted in and stood with a hand on the wall. “Thank you,” she whispered.


Her last check from Learhoff had come. No doctor had been seen, and Julie had stopped harping on that. Their mother seemed to cry less and sleep more.


Walter called late one June night to ask Lina if he should come home. He could get a ride down and stay the summer, or longer. But he had no job or anything in LA. Up there he fixed bikes and worked at the movie place and now he’d been offered a job in a store, to sell suits on weekends. He’d found a room he could rent in a fraternity for cheap.


Lina was alone in the kitchen, her bare feet up on the table after a good shift at the ice-cream store. Branches outside swayed, fern-like in the dark. “You’re asking me?” Her hand went to her chest. She felt important to be asked.


“Yeah, which do you think would be better?”


She didn’t know so she guessed, the way she sometimes guessed at school, when she hadn’t done the reading. She knew she’d hit the right answer because he said okay right away and got off the phone. She sat in the dark. That night, another scooper had asked her to a concert of Grand Funk Railroad.


Walter remembered the conversation differently. He’d told Lina about the jobs in Berkeley, his boss at the archive saying he could send back the film cans, mumbling, I hate that shit, the suit store with a HELP WANTED sign, and bikes he’d bought to refurbish. He’d asked her what she thought would be better: him or money.


“Maybe the money,” she’d said quietly. “No offense.”


He’d felt relieved and also ashamed that they didn’t want him.
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“My father said when he was in college you’d never marry a girl who slept with you,” Susan said, pulling a suitcase to her car. “And you’d never sleep with a girl you wanted to marry.”


“That’s no fun,” Walter said. Susan’s shoulders were square and she had nice skin; it must have been hard for her, always standing next to Carrie. They were both going to LA for the summer. Susan would intern in a senator’s office, and Carrie had a writing job for a TV game show produced by a family friend.


Melinda had told Walter about cheap rooms in a fraternity. She’d moved into an attic with no closet, for forty dollars a month. For the same price, they gave Walter a corner room with wainscoting and a slant view of the bay. He asked to swap, but no women were allowed on his floor. The first minute in his room he felt lucky, but then he was just alone. He’d started that morning at the Princeton Shop. Mr. Barsani Senior showed him how to steam a suit. He could send money home. Still, if his mom didn’t go back to work, it would never be enough. The next morning, he met Melinda in the frat-house kitchen, cluttered with pizza boxes.


“Let’s get out of here,” she said. “I’m going to let myself eat one doughnut a day.”


This was a real friendship with a woman. When he looked at Melinda, he didn’t picture her naked or think of running his finger along her clavicle, the way he did whenever he saw Carrie in a blouse.


The night the fraternity had a party, Melinda barricaded herself in the attic. A girl with wet hair and bare arms put her hands on Walter’s shoulders and hopped along to the music on the grass. She wasn’t a great dancer, so he felt okay jumping, too. You’ll take away the very heart of me. They kissed. It was easier than he’d thought. “Where are you staying?” she whispered, as if this were urgent information. She knew how to do this.


In his room, he put Let It Be on the turntable and set down the needle while “Play That Funky Music, White Boy” pounded up through the floor. He offered her tea. His mom had told them: you always offer a beverage. He gave her his mug and sat in the butterfly chair. She moved her head to “I Me Mine” and told him she was a swimmer. If he just waited, he thought, something would happen.


When the needle bumped at the disc, he turned off the light. Things were winding down outside. Then he lay next to her, and it finally began, what he’d imagined a thousand times, with Carrie. He tried to pull the reins, but couldn’t; it happened quickly, and he found himself laughing out loud. So this was sex. But the girl was a random person; he didn’t even know her name. The music hadn’t started, the soundtrack that was supposed to run under his life.


All night he wondered if he would still be able to meet Melinda downstairs as usual. He wanted their morning doughnut. At dawn, the girl blinked her eyes open and dressed. “We do lake laps in the morning.” She smiled at him and left. He thought of his mom. You lived every day with someone and then you left, and even if they were failing, you lost your virginity; your lives weren’t interdependent anymore, though you’d once been everything to each other.


The frat house had a balcony the guys let him hang bike frames from. He sanded while they sat above him smoking cigars.


“Lookee there.” He heard one whistle.


“But you know, you don’t want a cute woman,” another said. “A cute woman will expect you to take her out to nice places. She’ll ask for this and that and the other thing. What you really want is an ugly woman. An ugly woman will suck your dick.” They laughed in the twilight. “She’ll be so grateful she’ll do anything.”


For no reason at all he thought of his mom. Had someone mocked her? That could break a person. But his mom wasn’t ugly.


The swimmer, whose name was Cathy, came over most nights now.


Rory stumbled downstairs using a hand to steady himself. Walter could tell from the way he stepped, dance-like and unstable, that he was buzzed. “Hey, a lot of the guys, we’ve been talking about these bikes and we think white’s a little sissy.”


Walter counted up orders in his head. He had enough without them. He’d use the white paint.


Cathy asked to talk. This meant either she was dumping him or wanted to go steady, Melinda said. But it was something else.


“I’ve been faking.” She took up breath quickly. “Please don’t be mad.”


Walter draped an arm around her and patted her back vaguely. The film archive was playing Tokyo Story. Leaves outside waved and beckoned, but he did what he was supposed to. Her hands rested on his head, guiding him as obliquely as a Ouija. He recognized the smell his brother carried as a kid from sucking two fingers. Finally, she made a noise, pulled her knees up, and curled into a C. He looked out the window. Someone downstairs put on the Stones. He wished he felt in love with her. But how did he even know what other people meant when they said that?


Carrie wrote to him. The joke writers were all old, in their forties. This had been her mom’s idea. Her mom was big on finding things related to what they cared about—for her brother, who dreamed of becoming a stand-up comedian, an internship with an entertainment law firm. Carrie should be glad to be writing at all, according to her mom, even for a game show. They gave her stacks of magazines for inspiration. She wrote gag lines that made her literally gag. The only thing she liked about the job was the eggplant parmigiana lunch from the Source, and now her mom said the Source was run by a cult. It’s nice to be back in LA, though, she wrote. Bonfires on the beach at night.


Walter had never been to the beach at night. Once when he was twelve, he’d taken the bus over the hill to the beach with two other boys and they’d seen graffiti on the pilings: VALLEY GO HOME.


Guess that’s us, one of them said, giggling nervously.
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Lina ironed her best blouse, then blow-dried her hair. She didn’t really know how.


“Do I look better?” she asked Donnie.


“You look different,” he said. “I don’t know about better.”


The sky turned deeper blue. It was five o’clock, then six. She instructed Donnie to answer the phone, then went to the alley. It took a while rummaging through the neighbor’s old newspapers to find an ad. The concert started at seven thirty. If the scooper didn’t call soon, they wouldn’t make it. A slow hour passed. Finally, she took off her good blouse, hung it up again, and put on a sweatshirt to ride her bike to the ice-cream shop.


Weirdly, he was there, too, sitting in a back booth, flanked by two guys with strange smiles. The tall manager observed, curiously.


“Called your number,” the scooper mumbled. “Said it was disconnected.”


She stood there, feeling heat on her face. Their phone had been disconnected? She tried to remember the last time it had rung.


“Spent a lot for those tickets,” a guy next to him in the booth said.


“Maybe our phone’s broken,” she said, stupidly. They stopped talking to her then.


She ordered an ice cream, conspicuously paid, and rode home. She left her bike on the ground, ran in, and picked up the phone. Dead. In the chalky kitchen light, she ripped through a pile of bills on the counter and found one stamped URGENT. Another, from Pacific Gas and Electric, said FINAL NOTICE. The next morning, Lina rode her bike to an office and handed a yellow check to a woman behind a grille. They had to pay forty dollars extra to turn the service back on. That didn’t seem fair.


“No, it don’t, do it?” the woman said. “But I got to charge you.”


The woman’s name was Linda. Every month, Lina returned to her.


Walter sent four twenty-dollar bills folded inside lined notebook paper. Lina gave one to Donnie. The scooper never asked her out again. She mostly understood.
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Ken invited Walter to Modesto for the Fourth of July. Bring Cathy, he said. Walter counted up the money he would lose by not working and took the weekend off. There was something pathetic about being a single man budgeting for your own pleasure, but he didn’t invite Cathy. Whatever they had seemed untranslatable into public. Rory drove and brought along a laugher named Sally. Walter sat with Melinda in the back. At the end of the long road trip, Ken stood wearing an apron under a sycamore. A stereo, connected by an extension cord, was playing classical guitar music. Ken’s parents had gone to a wedding in Sacramento, but before leaving, his mother had rolled manicotti for them.


It felt adult to sit at a table outside with wineglasses and cloth napkins, facing rows of walnut trees. They were two couples and Walter. Ken carried out a hot casserole dish in mittened hands.


“Did you always live here?” Sally asked.


“We moved when I was nine. My parents wanted to live in the country. They imagined us riding horses to school. But I never liked horses and my brother’s allergic.” Sally found this hilarious. “A neighbor told my dad he could pay the property tax with walnuts. So we planted five hundred saplings by ourselves in a week. My dad’s lucky. Horse-riding turns out to be the most expensive thing a kid can do, and by the time our trees matured, more Chinese were becoming middle-class, and people wanted nuts.” Ken lit a candle on the table as the branches knit together, making the dark.


Each of them talked about their parents. Melinda’s parents met in college, which was where they made all their friends. Since her father died, these friends were making sure her mom had something to do on the weekends.


They talked with unusual politeness, napkins on their laps. Ken said he was afraid that after college nothing would be the same. “Friendships change for most people.”


“My parents don’t even have friends,” Sally said.


Ken didn’t think his parents had had friends either, until recently. The whole time he and his brother were growing up, it was only work and family. And walnuts. Sally laughed.


“They travel with two couples now, both Asian, all doctors. They take cooking classes. She learned this in Tuscany.”
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