
    
    [image: Cover Page Image]

    

    

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.



Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Title Page Image]




		
			For Ed

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			I am indebted to the memory of Les Plesko, whose wisdom and generosity made this book possible, and to Joan Sullivan, for more than I can say.

			My deepest gratitude goes as well to Barbara DeSantis, Mollie Glick, Millicent Bennett, Terry Gillen, Sandra Irwin, Laura Simko, Steven Charnow, Marisel Vera, Karen Karbo, Greg Hrbek, and Nora Linneah Gregory. 

		

	
		
			chapter one

			THE BAY AREA was in the midst of an autumn heat wave, hot, dry, and unnatural. The air electric against my skin, I had the sense that a single match could ignite us all.

			On the front porch, last night’s Halloween pumpkin was collapsing in on itself—as much, I imagined, from the sound of jackhammers as from the heat. Yet another house on our street was being rebuilt into a mansion. It made me fear for the soul of our family neighborhood at the base of Berkeley Hills.

			Downstairs, Eric was shouting at Julia, hysterical in a school-­morning drama of her own making. Behind my bedroom door, in front of the bureau that had been my grandmother’s, I fastened on a necklace of bright beads and tiny skulls.

			It was the first of November, the Day of the Dead.

			As if I had nowhere else to be, I reached for a small silver-framed photo from the clutter on my dresser top—the little boxes that held a piece or two of jewelry, the handmade knickknacks from the kids, the old photos I barely looked at anymore. I had other snapshots of the three of us, but this one was my favorite. My brother, sister, and I were lined up against the door of our old garage, squinting into the sun. Bobby was in the middle in a zippered jacket, his jeans rolled up at the ankle, an American boy of the fifties. On his right, Sara, in a starched dress, looked as if she was ready for anything the third grade could dish out. I was the littlest in the family, no more than three, perched in my mother’s high heels next to my big brother. I brushed the glass where Bobby’s hand rested on my shoulder. There was no special day of remembrance, I thought, no sad, sweet, shared mourning for those who were not dead, but simply gone.

			On the stairs, Lilly called for mommy. I put the photo down. I had two kids to drive to school, twenty-two more to teach, and no more time for my private sorrows.

			Julia rode shotgun, not speaking to her little sister or me, her head bent over a stack of smudged three-by-five cards. She was debating in a tournament at Stanford and had dressed in her most college-worthy outfit—a little gray skirt, a striped preppy blouse, a long cardigan with just the right amount of sag, and a pair of new flats that looked like they pinched her feet. I’d known better than to suggest a more comfortable pair.

			Outside her school, Julia bolted from the car without saying good-bye. I watched her run from us, my small, slender fifteen-year-old with bouncing red-gold hair and an IQ so high it scared me. I could barely admit how relieved I was to see her go, to be alone with Lilly, who at seven still believed I could do no wrong. We love you both the same, we told the kids: a half lie—the love yes, the sameness impossible.

			I drove south through the hills, away from Julia’s expensive school for intellectual superstars, down toward Mountaintop. Despite the lofty name, the little elementary school where I taught and Lilly was a second grader was wedged into a commercial street in the Berkeley flats. My husband and I had helped found the school. We’d raised money, painted walls, and planted trees, transforming a warehouse on San Pablo into a dream we’d had for our children. When Julia started first grade here, I was suddenly free. I had bigger aspirations than returning to my old teaching job. I was going to be a professor with an office and students who could sit still. But Lilly popped up unexpectedly, Mountaintop needed me, and here I was—for now.

			My third-grade classroom was one of the larger rooms, with a wall of windows catching the morning light. As customary, we started the day on the floor, my students and I in a circle on the rug, the kids with their legs crossed, mine folded under my denim skirt. I read to them about El Día de Los Muertos, the holiday of the dead. This morning we were going to make our own small altars, I explained, paint them bright Aztec hues, decorate them with marigolds and clay skeletons we’d make ourselves. In the afternoon, we’d take a field trip to a cemetery.

			As usual, Ben’s hand popped up.

			“What if you don’t know any dead people?”

			I was surprised, but I shouldn’t have been. My students were so young, their parents and grandparents still so young themselves, this seemed entirely possible. Then you can make an altar for a pet, I suggested. Our class goldfish, Kramer—after the character on the Thursday night show—had died the week before.

			A hand rose slowly. I called on Annie.

			“Did you know it’s so hot out because the globe is warming?”

			A couple of the boys tittered. I shot them a look, but Annie had already dropped her head. I was surprised the kids knew anything about global warming.

			“Annie has brought up something really important,” I said, improvising. “So important, I think our class should study climate change.”

			I didn’t want to think why I was plunging into a subject that had no curriculum. All that work to make Annie feel better? Or was it in some way for Bobby?

			Annie’s head came back up. I dismissed the kids to their seats. It was nine ten, and we were on a roll.

			* * *

			LILLY AND I stopped for an ice cream after school. Julia off debating at Stanford, it was just the two of us on gummy Shattuck Avenue in the unseasonable warmth, feeling carefree. At home, Lilly played in the backyard while I sliced carrots and potatoes to the news on NPR. When I finished, I turned down the volume to sit with my feet up, reading the newspaper I’d had no time for in the morning. I was deep into a story about the terrible war in Bosnia, civilians killed in the market, hardly listening to the radio at all. Yet I heard the newscaster say there’d been an explosion on the Stanford campus.

			By the time I reached the radio dial, the report was over. I turned on the television in the family room and started flipping through channels. The story might have been breaking news, but I had to wait until five o’clock to hear it.

			Less than an hour before, an explosion of unknown origin had ripped through an academic building in the heart of the campus. The building had been evacuated. There were casualties.

			I told myself that Julia was safe, that all the kids were, that casualties didn’t mean them, but I was frantic as I phoned my husband. As soon as Eric picked up I blurted out the news. “Just a second,” he said calmly. I heard a click and understood I’d been on speakerphone. “You’re in a meeting.” I pictured his office, lawyers in grays and blues. “I’ll call you back when I know more.” My tone was even, but I wanted to punish him. I wasn’t even sure what he’d done wrong.

			The phone rang almost immediately. It was one of the other debate mothers, who hadn’t heard from her daughter either. She was so agitated that she made me sound calm. “The students aren’t together,” she said. “They’re spread all over the campus, moving separately from building to building to debate all these kids from other schools.” Before we ended the call, I tried once more to reassure her, but I couldn’t even reassure myself.

			Lilly emerged from the backyard hungry. I could barely think. I gave her a graham cracker, and told her she could watch TV in my bedroom. Julia would have been suspicious of my breaking of the no-­eating-upstairs rule, but Lilly took the cracker and ran off before I might change my mind. On the news, they still didn’t know what caused the explosion, but they had an unconfirmed report on the casualties: a professor and a graduate student in critical condition. Two other employees wounded less seriously.

			I shuddered but I couldn’t help my relief. Not a high school debater among the injured. I was about to let Eric know when the phone rang again. Julia was on the line making little sense.

			“I can’t understand you,” I said, the fear in my daughter’s voice making me desperate.

			“I don’t know where I am,” she said. “It’s dark out. I can’t find anyone.”

			I got her to calm down, tell me the story: She’d been away from the center of campus and hadn’t heard anything. When she’d moved to her next round, the building was locked. She’d waited for what seemed like forever, then gotten lost trying to find her way back. Finally she’d found a public phone, but now she didn’t even see any people around.

			My panic was so palpable, she recoiled from it.

			“I shouldn’t have called,” she said. “There’s nothing you can do.”

			It was clear she didn’t know about the explosion. My only thought was to keep her where she was.

			“Give me the number on the telephone. I’ll get the campus police to pick you up.”

			“I see somebody,” she said. “I’m going.”

			She left me holding the phone.

			Lilly came downstairs asking for more graham crackers. I gave her the box and sent her back upstairs. I’d forgotten dinner, the vegetables and chicken still in the refrigerator. I was shoving the pan into a cold oven when Eric walked in. He’d been listening to the updates on the radio on the way home.

			“There must be someone we can call,” he said.

			I threw up my hands. “Who?”

			“The campus police for a start.”

			“For a start?” I heard the shrillness in my voice, but I couldn’t contain myself. “What are you implying? That I didn’t think of that? She said she saw someone.”

			Eric looked exhausted. “Don’t give me a hard time, Natalie.”

			“A hard time?” I shouted. We traded accusations, making little sense. Suddenly there was Lilly in the shorts she’d worn to school, her still-baby-chubby knees bare.

			“Why are you guys fighting?” She had her feet planted on the linoleum as if she were going to take no more childishness from us, but her eyes were wary.

			What could I tell her? That for a moment the heavens had parted to show us a future in which we’d lost one of our babies? “Daddy and I are being stupid,” I said, a hand at my eyes. “No, I’m the one who’s being stupid.”

			Eric pulled me next to him. Lilly squeezed between us.

			“Dinner is going to be really late,” I said, clinging to them both.

			* * *

			WE TRIED not to make a big deal out of picking up Julia when the bus arrived at her school. It could have been any night, parents waiting for their kids in the dark parking lot, just another thing that had to be done. Except that no one spoke or even looked at anyone else, each family grabbing their child and spiriting him or her away.

			Two hours past the usual time, Eric put Lilly to bed. I sat with Julia while she picked at her dinner and told me about her day. After all that had happened, what she wanted to talk about was how upset she was that she hadn’t done better in the final round.

			At eleven, with Julia safely in bed, Eric and I collapsed on the couch. Eric clutched a glass of red wine and wrapped his free arm around me. I rested my head against his shoulder. We’d panicked earlier, but now we’d returned to ourselves, loving and loved, safe in our togetherness. I turned on the late news with the remote, and finally got the full story.

			That day, a little after four o’clock, the head of the computer science department at Stanford University had opened a package addressed to him. The blast from the incendiary device inside had blown off his arm and half his face. The graduate student chatting with him had died on the floor from the massive wound to his chest.

			There had been no malfunctioning generator at Stanford, no chemistry experiment gone awry. It had been a bomb that had caused that afternoon’s devastation on the campus where my daughter had been walking in her new shoes. Someone, some person had done that.

			“I can’t listen anymore,” I said. I clicked off the set and turned to Eric. “Bed,” I said, longing for the sleep that would return us to the safety of our ordinary lives.

		

	
		
			chapter two

			A STORM ten days into the month brought the strange November heat wave to an end. The rain meant no outdoor recess. Lunches would have to be eaten inside, my students and I tethered to one another like convicts on a chain gang. On the fourth day of downpour, the kids grew shifty-eyed, the boys itching like desperadoes who’d been forced to check their guns at the saloon door.

			At the store after work, feeling clammy and sorry for myself, I spent too much on groceries for dinner—a rack of lamb and an extravagant bottle of wine. Once I was past the cash register and home, it seemed worth it, the kitchen filled with the smell of rosemary and garlic sizzling in fat. Lilly drawing in the steam on the window.

			The phone rang, and I knew before answering that it was Eric. When I heard his weary hey, I understood he wasn’t going to be just late. He was going to be ten or eleven o’clock late. I tried to push down my anger, my disappointment. More than good food, I’d been craving conversation, adult life, the pleasure of lingering at the table over a second glass of wine. Eric must have wanted some of that, too. When he apologized, he sounded defeated.

			It was starting. I knew the cycle of Eric’s overworking as well as I knew the seasons, the back-burner cases heating up, the trial dates looming. At first he’d dread the unreasonable hours, the time away from home, the fatigue, but in time he would give in to the drug of overwork, fingers drumming, his gaze gone from us. The children and I would dismiss this stranger, draw into one another until it was over and he turned to the task of wooing us back. The girls would give in at the first sign their real father had returned. It took me longer to forgive the betrayal of all those hours.

			I ate with the kids, feeling sorry for myself. Julia made a show of clearing a few plates before taking off to study. The rain picked up. I sent Lilly to get ready for bed. She came back, reporting a leak in her bedroom. I grabbed a soup pot and followed her upstairs,

			There was no end to the things that needed repairing in our old house. We’d been fearless when we bought it fifteen years before, a 1920s, two-story, Spanish-style stucco, with worn hardwood floors, stairs that creaked, leafy views, and young families up and down the block. We’d updated the kitchen to suit my idea of myself as a cook, and left everything else as it was.

			I moved Lilly’s dollhouse away from the damp spot on her ceiling, put the pot on the floor to catch the leak, and read her bedtime story to the plinking of water on metal.

			“What are we?” Lilly asked, stalling when I reached to turn off the light.

			I asked what she meant.

			She ticked off on her fingers. “Mexican, Jewish, Asian, Catholic.”

			“We’re Californians,” I said.

			“But what else?”

			“There is nothing else,” I said, kissing her good night. Another time, I’d tell her the stories from my side of the family: my mother’s forebears crossing the Sierra Nevada just ahead of the Donner Party; my father’s great-great-grandfather arriving for the Gold Rush and never telling anyone where he’d come from or what he’d left behind.

			After I’d said good night to Julia, I graded papers exactly the way I told my students never to do their homework: in front of the television. A report on the eleven o’clock news made me put down my red pencil. The FBI had tied the bombing at Stanford two weeks before to a serial bomber they’d nicknamed the Cal Bomber for the state in which he operated. Our state. Years on the FBI’s most wanted list, and all they had on him was the composite drawing on the screen. A man in a baseball cap and sunglasses. He looked like everyone and no one. Until Stanford, he hadn’t sent a bomb anywhere in six years. Now he was back.

			I turned off the set.

			Eric opened the front door at eleven twenty, his pinstripe suit rain spattered, the fresh shirt I’d watched him button this morning now limp and clinging to him. He sat next to me, his briefcase sliding to the floor, leaned his head against the couch, and shut his eyes.

			“That bad?”

			“That bad,” he said. “I’m sorry about dinner.”

			“I hate your job.” I meant it. The incessant hours, the every-man-for-himself mentality in the guise of congenial partnership.

			“When the kids are through college . . .” His voice trailed off.

			We’d crossed this territory before. Eric’s conviction that he overworked for us, and mine that we never asked this of him. I never cared about money. My parents were lofty thinkers who drove old cars and took us on vacations to a dusty cabin in the Sierras. My first job out of college was as a temp for two dollars an hour. It got me to an attic room in Paris, with yogurt and French bread for dinner. When I finally trained for a career, it was as a teacher. When I married Eric in my parents’ backyard, my sister and I barefoot with wildflowers in our hair, he was a part-time high school athletic coach. I’d never felt like we needed anything more.

			I brushed Eric’s face with my fingers, and felt the deep creases spreading from his eyes. We were the same age.

			I was quiet for a moment. “Remember when my dad was alive and my mother still had Thanksgiving, when we’d sing ‘Over the River and Through the Woods to Grandmother’s House’ with Julia? And then she’d ask if every pair of trees along I-80 was the woods?”

			He laughed, no memory about the kids too corny for us. I asked if he was hungry. He said he was famished, no time even for lunch. In the kitchen, he picked up the wine bottle I’d bought and looked at the label. “I’m sorry,” he said again. I’d left the bottle out so he would be, but I was finished with that game.

			“Open it,” I said. He ate his reheated meal as if he’d never tasted anything as good. It was nearly midnight, but we talked as if we didn’t have to get up at six in the morning. Together, we’d always had that, the ability to forget about tomorrow.

			I told him what I’d heard on the news.

			“Jesus,” he said.

			“Julia was there.”

			He took my hand. “She’s okay,” he said.

			We weren’t talking about a terrible crime anymore. We were talking about Julia, our high-strung daughter, who wailed day and night as an infant, who later couldn’t tolerate a broken crayon, a wrinkled paper, or the seam on the toe of her socks. Our firstborn read by three, played chess at six, and began writing a novel at seven. Even now, we had to limit the hours she studied, enforce days off. Another mother might have bragged. I worried, and Eric reassured.

			We got in bed, listening to the water dripping in Lilly’s room. “You know what this means,” he said. “We can’t put off getting a new roof another year.”

			I nodded supportively but I didn’t agree. All the roof needed—all I needed—was for it to stop raining.

			Eric reached out his arm. I moved next to him, patted down the hair on his chest, and laid my head there. He was asleep immediately. I don’t know how he did that, awake to dead asleep in an instant, no drifting off.

			I didn’t want to go to sleep. I wanted to stay here, this hair pressing my cheek, the rhythm of this strong heart at my ear, the sound of rain on the window, punctuated by the night groans of an old house leaking at the seams.

		

	
		
			chapter three

			THANKSGIVING loomed and I still hadn’t made a single plan. The simplest and the hardest thing would be to start with Sara. Although my sister and I lived less than a hundred and fifty miles apart, we hadn’t seen each other in two years. Sara didn’t do holidays. She hated driving to the city from her place in Potter Valley. She hadn’t much liked my husband since he put on a suit sixteen years ago to go work as a lawyer. She’d say no, but I’d feel good about inviting her, as if the gulf between us were not wide, as if one day she might join us, and Bobby, too.

			I called from the wall phone in the kitchen while the kids and Eric watched TV in the family room. My sister and I had both been playing our parts for years. Sara did the aging hippie on her plot of land miles from anywhere, rewashing plastic baggies. I was the corporate lawyer’s wife with the evidence of our careless consumption overflowing the bins at the side of the house.

			A few minutes into our conversation, though, Sara threw me a curve. “I thought I’d go down to Mom’s this weekend for her birthday. It’s her eightieth. You should come, Natalie. Mom would like that. The three of us together.”

			“Mother isn’t turning eighty,” I corrected. “She was born in 1916. She’s going to be seventy-nine.”

			We argued for a few minutes, but the number was hardly the point. Seventy-nine, eighty-four, a million. What did it matter? We both knew that all Mother really wanted for her birthday was to hear from Bobby.

			* * *

			ERIC INSISTED I drive his Lexus to my mother’s even though I was more comfortable in my old Honda. There was something about his car, the padding of the seats, the quiet climate control of the ride, the way the windows demanded to be rolled up, that made me feel not quite present. I was driving from Berkeley to Sacramento, but I was in no way connected to the road.

			I pulled off on Stockton Street, the exit for the house I’d grown up in, swearing when I realized my mistake. I’d have to drive through traffic and turn around to get back on the freeway. But, really, what was the rush? There wasn’t any set time for us to gather in the gated community where my mother now lived.

			Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to drive by the old house, I thought, wondering if that had been my aim all along. I turned off the air conditioner, rolled down the windows, and headed toward Forty-Sixth Street. In a car that was not my own, parked in front of the house where my mother no longer lived, I remembered the summer heat of my childhood. Valley heat so intense it burned the grass and shimmered the air, sweat dripping onto my cotton top, my father coming up the walk, his white shirt stuck to his back, his fingers hooked into a jacket thrown over his shoulder, my mother behind drapes drawn to keep out the sun.

			When the heat became unbearable, I’d go across the hall to Bobby’s room in the coolest corner of the house. He had a Boys’ Life room with brown-on-brown-striped bedspreads, shelves crammed with books, a built-in desk stretching under the window, and a small, shady sun porch stacked with more books. He never seemed to mind it when I showed up in his space. He’d let me read from his collection of Superman and Batman comics. I’d sit on the floor between the second twin bed and the wall, a tall metal glass of icy Kool-Aid at my side, my back against the bed, my bare feet resting on the cool plaster wall. I remembered the smell of those comics, the feel of them on my fingers, my big brother building his model planes or playing a solo game of chess, the two of us quietly together.

			A car horn sounded up the street. I snapped to attention, as if the honk had been directed at me. Then I started my own car, and headed to where I was supposed to be.

			* * *

			THE GUARD at my mother’s complex waved me through. He wasn’t doing much of a job guarding, but then I didn’t look like much of a robber, a middle-aged woman in her husband’s shiny car, a present for her mother gift-wrapped on the seat beside her.

			Even though my mother had lived here four years, I still struggled to find her condo among all the other pale-colored units surrounded by artificially green lawn.

			“You shouldn’t have come,” she said at the door. “I told Sara not to, but she had a bee in her bonnet.” My mother had graduated first in her class from Berkeley, traveled the world, and danced at the White House, but at heart she was still a girl from the Sacramento Valley. She looked like an advertisement for the golden years—tall, broad shouldered, and smooth faced, her once-salt-and-pepper hair now a stylishly cut white. She wore expensive slacks, a crisp white blouse, and a red cardigan with gold buttons. A pair of heavy gold bracelets jangled on her wrist.

			I felt suddenly sloppy in my jeans and T-shirt and the unbuttoned, flowing blouse I’d grabbed at the last minute. I lacked what my mother had always had, the ability to dress well without thinking about it. She waved me toward the bone-colored couch. “Sit, I’ve made iced tea.” She refused to let me help her, and I felt like what I was, a visitor in my mother’s house.

			When she went for the tea, I circled the living room. I still couldn’t get over her new place, the white walls, the sterile rooms, the absence of family history. My mother had taken almost no furniture from the house where she had lived with and without my father for forty years. She’d put the photographs away, the framed black-and-whites of my parents’ life in politics: my mother and father with Governor and Mrs. Brown, with Adlai Stevenson, with John F. Kennedy. My father a young man beside Eleanor Roosevelt, who is smiling at him instead of the camera.

			“I miss the old stuff,” I said when my mother returned.

			“God, I don’t,” she replied, putting our iced tea on coasters on the pristine coffee table.

			I looked at my mother. She could have stepped out of a 1940s movie. She was never like the other mothers, nagging, waiting for you to come home. She spoke to five-year-olds as if they were college graduates. As usual, I didn’t know what to say.

			When Sara barged through the door a moment later, I was actually relieved.

			“Man, I don’t know how you do it,” she said to me. “I just can’t do traffic anymore.” She waved her fingers. “All those people in their miniature tanks.” She knitted her brows. “That’s not your car parked outside, is it, Nat?”

			“It’s Eric’s,” I said, repressing the urge to curry favor with her by adding that I still had my same old Honda.

			She looked older than when I’d last seen her. The long, wavy hair she tied behind her neck was now more gray than brown. The lines around her eyes were deeper, the flesh on her neck looser, but her body looked as lithe as it had been in her high school cheerleading days. She wore a short, khaki-colored cotton shift, her legs tanned and muscled, a T-shirt, a bulky sweater, and flip-flops. Only Sara could drive for two and a half hours working the stiff clutch of an old Volvo in those floppy rubber sandals.

			My sister had started college as a sorority girl and finished as an earth mother dishing up brown rice to a houseful of hippies. She graduated, bought a skirt and blouse, and the next thing I knew, she was a social worker with a car and her own apartment overlooking Lake Merritt. Her new life had seemed so glamorous to me that I fantasized about getting a county job of my own when I got out of college.

			After a few years, Sara moved north for a succession of jobs in ever more remote towns, until she settled in Potter Valley. I wasn’t even sure how she lived anymore—whether she worked or not. Sara didn’t like explaining herself any more than she liked getting mired in the quotidian activities that burdened the rest of us.

			“You look good, Natalie,” she said after our embrace. “Prosperous.”

			It was her way of saying I’d gained a few pounds. I tried not to feel hurt. Sara was Sara. She had her nightgown stuffed in a brown paper bag to spend the weekend with our mother.

			We had lunch in the dining room on my mother’s new blond-oak table. She’d divided the contents of the old house among her three children according to a plan that was hers alone. The Oriental rugs, Stickley dining table, and the china went to me, the matching sideboard, the glassware, and Roseville pottery to Sara, the framed etchings to Bobby, who lived alone in a one-room shack without electricity or plumbing.

			Out of old habit, I pressed my thumb against the handle of my fork, but there was no embossed flower to imprint into my flesh. This wasn’t my great-grandmother’s silver, I suddenly realized, the silver my mother had taught me to polish because Sara always refused. She said it was a waste of time. But I loved watching the tarnish go away, working next to my mother as she passed on the family stories: how my great-great-great-grandmother Kristin had crossed the Sierras in a covered wagon carrying a silver spoon from her mother. How years later, her granddaughter Lillian had swept into Gump’s in San Francisco with the same spoon and ordered the pattern remade in a service for sixteen. One day, my mother used to tell me, the set would be mine to pass on to my own daughter.

			Until that moment, I hadn’t understood it was gone.

			I took a bite of salad, but I couldn’t swallow. Four years after the fact, the cold logic of what my mother had done choked me. She might have bequeathed me the story of Kristin and Lillian, but she’d handed over their sterling to Bobby. She’d given him what he could easily sell.

			“You’re not eating,” my mother said.

			I was forty-eight years old. There was nothing to say. I took another bite.

			We had coffee and cookies for dessert. Neither Sara nor I had thought to pick up cake—not that my mother would have cared about one. She hated fuss.

			I kissed my mother good-bye at the door, and Sara walked me to the car. “Did you ever think Mother would choose to live in a place with a little guard and an up-down thing?” Sara waved her arm like a crossing bar.

			“I never thought she’d move from the old house,” I said. “I never thought she’d do a lot of things.”

			Sara squinted at me. “What’s up with you today? Where’d you stash your usual Chatty Cathy self?”

			Her remark caught me off guard. Sara wasn’t particularly attuned to other people’s emotions. If I ever had to survive the crash of a small plane in the Alaskan tundra, there’s no one I’d rather have at my side. But I wasn’t bleeding, freezing, or starving. I was standing beside Eric’s Lexus parked behind a bed of perfectly maintained pansies.

			“I don’t know,” I said. I doubted that Sara would understand. I’d believed my mother when she told me the story of the spoon that Kristin brought with her into California from a home and a family that she would never see again, a spoon remade into a set that passed from daughter to daughter. I’d believed it meant something about family and the history we pass on. Maybe I’d confused it with love.

			Sara gave me a quizzical look as she pulled a small purple pipe and lighter from her shift pocket and cupped them in her hand. She checked behind her. Then she lit her pipe and took a deep, pungent drag.

			I stepped back from the pot smoke, agitated, aggrieved. “Did you know Mother gave Bobby the family silver?”

			“Maybe she wanted him to set a lovely table,” she said when her lungs had cleared.

			My laugh was dry. I wished I hadn’t said anything.

			“You need to let it go,” she said. “They’re just knives and forks. And Mom will never accept that Bobby is what he is.”

			“What he is, is a monumental loser,” I said, surprising myself. I never spoke about Bobby that way.

			“He’s not a big-time lawyer. I’ll give you that.”

			I let that go. “Don’t you think about him?”

			She shrugged. “He’s just some person out there. I cultivate my own garden.”

			I pictured her in a straw hat, holding a hoe. It made me smile. But neither one of us was being truthful. There was a vanishing at the center of our lives, a brother gone so far from us that he had all but disappeared. Not just some person out there. Not a loser, but painfully, inexplicably lost.

		

	
		
			chapter four

			I WAS TEN YEARS OLD, and my world was about to end. I had one brother and Princeton was taking him from me. They were going to pay his way. They’d even pay for his toothpaste. A professor from the math department called our house in Sacramento to tell Bobby he’d have a ball there.

			At another house, the invitation might have been a bigger deal. At ours, going to Princeton meant you couldn’t go to Berkeley.

			Berkeley was an idea to my family as much as a university, the summit of a statewide system second to none, a place where kids arriving on Greyhound buses with thirty dollars in their pockets could get the finest education the country had to offer. It was an idea my father, as a political strategist and a top aide to Governor Pat Brown, had helped make real. The proposal he shepherded had a dull name, the Master Plan for Higher Education, but there was nothing dull about the outcome: the best in public higher education, accessible to all Californians tuition-free, four new state colleges, three new university campuses, Berkeley rated first in the country. But my brother chose Princeton. “Smaller classes,” he said.

			“You’ll hate the snobbery,” my father said.

			“He’s only sixteen. I worry about him going so far away,” I overheard my mother tell my father. But neither parent said he couldn’t go.

			Since they weren’t going to stop my brother, the job fell to me. When I wandered casually into his room, Bobby was at his built-in desk under the window, constructing one of his model planes. He made his models from scratch with balsa wood, using the instructions printed in a book with minuscule type. He hung the finished planes from the ceiling, even the one that Mother hated. It was a red-nosed Japanese Zero. He’d constructed the cockpit from tiny bits of plastic, and I’d been in his room for the argument. “Those planes attacked us at Pearl Harbor,” my mother said. “I don’t want to see one displayed.”

			“It’s not the plane’s fault it belonged to the enemy,” Bobby had said.

			The Zero with the bright rising suns stayed. Bobby was the only person in the family who could ever win an argument with Mother.

			I readied my case as I sat crossed-legged on his bed in shorts, the raised stripes of the bedspread pressing against my bare legs.

			“What’s up, chipmunk?” he asked, his pale, steady hands affixing one tiny sliver of balsa to another.

			“It’s about Dad,” I said.

			“What?” Bobby sounded surprised, as if I might know something he didn’t.

			“He’s going to be really hurt if you don’t go to Berkeley.”

			“Dad will be fine,” Bobby said, turning back to his plane.

			I arranged the pillow behind my back, lifted my head to the planes suspended from the ceiling. Bobby was right. Dad never seemed anything but fine. Aiming for nonchalance, I watched the models on their slender wires float slowly in the breeze. “I heard that at Princeton the rich kids smash the model planes of the poor kids.”

			His head bent over his work, Bobby nodded. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll leave them here.”

			I recognized the tone. It was my father’s: kindly, amused, a tone used exclusively on me, the permanent youngest. If my brother moved far away, I wouldn’t be able to bear it, but I suddenly hated him the way I hated Sara, who never let me near her room, her friends, or her things.

			“Mom says you’re too young to go to Princeton, and nobody there will be your friend.”

			I spoke like that to my sister every day. I’d use anything on her, stuff I’d overheard, made up. But Bobby wasn’t Sara. My chest heaved from the weight of what I’d said, the truth at the heart of my lie.

			“I was thinking you could visit me sometime,” he said. He didn’t seem angry about what I’d just said. He sounded the way he always did, serious, thoughtful, and easy. “Fly out alone when you’re twelve or thirteen.”

			You could build a nation on Bobby’s promises. I pictured it: me flying across the country by myself, sitting by the window, eating lunch off a tray, carrying my suitcase off the plane. I’d wear nylons and straighten them on the tarmac.

			I let Princeton have him. When he came home at Christmas, my mother said he was too thin. I asked him if we could move up my visit by a year. He said he’d think about it.

			When Bobby returned for the summer, I went with my parents to the airport. He didn’t look like himself anymore. His hair was scraggly, his neck so scrawny that his Adam’s apple looked enormous, his skin gray in the fluorescent light of the terminal. When I rushed to throw my arms around him, he didn’t laugh or call me chipmunk or squirt. At home, he slept late into the day, and I no longer read comic books in his room.

			“Bobby’s different,” I complained to my mother.

			“That’s just the way college kids are,” she said.

			My father didn’t seem to think so. He wanted Bobby out of bed and doing something. I heard my parents arguing about it.

			Sara said it was Bobby’s problem if he was unhappy at college.

			When I went to Girl Scout camp, Bobby wrote that he envied my sojourn in the wilderness. It was the first time he’d ever said he envied something about my life and I wanted camp to last all summer. In September, Bobby went back to college, Sara began her new life as cheerleader, and I started sixth grade.

			Two months later, Bobby came home.

			“It’s not Christmas,” I said to my mother. “It’s not any other holiday. How come Bobby’s home?” I should have been overjoyed, but instead I was cautious. Something was wrong with my big brother, and I didn’t understand why no else noticed.

			“He needs to rest,” my mother said.

			The next week, his belongings came in boxes in the mail.

			He stayed in his room all day. His door was closed to me, but I didn’t care as much as I once would have. I had my own life now. I hung out at the shopping center with my friends and wore lipstick behind my mother’s back. My mother was now someone I had to get around.

			Sara was hardly ever home. She was either at school, cheerleading, or going somewhere in a car driven by a boy.

			At night, Bobby ate with us silently, looking only at his plate. Other than Sara and me, no one in our family had ever done much arguing. Now Bobby and my father battled constantly, their voices loud and desperate.

			I argued with my mother about wearing makeup, about going places with my friends. We fought about my hair, the red hair I hated. Finally, I bought a six-pack of black dye capsules and used them all at once. I was on my way out the door with my new raven hair when my mother stopped me.

			“You’re not going anywhere until you wash that crap out of your hair.” She actually said crap.

			“It’s my hair,” I said. “You can’t stop me.”

			When she ordered me back upstairs, it drove me over the line.

			“You’re just jealous because your hair is gray and ugly. You look like Daddy’s mother.”

			It wasn’t true. My mother may have refused to dye her prematurely gray hair, but she was still young and beautiful. But there was something special about my father. His looks, his effortless glamour, had an immediate effect on women. They lit up for him. Even I had seen it.

			I’d wanted to hurt my mother, and I sensed I had. I blamed her for the changes in our family I couldn’t even see had taken place.

		

	
		
			chapter five

			I BURROWED DEEPER under the covers. Sunday meant I could sleep as late as I wanted, as the girls would permit. But there was so much to do. Christmas vacation was only a week away. I had to finish shopping, get started on the cards, order Lilly’s doll. I needed to firm up holiday plans with my mother. We might have let her back out of Thanksgiving, but there was no way she was getting out of Christmas.

			I heard Julia’s footsteps on our bedroom floor. She climbed in next to me. “Mom,” she said, touching my shoulder. Her voice was tremulous. I turned over, looked at her. She’d been crying. I asked what the matter was.

			“I wish I could still believe,” she said. “It’s so sad when it’s gone.”

			“When what’s gone?” I asked, brushing the hair from her face. My mother said we indulged the kids too much. I didn’t remember ever crawling in bed with my parents. That bedroom door was shut.

			“The magic,” she said.

			I wanted to laugh, but she looked so serious. I pulled her close, and said I understood, sensing she was going to keep this up for a while. No one could suffer a loss of faith like Julia. What she needed was an older sister like Sara to toughen her up. Sara once had told me every gift I was getting for Christmas. I don’t know how she knew. I’d had my hands over my ears but she couldn’t be stopped. At Julia’s age, I wore high heels to Christmas dinner, my father and brother in jackets, my mother and sister in dresses and pearls.

			I couldn’t remember the last Christmas my parents and the three of us kids had all been together. I must have been in college. The holiday wasn’t remarkable. I had no idea that my brother would soon stop coming, that I’d barely ever see him again. In the past fourteen years, I’d seen him just once, by accident, six years ago.

			My mother was still living in the house on Forty-Sixth Street, the house I thought she’d never sell. The girls had coveted these velvet Christmas dresses we’d seen at Macy’s. I’d wanted them, too. Holly red for two-year-old Lilly, midnight blue for nine-year-old Julia. The finery had led somehow to a visit with my mother. The girls and I drove from Berkeley to Sacramento, to the old house on a Saturday, just for the day, the kids decked out in their new dresses.

			We had lunch in the dining room where I’d eaten as a girl, a lady’s lunch with china, embossed silver, and white lace, Lilly eating without a spill. Afterward, we went into the living room. The girls banged on the piano. The doorbell rang, and suddenly there was my brother standing at the edge of the room, a slight man, stooped, in a threadbare jacket, his hair graying and wild.

			The girls stopped their banging to stare. I rose from the couch. Bobby and I hadn’t seen each other in years. He’d refused to come home even when our father was dying. It astonished me that he’d left his cabin in the wilderness to come here.

			He didn’t move from his spot beside the door. I couldn’t move either, but our mother was a frenzy of animation, her eyes crazy with joy. “Bobby, what a wonderful surprise,” she said. “You’re here, and Natalie and the children! Come in, come in.”

			Our mother, a dignified woman who did not laugh easily, was carrying on like a southern belle, giddy, flushed, scampering to the kitchen to gather refreshments. I went to my brother, throwing my arms around him. His clothes smelled of his unwashed life. His arms stayed at his side. As I pulled away, humiliated, terrified, he lightly touched the top of my hair.

			“Sit,” I said, pointing to the overstuffed easy chair. When he did, I realized he was in our father’s chair.

			“I can’t believe you’re here,” I said. “What brings you? I mean to California,” I added too quickly. As far as I knew, he still lived three states away in Idaho on land none of us had seen, purchased with his share of the inheritance from Dad.

			“Research,” he said, as if he still were the assistant professor he once had been.

			I suspected he’d come to ask Mother for money.

			“Julia,” I said brightly, motioning to where she stood aloof, “come say hello to your uncle.” I didn’t add, although she knew, and godfather. She moved partway to stand beside me, a Victorian child in a fancy dress, long red hair down her back. She was clearly condemning, not of Bobby but of me. I hadn’t provided her with an uncle like the ones other girls had.

			“Hello,” she said, afraid to approach him.

			“Math is Julia’s favorite subject,” I chattered as if he were some friend of my mother’s who’d dropped by unannounced.

			“It is not,” she said.

			I turned to her. “You can watch TV in Gram’s room.”

			Lilly toddled over, a red velvet cherub. She planted herself in front of Bobby, stuck a finger up her nose, and studied him. She was trying to get a reaction. The finger thing always worked at home, but Bobby barely looked at her.

			“You my uncle?” she asked.

			“And take your sister with you,” I said to Julia, who hadn’t moved from my side. Lilly protested as she was carted off, the only one of us in the room who wanted to stay.

			I dropped to the couch across from him, my heart pounding. My brother gazed at the rug, his handsome face collapsed. I could see that his teeth hurt. His eyelashes were still long. I used to touch them. Make a butterfly, I used to say, and he would, batting them against my chubby fingers as I laughed.

			“Why haven’t you answered any of my letters?” My voice shook. I was afraid to hear him say he cared nothing about me, never had.

			When he finally spoke, his voice surprised me. His answer took that long. “It’s better that you don’t write,” he said.

			I rubbed the face of my watch. Bobby had taught me to tell time. He let me wear his watch to school. Even then, the mechanics of hours and minutes meant nothing to him. He talked about trains in outer space, fathers younger than their children, the universe in the tip of a pencil.

			All I could say aloud was “It’s been so many years. Are you okay?”

			There was another silence before he said, “I’ve made my choices.”

			Finally, my mother returned, pushing a mahogany trolley with a glass top. My parents had served their cocktails on that cart. As much as I had ever wanted anything, I wanted a drink right then, but instead the trolley held my mother’s rose-patterned china coffeepot, the matching cups and saucers, and, incredibly, her three-tiered plate stuffed with cookies and chocolates.

			“Black?” my mother asked Bobby. He didn’t answer. “Black,” she repeated cheerfully. “I taught all my children to drink their coffee black.”

			Bobby reached for the cup, his hand shaking—the same hand that had drawn me a map of the United States, from memory, freehand, as I watched. Every state line perfect. Every capital named. He was fourteen, two years away from being a National Merit Scholar. I was eight. Forty years later, I still had that map in my dresser drawer.

			Bobby gulped his coffee as if he were freezing inside. My mother placed mine on the end table next to me, but I knew I could not lift the cup. I joined Bobby in staring at the rug as Mother kept on chattering. The rug was Oriental, large enough to fill the room, deep blue with black and red geometric flowers. We’d played trains on it, Bobby and I, his set handed down to me, with pieces of wood track that notched together, the trains going this way and that.

			“Do you remember the trains?” I asked, using my hands to describe them.

			When he didn’t answer, I said, “I loved those trains.” It was the closest I could get to telling him how I still felt, would always feel about him.

			He stared at his lap, saying nothing, a ghost with warm breath. I wanted to plead: tell me what happened to turn you into this strange person. Instead I looked away, my eyes and throat burning. I was afraid of not being able to rise to my feet, but then I was up. “We have to go,” I said.

			My mother looked stricken. I realized, a moment too late, as I stood there, that she’d just been saying she didn’t want Christmas presents from us, that this afternoon was her present, her oldest and youngest together, both of us visiting for no special reason.

			There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t stay. I collected the girls, who were more than ready to leave. We said good-bye to Gram, and made a show of saying good-bye to Uncle Bobby.

			I stood above the chair where Bobby sat, his hands on his bony thighs, my father’s chair. I leaned down, touched the side of his face, his gray stubble bristling my fingertips, and kissed him on the cheek.

			My arms still wrapped around Julia, now dozing beside me in bed, I counted back. That kiss on the cheek was the last thing my brother and I had shared in six years.

			Yet, Bobby was always in my life, in memory, in the waiting that I no longer recognized as waiting, in the dream of his return, my brother magically restored, everything as it should be.

		

	
		
			chapter six

			I WAS FIFTEEN MINUTES and two years late for a mammogram, flushed and breathing hard. My doctor’s office had called to inform me about my two-year tardiness. Cowed, I accepted the first available appointment. Two days before Christmas vacation, I took the morning off from work.

			I signed in at the reception desk and sat in a line of gray, padded armchairs. I tried to focus on all I had to do to get ready for Christmas. Lilly’s doll was on the way, and I’d taken care of Eric’s family, but I had nothing for Julia, Eric, or my mother. Sara and I no longer exchanged Christmas gifts since we’d given each other the exact same sweater four years ago and Sara said, “It’s a sign to cut the crap.” The last gift I had gotten Bobby was ten years ago. A flannel shirt. He’d sent it back unopened.

			A television tuned to a morning talk show hung from the ceiling. A pair of high-cheeked, short-skirted women who were probably never late for their mammograms chatted on the set. I turned to the pile of magazines on the table next to me, chose a Newsweek, and flipped through its wrinkled pages. I stopped at a story about the Cal Bomber. Over twelve years, this terrorist with a grudge against the modern world had killed three California academics and maimed sixteen others. Fingers, hands, whole arms, parts of faces, eyes, ears gone. His latest attack so close to where Julia had been. I couldn’t read any more. I put the magazine back.

			A nurse in a flower-printed smock opened the door and called my name.

			“Are you ready for Christmas?” she asked brightly as she squashed my right breast between the X-ray plates.

			My eyes watered from the pain.

			“Did everything look all right?” I asked when she was finished.

			“Your doctor will notify you,” she said.

			I walked toward the door, holding my paper smock to keep it around me. “No,” I said. “I’m not ready for Christmas.”

			It was ten thirty when I got home. I spooned chocolate ice cream from the carton. I didn’t have cancer. I’d be ready for Christmas.

			I thought of calling Eric just to hear his voice, to talk about nothing. We could plan dinner. But he was so busy. I had two hours before I had to be at work, just enough time to write some Christmas cards. I’d toss in a school picture of each girl. Everyone doing well, no big news. Tucked in with last year’s cards, the ones I’d kept to answer this year, was Bobby’s letter.

			It wasn’t addressed to me. My brother hadn’t written me in fourteen years. I doubted he ever even thought of me anymore. But at the end of last year, he’d sent my mother a six-page missive in a tiny, cramped scrawl, detailing his thoughts about the assault of technology and the desecration of the environment six years before the approaching millennium. My mother had xeroxed it and sent it to Sara and me as if it were a Christmas letter from a brother in the army. I hadn’t taken the time to more than glance it. All those nearly impossible-to-decipher words that told me nothing about how my brother was doing.

			I needed to get going on the Christmas cards. I don’t know why I started reading my brother’s letter instead. Maybe it was out of guilt that I hadn’t read it in the first place. Maybe it was out of the same old desire to find something I knew wasn’t going to be there, even in a glimmer.

			My brother began with complaints about his health, his creaky knees, his sensitive stomach, his failing eyesight. The inadequacy of drugstore eyeglasses. He moved on to the pettiness of daily life, his battle with the creatures who tried to eat his food, a chain that had broken on his bicycle. Halfway down the first page, possibly in response to something Mother had written him, he started to rant: The California that you and Father claimed to believe in has been largely destroyed by its avaricious embrace of technology at the expense of its people and its environment.

			Then he dropped any pretense of a mother on the receiving end of his letter.

			Modern society fueled by ever more rapid developing technology is killing the human race along with the planet we inhabit. While the actual demise of humankind is in the future, the psychological damage is already upon us. Technology does not serve us. It is our master.

			There was so much in this vein that it was hard to keep going. In a so-called classless society like America, socialization—following the orders of parents, teachers, bosses, and the like—is more insidious than in stratified societies. If you can’t make it in America or its apotheosis, California, the problem must be yours. You need a shrink, medication that dumbs you down to living on the street.

			In places, Bobby’s handwriting was impossible to read. He left out commas, any intimation of hope. He disdained politicians, the left and the right. He favored anything that made the world economy more fragile, more susceptible to meltdown.

			He wrote that the entertainment industry was an arm of the power structure serving to keep modern man in a mindless stupor of television, movies, and video/computer games more numbing than drugs. He was convinced that the newest products of consumer technology were the most insidious—that home computers, the Internet, even car phones were poisoning our innermost lives.

			I read and reread paragraphs that hovered on the edge of coherence. His words sounded right for a political treatise. Maybe I might even have agreed with some of them. But I wasn’t interested in reading a discourse. What I wanted was Bobby.

			My brother lived in the wilderness, liberated from the technology he hated, but he didn’t sound free.

			I rubbed my breast, still aching from the mammogram. I had to get to work. My students would be getting antsy. Even a half day with a sub stretched their tolerance for change in their routine.

			I replaced my brother’s letter in its envelope, stacked it with last year’s cards, and put the whole heartbreaking mess away.

			* * *

			ON THE TWENTY-SECOND of December, Julia got her SAT scores in the mail. I hadn’t wanted her to take the test this early. She was only a sophomore. “Let up on yourself,” I’d said.

			“Mother, this isn’t the seventies,” she’d answered, pale with disgust, “when any idiot could get into college.”

			She opened the envelope in front of me, staring at her scores, her face unsmiling.

			“It’s only the first time you’ve taken the test,” I said. Julia was always so hard on herself.

			She thrust the report into my hand. “Thanks for your high opinion of me,” she snorted. I saw the 800, and the 790. I should have yelped with joy, scooped her into my arms, but I was suddenly furious. I handed her back her scores. “Don’t ever use that tone of voice with me again,” I said.
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