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			Praise for The Evolution of Love

			“Given our current seemingly endless string of natural disasters, this is a timely story and a compelling one. In the context of a twisting plot, in the company of appealing characters, Bledsoe asks us to think about the resilience of love and hate; what our responsibility to each other is; and who we really are, right down to our DNA. Highly recommended.” 

			—Karen Joy Fowler, author of We Are All Completely 
Beside Ourselves and The Jane Austen Book Club

			“A magnificent, searingly beautiful book, as insightful as it is compassionate. Bledsoe takes our hearts in her confident hands and leads us toward an evolution of more than just love.” 

			—Elizabeth Percer, author of All Stories are Love Stories

			“Lucy Jane Bledsoe’s The Evolution of Love offers a terrifyingly detailed and believable vision of life in the Bay Area after a devastating earthquake. But more than that, she offers us a vision of what is possible when individuals, even in the most desperate circumstances, refuse to give up on love and hope. The Evolution of Love is the book we all need these days: a post-disaster page-turner that’s also a blueprint for how we might live right now.”

			—Naomi J. Williams, author of Landfalls

			“This fast-paced nail biter of a novel uses a disaster in the near future to explore a basic question: can love save us from ourselves? I read ravenously to find the answer. Lucy Jane Bledsoe is a brave and brainy writer, and The Evolution of Love is a rare mix of erudition, adventure, and hard-won wisdom.”

			—Summer Wood, author of Raising Wrecker

			“Lucy Jane Bledsoe’s writing leaps off the page with striking clarity. Her characters take you by the hand and lead you through their freshly broken lives, and with them you’ll discover shelters of friendship and loyalty.”

			—Shanthi Sekaran, author of Lucky Boy

			“In a lucid, urgent novel driven by timely concerns and authentic feeling, Bledsoe’s characters reveal how our greatest hopes most often live in community.”

			—Edie Meidav, author of Kingdom of the Young and Lola, California

			“As a child growing up in California I created a dystopian fantasy world fueled by the visions of Margaret Atwood, Aldous Huxley, and George Orwell. I worked hard to develop an internal GPS, which I was sure would come in useful once The Tempest was upon us and devised escape routes for every imaginable natural and man-made catastrophe. EVOLUTION was like reading from the pages of a book l lived, long ago. I was compelled to continue from the first pages, even when the going got tough and the realism felt a bit too real. I fell in love with and was frustrated by every flawed character, every new episode where every ounce of resilance was required. It is a gifted writer who can take me through a full range of human emotions and leave me wanting more. What happens next? I hope that Lucy Jane Bledsoe will make EVOLUTION just the beginning of a new beginning for our beleagured species.”

			—Del LaGrace Volcano, artist/activist/educator

			Praise for A Thin Bright Line

			“Gripping historical fiction about queer life at the height of the Cold War and the Civil Rights Movement.” 

			—Alison Bechdel, author of Fun Home

			“It triumphs as an intimate and humane evocation of day-to-day life under inhumane circumstances.” 

			—New York Times Book Review

			“A stirring and deeply felt story.” 

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Empowering and bold….Bledsoe injects life and dimension through her often stunning dialogue. ” 

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Berkeley author Lucy Jane Bledsoe shows the sexy side of the 1950s in her new novel, A Thin Bright Line.” 

			—San Francisco Chronicle
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			“Genes hold culture on a leash.” 

			—Edward O. Wilson, On Human Nature

			“‘Make love, not war’ could be a bonobo slogan.”

			—Frans B. M. de Waal, Peacemaking Among Primates
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			Part One
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			Lily jumped down into the earthy crevice that split the freeway. The dirt smelled metallic and organic, like a grave, and she quickly hoisted herself out the other side. She began walking west. All the refugees had walked in the opposite direction, leaving the region. She’d seen them on TV, the network reporters flying low in helicopters, filming the streams of people carrying children, pushing shopping carts, rolling suitcases, lugging pet carriers, and riding bicycles. Now, ten days later, the freeway was deserted. 

			She’d told herself, and her husband Tom, that she was coming to rescue Vicky. And she was. She would. She’d been rescuing her sister her entire life. 

			But she’d never done anything remotely this extreme. She knew the region had been evacuated yet somehow hadn’t pictured everyone literally gone. She’d greatly underestimated what she’d need for food and water. The stark, devastated landscape heightened all her senses, as if her fear made the colors deeper, the smells headier, the sounds crisper. She couldn’t give in to the terror; if she did, it might never end. She had no choice but to finish what she’d begun.

			Lily checked her phone and confirmed the battery’s death. She was severed from Tom, Nebraska, home. She was entirely alone on the wrecked highway, with big green hills to the east and a giant bay to the west. Heat shimmered off the pavement. The air sat perfectly still, the hot blue sky a weight. The sun arced toward the western horizon, as if rushing away from disaster.

			Not her. She scuffed along toward the devastation.

			For courage, she’d brought the entire packet of letters from Travis. Twenty years’ worth, though they’d come infrequently enough, so the folder wasn’t that bulky. She still remembered the way, as a thirteen-year-old girl, her fingers had trembled holding the light blue, tissuey loft of the airmail stationery, her eyes had vacuumed up the thin, black chicken scratch of his handwriting, and her heart had gulped down his stories about bonobos and life in the Congo. Just a pen pal, she’d never even met him, but there were times she had lived for his letters, for his belief in what was humanly possible. As she walked now, the sweat from her back soaked through the nylon of her backpack and into the manila folder.

			Lily’s pack also held a flashlight, toothbrush and paste, paper maps from AAA—on Tom’s insistence, but she was thankful since her phone was already dead—one more sandwich, two empty water bottles, and a change of clothes. She had a credit card, although it’d probably be useless, and a wad of cash. Hopefully, as soon as she found Vicky, they could get out the same way she’d gotten in.

			After flying to Sacramento, she’d paid a driver, who seemed too young to have a driver’s license, let alone a car, to bring her as far into Oakland as he could. He’d honored their agreement, driving fast, swerving around the crashed cars still piled up on the freeway, having to stop when he reached the place where the pavement sheered apart. Without saying goodbye, he grabbed the promised cash, made a U-turn, and, tires screeching, fled back east.

			Now as she walked, Lily heard helicopters droning in the distance and wondered if they were dropping food and supplies or just carrying more reporters, cameras perched on their shoulders. The freeway was littered with all the stuff that the evacuees had abandoned along the way: busted-open suitcases; a garbage bag full of stuffed animals; photo albums, the pages stomped upon and the pictures curling in the sun; an empty jewelry box; a life-size mannequin, left in a ditch; a full toolbox (through which Lily rifled, already acquiring a survivor’s mentality); an empty trombone case; a smashed guitar; a rodent cage. Books, lots and lots of books, more books than Lily would have imagined. People had grabbed what they thought could save them, and then they’d cast off even those items.

			Lily’s feet hurt. Her adrenaline-induced verve waned. She began to realize that she wouldn’t get to Vicky’s house, wouldn’t get anywhere at all, before dark. Trees lined the broken freeway. She saw nothing resembling shelter. She’d have to keep walking, in the dark, through the night. 

			A deep, satisfied snarling, soft and guttural, brought her terror home and right to the bone. The low primal sounds were so much more frightening than strident barking. 

			She saw the two dogs. Pit bulls. Both hind ends—one liver-colored, with a pale covering of bone-white fur, and the other a deep beige, glossier and skinnier—worked back and forth as they shifted their positions, trying to gain purchase, at the open driver’s door of a crashed Miata.

			The royal blue car had spun and hit a FedEx truck head-on. The impact must have been hard and at speed, throwing the driver into the windshield and killing him. He was slumped over the steering wheel, his head draped by the airbag, and the two pit bulls were gnawing him.

			Lily vomited the tuna sandwiches she’d eaten earlier in the day. Her upchuck drew the attention of the dogs who pulled back from the dead body to look at her. The smell of vomit, much more enticing than a rotting corpse, lured them. Lily backed up slowly. 

			As the pit bulls lapped up her vomit, she climbed into the back of the FedEx truck and pulled the door shut. Pitch black inside, she stumbled over some boxes and fell onto her hands and knees. She stopped to listen for scrabbling at the door of the truck. Could they smell her remaining tuna sandwich? She crawled back toward the door and felt around for a latch. She found one, but it was too complicated to negotiate in the dark. She made sure the doors were securely pulled closed and then kicked boxes aside to make a space for herself. She lay on her back and closed her eyes. 

			Two days ago she was just Lily Jones, a tall thirty-three-year-old woman with a modest gardening business, living in the heart of the country in the small town where she’d grown up, strong-willed perhaps but not particularly daring, married to her childhood sweetheart. It was as if she’d jumped off a cliff. Though her spine pressed against the cold metal of the truck bed, the absence of light accentuated the feeling of free fall. 
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			When Lily saw the small crowd in the Trinity Church parking lot, she dropped back to hide behind the south-facing wall of the building. People! What a relief. The long trek into town had been eerie and desolate. She’d passed more corpses and bigger packs of pet dogs gone rogue. Trees lay like giant toothpicks across vast hollows where mudslides had carried away the saturated earth. At the bottoms of the slides, she’d traversed the expanses of mud, now hardened like concrete, with housing debris embedded like tumors. The untouched streets shocked, too, with curtains hanging in windows and birds singing merrily in the canopies of trees, worse in a way than the wrecked streets. The destruction seemed so random. 

			She’d seen a few people lurking along the sides of houses or peering out windows, but the few remaining inhabitants ducked out of sight the instant they saw her, as if there were a social protocol she didn’t understand. A couple of National Guard soldiers told her about the meals program, and the sight of people gathered purposefully in the church parking lot, shouting and laughing, expectant, relieved her enormously. God, she was hungry.

			She planned on picking out someone to ask for help: How did the food program work? Where were people sleeping? Did anyone know Vicky? But as she stepped out from behind the wall and drew closer, she couldn’t choose. Despite the laughter, everyone looked grizzled and wan. Most were dirty. Who could blame them? They’d been living in the earthquake zone for eleven days now. Water was scarce and power was nonexistent. 

			Some people stared, but no one greeted her. Well, it wasn’t a tea party. Of course people would be suspicious of newcomers. Suddenly she felt afraid, almost more afraid than she’d been of the dogs. Travis had once written that the best way to avoid being a victim was not to look like one, so she moved through the crowd with fake bravado, found herself at the foot of a short cement stairway, and climbed it. She heard a woman’s voice behind her shout that it wasn’t time for dinner yet, that no one was allowed to enter the hall early.

			But now, standing on the small porch at the top of the stairs, she was practically on a stage in front of the crowd in the parking lot. If she turned to acknowledge the woman, if she walked back down the steps, they would know for sure that she was new. New and confused—and exhausted, thirsty, and hungry. 

			Lily pulled open the door and went on inside. The big community room reminded her of the one in Tom’s family’s church. Long folding tables, each spread with a plastic cloth, covered the beige linoleum floor. Folding chairs surrounded all the tables.

			“Finally,” said the only person in the room, a skinny woman with short hair so sparse that Lily could see her scalp. Her skin looked like that of a Bosc pear, a dull yellowish brown, badly in need of lotion. She might once have been beautiful with her defined jaw, high cheekbones, and sensual mouth. Intelligence, maybe too much intelligence, brightened her eyes, as if they could see right through Lily. She shouted, “Ron! She’s here!”

			A tall, muscular man wearing chinos and a sleeveless white undershirt came out of the kitchen. Tattoos covered his arms, the blue ink like a subtle tapestry on his dark skin. Cowry shells tipped his cornrows. He nodded. 

			“Ron will train you,” she said to Lily and then shook her head with slow displeasure. “They said they’d give me someone five days ago. And this is what they send.”

			Ron raised both hands in the air in front of his chest and pushed down, the gesture people use to slow cars. 

			“I’m just saying, it’s hard work. This skinny girl…” The woman shook her head again and headed for the kitchen, her gait bony and jerky like she was in pain, even though she didn’t look much older than Lily. 

			“I’m no skinnier than you,” Lily said to her back. Like rifling through the abandoned toolbox on the freeway, Lily was amazed to find herself deploying more survival tactics, in this case talking back to someone, speaking up for herself, as if her very life depended on it. Which it might.

			The woman stopped, turned, huffed out a short laugh, and walked back.

			Lily said, “I don’t know who you’re expecting, but—”

			“Look, I shouldn’t have said skinny. But you look like the sensitive type and I don’t have time for that. I feed upward of two hundred people every day. Get here by four o’clock tomorrow. Earlier, if possible. Put this on.” She pulled a white apron off a hook and took a paper shower cap and latex gloves out of a drawer. She tossed all of it on a counter next to Lily. “Start with the drink cups, like this.” The woman dipped a ladle into a big metal vat of red drink and poured some into a paper cup. “Put them on the trays and stack the trays. Got it? I’ll be opening the door in five minutes. They have to take the first tray. The first tray. Don’t let anyone tell you they don’t like the looks of that one or want a bigger serving, and they will tell you that and lots more. They take what they get and they move along. One milk and one chocolate pudding per person. That’s it. No exceptions.”

			Lily couldn’t stop herself. She picked up the Dixie cup of red drink and drained it. The woman and the man looked at each other. The man filled her cup and Lily drained it again. She knew she should tell them that she wasn’t the person “they” were supposed to have sent five days ago. But she was too thirsty, and too hungry, to walk away from this vat of red drink and the basins of steaming hot food. She met eyes with the woman and nodded her agreement.

			“Kalisha,” the woman said. She pointed at the man. “Ron.”

			“I’m Lily Jones.” 

			Kalisha looked her over and hitched away. 

			Lily went to work filling the rest of the Dixie cups and stacking the trays. The service area where she worked connected to the community room via a rectangular cutout. On Lily’s side of the window was a propane-heated steam table. Covered stainless steel basins sat in hot water baths. Behind her was the kitchen, a big room with sinks, two refrigerators, an industrial-sized propane stove and oven, and a large work island. Propane cylinders covered much of the floor space. 

			“Excuse me?” she asked Ron, who was washing cooking pots at one of the sinks. 

			He glanced up.

			She wanted to touch the labyrinthine images tattooed on his triceps, as if they were a kind of Braille message. Instead she touched her own scar, the one right under her chin. “Kalisha said you’d train me?”

			Ron stepped around the propane cylinders and out to the service area. He lifted the cover off the first basin of food. The rich aroma of macaroni and cheese wafted into Lily’s face. It was all she could do not to put her face in the glop and eat. The next basin held green beans and the third one a vegetarian dish of root vegetables and tofu with the sharp perfumed funk of cumin. Cartons of milk and plastic containers of chocolate pudding crowded the shelves below the steam table.

			Ron pointed to the refrigerators behind him and then waved his arms in big Xs in front of his chest.

			“No electricity?” Lily guessed.

			He nodded and kicked one of the propane canisters. “D-d-de-de-l-l-l-l-l…” He couldn’t get past the L, and Lily didn’t know what he was trying to say. He returned to his sink and thrust his arms into the soapy water. 

			“Delivered today,” Kalisha said, coming up behind her. “We’ve been cooking with fire in the parking lot until now. This is a major upgrade.”

			“You have water.”

			“We do. Lucky there. Our supply line never broke.”

			“How do you keep the milk cold?”

			“We don’t.”

			“Where do you get the food?”

			“You don’t need to know that. Just serve it.” 

			The juice in all the cups on the top tier of trays sloshed hard. The flatware clattered in its tray. Propane cylinders toppled. The floor dropped and shook. A primitive sound leapt from Lily’s belly and out her mouth. 

			“I don’t even react anymore,” Kalisha said. She paused and looked at Lily with something that might have been kindness. “Girl, you need to get a grip. That aftershock is nothing compared to the rabble I’m about to let in that door. You ready?”
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			As the clients crowded in, Ron showed Lily how to spoon food onto the plastic trays and line them up on the countertop just beyond the serving window. Lily dished out trays as fast as she could and made up answers to the diners’ questions about the weather, the food, FEMA, and herself. She shoved forkfuls of beans and macaroni into her own mouth and no one batted an eyelash at her gluttony. Everyone was hungry. Sweat dampened the back of her T-shirt and her feet ached from walking all those miles, but a full belly calmed her. Kalisha thought she was too skinny, too sensitive, to handle this job and these homeless people, but she was wrong. Lily liked serving nourishing food to hungry people. 

			Kalisha shut the door promptly at five thirty, and by a quarter to six many of the clients had finished eating and were leaving. Lily found a wet sponge in the kitchen and headed out to the dining room. As she wiped down the tables, she asked everyone if they knew her sister, Vicky Jones. Most just shook their heads. Some said, “I’m sorry,” with too much finality. By now, their faces told Lily, people have either turned up or they’re dead.

			But they didn’t know her sister. Vicky found the exception to every single rule. It was her signature personality trait. Lily knew she was alive.

			When she came to a young man, maybe twenty-five years old, holding an infant, she stopped to caress the rose-petal skin on the bottom of the baby’s foot. “Where’s his mom?”

			The father looked up at Lily without expression. His white skin was too pale, his hair too limp, his eyes colorless and flat. “Support beam. Crushed her.”

			“Oh, God, I’m—” Lily turned fast, not wanting him to see her tears. She gathered up as many cartons of milk from the service area as she could carry and took them to the father. He scooped the cartons into his pack with a quick nod of thanks. Lily bent and kissed the little one on the head.

			“Herbert,” the man said. The idea of a baby named Herbert made Lily laugh, and the man laughed, too, probably not at his baby’s name, just seizing any opportunity for levity.

			When Lily finished with the tablecloths, she found a bucket and mop and washed the entire floor. She saw Kalisha glancing at her from time to time with a surprised expression on her face. Yep, skinny and sensitive, but with lots of initiative. When she finished the floor, she tossed her paper hat and latex gloves into the garbage can and peeled off her apron. As the white cloth cleared her head, she saw Kalisha slipping a plastic-wrapped sandwich into the left pocket of an old man’s tweed jacket and an apple into the right one. 

			“You need to handwash that before you leave,” Kalisha said to Lily, nodding at the bunched-up apron in her hands. Lily knew the type: she had to make a harsh remark to counter being caught doing a kindness. “By four o’clock tomorrow. Earlier is always better. We have two hundred people to feed.”

			As much as she wanted to keep pretending, Lily thought she had better tell the truth. “I’m not who you think I am. I mean, no one sent me here.”

			“What do you mean? Who are you?”

			“I just came to eat. And you mistook me because I barged in early.”

			“Now what?” Kalisha said to the daft old man with bulging pockets.

			“I’ll fill in until whoever is supposed to be here comes. I mean, I’d like to. I can be here tomorrow at four.” The church community room already felt like home base in this crazy geography. 

			Kalisha stared at her for a moment before saying, “Do I have a choice?”

			“You always have a choice,” the old man said in a thin, quavering voice.

			Kalisha smiled at him.

			“Maybe you could help me, too,” Lily said. “I came here, from Nebraska, to look for my sister. Vicky Jones. Maybe she’s been to the church? She looks like me, only sturdier. Short, thick hair, dishwater blonde. Her eyebrows are a few shades darker. Her skin is kind of a toasty almond color, like mine. Strong jaw. Great smile. Really beautiful smile.” Lily paused. “Butch. She’s kind of butch.”

			“I know Vicky,” the old man said. 

			“You do?” Relief dropped Lily into one of the folding chairs. 

			“Sure,” he said, as if the odd thing would be not knowing Vicky. Thick, coarse, and shaggy white hair covered his head. Fleshy lids draped over his pale blue, filmy eyes, but the clean-shaven skin on his cheeks was surprisingly smooth, pink, and mobile. He wore white sneakers, gray flannel trousers, a white button-down shirt, a brown tweed jacket, and a bright tie patterned with green and yellow Hawaiian orchids. He held a walking stick in each hand. “She lives next door to me.” 

			“You live on Ridge Road?” 

			“Yes, ma’am. Next door to Vicky. She used to bring me food. Bad cook, but a delightful girl.”

			“Used to?”

			“Everything’s been a bit topsy-turvy since the earthquake.”

			Kalisha smiled again. “That’s one way to put it.”

			“She might be staying at her girlfriend’s house,” he said.

			“You know Sal?”

			“Of course. The hyena lady!” The old man’s watery eyes brightened with pleasure.

			“Do you know where Sal lives?”

			“No. I’m sorry, Vicky’s sister.”

			“This is Lily,” Kalisha said and then waved a hand at the old man. “Professor Vernadsky.”

			“Philosophy,” he warbled proudly. “Fifty-four years at Berkeley.” 

			As he started for the door, Kalisha went ahead to open it for him. 

			“Good night, Professor,” she said and he waved one of his walking sticks at the now empty room.

			Excited to have made contact with someone who knew her sister, Lily scrubbed her apron with soap in one of the kitchen sinks, then rinsed it as well as she could and hung it on a hook to dry. When she came back into the community room, she saw Kalisha sitting at a folding table, on the far side of the room, poring over a sheaf of papers.

			“Bye! I’m leaving now.” Lily waved. In one of his letters, Travis had explained that the gesture of waving had evolved from people showing they had no weapons in their hands. Lily raised her other hand, too, and waved both. Kalisha nodded.

			Lily stepped out of the community room into a light too tender for the ruined urban landscape. What time had it gotten dark last night? How long did she have to figure out where she might sleep? She could never tell Tom that she’d slept in a crashed FedEx truck. Although the thought of his reaction almost made her smile.

			At the bottom of the cement steps, a big girl stood with her legs slightly spread, as if guarding someone in a basketball game. The fat kid looked to be about sixteen years old. Maybe biracial, her skin was honey-colored, and acne covered her face. Her hair stuck out in five-inch-long unraveling braids. Rhinestone barrettes pinned down a couple of the loose braids, and several big loopy curls framed her scowling face. Lily remembered the girl coming through the line. She’d been alone and anxious. She’d asked for extra milk. A manufactured gardenia scent clouded the air around her. 

			“I saw you give that man all that milk,” she said.

			“He has an infant.”

			“I told you I wanted an extra milk. One extra.”

			Lily stepped around the overgrown child and started across the parking lot. She heard the community room door open and turned to see the girl disappear inside. Lily climbed back up the steps and reentered the community room in time to see the girl clump into the service area and grab four containers of chocolate pudding. She cradled her booty in folded arms, like it was a baby, and pushed past Lily and out the door.

			As Kalisha shot after her, Lily waited inside. A moment later, Kalisha returned with the puddings. She dumped them onto the counter. “Did you tell Annie she could have these?”

			“Of course not.”

			“You unlocked the door on your way out. You have to check the lock button every time.”

			“Okay.”

			“There’s no room for error here.”

			“It was unlocked when I came in before dinner.”

			Kalisha gave her a strict teacher stare. “Because I was expecting someone. But really, I don’t need to explain everything.”

			“Sorry.”

			“I’m trying to feed a couple hundred people a day, okay?”

			“You’ve said.”

			Kalisha paused at Lily’s sass. She cocked her head, as if about to mount an offensive, but then just sighed. “That oversize girl does not need extra chocolate pudding.”

			“I saw you give that old man an extra sandwich and apple.” 

			“That’s none of your business.”

			“The girl seems sad. She held those chocolate puddings like they were love.”

			“Chocolate pudding is nothing like love. Be on time tomorrow.”

			Lily left the church a second time, wishing she’d consulted her map inside the building, away from inquisitive eyes. She blinked hard at the dusk light, as if she could bring back the sun. The FedEx truck was beginning to feel like safety compared to her options for tonight. Vicky’s street was two miles from here, up in the hills. She had tried to find it earlier in the afternoon but gotten hopelessly lost. By the time she had encountered the National Guard troops, thirst and hunger turned her around. 

			She sat on the top step of the church’s stoop and pulled the Berkeley/Oakland map out of her backpack. Why hadn’t she thought to ask Professor Vernadsky the route to Vicky’s house? He’d said she used to bring him food. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything; she probably knew he ate at the church. With Vicky, anything was possible. Lily bet she was ensconced in her house, keeping a low profile, figuring out how to thrive in the newly fractured city. That would be Vicky: turning catastrophe into opportunity. Lily closed her eyes and pictured her sister’s ridiculously goofy smile. She would forgive Vicky whatever cockamamie excuses she gave for not getting in touch after the earthquake. She would listen, without an ounce of impatience or judgment, to Vicky’s current exuberances. She badly wanted to try again, right now, to find her house. But the streets were a chaos of downed trees, telephone polls, and mudslides, and if she had been spectacularly unsuccessful navigating them in the daylight, doing so in the dark would be plain stupid. 

			She considered Tom’s solution to her predicament. She found Joyce Renaldi’s place on her map, and it was just a few blocks from Trinity Church. Why did going there feel like she’d been AWOL and was turning herself in? 

			As Lily got to her feet, an exaggerated throat-clearing drew her attention to the big girl sitting on the pavement with her shoulders against the exterior church wall, just below the cement steps. Her eyes were closed and her face was tipped to the sky, a pose of endurance. A scrawny blond boy sat beside her, twirling a coil of dirty hair. His pale skin was even more broken out than hers. He held an orange kitten against his chest. He squinted up at Lily and swatted the girl’s thigh. “Annie.”

			“What?” she pretend-snarled. “What d’ya want?”

			“Someone’s here.” He spoke barely louder than a whisper. Then he pulled up his knees, folded his arms across them, and hid his face. The orange kitten squeezed out of his lap and arched its back.

			“Yeah, I know,” Annie said without looking at Lily. She reached up and secured each of her two rhinestone barrettes. 

			Lily descended the steps and headed across the parking lot as if she hadn’t seen or heard the two kids. 

			“Asshole.” Annie spoke in a calm voice, as if merely saying, Good day.

			Lily couldn’t help turning around. 

			Annie elbowed her companion and said, “Sit up, Binky. Here’s the bitch who wouldn’t let me get your dinner.”

			Binky didn’t raise his head, but he extended a hand to pet the kitten.

			Annie said, “But you had no problem letting the white guy take extra.”

			“He had an infant.”

			“There was a Mexican chick with a baby. You didn’t give her extra.”

			“Operative word: chick. She can nurse her baby. He can’t.”

			“Yeah, well, I have Binky, and I can’t nurse him, either. The pudding was for him.”

			“Binky is a grown boy. He can come to the church for dinner if he’s hungry.”

			“Oh, right. Like he’d survive that zoo.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She rolled her eyes like Lily was the densest person she’d ever met. The boy kept his face between his knees.

			Annie said, “He’s a fag. Obviously.”

			“I doubt the church discriminates.”

			“The church is a building. He gets the shit kicked out of him—by people, not buildings—like every week.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry. She’s sorry,” Annie said to the top of the boy’s head. “She’s sorry.”

			Lily walked over and squatted a few feet away from the kids. “So he’s safer out here by himself than inside with you?”

			Annie looked at a spot of pavement off to the side and shook her head slowly, like she just couldn’t believe Lily’s obtuseness. Then she snapped her gaze back and made challenging eye contact. “Binky doesn’t like crowds.”

			Lily stood up. “Okay. So, you kids are staying in one of the shelters?”

			“Now there’s a brilliant idea. A) The shelters are like the most dangerous places. B) They separate dudes and chicks. C) If he goes into a men’s shelter alone, he…well, use your imagination. Or maybe you really don’t know. But trust me, this boy doesn’t need to be in a shelter. He does need some chocolate pudding.” Annie spoke of Binky as if he were her ward rather than her peer. She elbowed him again and said, “Get up.”

			Binky sprung to his feet and picked up the orange kitten. Maybe fourteen years old, each one of Binky’s ribs showed through his tight white T-shirt. A length of rope held up his jeans. He wore brand-new Air Jordan high-tops, black with untied iridescent red laces. At first Lily thought the shoes had to be about three sizes too big, but then she noticed that the boy’s hands were as big as his feet. In spite of his raw face, mismatched body parts, and overall dishevelment, a dancer’s beauty graced his young body. He put the kitten on his shoulder and held out two hands to pull Annie up.

			“Thanks, Bink,” she said and smiled at her friend.

			Lily walked away briskly, once again trying to air confidence. 

			“Where do you live?” Annie yelled to her back. Then, “Hey! I’m talking to you!” And finally, “Bitch!”

			Lily walked downhill until she came to Martin Luther King Jr. Way, and then she turned right, passing the Big O Tire shop, which had all its windows busted out. After crossing University Avenue, she left the commercial district and entered a neighborhood, marveling at how spring already flourished out here, though it was only March. Beds of flowering impatiens glowed fuchsia and white and coral in the beginning-of-dusk light. Gangly magnolia trees dropped their floppy petals. At home, her clients called in the winter for the occasional pruning job, but most of her work came between May and September. In California, gardeners had work year round. Not that she was thinking of staying.

			Lily tripped on something hard and black. At first she thought it was just another plastic bag of garbage in the street, but the rigid thing had fur, ears, and a tail. She kept moving, walking through the deepening shadows. She missed hearing the helicopters, the droning warp of their engines as they passed overhead, the sense of airborne authority. They made her feel as if someone, somewhere, had a handle on things. The pilots must have landed the choppers somewhere for the night. She pulled out her flashlight and tucked it into the front pocket of her jeans.

			When she got to Joyce Renaldi’s flat, the bottom half of a small Victorian, she stood on the sidewalk, dreading the next part. After she’d left for the airport, Tom had called Mrs. Renaldi, one of Lily’s clients, and asked for Joyce’s phone number. Then he’d called the Fair-Oaks-to-Berkeley transplant, asking if Lily might stay with her. It was so presumptuous of him. They hardly knew her. Joyce, a class behind them, had left Fair Oaks right after high school.

			But where else could Lily go now? She supposed she could go to one of the shelters, but she didn’t like the way Annie had spoken about them, and anyway, she didn’t know where they were. It would be totally dark in a few minutes. 

			Stalling, Lily stroked the long spiked leaf of an iris. There were two tight helixes of deep purple buds shooting from the middle of the plant. Next to it were the dark green glossy leaves of a calla lily. Travis sometimes called her that and once asked if she’d been named for the creamy coil of a flower. She liked calla lilies very much. Elegance balanced their sturdiness.

			The footsteps came quickly and from behind. By the time she realized they were uncomfortably close, it was too late. An arm tightened around her neck and closed off her breath. Lily made a sound that was a cross between a grunt and a gurgle. The assailant jammed his knee into her right buttock and someone else gasped.

			Lily caught a whiff of gardenia. 

			“Come on,” said a squeaky voice from a few feet away. “Please. Just come on.” 

			“She told on me to Kalisha. She gave those milks to that other guy.”

			Lily relaxed her body, tried to impart calm. The girl was surprisingly strong, and yet, for a moment, Lily felt as if Annie were holding rather than restraining her, a desperate clutch at an adult. The arm around her neck loosened enough for Lily to say, “Let go, Annie.”

			Annie stepped around to face Lily. 

			Binky was already running, a fast sprint, the loose red shoelaces flickering like hummingbird wings in the twilight. He disappeared around the corner. 

			“What do you think you’re doing?” Lily asked her. “What do you want?”

			“You’ve got a house.” She jutted her chin toward Joyce’s place.

			“It’s not mine.”

			“I’m hungry.”

			“Didn’t you eat at the church?”

			“All that food is shit. And Binky is really hungry.”

			“That food is not shit. It was delicious.”

			“Shit,” she repeated, but quietly, her lower lip trembling. 

			“Where’s your family?” Lily asked.

			“That’s none of your business.”

			“It sort of is. I mean, you’re mugging me. Your family should be providing you with food and shelter.” 

			It was the wrong thing to say. Obviously, her family wasn’t providing her with food and shelter. Maybe they’d been killed in the earthquake. Support beam, crushed her.

			“Binky and I are hungry. I need money.”

			“You’re barking up the wrong tree. Good night, Annie.” Lily stepped around her and walked up the three wooden steps to Joyce’s porch. She didn’t want to ring the bell until Annie had taken off, so she turned to check.

			The girl hadn’t moved. Lily snapped on her flashlight and shot the beam at Annie. Except for scrunching up her eyes, Annie didn’t flinch. She just stood there with her arms hanging at her sides, hands curled into loose fists, messy braids shooting off her head like shouts. She wore a long red T-shirt over purple leggings, topped by a too-big green army jacket. Her legs splayed out from the knees, her feet pointing in different directions. 

			Lily lowered the beam of light. “You better go find Binky,” she said softly. 

			Annie gaped for another long moment, obviously wishing the incident had turned out differently. She said, “He doesn’t do so well on his own.”

			“Go on, then.” Lily watched the girl lumber slowly down the sidewalk, waiting until she was swallowed by the dark. Then she rang Joyce’s doorbell.
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			Annie sat on the curb and looked out into the black night. She should have at least taken the flashlight off that woman. Now even Binky was gone. She hated when he ran off like that—he was such a scaredy-cat. It took her forever to find him again, sometimes even a couple of days.

			“Binky?” she stage-whispered. If she yelled, she could attract the attention of the wrong person, someone who would force her to go with them somewhere, since she was a minor, and that somewhere would be awful. Twice already adults had “found” her and tried to take her to the police. That was the good thing about the earthquake: turning someone in was much more problematic than it was under normal circumstances. Both times it had been easy to slip out of their grasp and get away. 

			Running away in the first place was the best thing she ever did in her life, a very smart move. Of course, there was the little complication of the worst disaster in the history of the universe, which happened just a few days after she arrived in Berkeley, but that kind of luck defined her life. It was exactly what she should have expected. So no biggie. Fine. An earthquake. 

			In any case, besides the general confusion providing good cover, the earthquake led her to Binky, and Binky was the best thing in her life. Ever. Past, present, future. The amazing part was that she’d told him everything, the true everything. It was like his skinny neediness, his desperate heart-on-his-sleeve way of going through life, forced Annie to be fully honest with him. A lie would snap him in half. He needed to hear pure truth. She thought maybe she was saving his life. She told him he was definitely saving hers, and she thought even that might be true. Together, they would make it. What “making it” meant, they didn’t know, but they spent a lot of time considering the options. Binky wanted an island in the Pacific, a place that was always warm and where you could drink the milk out of coconuts. Usually Annie told him that’s what they’d do, but if he was in a stronger mood, if he seemed relatively stable emotionally, then she told him her plan: to stay right here in Berkeley and open an animal shelter. They would save all the strays, and also rescue the animals that people abused. If they got enough land, they could take in the bigger ones, too, like circus animals who’d been forced to perform their entire lives. Binky sometimes liked that idea and said that staying in Berkeley would be a lot more practical. To be conciliatory in return, Annie said they’d get a vacation island and fly there whenever they wanted.

			She was pretty certain he told her the truth about everything, too. Of course, she had no real way of knowing this. After all, she’d sworn to a million teachers, social workers, neighbors, and other kids that she was telling the absolute unadulterated truth when she’d been lying through her teeth. That test of looking someone in the eye while saying it? She passed every time. It was easy. Lying was the easiest thing in the world.

			The scary part was how good it felt to tell the truth to Binky. She loved how he listened, batting his beautiful gray eyes at her, waving his faggy hands in the air at the exciting parts, even crying at the sad parts.

			“Binky!” she called out again, this time using her whole voice, risking being heard. “Where are you?”

			She hated his being gone. It felt beyond dismal. She wished she had something to eat. Sadness and hunger always felt exactly the same way, and she wanted to fill the hollow in her middle. 

			Annie pushed herself up from the curb and started walking. “Binky!” she called, now loud and repeatedly, as if he were a lost dog. “Binky!”

			Cedar Rose Park, where they’d met the morning of the earthquake and where they still sometimes slept, was close by, so she went there first.

			She heard the squeak of the swing set, the rub of the metal links connecting the chains to the frame, and as she drew closer, she saw a ghostly figure swinging in a short arc. Once she’d teasingly called him Caspar.

			“I am not a ghost!” he had shrieked. “I am not a ghost!”

			She’d said she was sorry. She would never call him that again. She made a point, after that, of telling him how beautiful she thought his paling-to-blue skin was, how she liked the way she could see his veins right on the surface, those baby blue rivers of blood. She’d trace them with her finger and smile at him. 

			Tonight, though, her fear of losing him, even for those few minutes, snapped her tenderness into kindling. “Why the fuck did you run away?” she called across the park.

			Binky pushed off with his feet and swung higher. His right hand held the swing’s chain and his left hand clutched the orange kitten on his lap.

			“Come down off of there,” Annie said, now standing by one of the swing set struts.

			“You went too far this time,” Binky said. 

			“Oh, and you have a better idea? We have to eat. We have to sleep. We need money.”

			“You attacked that lady.”

			“So what? She’s prejudiced. She gave extra milks to some white dude and not to me.”

			“You physically attacked her.”

			“So what!” Annie lunged for the swing chain on its downstroke and grabbed hold. The swing wobbled violently and Binky yelped. Annie seized his forearm and pulled him off the black rubber seat. The orange kitten leapt onto the playground bark. 

			“Let go of me,” Binky said, but his lithe body fell gently against hers.

			Annie wanted to kiss the side of his head, maybe his temple, but she didn’t. 

			“Promise you won’t do that again,” he said.

			“Do what?” There were a number of things he could be referring to.

			“Jump someone.”

			“Okay, I promise.”

			“You said you’ve never lied to me and that you never would.”

			Annie felt trapped for a moment. But then she realized he was right. She should not be assaulting people, if for no other reason than it was bad for her and Binky. She could promise this and mean it. “I said I promise.” 

			Binky scooped up the orange kitten who had been sitting on its behind, front paws neatly parallel, watching the argument. 

			“Let’s walk,” Binky said. They often walked all night. It was safer that way, keeping on their feet, staying awake when it was dark out. They could sleep later, when the sun came up.

			So the two kids set out toward the hills, bumping elbows and hips, sniffling and clearing their throats, but otherwise simply walking.
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			Joyce locked the door behind them and walked to the kitchen at the back of the flat. She lit a camp stove and put on a pan of water. Lily remembered her as one of those smart, bossy, straight-A girls, the type who used jump ropes to play horse on the playground. She was small, compact, athletic, her frosted hair pulled back in a taut and stubby ponytail. 

			“You’re lucky you found me here. I’m staying in San Francisco with Dennis. Why didn’t you text?”

			“My phone is dead.”

			“Call Tom. Let him know you’re not.” Joyce pushed her phone across the kitchen table. 

			“I’m sorry he pulled you into this. I’m sure you have enough on your plate.” 

			“I really do. I have to be back in the city early tomorrow, which means I have to ride my bike in the dark to the ferry dock and catch the first one across. I only came over here to see if you’d arrived.”

			“I’m sorry. I’ll be out of here in no time.”

			“He’s worried. Call him.” Joyce picked up her cup of tea, carried it into the bedroom, and shut the door.

			“Lily!” Tom’s voice sounded as if someone were strangling him, a cross between extreme relief and horrified disbelief. 

			“I made it. I’m at Joyce’s.”

			“Vicky?”

			“I’ll go up to her house tomorrow.” 

			“Sweetie.” He hadn’t called her that in a couple of years. The word sounded coolly medicinal now. She could taste what it was aiming at, how he was trying. “I’m worried about you.”

			“It shouldn’t take long. I’ll be back home in no time.”

			“Joyce told me that people are getting ugly. Attacking people who have stuff. Breaking into houses.”

			“I’ve seen just the opposite. I helped out in a free meals kitchen at Trinity Church this afternoon.”

			“She said that people are forming these things they’re calling Clusters. They’re starting to maraud. You’re out there by yourself, completely clueless about how people are. You always have been.” He paused and added, “I’m not being critical. That’s, you know, who you are. But it only works in places like Fair Oaks.”

			“I haven’t seen any ‘marauding.’” What kind of word was that? “You know, people do sometimes work together. Help each other. Like the bonobos.”

			“Wow.” Tom breathed the word hotly. “Okay. Fine.”

			She knew the wow wasn’t about her defense of humanity.

			“So that’s what this is.” He spoke slowly, accusingly.

			Lily could feel the pause in their entire relationship, a quiet at the center of everything.

			“I’m here to find Vicky. Who lives in the heart of a disaster zone. Who I haven’t heard from since the earthquake.”

			“You said he was moving to Berkeley.”

			“And?”

			“Just a coincidence.” 

			Tom wasn’t entirely wrong. She’d come here to find Vicky. But she might never have had the courage to come all the way to California, in the midst of a disaster, to look for Vicky if she hadn’t been reading Travis’s letters all these years, learning that people can and do take great risks for those they love. His letters had felt like a giant precipice from which she viewed a brighter, more vibrant world. It was also true that his last letter told about his own crisis, and that he was going back to Berkeley. So yes, maybe it was a coincidence. 

			It was also possible that it wasn’t. 

			She forced herself to speak calmly. “Travis was a homework assignment, in case you don’t recall. And Vicky is my sister. My sister. We spend every Sunday with your entire extended family, every single Sunday, and I can’t have a few days to look for Vicky who might be seriously hurt?”

			Even conjuring the picture of an injured Vicky didn’t change his course. “It’s insane to be out there now. Please just come home.”

			“You’re not going to help me with this, are you?”

			“How can I help you? You went on your own.” His voice cracked.

			“I asked you to come with me. You wouldn’t.”

			“Because it was a bad idea.”

			“I love you, Tom.” She waited a beat for this to sink in. “And I’m sorry I had to do this. But I know Vicky is alive and I have to find her. I have to. I’ll come home, I’ll bring her home, as soon as I can.”

			“I don’t like this. Any of it.” His voice switched from emotion-laden cracking to petulance.

			“I know you don’t. I’ll call you later, after I find a way to charge my phone.”

			He wouldn’t say goodbye. She heard only heavy nose-breathing.

			“Tom?”

			More silence.

			“Tom! What? What is it?” 

			“Nothing. Call me as soon as you find her.”

			Lily walked to the closed bedroom door, raised a fist, and knocked. 

			Joyce opened the door and held up a flat hand. “I need to get some sleep. So look. You can stay here for a few nights.” She took the phone from Lily’s hand. “You haven’t asked me for advice. And I wasn’t eavesdropping. But I couldn’t exactly avoid hearing. Don’t go back to Trinity Church. I’ve heard things about that operation. Everything, everywhere, is sketchy now. My advice: check out Vicky’s house, satisfy yourself that she’s not there, get back to an airport, and fly home.”

			“She’ll be there.”

			“A couple of nights.” 

			“Thank you!” Lily said to the shutting bedroom door. “I appreciate you letting me stay here.”

			She lay down on the couch and pulled the sleeping bag Joyce had put out for her up to her chin. She would find Vicky in the morning. They would travel together back to Fair Oaks. Everything would be okay.

			But she couldn’t sleep. She kept hearing Tom’s silences on the phone. For the past few months, he’d been an odd combination of extra attentive and extra distracted. She knew it was about the big fight they’d had, the biggest one of their entire relationship. The weather of that argument still clouded their every interaction. They couldn’t seem to recover. She wished she knew how to get them past the stalemate.

			How can you fight about babies? They’d married straight out of high school because of their eagerness to have a family. They’d picked out names. They’d talked about where they’d go on family vacations, how they’d dress and educate their children. But the children didn’t happen. They’d done all the tests and found no detectable abnormalities. A rare few couples, the doctor had told them, just don’t conceive.

			Still, they had tried and tried, all the while agreeing against adoption.

			Then Lily had changed her mind. 

			“Let’s start thinking of alternatives,” she’d said that night a few months ago.

			“We’re fine as we are. Sometimes you just have to accept circumstances. You’re barren. Or whatever.”

			“What?”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“Barren?” A word from a different century. It was almost as if he wanted to escalate a fight. “The doctor never said it was me.”

			“Okay. Fine. My point is, it’s done.” 

			“Nothing is ‘done.’ We’re only thirty-three.”

			“Why can’t we just move on?”

			“Yes! Move on to other ideas. I’ve been thinking about adopting,” Lily had said.

			“We’ve talked about this.”

			“There are so many children who need homes.”

			“Out of the question.”

			“I like the idea.”

			“Think, Lil. Imagine the problems. Illnesses. Behavior issues. No. Absolutely not. I want my own children.”

			“They would be our own children. Ones we adopt.”

			“No.”

			“Can’t we even talk about it? I thought we wanted a family.”

			“I want my own family.”

			His position infuriated her. It encapsulated everything that made him increasingly intolerable to her: his inability to see outside himself. It wasn’t arrogance. It was a lack of imagination. He couldn’t see beyond Fair Oaks. Or, apparently, even beyond his own DNA.

			“I want children.” All the heartbreak of the past years of trying had stuck in her throat. “Yours, mine, ours. I don’t really care how we get them.”

			That was when he’d dropped what at the time seemed like a total non sequitur: “We’re just really different people.”

			“That’s brilliant. Yes, we’re different people. You’re a man and I’m a woman. I’m a gardener and you’re a locksmith. Yes, we’re different. And now we have a difference of opinion on adoption.” She’d lost control of her decibels.

			“I don’t even know you anymore.”

			The statement had stunned her. For one thing, it was a lie. They’d been friends since they were eleven years old and married since they were eighteen. He knew her. “What are you saying?”

			His face had briefly convulsed. She’d thought it was his sadness about children. He’d shook his head and forced himself to say, “I’m sorry.” 

			Those two words, Lily had thought at the time, they were barren. Final. Empty. He hadn’t looked at her as he’d said them. Both of them were afraid to broach the topic again in the weeks that followed.

			She realized now, lying on Joyce’s couch, that that argument had contributed to her coming to California. The idea of stepping outside her own biology, outside her own niche, excited Lily. Putting her life on the line to help someone she loved felt essential. The years were ticking by. She couldn’t bear the thought that the only thing she’d ever contribute to humankind was planting a few ladies’ gardens.
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“Given our current seemingly endless string of natural disasters, this is a
timely story and a compelling one. Highly Recommended.”
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