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Praise for California Dreaming




“A splendid debut novel—confessional, engaging, honest. I very much look forward to reading more from this writer.”


—Lynn Freed, author of The Romance of Elsewhere


“In this tender debut novel, Noa Silver takes the reader back in time to one of those magical eras in Berkeley when young people, powered by their own idealism and multigenerational dreams, believed they could change the world. Fast-moving and unflaggingly engaging, California Dreaming tells a coming-of-age story that we need more than ever to hold close to our hearts.”


—Barbara Quick, author of What Disappears


“California Dreaming is a spectacular debut, shot through with wit, pathos, and wisdom and teeming with sentences so alive they seem to be reaching out to grab the reader by the lapel. At once a page-turning bildungsroman and an insightful commentary on the Bay Area in the twenty-first century, this book heralds the arrival of a talented writer whose work we’re bound to see on our shelves again and again. To read this book is to love it.”


—Molly Antopol, author of The UnAmericans


“A rich, insightful story about an East Coast transplant attempting to make a life within her own personal myth of California. Full of bittersweet longing, hard-won wisdom, and a pursuit for connection amidst personal and social change, California Dreaming is a pitch-perfect portrait of the Bay Area in the midst of the last tech boom.”


—Michael David Lukas, author of The Last Watchman of Old Cairo
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PART 1
















Chapter 1






I always imagined the Bay Area as a gathering place for dreamers. Free speech and free love, long hair and long skirts, that place on the map where all those who were running and all those who were searching would stop—one last holdout for those of us who believed that even though the universe was random and moving ever closer toward chaos, something like meaning might still exist. I grew up on the words of Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti, on the tie-dyed memories of tripping acid on Mount Tam, on the aging and graying nostalgia of generations before.


When I got to the Bay in 2011, my mom’s copy of Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet in my backpack, I started taking the bus around the East Bay. As I rode around Berkeley, I saw signs advertising quick routes to nirvana: LEARN TO MEDITATE! WANT INNER PEACE? JOIN THIS 10-SESSION COURSE. ONLY $1,425. There were yoga studios a dime a dozen, with drop-in prices that ranged from $18 to $25, and countless little shops that all seemed to be named some rendition of “Little Tibet.” Buddha statues and prayer flags hung in the windows; batik-patterned dresses sold for $45 each; volumes published by Shambhala Publications stood on the bookshelves. Singing bowls and meditation cushions were on offer everywhere—all the accoutrements needed for your very own meditation room.


Near the university, I’d sit in People’s Café, sip Mexican hot chocolate, and read the slogans on the bumper stickers they sold by the counter: SAVE TIBET, FREE PALESTINE, IF YOUR HEART IS IN THE RIGHT PLACE, IT’S ON THE LEFT, I ♥ AHIMSA, and ABOLISH CORPORATE PERSONHOOD. In and out of the café swished Cal students in yoga pants and big, round glasses (the kind I suffered through middle school wearing until my mom finally let me get contact lenses), interviewing for tutoring jobs and grabbing a vegan, gluten-free, cacao nut bar after their most recent donation-based Yoga to the People class.


Early on, I spent one blustery weekend morning going on a walking tour in San Francisco. The tour had a literary bent and began at City Lights Bookstore, mecca for the Beats-inclined. We paused in front of the apartment where Allen Ginsberg had lived, and my fellow tourists and I snapped photos of quotes by Maya Angelou and John Steinbeck painted on the wall outside Vesuvio Café.


Our tour guide pointed out that San Francisco was the perfect place for the literary and cultural revolution inspired by the Beat poets—the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance. The same buildings in which Howl was composed and Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady drank and dreamed up a new vision of literary America, a hundred years earlier had housed brothels and speakeasies to entertain the gold rushers, traders, and merchants from across the seas. There was a certain lawlessness that characterized San Francisco, a lawlessness that was connected to vision, to imagination, to the desire—and the tenacity—to live outside the constraints of the times.


“Think of this city in terms of layers,” said our guide, “of one generation after another living and dreaming and drinking on top of the other in these same apartments, these same cafés, these same streets. Each layer sets the stage for the next. The current example of San Francisco’s revolutionary vision is Silicon Valley,” he said. “Aren’t we in a kind of modern-day gold rush? A technological renaissance? Our generation’s attempts to refashion, remodel, re-envision what is possible?”


At the time, I mostly paid attention to the points about the Beat generation. I roamed through City Lights at the end of the tour, flipping open Kerouac’s On the Road and Frank O’Hara’s Lunch Poems; I copied down inspirational quotes in my notebook, circling and starring my favorites from Kerouac a dozen times.












Chapter 2






I came to the Bay as a Teach for America (TFA) teacher, and in those last days of summer after the TFA boot camp had ended and before the first day of school, I’d hole up in the back of People’s and read Audre Lorde and think about biomythography, about the ways that writers blend myth and history in narrative. In between chapters, I’d flip through the book of Adrienne Rich poems I’d bought (A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far) and dream up lesson plans for English language arts that would help students understand the way words could mimic the sound of a bell chiming. Words like “certainty,” or “lovingly,” where the emphasis is on the first syllable, and the second two syllables reverberate, and then drift off into quiet.


My TFA placement was at a middle school in Fruitvale. Bright pastels painted the sidewalks; street vendors stood at the corners selling fruit and vegetables, little bags of popcorn, and spice-crusted nuts. The houses seemed to shrink into themselves: the roofs and walls sagged slightly, as though there had been too much rain and the houses had started to slouch over. Although, when I started teaching in 2011, California was in the midst of a drought that has continued for most of the years I’ve lived here. Signs were in Spanish and English, or just in Spanish, and at the middle school where I taught for two years—Bright Star Academy (BSA)—96 percent of the student body was Latino, many of them first-generation American, and others immigrants themselves. The other 4 percent was either Black or from the Pacific Islands. The only white people were among the teachers—a fact that took me years to recognize as problematic.


BSA is a charter school with a mission to prepare first-generation and immigrant students, most of whom did not speak English at home, to succeed, and even excel, in high school and beyond. The year I started teaching, the first professional development training scheduled was on how to incorporate the principles of restorative justice into the classroom. I had a feeling of Yes, this was why I came to the Bay. To be around vegetarians and teachers, yoga practitioners and abortion advocates; to be where people built their careers around mission statements rather than bank statements; to get to teach poetry in the way that I believed in it—as a lifeline.


A couple of weeks before school started, the teachers went on an overnight trip together. We drove up to Ukiah, a few hours north of Berkeley, into the golden grasses of the California hills, and bunked down in a rented farmhouse. On the drive, the principal, Jay, asked me what books I’d been reading to prepare for my first year of teaching, and I told him about Parker Palmer’s The Courage to Teach, and Frank McCourt’s Teacher Man, and Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. They were books rich in ideas, in stories, in the pursuit of a grand ideal, and I was giddy on theory, on sentiment, on the notion of teaching as a calling.


Jay nodded and someone in the back of the car coughed, and then he said, “Write this down. These are the things you need to read: Teach Like a Champion, Understanding by Design, and Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? Got it? These books will teach you how to make lesson plans, how to structure your classroom, how to set expectations. They’ll make you think about the realities of the day-to-day, and how to understand your own positionality.”


I wrote the names of the books down, but I got lost somewhere between setting expectations and positionality—a concept I had never heard of before.


We all gathered around the campfire that evening, holding plates piled high with spaghetti and tomato sauce seasoned heavily with garlic. There were maybe twenty of us, not counting a few others who hadn’t been able to come on the trip. We crouched together on haystacks that had been haphazardly thrown together in a circle around the firepit. While we had spent the afternoon setting up the space, assigning teams to cook and clean—I was on dish duty that evening—and meeting in small groups based on the subjects we’d be teaching, this was the first time we were all gathered together. I imagine this was why Jay asked us to take a few minutes to introduce ourselves. The prompt, though, was unlike any name game I’d ever played, and I was caught off guard when Jay asked us, “Which of your tattoos is your favorite, and why?”


Nobody else seemed fazed by this, though there were a few titters around the fire, and I saw at least one of my fellow teachers pull her shirt away from her chest and look down with a smile. It didn’t seem like there was even an option to be sans tattoo, but after the snickers had subsided, Jay offered, as an afterthought, “And if you don’t have a tattoo, why not?”


We started going around the circle, each one saying their name and where they were from, what subject they taught, how long they’d been teaching, and then, of course, their favorite tattoo. I had been sure that someone else would also be tattoo-free, but by the time the metaphoric conch shell arrived at me, there hadn’t been a single one.


“I’m Elena, Elena Berg,” I said, and wondered if there was any tomato sauce on my chin or around my lips. “Uh, so I’m a TFA teacher, and I’ll be teaching seventh- and eighth-grade ELA. Um, I’m from the East Coast, from New England. And this’ll be my first year teaching.”


It was time to disclose both the fact of and the reason for my being tattoo-less, and as I looked around the circle at the faces glowing gold in the firelight, I thought about my grandparents back in Brooklyn. My grandfather, Nathan, and my grandmother, Sadie, both tiny in stature, with white curls haloing their crinkled red faces, sometimes looked more like brother and sister than husband and wife. They, apart from my mom, were my only family. They’d had no other children besides my mom and each of them was the only surviving member of their immediate families. I wanted them to do one of those genetic testing programs like 23andMe to find out if there were cousins or second cousins or second cousins once removed who had survived, maybe emigrated. I had visions of an entire shtetl’s worth of family waiting for us out there, but my grandparents would just chuck me under the chin and say, “You and your mama are all we need, bubbeleh.”


I thought about the blue numbers tattooed onto their arms, on the underside of their wrists, and how even as the years had brought on new wrinkles and folds of fat, the numbers themselves had not faded or disappeared. I thought about telling these glowing faces—my new teacher colleagues—about the weight that tattoos have in my family, how not even my mom, in her rebellious years of getting high and having threesomes, had ventured to mark her skin. I thought about adding that cremation was also out of the question for me, even though I thought it was more ecologically sound than being buried in the ground. I thought about saying that I wasn’t religious, never had been, that my grandparents weren’t either, but that we had turned our trauma into something sacred, and to go against it would feel sacrilegious.


But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I said, while staring down at my plate of spaghetti growing cold, “Yeah, so I don’t have a tattoo. I guess just because I haven’t found the right one yet, you know?”


Later that evening, while washing dishes alongside Henrietta, a social studies teacher with fifteen years of experience under her belt, I started talking about my mother, how she had come out to California in the sixties and was now a professor of history.


“When did your mom start teaching?” Henrietta asked.


“After she left California,” I said. “She was political, protesting, but left when things got a little . . . hot. She was disillusioned; things weren’t working out here.”


“She went back to school?”


“Yeah. Studied history. She had some revelation about the fact that only certain stories get taught, that whole other narratives are silenced.”


“Is that why you want to teach, too?”


I slid a soap-sudded plate into a plastic basin of warm, gray water, rinsing off the remnants of spaghetti sauce.


“I guess so,” I said. “I want to teach kids that their voices—and stories—are important.”


Henrietta nodded.


“What about you?” I asked.


She laughed. “Well, some days it can feel like you spend most of the time telling them to take out their headphones and actually open their books.”


“I remember this one time in kindergarten I got in trouble for using the wrong color crayon,” I said.


“What do you mean, the wrong color?”


“We were supposed to make ‘realistic art,’ or something like that,” I said. “So, I drew a family—you know, parents, kids, the sun in the corner.”


“House in the background with the chimney poking up?”


“Probably a flower or two, as well.”


“Weird. How did your drawing get on my refrigerator?” Henrietta said with a smile, sponging the last remaining camping mugs.


“So, I pulled out a crayon that I thought was black and started coloring in the people’s faces.”


“You got in trouble for using a black crayon?”


“No, no,” I said, “it turned out that the crayon wasn’t black at all; it was purple.”


“No purple people allowed.”


“Exactly. I got in trouble.”


“Oh dear.”


“When I went home that day and told my mom, though, she was livid. She wrote a letter to the school.”


“What did it say?”


“She went on and on about how we use color in expressions to describe our emotions—you know, ‘tickled pink’ and ‘green with envy’ and ‘seeing red.’”


“Nice.”


“She said realism was overrated.”


“She sounds like a force to be reckoned with.”


“And she said it was a teacher’s job to encourage creativity in students, not to criticize them for artistic exploration.”


“And is that what you’re hoping to achieve?” Henrietta asked. “You want them to be creative? To explore?”


“I want them to be transformed, you know? The way I feel when I read great poetry.”


“And do you have a sense of how you want to create your classroom norms? How to set up a dynamic between you and the students to really allow for transformation?”


“You mean like what rules I want to establish? Needing to ask to go the bathroom or whatever? I’m not really into that. I believe that if they think that the rules are wrong, for example, then they shouldn’t follow them.”


My fellow TFAers and I had spent the summer repeating these ideas over cheap cups of coffee late at night, as we scrambled to write lesson plans for the following day’s mock classroom run.


Henrietta nodded and looked at me, her hands red from dishwashing. “Here’s the question, though,” she said. “How do you expect to actually get through to them, to encourage transformation and exploration, if they don’t, for example, want to read the poems you choose? How are you going to get them to buy in to your vision?”












Chapter 3






“I want to work in women’s health,” said Monica, a friend of a friend from back home. When Monica and I met for the first time, we walked along the Berkeley Marina. By the end of that walk, we decided to sign a lease together. When I met her, Monica had shoulder-length, dark, wavy hair that (over the course of the year living together) would gradually disappear into a tightly cropped pixie. A surprising number of freckles dotted the pale skin over her cheekbones and sharp nose.


“I watched this documentary in college, Jane: An Abortion Service, about this underground collective that would set up abortions for women in Chicago. You know, before it was legal? But then I started reading about how even though technically it is legal today, actually the states can—and do—make all these extra types of restrictions around getting one and that Planned Parenthood might lose government funding. Anyway, what are you going to do here?”


“I’m a teacher,” I said, and realized it was the first time I’d said I am a teacher, rather than I want to be, or I’m going to be. I would be the third-generation teacher in my family—my mom and her father had both been teachers. My grandfather grew up in Eastern Europe, the first son of a tailor, and became a teacher when he and my grandmother moved to New York after the war.


“I’m doing TFA and I’m going to be teaching English to seventh and eighth graders,” I continued. “I want them to be able to write well, you know? To have their voices heard. And I want them to read things that will blow their minds open.”


“Yes!” Monica said, grabbing my arm. “This is exactly why I wanted to move out here. To be around people who want to do things like this. Not like all my I-banking and consulting friends back home.”


I had those friends too, and so I laughed and nodded, and we linked arms as we watched the sun start to set over the bay. The light dipped, glinting off the houseboats and yachts that lived permanently in the marina. Cyclists started to turn for home, and parents corralled their children into the back seats, their little faces sticky from ice cream and popsicles. Frisbees and kites were collected and stuffed into the trunks of cars. While Berkeley’s families packed up for the night, Monica and I made plans to stock our future kitchen with huge mason jars filled with grains and dried beans, every different kind of nondairy milk—to find the one we liked the most—and a compost bin (it would take me several years of living in the Bay to finally figure out that the best place for compost—if you don’t want a plague of fruit flies—is in the freezer).


Monica and I moved into our apartment the Saturday before the first day of school. The apartment had orange walls and gray carpet, south-facing windows, and a washer and dryer. I paid $700 a month for my room, and we could pick as many Meyer lemons as we could carry from the tree in the backyard.


We spent the weekend hauling suitcases up the stairs and navigating the tight corners as we tried to wedge an old couch Monica had inherited into the living room. We drove to Urban Ore—a warehouse one step up from a junkyard—and wandered between the stacks of unhinged doors and rickety upright pianos and Persian rug knockoffs that had seen better days. We contemplated buying one of the doors and laying it across bricks or cinder blocks to create a makeshift coffee table. I found a matching bookshelf and dresser and we decided to buy a round, chestnut-brown table and six mismatched chairs for our kitchen, reasoning that the lack of uniformity among the chairs was itself a type of style, one that we, still in our early twenties, could certainly get away with. I bought a $99 mattress on sale at Mattress Firm, hyperventilating at the price (having never purchased a mattress before), and then went with Monica to Earthsake, an organic mattress store on Fourth Street, where she bought a queen mattress with a bed frame. We set up a shopping rotation, a weekly budget, and a list of items we should always have—coconut oil, Himalayan salt, avocados (no matter the season), organic yogurt, almond butter. I took the room in the back, overlooking the garden, while Monica took the room in the front, overlooking the street, but with the bigger windows. We agreed to use only environmentally friendly cleaning products.


I spent the night before the first day of school sprawled on the living room floor, construction paper and scissors and stickers and string and the books of poetry from my college seminars strewn around me. The first day would be mostly administrative, Jay had told me, with students writing their names on binders and notebooks and getting their seat assignments, but I should plan some kind of get-to-know-you activity for each of my classes, he advised. I’d be teaching two seventh- and two eighth-grade ELA classes, along with supervising a homeroom and a study hall.


“So, what are you going to do with them tomorrow?” Monica asked from the couch, sipping the rooibos chai tea her mother had sent us in bulk as a housewarming gift.


“This is going to be great,” I said, as I carefully copied out lines from my favorite poems onto red, yellow, and green sheets of construction paper. “I’m going to put all these lines and stanzas on desks and around the classroom and have the kids walk around until they find one they resonate with, and then they can sit down. Then we’ll go around, and everyone can say their name, you know, and then read the line and talk about why they chose it.”


“Oh, that’s awesome! What lines do you have so far?”


“‘The Brain—is wider than the Sky—,’ ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;’ ‘Do I dare / Disturb the universe?’ ‘Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?’”


“I love that last one.”


“It’s Mary Oliver.”


In the morning I showered and took BART from Ashby to Fruitvale. I didn’t eat breakfast. I hadn’t eaten breakfast for most of high school or college because—other than freshman year when I stupidly signed up for Intermediate Spanish, which met five days a week from 9:00 to 10:00 a.m.—I hadn’t been awake early enough for breakfast. I did, however, pack a lunch of quinoa, sautéed kale, and nutritional yeast, three things I’d never heard of before moving to the Bay.


The walls of the school’s hallways were still lined with the posters and student work from the previous year. Along brightly colored, construction-papered walls, book reports on The House on Mango Street were stapled next to biographies of Cesar Chavez and Rosa Parks. This was nothing like the public middle school I had attended back East, where we read The Hobbit in sixth grade and The Pearl in seventh, and were taught that racism, along with slavery, had ended well over a century ago.


We were supposed to meet the kids in the cafeteria and then take them to our classrooms. The cafeteria, it turned out, was sort of a catchall Room of Requirement. There was a whiteboard on the wall, a photocopier in the corner, boxes of old textbooks and gray plastic tables with attached stools folded upright against the back wall, ready to be pulled down for the lunchtime rush. There was a reception desk with two teachers sitting behind it, greeting students as they walked in and sending them off to their designated homeroom corners.


I could tell what grades the kids were in because the sixth-grade boys were all about eye level to my chest and many of the eighth-grade boys stood a head or two above me. Some had the beginnings of stubble on their chins and the shadow of a moustache playing above their mouths. The girls smelled of hairspray and chewing gum. Some—the gangly ones in big glasses with skinned knees standing off to the side with just one friend or two, or with their noses in a book—reminded me of myself in middle school: all limbs and four eyes and not a hint of breasts. Others seemed to have newly launched into puberty over the summer, and quite a few had arrived at school with thickly mascaraed lashes and painted lips.


I was directed over to my homeroom corner of seventh graders. They barely looked up as I approached, and as I tried to come up with something cool and witty and profound to say, something that would immediately inspire both respect and camaraderie between us all, I saw some of the other teachers organizing their classes into neat, quiet lines. At the time I thought to myself, How antiquated, how disciplinarian. It called to mind the lines I had stood in, in the cold New England winters on the playground when I was in kindergarten and first grade. That wasn’t the type of teacher I wanted to be for these kids. I wanted to create a classroom culture based on personal connection and a deep love of learning—not rules and consequences.


Jay found me in the cafeteria.


“How’re you feeling, Ms. Berg? Or, Elena? What do you want the kids to call you?”


“Oh,” I said, “I’m fine. I’m good! I’m excited,” although I could already feel the sweat pooling in my armpits, “and, Elena, I think. Right?”


“Well, Elena, I’m afraid we’ve had a bit of a snafu, here.”


“What do you mean?”


“I thought we were going to have this figured out by today, but unfortunately it seems as though we don’t have a classroom for you yet.”


“I’m sorry, what?”


“Many of our teachers share classrooms, actually, and we make do, you know, with a rotation schedule, which mostly works out just fine.”


“Mostly?”


“But it seems we haven’t—we weren’t quite able to figure it out so that you’d be in the rotation schedule—at least not for the first quarter, though I hope by the next, or at least by midyear, we’ll have this all sorted out.”


“So, wait, what am I supposed to do now? Where am I going to teach?”


“Yes, yes. Well, I’ve thought about that, and I’ve come up with something. It’s not perfect, but I think it’ll do. You can set up here, in the cafeteria. It might get a bit confusing during the lunch blocks—you know, the kids have lunch at different times—but it’s a big enough space that you can hold your classes in the corner, I think, and it won’t be too rowdy. Now then, how does that sound?”


“Well, okay, I mean, I guess, sure. But where can I put all my stuff? All my supplies and things?”


“Not to worry,” Jay said, patting me on the shoulder. “We’ll get you a cart!”


The thing about standing in front of twenty-five twelve- and thirteen-year-olds is that you start to realize that just because you’re excited about the way that “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” begins with a simile that juxtaposes the expansiveness of the “sky” with the limits of a “table,” linking both infinity and finitude in a single phrase—which is just what a human being is, you believe: infinite potential contained within a finite being—doesn’t automatically mean that your students will be.


By the end of that first day, my glittered and stickered lines of poetry had been ripped and crumpled, accidentally tossed in the trash, and stained from sticky fingers and lunchtime spills. My get-to-know-you exercise had been duly acted out by the kids, mostly politely, though with some resistance along the way, and to my great surprise and disappointment had elicited no visible soul movement. I had met almost 150 individual students and, in a group, found that my voice didn’t project as much as it needed to. I figured I had an approximately one-week grace period to learn all their names, and in the meantime I needed to come up with fifty-five minutes’ worth of activities several times over for tomorrow. And the next day.


At the sound of the final bell, I ducked out along with the students and dragged myself home. I felt the way I used to feel at the end of a school day when I was in middle school or high school—utterly spent and totally uninterested in doing any of the work I had been assigned. At home I crawled straight into bed, ignoring Monica’s cry of “How was it?” from her bedroom.












Chapter 4






When I was ten, my mom took me on a road trip to upstate New York to meet a friend of hers she hadn’t seen in thirty-odd years, someone she’d known back in California in the late sixties. As we drove up the endless highway, tuning the radio station to the “Golden Oldies,” my mom took a look at me and, I guess, decided I was ready to inherit her mythologies. She started telling me the stories of her twenties, that unmoored, tripped-out decade between childhood and adulthood, after she’d finished being the kid I’d heard about—the one who spent hours practicing how to draw horses—and before she’d become the adult I knew—the slightly awkward history professor who read thousand-page books and could make only one thing for dinner: tacos.


My mom graduated from high school in the late 1960s. In the years afterward she was living in Manhattan, working in a record store on Second Avenue and getting deeper into the drug scene of the times. Crowded basements filled with bodies sprawled over sofa backs, unsettled hands reaching out to the hallucinations wandering before their eyes. She was doing all kinds of things—pot, hashish, cocaine, LSD, mescaline, opium. The only time she put a needle into her veins was when she took amphetamines. Anything to soar, body and mind, away from the confines of the stilted, embarrassed interactions most people were having with each other and into the fierce, defiant openness where colors and gravity merged.


In 1969 she hooked up with a couple of guys who’d bought a van and intended to drive it out to California. They took turns driving day and night until the transmission went out somewhere along the detour they took up in Washington. They stopped to work for a while picking apples and then hitched the rest of the way to Berkeley.


Back then, my mom told me, Berkeley really was a town that had opened its doors to the misfits, the seekers, those craving love and finding weed, rich and poor alike, all dressing up as believers and holding out for something greater. Maybe because Berkeley was so close to the Pacific Ocean, it had the feel of being at the end of a long, winding trail, a collecting point for all those too tired to keep walking. My mom stumbled into the foggy streets and pretty quickly linked up with an old friend from New York. He was living in the Weathermen collective, so she ended up there too. It wasn’t much more complicated than that, though it got plenty complicated later on. She didn’t have anywhere else to go, and those guys offered a bed, food, and a creed she didn’t have to think too much about to take hold of. It fed right into her lonely, raw anger, and pretty soon she was about as deep in as you can get.


Weathermen, though, didn’t exactly sound like the sweetest deal you could ask for. Its whole mission was to eliminate anything that smacked of bourgeois sensibilities, and that included things like classical music and monogamy. My mom would sometimes sneak off to the library to listen to recordings of the classical music of her childhood. Strands of melodies still tugged at her through the haze of antiwar politics and the drug-clouded nights of hallucinations that bridged the gap between waking and dreaming. If she had been caught, she would have had to go through a “reeducation process” not unlike those of the Soviet Union—intensive interrogations with no sleep for days. They used to post weekly charts on the wall assigning each of them sex partners throughout the week, to ensure that nobody would be monogamous.


She walked into a supermarket once, starving and broke, and stuck a whole chicken down her pants. As she was heading out the door, she grabbed a bottle of Coke as an afterthought and shoved it under her ragged T-shirt. She didn’t get more than a hairbreadth outside before a burly and bleary-eyed security guard stopped her. He didn’t say anything, just put his hand out as she handed over the bottle of Coke. He shook his head at her like she had disappointed him deeply and said, “All that, kid, for a bottle of Coke?” She murmured an apology and slipped out; the chicken was still squeezed somewhere beneath her left butt cheek.


By this point, she told me, her sense of anything real and meaningful had shrunk down to the size of a peanut, and whether it was wedged somewhere deep inside or not, she just didn’t seem to care much about her loneliness and the nagging ache that sat with her at all times unless she got really high. And she did that plenty. But even that wasn’t doing it for her quite the way it had been, and making love had all sorts of hidden pains to it, so she turned herself outward, toward everyone else’s sorrows, and took up their fights like some goddamned martyr.


Many of the collectives around the country were planning small bomb blasts, set to go off in the middle of the night in banks and military induction centers. Soon, they were all scrambling around with bomb parts trying to fashion something that would make the country sit up and listen to them. On the day itself everyone had different assignments. Some were putting bombs in place, while others were spray-painting “Purple Star Gang” on sidewalks and brick walls. My mom was sitting on the corner making out with someone. She was the “lookout.” In the end, though the bombs didn’t go off at all, my mom was still tear-gassed and cuffed along with the rest of the ragtag group of lonely twentysomethings turned domestic terrorists.












Chapter 5






After school started, I went back to People’s Café on the weekends to grade student work and plan my lessons, and so in early September, it was from People’s that I watched the Occupy movement begin. Tents popped up along the street corners and outside the Bank of America; clumps of people huddled together along the sidewalk. I read New York Times articles about the Arab Spring and scrolled through my Facebook feed looking at pictures of young Tel Avivians camping out on Rothschild Boulevard and the thousands of protesters taking over New York’s Zuccotti Park. Though I wasn’t quite bold enough to take a tent myself and pitch it on the sidewalk, the fact of it happening around me was thrilling. Finally, I get to be part of something, I thought, some social justice movement that involved marching and singing and sign-holding.


In college I danced in the streets along with everyone else when Obama won. We did the Electric Slide, took shots, and got the cars to honk right along with us all through the night. And the next day I went back to class with a general feeling of job well done, the world has righted, progress is real. I read articles lauding my generation for its brand of political activism—going to the polls, convincing our parents to vote—and generally claiming that the era of Woodstock and Weatherman was well and truly over. I resigned myself to the idea that I had missed out on the time when “fighting for a cause” meant “taking to the streets.”


But when I saw the tents on Shattuck and the handwritten signs in blue Sharpie saying, WE ARE THE 99%, I thought maybe my time had come. On a Saturday that fall I joined up with one of the big marches headed toward downtown Oakland and city hall; I wondered briefly what would happen if my students saw me pumping my fist and chanting out slogans but relaxed when I saw most of my fellow teachers marching in the crowd. We ambled our way down Broadway and called out “Banks got bailed out! We got sold out!” over and over again. I looked around and saw kids sitting on shoulders, people posing for selfies with their signs, a man wearing an orange wig and walking on stilts. Public libraries and green-juice sellers had set up tables and stands all along the route and were handing out flyers and sign-up sheets and little cups of liquefied grass.


It was at that march that I met Kyle. He was tall and lanky with loose red curls. Kyle and I ended up walking in step with each other for most of the rest of the march. That day he was wearing a light blue T-shirt under a checkered flannel shirt, and reddish-blond stubble lined his jaw. A green backpack with a silver water bottle poking up out of the corner pocket was slung over his left shoulder, and instead of a watch, a few bracelets of multicolored thread hung loosely on his wrists.


He carried a sign that read INVEST IN THE EARTH, NOT WALL STREET! We jostled into each other early on.


“Sorry,” I said.


“Nothing for you to be sorry about,” he said, and we smiled, then continued on our way, chanting and clapping as we went.


But somehow, every few steps or so, we’d be back in pace with each other.


“You again,” he said, as I bumped into him while we were rounding Lake Merritt.


“Sorry,” I said again, shading my eyes.


He laughed and I was caught somewhere in between the freckles and the crystal-blue eyes.


“Seems like we’re in this thing together,” he said. “Grab a corner.”


He offered me a side of his sign and I took hold of the white butcher paper with my clammy hands as we wandered the rest of the way to the steps of city hall. Every now and again I’d turn my head sideways and up to look at Kyle’s profile and would wish I had worn my hair down, instead of pulled up and back into a messy—and, if we’re honest, greasy—bun. We didn’t speak that much for the rest of the march, except to point out signs and slogans we saw in the crowd.


“Look at that one over there: IF ONLY THE WAR ON POVERTY WAS A REAL WAR, THEN WE WOULD ACTUALLY BE PUTTING MONEY INTO IT.”


“Or how about that one? LOST MY JOB, FOUND AN OCCUPATION.”


“See that little girl on that guy’s shoulders over there? Hers says: SORRY FOR THE INCONVENIENCE; WE ARE TRYING TO CHANGE THE WORLD.”


“Or that one! THIS SIGN WOULD BE MORE CREATIVE BUT YOU’VE STOPPED FUNDING THE ARTS.”


By the time we’d reached city hall, the hot autumn sun of the Bay was blazing down, and we were almost at the back of the crowd. We arrived in the middle of the speeches and rallying cries and stood jammed together between other sweaty and hoarse protesters. Kyle pulled out his water bottle and offered it to me.


“Thanks,” I said, taking a swig.


“Protest rookie?” he asked, smiling, as I returned the bottle.


“Is it that obvious?” I said, and then, with some hesitation, continued, “I’m Elena, by the way.”


“Kyle,” he said, and we shook hands for a second or two longer than might have been expected. “Nice to meet you. Nice to march with you.”


“Yeah.”


The speeches and calls to action were lost in the maze of marchers ready for lunch and coffee and the plans rumbling around us to go play basketball or skip out now to beat the rush on BART. There’s an awkward moment at the end of a march when the momentum no longer has anywhere to go, when it has arrived at the steps or the artificial endpoint, and for those not camping out, a type of restless aimlessness settles in. We start shifting our feet, turning our heads to see if anything else is going to happen, or perhaps to see if we might recognize someone. At that first march of mine, the awkwardness came upon me in a rush, and I was torn by my desire to come up with more to say to Kyle, something to draw out the moment, and the already familiar anxiety that would sneak up on me halfway through the weekend when I realized that Monday was coming and I needed a lesson plan, needed a SWBAT (“Students-Will-Be-Able-To”) statement.


We stood in place for a few minutes, each of us glancing around through the crowd. Finally, I coughed, made a few “um” sounds, and then mumbled, “Well, I guess I gotta go, uh, plan my lessons.”


“Oh yeah? All right. Are you a teacher?”


“Yeah. Yeah. First year. Don’t really know what I’m doing.”


I let go of my corner of Kyle’s sign and shifted my bag to the other shoulder. “Anyway, so, yeah. Thanks for the, I mean, nice to, you know, march together.”


Kyle laughed again, and I think I smiled too, and just as I was about to push my way through the throng, silently berating myself for not having the guts to ask him for his number, or at least his full name so I could stalk him on Facebook, Kyle said, “Well, hey, are you going back that way? To BART? Me too. I locked my bike up there. I’ll walk with you.”


“Oh, sure, yeah, great.”


“Since we seem to be good at walking together and all.”


We made our way back along the route we’d just walked, marchers and protesters transforming back into their regular selves, texting on phones, filling their kids’ mouths with Cheerios and cheesy puffs.


“So, you’re a teacher, then?” Kyle asked. “What do you teach? And where?”


“ELA,” I said, “I mean, English. And to middle schoolers in Fruitvale.”


“Teach for America?”


“Yeah,” I said, “how’d you know?”


Kyle shrugged and laughed. “First-year teacher in Oakland? High probability.”


“All right, then. What about you? What do you do?”


“I work at a community urban farm in West Oakland.”


“Hence the sign,” I said, pointing at the now rolled-up sign under his arm.


“Yeah,” he said, “exactly.”


At the Twelfth Street BART station, we stood at the steps and again shifted slightly on our feet, a different type of awkwardness having come over us now. But just as I started to say goodbye, turning toward the underground, Kyle took out his phone and handed it to me, saying, “Maybe you can give me your number? You know, just in case I ever have any questions about grammar or something.”
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