














playground
zero




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2019, Sarah Relyea


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2019


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 978-1-63152-889-7


ISBN: 978-1-63152-888-0


Library of Congress Control Number: 2019919051


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




For Robin Epstein





Part I



[image: Images]



a wandering moon






chapter one



The Raysons: Alice


COMING FROM THE yard, where a willow swayed and the fence hung heavy with damp honeysuckle, a long-legged girl appeared in the doorway. Willow and honeysuckle, grass and stone bench: soon gone. She would remember them, of course—how she and a neighbor girl had overpowered the bench under the willow one school-day afternoon. They’d never imagined they could, and so they’d pushed and pushed, and then, in one impossible moment—chaos! Though alarmed by the heavy thud, she’d been enjoying the success when her mother appeared. Running for the gate, the other girl snagged a honeysuckle frond and then was gone, leaving a fragrance over Alice and her mother, willow and dismembered bench.


She would remember the Mall and the monuments and the spring cherry blossoms from Japan.


She’d been on peace marches. Ten and nearly grown, soon she’d be by the dock of the bay, California dreaming.


She would remember summer lightning bugs—how she’d chased them with her brother; how fugitive they were!


Weaving a honeysuckle frond around her head, Alice came through the door. Glancing up, she could feel the empty room eyeing her: long bangs held in place by the frond, pouting mouth and somber, almond-shaped eyes, like her mother’s—no changes there. Mornings, she resembled her mother; by noon, her brother. The long arms and legs were slender and hers alone.


She would remember the honeysuckle frond and the empty room on moving day.


The movers had come and gone. She should be folding her sleeping bag. Dragging the heavy bag, Alice passed through an abandoned mesh of hanging beads; as she cleared the beads, they clacked in a rush of swaying rhythm. The sound always made her imagine a caboose passing by.


The unseen caboose rounded a bend and was gone. Under her palm the glossy door frame was cool, though the day was already muggy—June in Washington.


They were bound for a new land. She must go knowing nothing of the place, whether good or bad.


Her parents had gone there scouting the land. They’d gone farther than the spy who crossed through Indian country during the Revolution—she’d read about him in her brother’s book—and brought back encouraging news of a place where the weather was always warm and the forests wild with vegetation. Her mother spoke of the new house as a castle in the shadow of the Berkeley hills—so large, so gloomy with heavy redwood beams in the local manner. Then, in a moment of fancy, her mother had snapped up a couple of regal chairs as furnishings; she’d bought them and, eyes aglow from the buying spree, brought them home in the car on her own, no asking Tom. They were Shakespearean props for A Midsummer Night’s Dream or maybe Macbeth, her mother had laughed, as she arranged the blood-red thrones by the fireplace, where Alice and her brother were playing an idle game of King and Queen on them when the movers came.


Her mother was calling from the yard. The moment had come. Gathering up the sleeping bag, Alice passed through the front doorway, seeing once more the layers of peeling paint, then through crocuses to the car, where her family paused under a humid sky.


Her father approached holding a map, colored as though of the Holy Land, a heavy forefinger marking the route. They would soon be crossing dangerous lands that had lured rough men and runaways, cowboys and covered wagons, through wild grasses, deep waters, and oak-maple jungles to lonely deaths. She would reap the reward: roads and jukebox restaurants, suspension bridges and Grand Canyon overlooks, a new ocean, sandy beaches. They would journey; they would be happy.


Folding the map, her father headed for the house.


He was closing up the house when a baby-blue Rambler rounded the corner. Alice had wondered if they would really come: but Kathy’s mother had promised, and here they were. Kathy jumped down from the passenger seat, her eyes red. Oh, she’d been crying! They could be close, as they had been for nearly a year, if only the Raysons were staying. The anger suddenly gone, the quarrels forgotten, they approached each other by the curb as Kathy’s mother leaned from the Rambler.


“Marian,” she purred in a deep, playful growl, waving over Alice’s mother. “Come here. I have something to tell you.”


The mothers were close, and they’d become closer as Kathy’s father—a defenseless man, an oyster in need of a shell—was leaving. Though Kathy adored him, she bragged one day how her mother had hurled the frying pan. There were other confessions on the way home from school; and once Kathy added, in seeming condemnation, “Your parents never argue, do they?” She’d come to the Raysons’ house often enough to know. “They’re repressed,” she murmured, rubbing it in. Even so, Kathy was fun and loyal, or had been before her father made plans to go. That was when she suddenly found something else to do.


Now those problems were gone, and for a moment they were together. Alice was fumbling for words when she heard a booming command.


“Kathy!”


The mothers were done.


“Kathy, hurry up!”


“Well, goodbye. See ya.” Alice found the same phrase as always.


Kathy fought back her tears. “See ya.”


Soon the cars headed off together along the avenue. Then Kathy’s Rambler rounded a corner and the parade was over. The Raysons’ old Chevy Delray sped down the avenue, a hand waving from the rear window.


“Off we go,” Marian summed up, turning and offering the children an encouraging smile below her sunglasses.


Blonde and casual, she wore a sleeveless paisley dress and sandals; her shoulders were smooth and pale, her features pleasingly angular. Tom had sandy hair, heavy shoulders and a square jaw; he too wore sunglasses.


“Well, I’m sorry to go. It’s been a good home,” Marian sighed, wiping her cheek. Then she added, “Can we go by the Lincoln Memorial, Tom?”


“Along the Mall?”


“Yes, we should see the Poor People’s Campaign before we go. Can we get through?”


“We’ll see.”


“Barbara says we should go.”


Barbara was Kathy’s mother, a geyser of news. Alice had been stung to learn of the move from Kathy, who’d heard from her mother and come up on the playground, chummy and sorry she’d been mean. As usual, the Raysons had preferred to keep the plans among grown-ups. They’d informed the children only when there was no longer anything to conceal or much chance to complain.


Now there would be summer in Berkeley, a place near San Francisco; Alice would need new pals.


Curt glanced over at her. Though he was two years older and a boy, they’d played together before Kathy, who was always arguing with boys.


“How come her mother bought that Rambler?” he murmured in a confiding tone, though the eyes were teasing.


No one responded.


“I mean, why choose a lousy car?”


Curt remembered car models and design features, baseball games and earned run averages; he always had something to do. But why should Alice care about such things? The world of cars and sports and grown-up concealment was passing, and something new was beginning.


Her mother glanced back. “No squabbling,” she commanded. “We’re going to see the civil-rights people. No one seems to remember the message anymore, but we can honor Dr. King’s memory by keeping peace among ourselves.” Then she paused and murmured, “Tom, no going down where the trouble was.”


Her mother was referring to the shopping corridor along 14th Street, where they’d always gone for shoes. Now the shops were closed; they’d been smashed and looted in days of outrage after the killing of Dr. King. Only her father had seen the damage as he passed through every day on the way to work and back. Surrounded by houses and lawns, the others had been far enough away for the mayhem to seem unreal.


Curt leaned forward. “The Senators are playing Oakland at two o’clock. Frank Howard’s up against Catfish Hunter. Can we hear the game?”


As everyone knew, Howard was Washington’s home-run hero, while Hunter was the up-and-coming Oakland player who’d thrown a perfect game back in May.


Tom glanced back at Alice. “And you?” he asked blandly. “Any requests?”


She made no response.


“What’s that song of yours?” her father pursued. He was referring to the song he’d found her blaring in the basement playroom a few days before. The song was new to her, part of the Top 40 countdown. The Top 40 was also new to her, something other than baseball.


Tom reached forward and sound flooded the Chevy: “White Rabbit” in full swing. He glanced at her in the mirror. “Loud enough?”


Through the window she was enjoying the tangled trees of Rock Creek Park. They often passed the park, because it was on the way downtown. The song pulsed through a crescendo and ended. Tom turned off the radio.


“Well,” she heard her mother saying, “we’ve chosen a good moment to go to San Francisco.”


Soon they were passing Adams Morgan and P Street, where they’d gone for dinner on Saturdays. Kathy’s mother had recommended the restaurant, Luigi’s. The Washington Monument could be seen ahead, far away yet always there, as though a new heavenly body had been hung in the sky.


The Chevy came through a tunnel and emerged among apartment blocks and government buildings. The facades were shadowless, since the day was cloudy. As the Chevy paused for the red light by St. John’s Church, Alice saw the rearing horse and rider of Lafayette Square. A dampened White House lay beyond; the monument, larger now and lower, reminded her of a chimney capping the Johnsons’ house—soon someone else’s.


She would remember the church on Easter Sunday, though they’d gone just once.


The Chevy rounded Lafayette Square and passed the White House and the Ellipse. Soon they were under the monument. Looming up and up, the thing could be seen mingled with cloud—a planet for the Raysons’ wandering moon.


The Chevy neared the monument and broke away, heading west along Independence Avenue. Peering through the trees of Ash Woods, they saw a shantytown fanning out in rows. Then the Poor People’s Campaign was hidden by a leafy camouflage.


The marble figure in the Lincoln Memorial reposed in shadow as the Chevy passed the site’s southern end. Alice had seen the statue of Lincoln up close; one summer evening, her mother and Barbara had taken the girls there after a peace rally under the Washington Monument.


She would remember the dead man’s presence. The peace marches had been solemn, if informal—government on the grass. Now a shantytown had sprung up in the muddy park, as monuments glimmered under a cloudy noon.


THE RAYSONS HAD been on the road for days. They’d passed the Blue Ridge Mountains and Kentucky forests and hundreds of miles of farmland and plains and Ozark plateau. Now they were traveling alone through a no-man’s-land. During the morning much had changed, the dry plains of the Texas panhandle becoming red-green with scrub as mesas appeared here and there. Then they found a place for lunch, a hamburger restaurant near Tucumcari.


“It’s a big country,” her mother sighed as they crossed tar and gravel through waves of heat.


Alice straggled, her eyes scanning south where a huge mesa rose from the surrounding plains like a flat-topped volcano. Clouds were moving from the south; a scorching gust fanned her bangs and reached through her boy’s shirt—an old, oddly elegant one handed down from Curt. She was longing for lemonade, but her father would refuse. Water was free, she knew; yet all morning in the car, contemplating a vast, unknown landscape, she’d been longing for lemonade. Now, as she dawdled under an azure sky, ignoring the others, there sounded her mother’s cry, loud enough for everyone to hear.


“Why, there she is—in the burning sun!”


She’d been caught. Up and down the road, there was red-green scrubland as far as the eye could see, and then the mesa. She longed to go there. Even so, she headed slowly for the door, contemplating a “Tucumcari Tonite” ad by the road.


“Can I have lemonade?” she asked, though she was wondering something else, something harder to say.


“Ask your father.”


“Maybe in Albuquerque,” came her father’s response.


The family dawdled over lunch, hearing country songs on the loudspeaker. Then they passed through wilting sun to the car.


“A hundred and seventy-five miles to Albuquerque,” her father announced.


Soon the road was galloping by. Thunderclouds were massing in the southwest, even as a dry gale lashed through the open windows. Her mother was humming a hanged man’s love song, pausing to recall the words from a folk recording she’d played in the living room in Washington. They hung me in a lonesome grove from a sycamore tree. Her mother preferred folk songs, though just before the move she’d purchased several new albums, all by San Francisco groups. Her brother preferred games, as long as he could win.


Now he was leaning over the chess board, focused on capturing Alice’s king. In one taut and sweaty movement he grasped a bishop and purged one of the pawns that was protecting her king.


“Check.” Curt’s tawny head bobbed over the board.


She moved her king, wondering how long she could hold off. He swooped in with a knight.


“Check.”


Again she moved her king, though really there was nowhere to go.


Curt reached for the bishop, leaned smiling, then blew a bubble. There came a pop as another pawn fell from the board.


“No gum,” commanded her mother, pausing in her song and then resuming.


Alice made one final move, and Curt was aglow.


“Checkmate,” he announced, as though reminding her of a foregone conclusion.


Suddenly her father slowed the car. The chessmen cascaded to the floor, a cornered squadron toppling from a cliff; she groped for them one by one, as the Chevy rolled onto the shoulder.


“What’s happening?” Her mother sounded apprehensive.


“Thunderstorms up ahead,” her father responded.


“Oh yes, look at the clouds!”


“C’mon,” he urged, glancing back. “Let’s get out and watch.”


They climbed from the Chevy, leaving the doors open. The heavy clouds hung over the road ahead, dwarfed by the sky. Alice had seen the Washington planetarium; Kathy’s mother had taken them. Now they were under a real heaven; she would tell Kathy when—no, if—she saw her. There was so much to tell; they’d seen Kentucky and Oklahoma—and the words were fun to say, long and unusual. There had been others: Tulsa, Amarillo, where they’d been this morning, Tucumcari and the mesa, and soon Albuquerque. Words for places that lay somewhere out there, beyond the borders of the highway.


She was facing west—the whole family was—when enormous bands of color began forming in the sky.


“Oh, there’s a rainbow!” her mother enthused.


Her father made no response.


Colored bands were spanning the road, one pillar on the grasslands and one soaring from some mountains to the north. She’d never seen such a thing . . .


For weeks in Washington she’d imagined the journey to California, when she would see everything. And here was the land, everywhere, now. Lunar and barren, her mother had grumbled during lunch, as though there were no grasslands, no evening fire clouds, no bands of pure color.


“C’mon,” her father commanded, jumping in the car, but the bands had faded before the Chevy could reach them.


“Well, that was something—a perfect rainbow,” her mother sighed as the road wound through a canyon pass. “It’s a big country,” she added, as though unsure what she thought of it all.


The road dropped hard from the canyon pass, then branched and slowed. They were approaching Albuquerque.


Curt was drumming his fingers on the chess box as the canyon pass faded; a baseball glove hung over one blue-jeaned knee.


“Play another game?” he demanded.


“But we’re almost there.” Alice folded her arms. He was only two years older; even though sports were hopeless, she was nearly par in chess. She’d been looking at mesas and simply blown the game.


“You can play when we get there,” her mother suggested, glancing back at them. “Only a few minutes more.”


Soon they were in another motel, rounded up by a neon lasso. The game was nearing the end and close, but then her father brought the hamburgers and there was no more chess.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING the Raysons traveled up the mountain to Santa Fe.


On a bench in Santa Fe’s old Spanish square, Alice was reading her mother’s book. She’d just begun a new tale: a princess had gone to free her father from a faraway kingdom. Her mother was there, in sunglasses and sandals. The book was long, having many tales of talking animals, and spells, and dense forests and the children who wandered there. She’d begun reading in the car days ago in Ohio, and now as her father and brother searched for a store selling baseball cards, she read through the tale. As the men emerged around a corner, her mother removed her sunglasses.


“I’m glad you can enjoy long books. Maybe you could show your father how far you’ve read.”


As her father approached, she jumped from the bench and held up the book. He grasped it and balanced the binding in one palm, opened at random, and began reading. She glanced up, perusing the sober face as he read. Then he lowered the page, heavy thumb pressed beneath the words.


“Read me that,” he commanded.


“The Tale of the Needle and Four Threads.” The tale was unfamiliar; she preferred reading of animals or brothers and sisters.


Her father closed the book and turned it slowly around, examining the cover. It was an old book belonging to her mother and having a small tear along the binding. He fingered the tear, frowning.


“Fine reading for someone your age—already ten.” He handed over the book with a bemused shrug, as though it held small value. The unassuming eyes surveyed her; she was aware of heavy shoulders and forearms, her father’s, and longish legs, her own. Her brother ran by, shoe laces undone; her father paused, glanced around, and then turned and demanded, resuming a familiar conversation, “How many people are there on the Supreme Court?”


During the journey he’d moved on to new subjects, but she remembered the old drill.


“Nine.”


“And in the Senate?”


“A hundred.”


He grunted approval. “And how about the House of Representatives?”


She could never remember that one. “Four hundred and twenty-five,” she proposed. She knew the answer was wrong even as she spoke.


“No.” He unfastened a sleeve, folding it slowly and carefully along the muscular arm, the faded and impassive eyes gazing beyond her now, to the mountains. “Was that a guess?”


“Four hundred and thirty-five?”


“You’re sure?” He sounded calm but somehow surly. The only way to appease him was to fess up.


“No.”


“Well . . .”


He continued gazing, measuring something behind her. She felt as though he’d caught her lying or even stealing. Wondering what there was to see, she turned and found the mountains, looming above the square as though from an enormous drive-in screen. It reminded her of an outdoor movie they’d seen one summer in the car: How the West Was Won. She was pulled back to the Spanish square by her father’s deep, colorless tone.


“Don’t you want to learn the correct answer?”


Though she no longer cared, there was no sense in saying so. She glanced at him and then away, appearing unconcerned.


“Four hundred and thirty-five. You had it, but you were guessing.” As she turned to go, he remarked, “We’ll be in California soon. Do you remember the name of the capital?”


Here was a new one; she would try to parry. “We’re not there yet.”


“Can you tell me anyway?”


“San Francisco.”


He’d never asked before, so how could she remember? San Francisco was one of the few California place names she knew. Well, there was Los Angeles and the new name, Berkeley. But San Francisco made her think vaguely of gold and cable cars and lumber and hills, all the things a state capital should have, and then earthquakes; moreover her father, who worked for the government, would soon be working there. Yes, that made sense: San Francisco it was. Los Angeles had beaches and Hollywood, freeways and Watts, while Berkeley so far was only a name. Her mother had told them how her father had changed jobs—though he’d be staying with the federal government—but not much else, only that a family they knew from Washington had lived in Berkeley for a year and found it wonderful, as lovely as Barcelona. Barcelona was far away, in Europe. They’d known the other family, but only casually. She was confused why her parents would choose a place on so random a reference; they were following someone else, it seemed. She wondered why her parents so often seemed to be following someone else, as though they had no preferred ways of doing things. She wondered if they would have to go around that way forever, with people they hardly knew telling them where to buy a house, where to go for Chinese food, and what to read—her mother always had two or three books that someone had loaned her, saying she had to read them.


“I told you in the car,” her father was saying.


When had he told her? She must have been reading. “I forget.”


“They call it Sacramento.”


The word had an echoing sound, the name not of a city but of a lake or a monument in stone.


Before he could ask anything more she ran off, and soon she was with her mother on the shaded bench in the Spanish square.


“Well,” inquired her mother, “was he pleased that you’re reading such a long book?”


Alice slumped on the bench, dangling her legs. “What’s the House of Representatives?” She and her mother had gone over these things before, she knew.


“Oh, that’s one of the houses of Congress, the lower one. The upper house is called the Senate.”


She’d seen the Congress building from the Mall in Washington, when they’d gone there for huge demonstrations. “Why upper and lower?”


“The lower house is closer to the people.”


That was always the response, though the meaning was unclear. “Tell me what Congress does.” Familiar as well, but she wanted to be sure.


“They make laws, honey, for the whole country.”


“How many laws are there?”


“Oh my goodness, there must be thousands.”


“Thousands? How can anyone remember them all?” Alice paused; the problem emerged, amorphous as the sunshine gleaming everywhere beyond the small globe of shade under the trees. “How can I learn all thousands of them?”


“You probably know many of the important ones already. Most laws cover unusual or specialized situations, and even your father knows only a part of the law.”


She could never learn so many laws. It would use up all her time, just knowing whether Congress would be mad at her for demonstrating on the Mall, or pushing a boy in the hallway when he teased her, or jaywalking, or reading her mother’s books when they made her father mad.


She abandoned the bench as her father approached, unfolding a map to show her mother a place called Los Alamos. As her mother turned away, frowning, her brother ran up with a handful of baseball cards, torn already from the wrapper. A few moments later, they were heading for the car.


Then came the narrow, swerving road up the canyon to a small town, so far from anything that it hovered there, a sandbar under the sky, surrounded by faraway swells of land. They passed fences of barbed wire, guarding seemingly deserted buildings. Her father meandered around, peering one way and then another as though searching for something he’d lost. Her mother rode beside him, scowling through her window, hands folded grimly in her lap.


The sun glared. The parched breeze rushed through the window, rubbing Alice’s face sandpaper smooth. No one had told her why they were here, and she sensed there would be no response if she inquired. Maybe there was no reason; maybe they’d come only to see sandbar and sky, and then leave. They’d done so before, on summer beaches—why, then, was her mother so upset to be here?


Alice opened her book and began to read, but the canyon road had made her queasy and the words hovered, meaningless, before her eyes. She closed the book. She whispered to her brother, “Where are we?”


He shot her a glance. “Dummy, it’s where they made the Bomb.”


In the pause that followed, her father murmured inaudibly, and her mother groaned, “I just feel so ashamed . . .” Soon they returned as they had come, through the canyon toward Santa Fe and then beyond, reaching Gallup at dusk.


As they approached Gallup, her father reached an arm over the frayed seat cover and dropped a pack of baseball cards on her leg.


“You should have your own,” he remarked, with a sidelong glance.


Later, in the motel, she tore the wrapper from the cards and pretended to study the numbers on the back, the way her brother would do.


“Who’d you get?” he demanded, eyes gleaming, urgent and chummy.


She showed him, slyly, as though flashing a poker hand.


“Trade ya,” he cajoled.


Curt searched through her cards, humming to himself as he replaced a few with players he already had.


BY THE EDGE of the Grand Canyon, the Raysons gaped in wonder and shared a bag of apples. A warm breeze mingled the dust of eons.


Then they drove through hours of searing desert.


“After the unbearable heat, let’s have a proper meal,” her mother suggested as they began seeing signs for Las Vegas.


“That’s why I recommended going through there in the evening,” her father responded.


“Through the desert at night?”


“No more whining,” he snapped, tossing a surly glance at the back seat, as though the challenge had come from Alice. “We’re almost there.”


“How much longer?” Curt demanded. He’d slept on a cot in Flagstaff and was feeling edgy.


“Please, dear,” her mother soothed.


“I’m hungry,” Alice complained.


Her father glanced around. “How hungry?”


She made no response as Curt glowered around at the moonscape, humming tunelessly, one leg bouncing with nervous energy. Alice slumped, knee pressing on the front seat where her father rode.


“Who’s pushing on my seat?” he demanded.


She moved the offending knee. “Not me.”


Her father glanced around. “Do you want any dinner?”


She made no response.


“No more tantrums from you, lady.”


“Tom, you need a good swim,” her mother murmured.


One evening the summer before, her father had rounded up Alice and Curt and herded them to the local swimming pool. Soon they’d begun swimming every evening after her father came home from work. There in the pool together, away from her mother, he swam underwater laps or had them jump from the high board. She enjoyed the pool, splashing with Curt and gliding submerged as long as they could in search of coins—or maybe pearls.


Alice wondered if they would swim in Las Vegas, as her glance followed a passing Joshua tree—a desert pine. A world of wonders was rushing by. “When are we—”


“Soon,” her mother responded sharply, “very soon.”


Her father glanced over one shoulder and changed lanes, then slowed, pulling up on the shoulder of the road. A truck passed close by, rocking the Chevy.


“Have the tantrum here,” he commanded, bland and surly, one arm reaching over the seat as though he would go for her leg.


As she glanced away, he turned around and gunned the car.


Soon they reached Las Vegas. Her father found a large hotel with a family restaurant on the balcony level overlooking an enormous, bean-shaped pool with a small palm grove sprouting from an island in the center. As they waited in the restaurant to be served, a few sunbathers lounged by the edge of the pool, in the waning rays of day. Her mother and father were now smiling, while her brother rehearsed the rules for poker. There was even lemonade. She was sure her father would go down to the pool, for he disapproved of gambling, or so she’d been told, but when they returned to the room her mother glanced around, as though wondering something.


“Your father wants some fun,” she told them. “I have no plans to gamble, but I can look around. Stay here and keep each other company. You’ve had a long day.”


Her father was already in the hallway. Her mother closed the door; and Alice and Curt found themselves alone.


“Hey—” Curt was being chummy, but she’d had enough chess.


“I’m gonna read.”


“You saw the pool. Wanna go?”


“She’ll come back.”


“Unh-unh. They’re on a splurge.”


“Where?”


“Gambling, dummy. Slot machines, poker, blackjack. Vegas has everything. People go for days, never see the sun.”


“How do you know?”


He made no response.


“Mom and Dad never—”


“They are now.”


Curt rummaged in the duffel and hauled up some navy-blue trunks. “You coming? Hurry up.”


They changed in the room and headed for the lobby. The hall led around and around before they found an elevator; it was empty, as though reserved for them alone. Curt held the room key, large and brass, stamped with the number 729. In moments they emerged in the lobby, each bearing a towel slung over one shoulder.


“Look like you know where you’re going,” murmured Curt. He headed across the huge lacquered floor past the front desk, which was surrounded by a tour group. Beyond an enormous chandelier, raucous sounds flowed from the gaming rooms. She followed her brother, who followed some arrows. When they’d reached the end of the lobby, the pool lay beyond a small door.


The sun hung low, and few people were in the water. The island and palm grove had an abandoned appearance—there were four trees on supple stems, overhanging a phony beach and gray boulders. She shaded her eyes from the glare and approached the pool. The water was glassy and blue as the cornflowers in the yard in Washington. Curt shed towel and shoes and jumped in, splashing her. She plunged after, thrashing her way to the pool floor, colored a glimmering blue. A few bubbles escaped her mouth as she peered around through the water. When she could no longer hold her breath she crouched on the floor and sprang, soaring upwards. Curt splashed her as she surfaced. Gulping for air, she splashed and moved off underwater.


When she came up, her brother was nowhere to be seen. Then he surfaced, one hand holding up the room key. He waved, flashing the treasure.


“Race you,” he called, and flung the key over the water. It plunged, a quavering gleam. She followed, pushing her way down and along the blue floor, searching for the key. Her brother rose, returning to the surface; he’d won the race, it seemed. She came up gasping: there he was.


“Go ahead, toss it,” he called.


“But you have it.”


“Nope.” He paused. “Uh-oh.”


Together they swam down, scanning the blue depths. The key was gone.


There was no problem, he assured her. She should stay by the pool, he would go for another key, he told her. He headed for the lobby. She paddled around the area where the key had fallen. There on the blue floor something gleamed, and she dove down, sure of having found the key—but no, only a leaf. Nearby, beams of light surged from the depths of the pool.


She swam on. The beams were coming toward her, blazing in golden pillars from the pool floor, as though she’d swum through the darker bands of a rainbow to some purer inner core. She passed the beam, brushing the glass covering with her hand, as the water returned to a blue and darkening glow. Above the surface of the water glimmered a small sun, the hotel searchlight, sending up rays through the evening sky.


The pool widened ahead; she rose breathless to the surface and found herself near the small island. No one was there, only a pale stone statue of a boy, one arm hanging as though he’d just thrown a spear. From the hotel ballroom, across the pool, there came the sound of hunting horns played to a jazzy rhythm. Knowing she would never go there, she turned to hear. Then she climbed from the water and lay beneath the swaying palms.


Her face was dry, and her shoulders and arms. Once wholly dry, she would not choose to return to the water; so she dove, with a splash.


The water had grown cool. She peered through the murky glow; and there, on the floor of the pool, was a brass glimmer—a key. She darted down and grasped for the metal, which blew along the floor as she approached, like some living thing; then she came up gasping by the edge of the pool.


A man approached her. “Are you here alone?”


“Yes.”


“You’ll have to leave, then.”


She held up her hand, showing the key. “My brother’s coming back.”


“No one under twelve in the pool area alone. I’m sorry.”


The man watched her climb from the pool and followed her toward the lobby door, as if he supposed she would make trouble. There was nothing to do but leave; her brother would have to understand.


When she found the room, the door was open. All three of them were there.


“Here she is,” her mother said, frowning.


Her brother lay propped on a plush bed, reading the sports news. He was damp and drowsy and wearing pajamas, as though he’d showered. “Told ya she was swimming,” he drawled, yawning.


She heard her father’s bland but somehow surly tone. “Well, lady, I was about to go and haul you from the water.”


“Yes,” her mother reprimanded, “there’ll be no nonsense when we reach Berkeley. No roaming around, unless I say.”


Alice was unsure what had happened, only that she’d been caught, while her brother had seemingly fooled them. He leaned over the newspaper, conversing with her father about a baseball game. “Howard’s in a slump,” she heard him say. “Howard only got a single.”


Her mother was looking dismayed. “Now Bobby Kennedy’s gone, along with King—and we’re here in Las Vegas, of all places,” she said, her face flushing in anger. “All this killing—can’t we just stop?” She paused, shaking her head. “Please, no more news—I’ve had enough for now.”


Her father scooped up the newspaper and folded it, seemingly lost in speculation.


Soon, Alice thought, imagining covered wagons coming in sight of a new ocean, sandy beaches, soon enough we’ll come to the wonderful place of gold and seagulls.


Marian


THE MOVE HAD been Tom’s idea. One day he’d come home from the federal agency where he was working on Johnson’s civil-rights agenda and announced that he would be leaving by the end of the month. “I have a job in San Francisco—a big move up,” he had informed her, without further ado, as though the summary could be counted on to convey all. To Marian, Tom’s manner had seemingly implied that she could go or remain as long as she needed for herself and the children, though of course no such dilemma or referendum had really been proposed. Marian was happy in Washington—they’d been there several years, longer than anywhere else, and she’d made a good home among people she was pleased to know. The children had begun school and found a group of regular companions. The neighborhood was uncommon, somewhat daring, full of younger people like themselves who opposed school segregation and the war. There were black families and many people from New York, lawyers and academics employed by the government or by one or another program or research group. A new world was happening all around; she could now see herself as a member of an important group, along with others who demanded that something be done about civil rights and the war. She went with Barbara when they gathered for demonstrations on the Mall and marched on the Pentagon; they had plans for the schools, Congress, the South; everyone was reading something adventurous, by some black or left-wing author her parents would have snubbed, had the author managed to be found in a room with them. Now and then something had truly happened. A leader had been assassinated and a phone call from Barbara had come as she was napping. Someone had moved to the Maryland suburbs, usually for the schools. Then there was the summer Tom had strayed; in the aftermath, she’d found a gray tabby cat for her son, but he—the tabby—ran away and was never found. He’d chosen a new home—or so she reassured the children, to spare them fears of something worse.


Tom had refused to reveal any purpose underlying the California move, beyond the step up. As she now understood things, he would be second in command, with a chance of soon heading the regional office. That sounded good; but he’d never been a manager, and he complained of the Washington bureaucracy. Regardless, the move had happened, and fast. There had been days and days in the car, through lush familiar farmlands of grasses and trees and corn, followed by a sunburned moonscape, barren and dry. Tom had surprised her by gambling in Las Vegas, and by the appalling hour in Los Alamos. She’d never imagined he would drag her to the place where they’d made the atom bomb; as much as the death of Bobby Kennedy, it had cast a pall over the final days of the trip. Then one gleaming, sunny morning in mid-June she’d heard the cars by the motel in Berkeley and opened her eyes. The room was bare. Tom’s duffel lay open on the floor, rummaged. The children were playing in the larger room; she could hear them squabbling together in low tones. They’d been roused by the sun, she supposed, for there were no shades in the room.


Marian groped under the pillow for her watch: nearly ten o’clock. Hardly surprising; she’d been fatigued for days. She pulled on a bathrobe and opened the hollow plywood door of her temporary bedroom. In the living room, the children’s sleeping bags lay bunched on the floor. Curt was dangling from the couch, grouping baseball cards, while Alice was lounging on the floor, reading. They hushed as Marian appeared in the doorway. She was consoled to find them peacefully engaged—the room would be home for a month, until mid-July. She and Tom had rushed there from Washington to buy the house, choosing in a day a fine one near the campus. That part—the large, wood-shingle house near the campus—appealed to her; but she was unsure how she would manage for a month in such a cramped space. Tom would be very busy. As for the children, in September they would be entering seventh and fifth grades, and already they were losing what she remembered as an early companionship. Maybe sharing space would be good for them.


Curt glanced up from the baseball cards. Reaching for one of the sleeping bags, he unearthed a small portable radio and pressed a lever. Sound burbled in a steady stream as he arranged the cards.


“Are you guys hungry?” Marian asked.


Curt was nodding in rhythm to some barely heard song. “Had some cereal already.”


“You, honey?” she added, turning to her daughter.


“We had the cereal.”


“Well, then . . .” And she enclosed herself in the bedroom to prepare for the day. Tom had gone to the new job, across the bay in San Francisco. The place was a name to her, a photograph in a magazine. Nob Hill, Lombard Street, Haight-Ashbury, the Golden Gate. Tom had planned to use the car, though only for today. She wondered how far she would have to go for shopping. Already she needed coffee and eggs and something for dinner and then more cereal for tomorrow. She hung the bathrobe on a hanger and unfolded a casual flowered dress from her luggage. Glancing in the long mirror on the door, she donned the dress, along with loafers she’d worn for the car. Fumbling for a brush in a small travel bag, she smoothed from her forehead and shoulders rumpled blonde waves and clamped to her ears small dangling pearls. Then she rubbed on her mouth a layer of barely observable gloss.


In the other room, Marian told the children to amuse themselves until she returned. She opened the door on the glaring sunshine of a parking lot and wandered over warm, oil-smelling asphalt to a shabby avenue of gas stations, motels, and liquor stores. There was nothing to help her know where she was, only the name, University Avenue—though there was no campus to be seen. She rounded a corner, coming upon small yards and bungalows, the grass already turning from emerald to dull gold. There was a balmy smell from the bay. The sun shed an odd charm on the dreary bungalows, the colors of pale faded blossoms. As she looked closer, she saw crumbling adobe and small unusable porches and tumbledown fences and abandoned cars. There were few people around, only some black men on the avenue, in what was seemingly a black neighborhood. So far she had seen only a small grocery, selling chips and beer, where an older man in shades leaned on the counter reading a newspaper. There she made a few purchases: a can of coffee, eggs, milk, and some English muffins.


As she ambled along the warm avenue, remembering the journey in a blur, wondering how they’d come to be here, she glanced up. The avenue sloped up and away from the bay, leading her eyes along until they found a range of hills, rounded and hung with clouds. They would be there soon, near the hills. She paused for a moment, remembering how unprepared she’d been.


Marian bore her purchases through the parking lot. As she passed one of the rooms, a boy appeared; though hardly older than Curt, he was coolly dangling a cigarette. He glanced at her, surly and unconcerned, and swaggered through the door of the other room, indistinguishable from her own except for its number and place in the row. He seemed as though he’d always been there, and she wondered: How many other families were renting these two rooms by the month? And who were they?


She passed along the row and through the door of her room. The children were there, more or less unchanged, Curt studying the baseball lineups and averages—would he follow new teams now?—while Alice continued reading. The sound from the radio had become louder, Marian thought, and more annoying. She’d heard them arguing as she approached, but now they were flung apart, ignoring each other’s presence. She set down her purse and the grocery bag.


“Honey, could you turn that down? Someone could be sleeping.”


Curt barely glanced up. He was chewing gum. “Now?” he wanted to know.


“Yes, now, when I ask.”


“I mean them—they’re sleeping now?”


He’d never approved of her sleeping in. Fortunately, Alice was undemanding and forbearing, able to amuse herself. The swimming in Las Vegas, though alarming, had surely been a fluke. Even as a baby Alice had played by herself on the floor while her older brother made havoc with the pots and pans: what a handful he’d been. If given leeway, he would soon overload the room they were all sharing. Marian would have to figure out how to manage them, fast, for she already knew there’d be no wandering around the neighborhood for them, through those deserted blocks with the bungalows. Even the avenue would be a problem; what was reasonable for her, a well-dressed woman no one would dare to bother, made no sense for young children. Tom should have found another motel in another neighborhood; she should have demanded it. But there’d been no leeway when they finally crossed the hills—yesterday, already evening, so lovely then to gaze on the darkened bay and glimmering lights, yet considerably waylaid. For once Tom had been the slow one, touring around Los Alamos and Las Vegas as though they were ugly Americans, delaying them for three whole days. Then he’d rushed to work in the early morning.


Curt had agreeably lowered the sound. Now he glanced up, infused with purpose, eager, smiling. She loved that look. He jumped up; he was no longer dangling from the couch.


“Can I go out?” he asked. He was already as tall as she was.


“Have some eggs,” she offered. “I’m making them now.”


“Had enough cereal.” He paused, unsure whether he needed permission. “I’ll go look around.”


Her daughter had closed the book. “Can we see the house?”


“No, dear, your father has the car. Maybe tomorrow.”


Curt was leaning through the doorway, looking up and down the row. Marian saw her son’s halo of tawny hair, like young tiger fur; sometimes she imagined running a hand through it. He was ready to go, wearing the same polo jersey and jeans turned up at the hem—she bought the jeans long, though he always wore them out before he could grow into them. He’d even donned the leather school shoes; the laces, of course, had been hanging loose for as long as she could remember.


“Curt.”


“Huh?”


“Please don’t go wandering around.”


“I’m just going for the newspaper. I need the box scores for yesterday’s games.”


“Then I’ll take you for the paper when I’ve had my coffee. Or you can go with your father when he comes home.”


Curt paused by the door as though stranded, then scuffed slowly to the couch.


Alice was also gazing out the door. Though less slovenly, she was beginning to seem more of a problem, in cut-off jeans and an old long-sleeved shirt formerly belonging to her brother. Marian had encouraged the hand-me-downs when her daughter was younger and had shown a preference for outdoor play; allowing the girl to wear her brother’s old shirts was less objectionable than buying her brand new boys’ clothing. That would have been a clear endorsement. Now, however, she was growing up, and some change was in order. Marian surveyed her daughter—more somber than herself, with her long eyes and a pouting, revealing mouth.


Through the screen Marian saw the unfamiliar boy saunter by, no longer holding a cigarette. He glanced through the door, waved at them, and then tore off toward University Avenue.


Marian gathered herself together. She would forgo coffee for now. From her purse she pulled David Copperfield, the book she’d been reading to them in the car. “We could read together.” No one responded as she removed the bookmark. “Now where were we?”


When Tom finally showed up, he had no time for the store. He was in the bedroom, working.


SEVERAL DAYS LATER, when Tom had begun riding the bus and no longer needed the car, Marian was able to show the children the new house and neighborhood. They drove up University Avenue and along some other streets, turning here and there. Nearing Telegraph Avenue, Marian was forced to pause as a throng of young people surged around the car, barely allowing them through. A young man rapped on the hood of the Chevy, then flashed a V-sign when Marian glared. Finally they reached a shady street of lawns and London plane trees. Marian pulled up by a looming wood-shingle house: 2928 Forest Avenue. She’d told them the house was large and grand, and now she wondered how it would measure up.


The children scrambled from the car.


“The house has much more room,” she commented, following them.


Curt had been edgy for days. Now he seemed unhappy. “We had enough room in Washington.”


“Oh honey, there’s a den and a sunporch and—”


“How about the yard?”


The yard would be good only for a flower garden. “We’ll come with your father and see the neighborhood,” she reassured them.


“Who gets the sunporch?” Alice demanded.


“No one. But maybe you can have the nearby room. Unless your brother—”


“She can have it.”


“Are you sure?”


“Dad asked us already—I want the room over the yard.”


“As long as you’re agreed.” She was glad Tom had taken care of something.


Then they drove up a road leading through the hill neighborhoods overlooking the bay. Though she’d never been there before, she’d heard wonders; but the narrow, winding streets and bold upgrades soon unnerved everyone. More than once she encountered a stop sign on the upgrade, as the hood of the car launched toward the roofs and clouds. Marian could see her daughter’s nervous face as she ground the gears loudly for fear of flying backwards down the hill. And she wondered how the children regarded the elegant yards and fantasy homes; already she wanted one herself.


The peak held new and awesome challenges: canyons plunging from the road, so that they seemed to be traveling through the heavens, but for the blaring horns sounded by more rushed and daring drivers. On her left, a vacuum; on her right, rock and sand and clumps of grass, whirling round as they passed. For a moment she glimpsed a promontory and Florentine villa, seemingly perched on the bay, when suddenly a grove of unfamiliar trees rushed swaying toward her along the road.


“Oh my,” she gasped.


The children were speechless.


As they descended, Marian chose less winding streets, hoping to bypass the plunging grades and curves, though soon the road swooped down, down, like a fairground ride, tumbling so far and fast that she feared burning the brakes and barreling through the red glare racing up from the crossroad. The car jammed through the red light over more level roadway and slowed, sending up smoke and a foul stench of burning rubber. As the car recovered unhappily by the curb, Marian and the children regarded the stone walls and sloping gardens of the neighborhood. Near the car rose towering walls of herringbone stone and ivy, topped by a lawn of fern and then camellia, reveling in aggressive glory, bursting with red blossoms. They had never seen such opulence. Marian was unsure where they were.


That evening they regaled Tom, making an amusing story of the ordeal, but he would have none of it.


“Planning to go again, are you?” he demanded, as though they’d been naughty.


Tom had heavy hands and shoulders, a broad forehead and chin. As a boy he’d been almost redheaded, though no longer, and he was closely cropped. He had pale eyes, the color of a stormy sea surrounding a cavern or keyhole, through which he observed the world. Marian often wondered what he saw, for he would so rarely say.


“Why, Tom, I was only showing the children the house. And then, of course they wanted to see some other things.”


Tom regarded the children, saying nothing.


Every evening, Tom was immersed in learning the San Francisco job, where he was the head lawyer managing local school and civil-rights compliance for a regional federal office. He’d begun dropping the names of new colleagues and the acronyms of federal programs, as though Marian had always known them. Marian found herself wondering if something was happening that he’d rather conceal, though of course there was nothing, only Tom’s ways.


Tom


COMING WEST, HE’D seen many of the big things he’d wanted to see. The impressive part had begun in Santa Fe, when he’d consulted the map as Marian drooped on a bench in the old Spanish square. They’d been following Route 66—Tom had heard the song as a boy and imagined traveling west in his father’s Ford—but a road was a road was a road. Santa Fe was Marian’s call; he’d assumed she would be gushing over the adobe houses and shops peddling turquoise jewelry made by Navajos, but as soon as they got there, she made for a bench in the shade, saying she was feeling queasy. They’d just come through a gaudy canyon road—the land was huge and lonely and ungoverned, just what a man was looking for—and there she was, complaining on the shady bench in Santa Fe, when he read the name Los Alamos, another hour up the canyon. When he showed her the map, one thumb pressed under the name, she blanched. But he had resolve; he would see the place where Peach Street became Oppenheimer Drive. He would go there, the family be damned.


There had been other places he’d always wanted to see: the Mississippi River, the Grand Canyon, Las Vegas. Now he could say he’d seen them all. But he’d rambled and delayed; they’d barely reached Berkeley and found a reasonable room—a room Marian would regard as passable—soon enough for him to show up for the new job, Day One.


Now the journey was over and a job was looming. He would finally be in command; and how would that go? That was the everlasting conundrum, dogging him for as long as he could remember. In the race he was running, there was no gun lap, no end—just a growing burden of things undone. On the other hand, the new role would be higher profile and more hands-on. In Washington he’d become a cog, codifying ever-changing policy demands, concerned mostly with fending off legal challenges before they could happen. Here the game, though fundamentally the same, would be played more from the implementation angle. The problems—school desegregation, welfare programs—were big and bureaucratic, but they had far-flung impact, and they were headline-grabbing.


On the morning of Day One, fog was on the bay. Tom suppressed any looming concerns and reveled in the breeze coming through the car window; in any case, there would be no more suffering through the Washington summers. The fog grew dense as he was approaching the Bay Bridge. Beyond the surrounding cars everything faded, vague and gray, so that the Chevy soared as though launched from a cannon. As he passed Yerba Buena Island and was descending the span, the fog cleared and the Chevy emerged under a cool fresh sun. Ahead lay San Francisco, rising from remnants of fog. There came a lurching in his spine as he imagined the days to come. He would forgo lunch and wander.


Tom found a garage by the Federal Building. He would be seeing the Regional Commissioner, Fred Mandelbaum, at 9:30, and as usual he was early. Tom was standing in the lobby, hearing the gal answer a call, when he found himself commandeered by a woman who was proposing to show him the floor.


“Good morning, Tom. Ginger Nyman.”


“Good morning.”


Tom supposed she’d been assigned to him. He would remember her eyes; there was something daring in them.


“How was your flight?”


“We came by car. We saw the Grand Canyon,” he announced.


The woman’s eyes sparkled as she surveyed Tom’s drab government gray. “I hope the real thing measures up.”


“And Los Alamos.”


“Oh really.” Her glance paused on the heavy hands and shoulders. “Come along, and I can show you around.”


She was leading him through the lobby, showing her pumps and graceful legs, as the door swung open and Fred Mandelbaum appeared. In Washington, Tom had passed a couple of hours conveying a sense of urgency and command to Fred regarding the agency’s role. Mandelbaum had impressed him as one of the new breed, informal and ready to get things done. Now on home turf the impression was confirmed; the man’s flapping lapels and blooming tan made him appear incongruously youthful as, calm and collegial, he held forth a palm. Tom grasped the hand and pumped.


The woman was no longer there. Tom learned from Fred that she was a colleague on the floor, a young lawyer.


Tom was soon assigning work for the agency’s legal staff. Ginger Nyman, along with Jim Kaczmarek, who was an old-timer in the department, and a lawyer and former caseworker named Claire Forsini, had been managing the agency’s response to the report from Washington on the Hunters Point riot, September 1966, during the final weeks of Ronald Reagan’s successful campaign for governor. The presidential commission blamed the unrest on high unemployment among the largely black population of Hunters Point, near the naval shipyards. Tom was annoyed that Jim—a hangover from the Eisenhower days—was heading the group. They had several working lunches in an Italian restaurant near the Civic Center. Along with the lasagna and salad, Tom had the house red, while Jim gulped a Martini. Ginger preferred lemonade, in a tall cool glass, and Claire ordered espresso.


Though Jim was disarmingly folksy, he soon dropped the easygoing manner and began probing Tom for agency rumors from Washington. Tom responded with admiring comments on the mountains surrounding Los Alamos.


Jim leaned back. “Go south from Denver some day. Now that’s some country.”


Claire narrowed her eyes. “You took your family there? With all the contamination?”


“I thought they should see the place,” Tom responded blandly.


“I see you have an adventurous temper,” Ginger concluded, ignoring Claire.


Tom was pleased to see a woman vying for him. Marian was always remarking on what a regular sleeper he was or how much self-control he had, as though she found him dull—but then, she could sleep all morning. No wonder, when she’d stayed up for hours sipping wine and reading novels. Then when he found a spare hour for something he enjoyed, such as playing ball or poker or working on the Chevy, she’d remind him that he was a Harvard man. Now in the new office, he was in charge and in demand. And he was away from some of the pressure; Congress and the commissioner were dampened rumors, something to jaw about over lunch.


Ginger had been in San Francisco only a year, but Tom could see she was already an old hand. She drove a royal red Mustang, and on Mondays she dropped remarks about her days exploring Marin County, north along the coast. Tom had no comparable amusements, for he had a job to learn and a family to appease, holed up and unhappy in a Berkeley motel.


Soon she found fun in spurring him on.


“Tom,” she encouraged one day, as though prodding a straggling horse, “what about Lombard Street, Fisherman’s Wharf? Have you been there?”


“No chance so far.”


“Gosh, that’s a shame.” She paused over Tom’s lapse, considering something. “By the way,” she added slowly, “you’d enjoy the redwoods—hundreds of years old, taller than the Washington Monument. Your family’s been on the road; go up north and see some.”


“How far north?” Tom inquired.


“Far, I suppose—up by Oregon,” she responded. “But there’s always Muir Woods—you could be there in an hour.”


Tom’s imagination made a sudden curve. He’d never cared much for roaming before the journey west, but now he wondered how the redwoods would be with Ginger. Maybe the job would send them somewhere—Sacramento or even Washington. Then he could show her around, the way he was supposed to do.


ONE MONDAY MORNING, Ginger proposed having lunch at Fisherman’s Wharf. So far Tom had gone nowhere, only the Berkeley campus with the family.


“Planning to join the hippies?” she teased.


“Would they have me?”


“You could always apply.”


They had the rendezvous in the lobby, and no sooner had they emerged from the Federal Building than he was following her through the door of a cab. For all the years in Washington, he’d rarely used a cab. They found an outdoor table by the wharf. He should have the fish and chips and sourdough bread, she smiled, hardly bothering with the menu. A young man in navy seaman clothes rushed up, with much fanfare, and took the order.


Ginger wore pumps and a ribboned blouse beneath a tapered, pale-rose jacket. Tan and blooming, she had a long nose and fun but measuring eyes, and she was younger than Tom by several years; younger also than Marian.


She was telling him about herself. Tom learned that she was a farm girl from Michigan who loved horses. She’d found a horse ranch in Marin, north along the coast near a place called Bolinas, and on play days she drove there, over Mount Tamalpais. So far she’d been savoring her freedom, living month to month really, but she was used to riding and now she’d resolved to save enough money for a horse. The woman who ran the ranch would board a horse for less than Tom was paying for the garage downtown.


“I’ve been using the bus,” Tom confessed.


She paused, as though making a plan; in her hand was some sourdough bread. “Well then, you’d have money for a horse.”


He’d hardly ever seen a horse, but he’d be a damn fool for saying so.


“I’m also from Michigan,” he remarked, just so she’d know they had something in common.


“Are you?” She glanced at him fully, taking in the heavy hands and shoulders. “You’re no farm boy, though.”


“Oh no, Dearborn.”


She held her glance. “Never seen a real horse up close.”


“Well—”


“You can always learn.” She paused, tearing a corner of bread, dabbing casually but elegantly with the butter, as if she’d made it herself. “I suppose you went to Ann Arbor, then. Have much fun there?”


“I’m from Harvard.”


“Oh my, Mr. Ford’s grandson,” she returned, right on cue.


Tom blushed and deadpanned, “You mean nephew.”


She laughed approvingly, as the young man in navy clothes appeared, bearing plates of fish and chips. Tom was enjoying her company, but there was no cause for alarm, he supposed: she knew he had a family. She wanted to know all about the children. “They’ll love California,” she was saying. “They can play baseball all year round.” Then she added, “You should show them the ranch, get them comfortable on a horse.”


“Once we’re in the house,” he told her.


“They say the young ones never fall off.” And her eyes sparkled with humor.


She laughed about her year in San Francisco and wanted to know why he’d made the move. He spoke vaguely of the land, the energy, the causes—how they’d been impressed by the Free Speech Movement back East. Then there was Washington, the sweltering summers and endless government gossip—he’d wanted a change. She spoke of her three years flying around the world for Continental Airlines, before she entered law school.


“Why, Tom,” she teased, “are you one of those Michigan boys who’s never been away from home?”


“Abroad, you mean?” he inquired. “Why, I’ve been to Canada.”


“Oh, that hardly counts,” she laughed. “I know, Tom, you saw Sault Sainte Marie.”


He’d seen the falls and canal works, and he’d seen the St. Lawrence, too.


Ginger plunged on. “When I was flying, I traveled all over Europe. In Rome, three of us slept on the steps of St. Peter’s. And then there was the Paris flight. You’d love traveling, Tom.”


“I have a family,” he reminded her. He wondered whether she could see him blushing.


“The kids can go along,” she smiled.


After lunch, they headed up the hill through North Beach. Tom found the weather pleasantly cool for June. That was a good thing, for she turned up a daunting slope and then another. As she led the way he could see her shape. Now and then they paused and turned to gaze over the bay.


Soon they were passing below Telegraph Hill. Tom peered up at the tower rising from the top and then glanced away.


“Any longer and you’ll be playing hooky,” Ginger teased.


On the way to the Federal Building, she had the cab go down Lombard Street. Tom nearly laughed as the road unwound below them like a toboggan run looping down an Olympic slope. He had never seen such turns, such folds, such maneuvering as the cab lurched along, paving stones rumbling below. The driver was humming to impress them with his casual command. Tom glanced at Ginger, smiling shyly, wondering how he would have handled things, had he been manning the car. She leaned in as the car pulled around a final curve. He glanced up at a looming house and walled garden. In June, everything was in bloom. Beyond the rooftops rose another hill and then another.


As the cab returned to earth, Ginger told him about a horse show. It would be at the Cow Palace from Friday through Sunday.


IN THE EVENINGS, Tom returned to the motel. The family was bored, but he had a job to learn. He told Marian he would use the bedroom in the evening, and the three of them could read in the other room. When she complained, he reassured her that they would be moving soon. In the bedroom alone, he pondered the California shoreline. Ginger had told him of bluffs and sand and redwood canyons, saying they reminded her of Italy. Tom had never been to Italy. He had seen some museum paintings in Washington, with Marian, but they were old and implausible and far from the real thing, he supposed. For now the Bay Bridge was exotic enough—in the morning, as he drove in and could see the hills and towers of San Francisco, or on the way home under the evening color, coming on around the bay. San Francisco would be a good place for him, a place he could share with Ginger. Tom had been a good boy long enough.


On the job, Ginger had begun teasing him about the close-cropped hair. He’d always worn an army crew cut during the Washington summers, and so far he’d found no reason to change.


“You should grow it out, Tom,” she said, laughing, “or they’ll think you’re a drill sergeant. You don’t want it as long as the hippies—just long enough to spare you a sunburn up there, if you ever go riding.”


“All in good time,” Tom said.



Curt



Feeling edgy and keyed up, Curt imagined the inspiring scene: an incoming fast ball, a swing and a crack! followed by the soaring arc of the ball before it dropped, clearing the center-field fence. As usual, the game’s hero was Frank Howard, one of the great sluggers. Even though the Senators were the American League dogs so far, Howard was having an awesome year, slamming ten homers in a single week in May. Before leaving Washington, Curt had been following Howard’s season with buoyant interest, despite the team’s dismal performance. Then for several weeks, he’d been feeling gloomy and lonely as Howard faded. Now, coming off a July slump with a single and a homer, the slugger was warming up the underdog cause again. The game had been close half an hour ago, but what was happening now? Curt was thousands of miles away, relying on a local announcer’s offhand summary of the game. Along with everything else they’d dropped on him by moving away, the loss of Frank Howard was hard to endure.


Curt was feeling restless, though there was no sense in complaining. His mom was already in an excitable mood.


“That seemed a rather long month,” she was saying as the family came along College Avenue in the Chevy, heading for the new house on Forest Avenue. The moving van would be there. They would have a home now; he would no longer feel he was always in someone’s way.


“Really long,” Curt agreed, sensing a chance to vent, “and really cramped.” He’d had enough, beginning with ten days on the road, as he leafed through sports magazines, feeling numbed by the coming changes. Then the month sharing a motel room, hanging around while his dad was off working in San Francisco and his mom was reading or napping, appearing from the bedroom only long enough to complain about the ballgame he was following on the radio. What was he supposed to do? There was nowhere to go, other than a weedy yard in back of the motel, where there was no space for doing anything much, and some scruffy kids were always running around. He’d managed a few jokes with one of the boys, but as soon as the boy came wandering by the screen door looking for him, his mom would come from the bedroom to see what was going on. That scared the boy off.


Even so, the boy had bragged about playing baseball in a summer league. Searching the phone book, Curt found the league’s number and made the call. Soon he heard from an upbeat-sounding coach who was in need of more players for the San Pablo Lumber team—so Curt was already warming up with the Lumberjacks, as they were known. They would be needing a third baseman, but he was hoping for something more challenging. He could see they were an underdog team, same as the Senators.


“Oh honey,” came his mom’s soothing response. “Here’s our new house.”


Edgy energy overwhelmed him as the Chevy slowed by the large wood-shingle house. The moving van lay open; the Raysons’ belongings could be seen along the curb. Somewhere among them was the jersey with Frank Howard’s number, 9. And somewhere was the bicycle he’d be riding to Lumberjack games.


In the Washington neighborhood, everything he needed had been nearby. Playing fields and Rock Creek Park and always enough boys for a game. A shopping center where he would buy Superman comic books and baseball cards, chewing the bubble gum on the way home before she could say, “No gum.” And there was Joshua’s house, where they would hang out eating corned-beef sandwiches and chips and boning up on the baseball stats. Why had the family gone and dumped such a good place?


Glancing up, Curt saw a shaggy young man emerge from the van, wheeling a familiar bicycle—his old 3-speed. Observing the mover’s clothes and snarly curls—right out of The Three Stooges show, including the overalls—Curt was suddenly glowing; following weeks of mopey suspense, he was no longer restless but engrossed in the day.


Propping Curt’s 3-speed by the curb, the shaggy man came up. “What’s happening on Telegraph Avenue?” he demanded.


“Telegraph?” His dad’s muscular arm leaned from the Chevy.


“Yeah, you passed by the campus, right? Are the cops still there?”


“The cops?”


“Tom—,” came a warning.


“We’re greenhorns,” he announced, cheery and deadpan, “fresh from Washington.”


The man laughed dryly.


“Tom, no fooling.” His mom sounded alarmed. “There’s something wrong.”


The shaggy man nodded. “They’re suppressing our Bastille Day by sending the cops. Our government’s waging war on us, same as the French and goddamn de Gaulle. But the people have had enough.”


There was no response.


“They’re gassing flower people,” the man fumed, as though the Raysons should be outraged.


Curt’s dad merely opened the Chevy door, casting a cool, meaningful glance over the household belongings. “We have some work ahead of us.”


“So we do,” the man conceded, as they headed for the house.


Curt had already seen the area around Telegraph, overflowing with people and only blocks from the house. And back in Washington, on the evening news, he’d seen mobs rampaging and the cops gassing them. Those Washington mobs, defying the government’s overwhelming power, had been fascinating and scary. But flower people fighting the cops sounded goofy, as improbable as a Rose Bowl parade.


Two more men emerged from the van, carrying the couch from the Raysons’ den. Curt’s dad came from the house, and the family gathered for a moment by the Chevy. The house had dark shingles, a gabled roof, navy-blue woodwork. The day was sunny, and it was cool for July. Curt dangled his baseball glove from one arm, glancing around the yard. A palm tree swayed over one corner of the house. He’d seen the house before—how had he overlooked something as crazy as a palm tree?


“Let’s go in,” his mom said, smiling.


Tossing his glove in the Chevy, Curt ran ahead, barely pausing on the porch. The wooden door was impressively heavy, with ironwork suggesting a fortress or even a dungeon; as he entered, the overwhelming impression was of wood and more wood, cool and shadowy—a musty forest.


“Let’s get some windows open,” his dad said, taking command.


As Curt sprang to comply, he saw Alice in the doorway. She glanced around the living room before heading for the second-floor bedrooms. Curt struggled for a moment with a jammed window, feeling growing frustration.


“Can I go and see my room?” he demanded, barely pausing for a response. He’d chosen a room he’d never seen, and what if he’d chosen wrong? Alice would never change her mind once she was in possession; she would seal the deal before he could challenge her.


Climbing to the upper floor, he could hear the movers assembling the bed frame in the master bedroom. He paused by a wooden pillar and then headed down the hall, passing another bedroom and a sunporch before reaching the rear of the house. There he found the room he’d chosen, facing south and overlooking the yard. Sun was streaming through the windows; he could see sky and neighboring yards. Feeling a rush of energy, he flung open a window and leaned gazing over the yards and fences.


Then he heard someone and spun around—but it was only Alice. She hovered by the door as though comparing rooms.


“You chose already,” he said, with a shrug, cool and aloof. Why was she there, just when he was enjoying a moment alone?


“I know. I’m just looking around.”


He glared. “You heard Dad. Go open some windows.”


He’d been sharing space with her for weeks, hardly complaining; she was the complainer, whenever the game was on. He just wanted a few weeks of normal summer. He would go by the schoolyard tomorrow. Then, on Wednesday, he would be playing for the Lumberjacks. He’d show them how good he was.


He could hear his mom in the hallway, trying to appease Alice. “Well, are you glad we’re finally in the house?”


“Sure.”


“There’s so much more space.” Then, in a lower tone, “Your room’s just as large.”


“It is?”


“So your father says.” And they moved on.


Curt glanced around the room, assessing the space. The bed could go by the window. He woke up early, like his dad; as day was breaking, he would enjoy surveying the world and hearing the Top 40, the sports roundup from the evening before, the morning news.


He emerged from the room, wondering where the others were. Then, going down, he found them in the living room, admiring the wood paneling and the ceiling beams.


“Here we are—at long last,” his mom was saying, with a weary sigh, as though she’d moved everything herself.


His dad was carrying some bookshelves.


“Let the men do the heavy work, Tom.”


She should know he was enjoying himself—he was more manly than the shaggy movers, in any case.


“Come, how about something cool? The men are having some beer.”


“When we’re through.”


“There’s only a few more things.” She was glancing around at the furnishings, seemingly already arranging the room in her mind. “What was the man saying about Telegraph? We’re very close by the campus.”


“Someone had a Mardi Gras.”


“Mardi Gras? Tom, are you sure?”


“There were some problems involving the cops.”


“During the summer, when everyone’s away?” She blinked, as though someone had broken the rules. “In Washington, we had mobs and the army and the whole place burning. What’s happening here?”


“They gassed some flower people.”


Her eyebrows rose in high drama. “Oh, yes! And the French—wasn’t the moving man denouncing de Gaulle?” She shook her head. “But why gas them? They’re so peaceful.”


Curt was searching for somewhere to plug in the radio. “Who’s peaceful?” he teased.


“Why, the flower people!”


“Oh, them.” He paused. “Can I hear the score now?”


“Of course.”


Sound burbled from an old Westinghouse speaker as he leaned in to hear.


“What are they saying?”


“Shhh!”


There was a hush, then the announcer’s bland and maddening tone. “The Senators are down one in a doubleheader in Chicago. Howard came off a July slump with a home run in the opening inning.”


“Lousy underdogs,” Curt mumbled, switching off the radio.


The family paused in the cool, dim, wood-paneled room, hearing the movers come along the hall, laughing together. One of the movers—not the shaggy Stooges guy in overalls but a beefy longhair in a Stanford football jersey—handed his dad a paper to sign. Then the man folded the paper and, calling “Have a wonderful day!” over one shoulder, followed the others through the door.


There was a pause, then a chugging sound, and the van roared away. The Raysons gazed on somber redwood beams. They were home.





chapter two



Marian


PERSUADING YOUNG CHILDREN had been easy, but no longer. More cajoling would be necessary. They’d been willing companions in Washington, playing in the house and yard, or heading off together for the playground. Now they were rarely found in the same room. Some real nudging would be demanded of her, if she would have an hour of freedom. And so she’d carefully prodded her daughter, reminding Alice of how welcoming her brother and the boys had always been, and suggesting how they would probably agree to have her along, if she’d only go. Her daughter’s response had been less than eager—a glance through long bangs, a nod; but they’d finally gone off together, just as Marian was wondering why she was dreaming up plans now, during the summer, when they were around the house. Of course her plans were hardly real plans—in a new place, among new people, how could they be? Replacing her Washington group would be hard. She’d found companionship there among men and women who read everything, saw foreign films, enjoyed intellectual exchange. Things here were more open, colorful, and free. She could already see the challenge of blending in among the very young, who had the run of things in a college community. Even so, there would be a peer group for her. In the campus neighborhoods, everything was nearby. She and Tom could enjoy a cafe or a foreign film, folk singers, book readings. Of course Tom would be busy; but she imagined a shopping bag full of books and records, something new for the family. Though Tom would ignore such things, as always, her daughter would share them, and maybe her son, if only he could be persuaded. There was hope: he’d been a sparkling young boy.


When she was sure they’d gone, Marian donned her white linen blouse, a new floral miniskirt—her only real purchase so far—and sandals. In the bedroom mirror, she brushed on some eyebrow liner and combed through her hair: she had good eyes and hair and had once been compared to Lauren Bacall. Then she grabbed her purse and headed for Telegraph Avenue. The place was a blur of alluring shops and nonconforming young people, and though she’d passed by in the car, she was dying for a closer peep.


As Marian passed along Claremont Avenue and then Derby Street, she could see the neighborhood changing as she neared the campus and the upscale homes and gardens gradually gave way, supplanted by faded wood-shingle houses. These would be the homes of young professors, she supposed, glancing along a row of unfussy places with large porches and tangled yards. Groups of gaudy young people passed by, clowning or murmuring among themselves. They were unhampered by any hangover from the ’50s conformism she’d known, and flowing along so freely in male-female openness that one could hardly say if they were couples or mere groupings. She wondered if her daughter would someday feel the allure. Perhaps—when she’d dropped her tomboy ways. As for herself, having chosen already and found a successful Ivy League man, Marian could safely contemplate the downy candor of these boys and wonder how long the appeal would linger—for surely the appeal would fade, once the girls could no longer ignore the warning signs, the damning absence of a hunger for real accomplishment. She’d longed for a moody, expressive boy, though of course she’d chosen Tom, who had the other things—goals, focus, will-power—as they passed through the humdrum years together, moving up. That was why these random hours by herself were so pleasing, so lush; deeply happy, she could have forgone communal involvements, but Tom had grown aloof—he’d strayed and come back, leaving her angry, and her feelings yearned for more. Tom’s fling had been only a stumble, a flare-up of waning youth, but it had made her own imagination rebel. These personal hours gave her a chance for daydreaming; they formed a psychological frame for the everyday world—the world she and Tom would always share.


On the corner of Telegraph Avenue, as the red light changed to green, Marian was overwhelmed by a surging crowd. So near the campus, she could feel the expressive energy, the flaunting of developing personality. Surrounded by the unwashed young and rudely aware of body odors, she was already mingling among them when she remembered how far she’d come from these downy adolescent beards. Turning in the eddy, pausing, leaning on a shop window as the throng flowed by, she found her pulse racing. Then, as she was calming herself, she became aware of pulsing designs, the shopkeeper’s concept for luring customers. Sinuous shapes wove a mad geometry, as though posing an imponderable classroom problem or summoning up Freudian fears. Geometry had always dismayed her; though she’d managed her usual A’s, she had a lingering memory of being summoned to the board by the teacher—a man she’d been dying to please—and languishing under his probing gaze, as proofs fled her mind.


Now in the noonday jumble of colorful rebels—extras from some Hollywood film, or several films, for such rags had never belonged in any one story—she imagined being summoned before the untamed young, who were no longer co-eds or even Beats but in some new phase, confirming her as middle-aged, beyond the confusions of youth: reclining figure with man and child, like a Henry Moore sculpture. She would never abandon herself to the fray, as some of these young women had clearly done, whereas they would regard her as square for never having smoked grass. Would they offer her some? Marian hoped they would. One should always choose how far one would go.


She approached a cafe. Through the glass a bearded man could be seen; he wore John Lennon glasses and a corduroy blazer, and he was reading. The place had the casual glamour of a Boulevard Saint-Michel cafe, or Les Deux Magots. The bearded man was immersed in a heavy volume—a philosopher, perhaps, reading Being and Nothingness. During Tom’s fling, she’d found herself in a cafe with a Washington neighbor; he’d pressed her hand and she’d made no response, as though her hand lay unsensing—as though her hand were a thing. And what now, if the professor should press her hand? Would she do the same as before? She could only imagine. The professor was fingering a strand of beard. He adjusted the eyeglasses, glanced up—was he aware of her? Impossible to say, as he lowered his eyes—they were blue-gray—slowly drummed the table, and, turning the page, resumed reading.


Marian moved off, pondering. If she had a novel, she could linger for hours in a cafe, alone and unbothered by anyone. She would blend in; people would come and go; there would be loose unravelings of conversation, personal dramas. There were bookshops nearby, a good reason for coming here on a summer’s day. She could buy a novel and spend an hour in the cafe. The children were playing safely on the playground, and here was her chance for some grown-up fun. Pausing over a shop’s love beads and slogan buttons, she imagined an expanding world. Among the slogans were Peace and Che, a plea to Free Huey, a saw-toothed marijuana leaf. For a moment she conjured up Huey Long, the Louisiana demagogue, before remembering the confusing case of Huey Newton, the Black Panther accused of killing a police officer. If only Barbara were here.
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