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Chapter 1: End of Summer
Went to a party down a red dirt road
There were lots of pretty people there

Reading Rolling Stone, reading Vogue

“California” Joni Mitchell
Alma rose out of the pool. She took slow steps dragged by the water and her fatigued muscles. The air was hot and dry. Her brother immediately started catcalling. His friends joined in.


“You didn’t tell me she was a hottie, Joe.” His youngest friend Brad said. Brad was not bad himself, and if but for his politics Alma might have even answered back, nastily of course but at least giving him some attention. She knew her brother was just trying to get a rise out of her. Seventeen years of cohabitation taught her to largely ignore anything coming out of his mouth.

It wasn’t just habit that prevented her from hearing much the less listening to the passel of newly minted high school sophomores lounging around in their brightly colored Bermudas with diet Tab cans full of Bud. She was thinking of the letter that was lying open on the floor of her room. She trudged into the kitchen and grabbed a plate, piled it with cut pineapple from Esperanza’s endless load of fruits and vegetables in the fridge (she was trying to get the family to eat low-cal so she wouldn’t’ be tempted, but since she had to stock the shelves with her employer’s junk food tastes this was futile.) Alma walked slowly up the stairs. Despite the air conditioning, the soft ply of the woven rug and the muted lighting, the inside was dark and heavy and she really had swum too much.
She languidly flopped on the bed, picking at its bits of old quilt. Her room was her haven from her mother’s obsessive interior decorating. The clean surfaces of the living room, the plastic track leading from the pool to the kitchen, the kitchen to the den, the den to the stairs, the stairs to the kid’s rooms… the cold leather couches and curtains with just the right number of loops over the window. Alma knew there was a word for those loops but she didn’t care. Her room had a smelly antique rug over the creamy expensive stuff her mom had installed last year all over the house. The rotten couch her mother hated, it had pits in it and was a type of fake velvet, was her favorite after school reading hide out. She had bought, and actually framed, some posters of Cuban theater. She had finally taken down her Bob Marley and Sex Pistols posters, No man is an idol, she thought vaguely to herself. The sun had baked her brain.
The phone rang, it was Perry from soccer. She wanted to go hot-tubbing tonight. Get baked in the car. Alma told her about the letter. Perry was excited, wanted to celebrate. 

“I was waitlisted. It’s so embarrassing.” Alma picked at her fingers. She chained an anklet on and grabbed the nearest Indian skirt from her floor. She had made a pact with Esperanza to let the cleaning guy in here only once a month. It was a compromise from her mother’s enforced every day cleaning, and with this house it meant the guy couldn’t even get around the entire house in one day. He could do a few rooms one day, a few the next, so on. Alma vowed that in her house, she wouldn’t have any help, she’d do it all herself. Not because she would be poor, but because she didn’t want to burden someone else with her mess. I made it, I’ll clean it up.
She peeked in her Dad’s study but knew he was playing golf. Both parents weren’t there, her mother at some meeting, her dad sporting. Just to cover her ass she left a note on the fridge that she took the Disposable car (the Tercel).

It was dusk, pure, mottled dark beige colors blending everything into a colorless black and white that will turn into color again once the streetlights came on. She pulled the car out of the garage, a piddly manual rusted, next to Joe’s Jag and two empty spots where her Mother’s Town Car would be, next to her father’s Launcha. She liked to drive with the windows down, no air conditioning. She felt a pang that she’d miss this, the slowness of a drive at dusk. The traffic noises suspended over their neighborhood. She got on the freeway and felt her hair fly around the car. It had reached a critical length where it didn’t tickle her nose in the wind. Low riders passed her, young kids dragging in tricked-out Integras, their vanity stickers plastered all over the back window. She pulled off of Alpine drive in Portola Valley and careened around suburban streets she knew so well. Perry’s mother lived in a townhouse nestled in these brown hills, an escape for an attractive psychiatrist divorcee and her grown daughter.
Perry wore her suit under a sarong. She pulled on a tank top and grabbed small mirrored, cotton bag.  After driving down to the south bay again Alma and Perry stopped at their first apartment complex, hiked their skirts up and climbed over the gate, walked nonchalantly through the manicured pedestrian paths to another small gate, which they effortlessly passed over, to drop their stuff and descend into the bubbly depths of the community hot pool. Perry pulled out her pipe and took a hit, followed by Alma.
“OK, Alma, I don’t get it. Why don’t you want to go to Princeton?”

Alma started coughing, took a swig of Evian and another hit.

“No stalling.” Priya floated her body up in the pool and plucked at her bikini bottoms. “I’m getting fat. We’re going to get fat in college. Everyone gains weight.”

“Who cares?” Alma lowered herself in and came out of the water like a porn star. 
“Oh sick.” Perry laughed at her. 

Alma lay back. “I’m just. Let’s see. I’m interested in traveling. I think I’m just, well, you know my father went there. He’s full of stories.”
“You’re just afraid of doing what they want you to do.”

“Touché.”

“Oh come on. What’s the real reason?”

“Hmmm. I don’t know. I don’t.” Alma sunk into the water until only her eyes were above the water. She turned in slow circles, like a periscope. Perry pushed her head in.
Chapter 2: Leaving San Jose by Train

If Alma was conceived in a tube, this is how it would play out: A young woman sitting next to a young man at the genealogical counselors. 


She twists her hands in her lap—she is wearing a modest summery dress—and says, “She would have long straight black hair, like you honey.” She smiles with brown eyes to the young man.


He turns his curly black head to her and says, “She would have your smile, you know,” And arches his already arched eyebrows.”


This is how it played out in Alma’s daydreams, anyway. In reality, her driver’s license depicts a smiling young woman with long straight brown hair, and the description:


Weight: 135


Height: 5’5


Hair: Brown


Eyes: Brown


Race: Caucasian

But it’s true that if you were looking at her now in the train station, you wouldn’t know if you should approach her in Thai or Spanish.


Alma stood near the doors and watched Palo Alto come into view. The trees and parks and backyards dissolved into townhouses and little busy streets. The train slowed. She steadied her load, preparing to get off. From the plan she spied Perry and Melissa, two jockey girls from her old intramural soccer team, waving desperately.
The doors opened and Alma flew off to their cries:  “Alma! Alma!”


“Hey guys! How are you?” She started to hug Melissa and quickly shifted to Perry. The train started to pull out of the station. “Wait a sec; I have to say goodbye to my friend on the train.” Alma turned from them briefly and waved to the train.


Perry nudged Alma. “Did you make a ‘friend’ on the train?” Melissa covered her face and giggled.


Alma slung her duffel bag up on her shoulder. “Oh you jealous old hags. Of course I met a guy! When do we not meet men? They’re just all undesirable. I want to meet guys.” 
Alma hugged each of them individually. “Melissa, your hair is so long!” The scrawny blond girl of her old team had turned into a svelte bombshell. She grabbed Melissa and hugged her too. “You are gorgeous too, wow.” Melissa had cut her hair and while she had developed the womanhood all of them had strived for, she had kept a petit, compact body frame. “Are you still working out?”

“Everyone says that just because I’m not falling out of my shirts like Melissa.”


“Touchy. Sorry I went there.” Alma rolled her eyes.


Perry led the way to her car but looked back to keep interrogating Alma. “So who is the dish on the train?” 

 
Alma giggled. ” His name is Jack, and he was very flirty. It was great. I think he had a wife or something. You know he’s fascinating. I guess he was in the military. Isn’t that horrible? Like at West Point and trained in all of that, by his family. But he wanted to do something else.”

“Like what?” Perry started the ignition. “This is my new ride, Rex, meet my best buddy Alma.”

“Hello Rex. You are so weird for naming your car.” Alma laughed. “Melissa, what’s up? What are you up to?”

“Wait; tell us more about your boy! Did you get digits?” Melissa was sitting in the back and kept poking Alma on her shoulder.

“Stop it! You are such an annoying little sister! OK. Let’s see, he’s ex-army boy, sort of uptight, but sort of destitute too. He needed money for the fare, can you believe that? Go all the way to the train station without fare.  Maybe he’s a druggie or something. It felt very, like, I don’t know, a black and white movie from the 30s or something. Whatever. Hey, where do you guys live?”


Perry pulled drove across campus. The long drive up to the Hoover tower-- a tall, phallic terra cotta building. Alma stuck her head out the window and breathed in the menthol smell of eucalyptus and the dusty smell of sage. It was barren and majestic to Alma at the same time. “You guys think I could ever get in here?”


“You got into Princeton.” Perry pointed out.


“That’s different. My dad’s an alum.”


“Yeah.” Melissa said. “Lucky.”

“You guys were smart and a half. What did you do? Sleep your way in?” Alma grinned over the front seat at Melissa.

Perry kept her eyes on the road. “We’re in this horrible little room, but we scored an extra bike for you so we can go to the brewpub early and get in some chat. Other news: we haven’t been to any interesting classes. There are lots of boys but they all suck, and Perry’s convinced it’ll get better at some point.”


Alma turned her head around to face Perry. “So you’re telling me it’s not living up to expectation? That’s brilliant. I mean, that’s sad that you’re not happy, but that’s exactly what I wanted to find out from everyone. That... that it’s not what we thought it was, I guess. That’s so mean.”  Alma grimaced and Melissa laughed at her.

They pulled into the parking lot and tromped over to their dorms. The room was neat but small. Melissa introduced Alma to at least a dozen other dormies on the way there. She didn’t remember any of their names but later on she would remember strange things about them: that there was some graffiti in the bathroom about Aeschylus, that a boy and girl were sitting in the common room eating peanut butter out of a jar, that the bathrooms were interchangeably co-ed and single sex with no apparent order. Perry introduced Alma to her bike, and Melissa had another attachment with hers. 


Alma gripped the handlebar. “Don’t tell me this is Max2?” 


Perry smiled. “No, it’s mad-max.”


“HArdie-har, har.”

 Finally they were biking through the oak-tree laden campus, dodging cars and other bicyclists. 

“Don’t look away from where you’re going.” Perry shouted over the noise of the road. “Because there are these yellow pylons and you’re going to crash into one.”

“No I won’t.”

“Everyone does.”

Perry led the three of them down the east drive out of campus to a huge four lane boulevard, the El Camino Real. Then, on the other side, they did some illegal sidewalk riding until they got to the bar. Perry dropped her bike in an alley.


“Don’t we have to lock up?” Alma was worried.


“Nah, there are better bikes everywhere, ours are dumps.” 

“OK.”

The brewpub was a nice name for this place. It was plastered in playboy centerfolds, and old nut shells carpeted the floor. Perry and Melissa didn’t know any other bar so they must have settled on this one, Alma thought, or at least it had a divey glamour compared to the ivy-league education across the way.

Alma picked at some nuts until she remembered the report she watched on what type of chemicals ended up on bar peanuts. The report had stated that they were mostly covered with urine from men who didn’t wash their hands after using the facilities.
“You weren’t thinking of that thing that was on the news about what’s really on bar peanuts, were you?” Melissa pushed away the nuts from them. “I know you were, don’t bother replying.”

Melissa pulled her blond hair up into a nifty chignon and then slumped back onto the bar stool. “Oh god, it’s so boring when you’re a freshman, I mean woman. It’s like, I don’t know anyone. They make friends with you but that’s like hours into the night. What do we do with the early hours?”

Perry searched for the bartender then settled on Melissa. “I haven’t told you the latest news, Melissa. One of the dorks at the radio station thought we were lesbos. Guys are so lame. Alma, you do not know how many times we get that shit from people. Seriously, I’m like smart and a jock, and for that I’m gay.” She looked at Alma through her eyebrows. “It’s retarded. But, I’ve been wanting to shar something with you. We  really are going out.” Perry mock kissed Melissa. 
Melissa squealed. “Someone will see this! This is how we get this reputation!”

 “ID please.” The bartender was looming over them Melissa giggled into her sweater and Perry and Alma scrimmaged in their bags.
Alma had the fake ID. Perry and Melissa pulled out theirs; all from the states of Massachusetts, Nevada, and Hawaii, respectively. Alma admired Melissa’s Hawaiian, rainbow-striped license. 

“Mojito.” Melissa said decisively.

“Cosmo” Perry seconded.

“I have no idea what you just said. How about a beer? Duh! We’re at a microbrew!” Alma smiled at the bartender who smiled indulgently at her.

“Well, you see, we do serve mixed drinks now. I’d recommend the Mojito. It’s a delicate blend of mint, rum, and blah, and the Cosmo is vermouth, cranberry juice, and vodka: very light and a little dangerous.” He winked at Melissa and at the same time combed his Pomade hair back with a hand.
“I ordered the Cosmo.” Perry frowned. She hoped he wasn’t going to make their drinks with that greasy hand.
Melissa took Alma’s hand. “OK, I haven’t talked to you for ages. Tell me how you are. Oh right, you turned down Princeton. What gives?”

The bartender delivered the drinks with exaggerated flourish. Perry used the napkin to wipe down the water in front of her. She turned away from him and addressed Alma. “I can’t believe you didn’t go to college. That is so rebellious. I mean, did you even defer?”

Alma sipped her beer. “I’m just, I don’t know, not ready to like put my head down on the grind and get to it. I want to wander. You guys don’t understand. I’ve never had a chance to like, decide what I want to do. I want to travel, adventure, get around… “

Both girls groaned.

“Not that way!” The bartender looked up at the girls and smiled at knowingly at Alma, and then went to serve some guys who had just come in. Two of the guys walked right up to where the girls were sitting at the bar, then stopped.  A blond guy leaved over the bar and looked down at them every few minutes.
Perry checked out the tall one then grabbed Alma’s other hand. “Hey, what about Jack?”
“The guy from driver’s training? Oh god.” Alma pulled her hair back. “How to tell you this. The man was like, 28.”

“So, he was a college man.”

“Community college.”

“I thought you talked about philosophy together. Didn’t he give you that book…”Melissa wracked her brain.

“Existentialism: From Dostoyevsky to Neitzsche. It was nice, but it wasn’t about me. I’m not sure he even knew that I was adopted. The man never listened. OK, it was super sweet for a while and then I just realized I wasn’t as crushed out as him.” Alma turned her beer slowly on its cardboard coaster.
“Did you like anyone from high school? What are you going to do if you’re not in college? Who are you ever going to meet?” Melissa’s eyes were wide.

Perry held up her hand. “Wait, I’ve got it. Who’s that boy you were always hanging out with? Alan?”

“Alex.” Alma went into a reverie about him. They had never gone out in high school, they were just friends, but she always thought he was her soul mate in so many ways. That evening on Skyline ridge when he took her picture, against a backdrop of clouds darting over the summit, or that moment when they overnight backpacked in the redwoods and he stealthily brought a bottle of red wine. He was silly but also so domestic. She felt cornered. Her friends thought he was hot, he had this type of old fashioned good looks, dark red hair and dominant cheekbones maybe, muscular, sinewy. She knew him too well to think of him that way. But she had been attracted, mostly in the way he did things: tenderly, with sentiment.

“Well, if we find someone nice we’ll have him track you down on your travels.” Melissa patted Alma on the back.

 “Yeah, well, we’re going to write… I mean, I may as well meet someone else… so what did you guys think of Alex? I think I’m going to meet him in Portland. Just check out life up there, you know, heading North first then maybe East and South.”

“When you say ‘someone else’, do you mean someone like that ancient drug dealer that you met on Caltrain?” Perry quipped. She had a dour expression on her face but then saw the guys from the bar getting closer and closer to their table.  “I guess you’re giving up Jack and now I can run after him.”
All three were silent. “I’m kidding! Geesh.” Perry polished off her cosmopolitan. “That bartender probably pissed in this.”

“OK, let’s not talk about urine in our consumables, please.” Alma got all prissy.

Melissa finally saw the three boys at the bar. She smiled and tossed her hair. “True. Well there are lots of other fishes in the ocean.”

“Uh-huh. Well, Melissa, try to wrangle me another free drink.” Perry announced.
“OK.” Melissa laughed inanely and flipped her hair back. She stopped mid lurch and smiled at the tall one by the bar. Finally the tall boy from the counter ran over to Perry’s side.

“Want a refill?” He had light-brown hair and khakis.

Perry frowned at the khakis.

“You’re so sweet.” Melissa smiled and tilted her head. Alma dissolved into giggles. Melissa told the boy to come closer. She whispered something in his ear and he left, back to the other guys. 
“What did you say?” Alma whispered. 

“That he better bring his friends or else we’ll eat him alive.”

“Oh no!” Alma covered her face.

Perry leaned into Alma “Better get out your Republican Party membership card, they’re coming our way.”
They ended up getting a few more rounds from the boys and talking about what major are you, have you heard U2’s new album, what’s it like in Hartford where you come from, and if you were a tree, what would you be? Then they made a drunken bike ride home and collapsed on the beds, Alma on the floor.
That night lying on her sleeping bag, Alma revisited the train ride and the night out with the girls. She was stretched out on the floor between her friends’ narrow twin beds. It was early fall and the night was pretty mild. She couldn’t sleep on her side because the floor seemed harder that way so she put her arms behind her head and couldn’t stop keeping the eyes open and rehashing events.

Jack had seemed so nice, sort of worldly and unconventional. She didn’t want to think about what he had been up to on that trip to the city.  Could it really have been marijuana or heroin, maybe even opium? It seemed like the obvious and pessimistic view.  When she thought of him, and what his background was like, she realized it might just be a form of espionage. He was probably hiding a MacGuffin somewhere. He had really aced her. She had no idea that he was doing covert operations. Bumming a few dollars off her was the tour de force.

He was certainly attractive even though he had to be over forty. That’s more than 20 years older than her. Alma shivered. He had a type of dark curly hair and dimpled smile, big brown eyes, like a BBC star or something. His girlfriend was so low class from him. Alma felt bad for being classist but it was true. She had that old Goodwill type of teal v-neck t-shirt, and acid-washed jeans. How could you walk through a mall today without getting somehow influenced by the 90s? Alma wanted to scream at her: “The eighties are over!” 

What could have been the appeal between those two? They probably had some adult relationship she couldn’t understand. I mean, really, what is it about most couples that even makes sense? An outsider can’t feel the passion people feel, they can’t even guess at the little nuances that make someone love another person.  She couldn’t fathom it.

Later that night at the bar they had got those boys to sit down at their table, which was perfectly fine with Alma. She wanted to know what shallow alto boys were like, and more so what Perry and Melissa’s lives were like in college. Since she had made this decision to forego education she wanted to know exactly what she had been missing. How had it been different from her expectations? She thought in high school that college would be full of interesting neat people, and she obviously would be one of those. Her feelings so far were that college was largely what you made of it, or at least for her two friends. Perry had budded into cutesiness and Melissa into sexiness. And because of that, they were getting almost too much attention from the opposite sex. But maybe that was because the opposite sex had suddenly become this group of very attentive, almost sensitive, guys. Before high school Alma considered them interesting in only a really basic, sexual way, or horribly romanticized.  Now they were just full on interesting and interested in her! And they were interested in her friends! The thought made her sleepy. Thinking too much made her sleepy basically.

The next morning all three girls donned t-shirts and shorts and sweatshirts and peddled across the el Camino again but a few miles north to eat at Dinah’s, which looked to be a couple of tables around a swimming pool at an old motel. Alma was amazed at the number of young mothers with mochas everywhere, or, YMM. She noted this to Perry.

“Oh god, I know. It’s like, they’re breeding or something. Isn’t that a gross concept? The young mothers producing little miniature replicas of themselves in their platinum SUVs and manicured lawns are just so horrible to me, so bad.”

Melissa shook her head. “No, you have it all wrong. I’ve figured it out. The deal is that we’re all jealous. That’s why we notice it, that’s why we have all of these theories about it. We long to be coddled and reproduce. It’s natural, we shouldn’t’ fight it. We desperately want to live here.”

“Oh yeah, I want to live in shallow alto?” Alma said into her coffee cup.
“Stop it already! We heard it the first time!” Perry mock punched Alma. “The thing is: it’s so expensive here. I mean: more than San Jo. The deal is, you graduate from Stanford and you can’t live here. Isn’t’ that weird? They produce people with skills that do squat. First thing I’m doing is moving to SF. You can rent a place there and actually have a nice little area. You can have good markets and close to clubs and you can walk everywhere”

“Do you guys call it ‘the city’?” Alma smirked at her own joke.

“Duh. What else is the city?” Melissa dove into her pancakes.
Alma was bored. It was the afternoon; she was stuck in the dorm room. Her friends were all at class. Was she just a hanger-son to her college friends? The indestructibly eager to meet and greet Alma took a turn about campus. She walked up and down the aisles and realized she looked a little weird without a backpack. She decided to get some travel reading from the bookstore. 
Sitting on the steps in back of the café and near the bookstore, she caught the eye of another girl waiting, or at least looking like she was waiting. She was short, with spiked black hair recently dyed red, or maybe shot with Sun In. She had rivets on her t-shirt and roughed up jeans. In other words, she was modeling her apparel off of London Underground and Sid Vicious.
“Hey.” Alma nodded her head to the girl nonchalantly.

“What’s up?” The girl nodded back. 
Alma sat down a discreet distance.

Knowing this was a rhetorical question, Alma proceeded. “So, hey, my name’s Alma. What are you reading there?” She extended her hand and pointed at the book.

“Glossary of Literary Terms. I’ve realized I’m poorly prepared for all the wanking going on in these classes. My only humanities course and I thought I would ace it but I’m totally out of my league. Really intimidating those kids. You think science is weird and scary, but these kids talk about literature like it’s… like its philosophy or something.” She offered her hand. “Priya.”
“Nice to meet you. I actually don’t go here, just visiting. Can I ask… what are you majoring in?”

“Science.” The girl shuffled a little closer to Alma so she didn’t have to shout. “I’m pre-med. It’s not that I like gore and stuff, it’s just what my family wants me to do.”

“I dig. I’m not in college. Got in but sort of freaked out, you know?”

Priya got a big grin on her face. “So that’s why you struck up a conversation with me!” She tilted her eye and smiled knowingly. ”Visitors are always 100% friendlier than folks who go here.”

“Why is that?” Alma was laughing now too.
“I think it’s like those high school after school shows where you make friends with the wrong person and then mar yourselves for life by being associated with the lowers. Everyone’s so afraid that what they do will come back to haunt them four years later.”

“Oh that’s depressing.”

“Well where are you going?”

“Going? Oh, you mean like traveling. Yeah, well, I think I’m heading north for a bit, then maybe south and then east.”

“Cool. I’d do that if my family wasn’t so dead-set on having a doctor in the family.”

“I don’t really have a family. Orphan. Well, I have adoptive parents, but I’m sort of trying to find my real parents.”

“Don’t most adopted kids, like, consider their adoptive parents just their parents parents?”
“True.”

“You don’t like them much?”

Alma looked at her new friend. She was of Indian descent, sort of punk, and had some piercing on her nose. “Right on. Completely different. It’s like a joke, you know, your brother teases you with that joke, ‘you’re adopted’ because you fucked up or you were different or something. Only, I really am, and I’m totally different than the rest of my family.”
They both sat there for a while in silence and watched people sit down with their lunches or leave the bookstore reading their receipts in horror.

“Anyone in your family get mad when you did that?” Alma gestured at the piercing in Priya’s chin.

“They haven’t seen it.”

“How’s that?”

“They haven’t seen me in years.”

Alma focused on this one guy hiking up the stairs to leave the café. He turned to fix his backpack and saw Alma looking at him. He smiled and Alma blushed. She turned back to Priya.

“Well, anyway, that’s something both of us have in common: a feeling of being without family.”

They laughed. Priya asked if Alma was interested in going and getting some hummus at the café. Alma followed Priya into the café and picked out some cookies and a latte. 

“I could eat this all day. I’m just horrible. I must go to Seattle and find my roots in coffee.”

Priya laughed at her and dove into her chili.  “So you went to school down in San Jose? What’s that like? I’ve only been to the airport.”
Alma considered this. “Let’s see. You probably saw cement, and some office buildings, and bunch of freeways.”

“Amazing! You must know it so well.” Priya teased her.

“Well, my adoptive parents live in this neighborhood that is your classic suburban Classique, I like to call it.” Alma leaned across the table in excitement. “So, like a decade ago, when Reagan passed this mental health bill, like, when he was governor before his presidency, he like closed down most of the halfway houses. Well, they were in between our neighborhood and the university… San Jose State University.”

“So what happened?”

“All of those crazy people were suddenly on the street. It was like a bad movie or a dream or something. All of a sudden, walking downtown, I’d run into about a dozen freaks. They were just suddenly homeless. And maybe they just thought of that neighborhood as their own. Sad, huh.”
“Can I taste your latte?”

“Sure.”

Chapter 3: Portland
AT FIRST Amory noticed only the wealth of sunshine creeping across the long, green swards, dancing on the leaded window-panes, and swimming around the tops of spires and towers and battlemented walls. 
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night “Gargoyles and Spires” 
She finally said goodbye Perry and Melissa. She walked over to Priya’s dorm and planned to say goodbye to her too. She heard a heavy bass reverberate down the hallway. She knocked on the door. Priya answered the door bopping and weaving around the room, throwing her fists. 
“Dude, this rocks!” Alma started dancing around with Priya. “Hey Priya, I’m taking off.”
“What?” Priya squinted and made a snarling face.

“I’m taking off!” 

“OK. Don't forget to email.”
“I will.”

“Bye.”

Alma laughed and took off down the hallway with her duffel bag. She rode CalTrain to San Francisco and transferred to Bart. In Richmond, she hauled her stuff from the Bart station to Amtrak.  She was tired from lugging around her stuff around stations. She sat in the station waiting for her train. She didn’t want to get more caffeine because then she’d be all amped on the train with nothing to do. She had some girlie romantics from the café, but couldn’t focus on them. A stab of loneliness hit her and she wished that one of her friends had decided to make this trip with her. She wondered, briefly, if she should have gone to college anyway.
She didn’t meet a guy even remotely like the friendly guy Jack on the train. Because she was on the train she wasn’t able to get online and felt the world was going by her at a rate faster than the train. It was at first claustrophobic and excruciating but quickly she acclimated herself and started to enjoy long periods of staring out the window and slowly making her way to a slow meal in the dinner car.  The train climbed through pine forests then leveled into the plains. She flew past piles of sawdust and long acres of wheat and trees. She passed clear-cutting and barren ranges. The entry into Portland area was dense with pines and driveways to big houses tucked far back. She suddenly got a pang for home.

The train finally pulled a sharp right angle turn into Portland depot. She got off the car with her now-familiar but unknown travelers and instantly saw a face she recognized.
“Alex!” She handed him her duffel bag.

“Alma!” He grabbed her bag and gave her a one-handed hug.

They boarded a bus – which Alex referred to as TriMet. She scooted in next to him and in that awkward facing forward way, asked about his plans for Budapest. As they came into the campus, she saw the long green expanses of the lawns. Tall, Tudor style buildings rose out of the huge green lawns. He walked with her down the stone walkways, and through the library and student hall. They dropped her bag in his room and she thought briefly if it would be awkward tonight when they went to sleep.
She was proud of herself. This was the farthest she had ever gone north. She, Alma had made her way up here, north about 2000 miles, from the San Francisco Bay Area. She couldn’t stop comparing the colleges she visited: San Jose State (home), Stanford, Berkeley, and now Reed, where her friend, Alex, went. Even though she knew this was purely for fun and entertainment, her future loomed largely in front of her.
In his room, she looked at his bookshelf then abruptly turned to him. “It’s so clean and nice here. But sort of scarier than Stanford, and San Jose State of course.” She laughed at the insipid sounding remark. “I mean, I haven’t seen anything much of it or anything.”
 “Funny you should say that. This place intimidates the fuck out of me.”

“Have you ever read that F. Scott Fitzgerald book about Princeton?”  

“I don’t think so. I read that one about Italy. Oh, yeah, and Great Gatsby of course.”

“It’s so cool. It’s about his going to this super preppy school. It’s sort of weird because it’s like, all about these trends in the 20s and all so it doesn’t make sense, but it reminds me of this I guess.”
She checked him out in return. They walked out of the dorm a secret way that prevented him from introducing her to other dormies. They crossed a lawn, and sat on stone benches outside of the library.
“You know what Alex? You’re sort of a hottie?”

He blushed and asked her why.

“Just a hair cut. I don’t know.” She evaluated him. He had green eyes! And then, there was a type of fuzziness to his face. Alex's features weren't badly placed. Whenever he tucked himself into his jacket she noticed his long gangly body that wasn’t spindly but thick and solid. “You have a contented, self-assured look. I know what it is.” Alma slowly smiled.

“What is that Mona Lisa smile.” He teased her.
“I know. You must have got some in college.”

“Well, it’s scary and cold here, so we huddle together for warmth.”

“Very clever answer.” Alma looked off down the large expanses of green lawns. “OK, I’ll bite. Tell me why you think it’s scary.”

Alex warmed up to the topic. “There are way too many drugs here. I’m serious! It’s like, super free.” While Alex was talking about the lifestyle there she thought of Berkeley and the wealth of drugs she had encountered there. “But Berkeley’s just as bad, right?”

“Well, it’s like, free and stuff, and you do it with your professors, and it’s a small campus so you see everyone like five times a day, so the opportunities are... manifold.”

“I guess so. I liked it there. It seemed a bit preppy.”

“That’s right. I forgot you were a Rasta girl.”
Alma chucked him on the shoulder.

“So what did you think of Stanford? Hey, I think I remember Perry and Melissa.”

“Stanford was cool. I certainly felt like they’re having fun, and it looks like a really hard place. There’s sort of an unfelt terror and pressure there that you could possibly fail. I couldn’t really relate. I mean, I like the idea of all those smart people and ending up with this prestigious degree, but I’m worried about myself. I mean, would I be able to handle that pressure? I think I just want to have fun pretty much.”

“I didn’t get in. I thought that it would be cool to have a degree from there too. I didn’t think much about what it would be like to go there honestly. I got this huge shock when I arrived here and realized I would be here for four years! You know?”

They paused for a moment and he flicked her jacket a little. “You know what I really like to do? Visit this store they have here called Fred Meyer. Wanna go?”

“Sure!” Alma was glad to be on her feet and walking around instead of sitting on a train.
Alex had taken her under his wing in a way some hosts do, letting you feel very comfortable but at the same time allowing you to request weird things like, a toothpaste. They went to Fred Meyer and bought lots of useless things.

“Check this out.” Alma held up a bright red teddy. “Think it’s me?”

Alex blushed, as Alma expected, and told her to buy it. Then he thought again. “Forget it, I’ll buy it myself. Matches my hair.”

He had dark red hair that in San Jose he wore in long tendrils around his head. Now, with it shorn off it made him look much more attractive to Alma. It’s so obvious, Alma admitted to herself, this idea that long hair befits a woman, but it’s something so ingrown. His short haircut brought out his eyes. She felt herself getting mesmerized by them but managed to avert her eyes. She wondered if he could sense her discomfiture. After Fred Meyer they took a bus to Powell’s the largest bookstore. After reading most of the bestsellers in the front, Alex showed off the zines and vanity press books in the back. 
“This is my favorite section.”

“Are you still doing comics?” 
“Yeah. I’m working on one. I don’t want to show you though. I’ll show you some of the big panes though, that’s cool. What have you been doing?”
“Oh, you know, I don’t do anything: just play sports, go to parties, and goof off. Do you think I’ll become someone important ever? I mean, I can’t imagine.”
They walked down the aisles of books. “I wonder if the books at eye level get bought more. But they can’t re-organize it because it’s all alphabetical.”

Alex laughed and hugged her. “That’s right.” He squeezed her then waved at a fellow down the aisle. “Hey! There’s Bennett.” Alex talked with Bennett about the formal.
She asked at breakfast. This time she was digging into marionberry coffeecake at Hawthorne Café.

“No.” He paused, looked at her. He had ordered a type of hash with eggs and potatoes. “I’m going to Budapest.”

“Why? Give up at Reed?”

“I am taking a leave. They’re good for that. A friend is there, and I think it’d be fun. Nothing is going on here for me.”

Alma thought about it. “I’m going abroad in a year or so. Got to get the domestic thing out of my bones.”

“You know if you want to go to Budapest...”
“Oh Alex, that would rock! How much was your ticket?”

“1,000”

“Oh…”

“Yeah, I know, it’s a lot. I got a return though.”

That night, they went to a local brewpub. She was with Alex, Brian, and Devon. It was a couple of friends from Alex’s art department. Devon bought her a couple of drinks but she couldn’t stop talking to Alex. 

“So what if you hate it there?” She asked him in a drunken lurch from her barstool. 

“I guess I’m counting on liking it. I mean, I do have a return. I can go to Paris and Frankfurt or something. Check those places out.”

“What are you doing with your stuff here?”

“I’m just gonna put it in someone’s basement. Folks here stay in their houses for ever.”

Devon butted in. “Alma, you’re from San Jose? Whereabouts?”

“Near Monroe.” She turned to Alex. “If I visit you, how will I contact you? I need your email.”

“Just alex@reed.edu should work. Where are you going next?”

“I have a friend in Mercer Island, near Seattle. I have to admit. I’m so intrigued. Are you going to go to Prague?”

“Yeah, I’m into seeing Kafka’s house and stuff. What about…”

“Alma, I love that sweater on you.”

“Thanks, Devon. Alex, what are you going to pack? I don’t even know the currency in Budapest.”

“Alma, just visit me, man. All of these questions! I haven’t even thought of it as much as you have!”

“I could never visit, I mean, I don’t have a passport. I have to have a birth certificate for that. Just make sure to write me back, OK? Because I want to live all of this through you. Want a smoke?”

“Sure.”

Alex and Alma went outside. Alex lit a cigarette and handed it to Alma. 

“I actually don’t smoke.”

“So why… “. He couldn’t finish his sentence because Alma was on him, slowly, but surely, expecting a kiss in return.

Alma and Alex managed to evade the two other guys and made a drunken stumble down the hill to his campus housing. Alex knocked on his dorm mate’s room, and when there wasn’t a response opened the door. He tiptoed through the room since John was sleeping, and Alma followed. Once in Alex’s room, she started to pull her Gore-Tex covered down out of an impossibly small bag. Alex stood in front of her. She wondered briefly why he didn’t sit down on his bed or go to the bathroom to brush his teeth, and then she looked up at him and he had the look. The silent, serious look someone has when they are trying to communicate messages of lust. She stood up, smoothing her jeans. He put his hands on her waist and drew her to him. She was surprised, and unprepared, and for a moment, their faces wavered a few inches apart before he got a lockdown and came at her with a deep kiss. She was still surprised, but felt the beer and the drowsiness of the travel hit her and the option of sleeping in a softer bed than the floor seemed very desirable. She wasn’t immune to his warm hands and soft motions, the most important one being the one descending down her pants.
She scooted over to the bed and giggling dove in, pulling up the covers and pulling off her pants. Alex smiled and reached up to take off his shirt, for a moment Alma felt like a voyeur because she could see the broad expanse of his chest curling with dark amber chest hair, furry more than smooth, and he was facing the inside of his t-shirt. Then it came off and he was grinning at her. She closed her eyes as he came closer and she became a person of touch instead of sight: The smell of a boy, the feeling of his skin, her skin, the heat and movement of them both.  She doesn’t remember falling asleep but it must have happened prior to any release. She wakes up and dresses, goes into the bathroom where some other college student is brushing his teeth. She smiles at him then washes her face, goes in the shower. Alex is up when she comes back. 
“Alma, when are you leaving?”

Alma quickly replies that she’s taking the train in a few days. She looks at some titles of his books and he suggests breakfast.

They go to Alex and Alma walked up to Bread and Ink. It was drizzling and she had been prompted by Alex to wear her hiking leggings and a wool sweater. 


“You won’t feel the damp.”


“I’m still revving on PCE.” She grinned and pulled him closer. His five o’clock shadow made her want to relive the reasons to get PCE.


A pierced in visible places waitron announced, “Thor, god of thunder,”


Alma giggled and led Alex into the restaurant.


“Very clever.” Alex pinched her right butt cheek.


They ordered scones, coffee, and a vegetable scramble. 

“Your eyes are brown, but they have gold flecks in them.” Alex smoothed her skin over her knuckles and traced the cuff of her sweater. “I may be persuaded to delay my trip to Budapest.”


“Ha! Alex! What are you thinking? I want you to go and scout it for me. I think Budapest would be a great first international jaunt.”


“That would be killer. I’ve never gone anywhere either. I have to learn up on it. Hey, where else are you going to go around here?”


“I’m thinking, maybe up to Canada and then maybe down to Mexico.”


“Walking?”


“Yeah, I think I could get some killer calves that way.”


“You need to drink more coffee, definitely.”


“And maybe take some of these crackers with me, for food.”


She looked out the window. Alex grabbed her arm. “Hey, there’s Gaby. God, she is such a freak. During the orientation backpacking trip she brought all of these shrooms and we tripped pretty hard and ended up having a really crazy roll in the hay.”


Alma sucked on her coffee. “Who calls it that any more? I prefer shag.”


“You would. What are your favorite words now? I remember your old ones. Obfuscate, Predilection, and Pontificate.”


“Oh! Oh! Right, I found some new ones: cavil, and koush. Koush is this Turkish word for bamboozling. It has a specific historical reference…”


“Hi Alex. How are you?” Gaby, with hennaed hair and a silver spun scarf, walked around the back of Alex’s chair tracing her hands across his shoulders. “Hi, I’m Gaby.” With the same hand she extended it to Alma.


“Hi! I’m Alma. I’m a friend from high school.”


“Oh, are you an old high school sweetheart?”


“Well…” Alma started.


Gaby looked at Alex. “Are you missing the lecture too?”


“Oh damn. I forgot.” Alex motioned to the waitress for their check. Alma put down a few dollars and went outside to wait for him.

“She seems nice.” Alma looked at the sky for a chance of rain.

“I may be being self-centered but I have a feeling she’s into me again.” Alex twisted his scarf around his neck.

“Again?”


“Right, because of the hike.”


“Oh yeah. That wasn’t that far off, like a month, right? You are getting serious play in college. Did we ever suspect it wouldn’t be like this?” Alex looked at her and smiled. She rolled her eyes and they walked to the bus stop. 



Back at campus, Alma logged into her email account. She stood staring at the computer screen, pushing away the hangover haze in front of her mind. After a few false starts she remembered her email and chat passwords. The computer rooms were pretty empty this early in the semester.


Alma emailed her friend from the train, Jack, and then decided, since he had a hotmail address, to chat him. He strangely enough acknowledged her and they started chatting. 

JackMilitary: where are you now?

AlmaSanJose: I’m in Portland visiting some high school friends. It’s raining here, of course.

JackMilitary: I’m in Lisa’s apartment. It’s not raining here (
AlmaSanJose: Well this is my adventure!

JackMilitary: How is it going?

AlmaSanJose: well! I’m thinking of Budapest next.

JackMilitary: Right. OK. Where did that come from?

AlmaSanJose: Friend here is going in a bit. I need an international launch point.

JackMilitary: Well stop in on Ulitze Barkoff, I’ve got some friends there.

AlmaSanJose: No way! Cool!

JackMilitary: Well, when I was the baron of the northern Baltic states, I liked to…
AlmaSanjose: come on now. I’m not that gullible.

JackMilitary: Got to do some work, have fun and check back here. I’m almost always online.

AlmaSanJose: Sure ‘nuff

PriyaPatel: Alma who! What are you up to?

AlmaSanJose: dude! Hey! 

PriyaPatel: Where are you? Still at Stanford?

AlmaSanJose: Nope, I’m up in Portland at Reed.

PriyaPatel: Weed?

AlmaSanJose: Yep.

PriyaPatel: I want to go up there and hang out.

AlmaSanJose: Great! 

PriyaPatel: When?

AlmaSanJose: I’m going to Canada but I’ll be back in like 2 weeks.

PriyaPatel: I can’t believe you wrote ‘like’ in an email.

AlmaSanJose: Yeah, us Californians. We say it and we write it.

PriyaPatel: So dorky. How is it up there?

AlmaSanJose: Great. I met a great guy. Well, it’s a friend from high school but we got it on.

PriyaPatel: Brilliant. Is there more up there for me?

AlmaSanJose: Horndog!

PriyaPatel: Oh yeah. These Ivy League types are getting me down… you should see them dance. No thank you. They think hip hop is will smith.

PriyaPatel: Ouch

AlmaSanJose: Yeah. Well hey I’ll check on flights or something and we can figure this out later. 2 weeks? That would rock.

AlmaSanJose: what about school?

PriyaPatel: What about it?

AlmaSanJose: Don’t you have to like attend classes or something?
PriyaPatel: Or something (
AlmaSanJose: OK I’ll go then.
PriyaPatel: Bye baby


Alma got on the 71 downtown and went to the largest bookstore in the world: Powell’s, but first she ran across the wet street to a record store. 


“Have you got the first Style Council vinyl?” She asked the guy at the counter.


“Style Council? Is that the band with the guy from the Jam? What’s his name? Paul something?”


“Weller. Dreamboat. I don’t know why I’m shopping for records. I can’t buy any now. I’m on a trip. You know, you always break them on trips.”


“I think you’re the only person who has ever asked me for a Style Council record.” The guy smiled and walked over to the rock section. “You should really try some old Jam stuff. I mean, they’re simple and even rawer than Style Council. But, it’s more real to me.”

“Yeah, I like the jazzy style of this later eighties stuff. I know the eighties are horrible.”


“You ever try some early reggae? I know it’s weird, but for some reason people who like this jazz stuff usually get into early reggae. It’s cleaner, because it’s the sixties,  you know, and it’s like, just very poppy and light.”


“Oh, I like rougher stuff too.”


“No, nothing’s bad about that.” He smiled and she caught a dimple in his cheek.

“OK, let me put it on the player.” He darted off to the back section and then returned with a dusty, record, with its corners bent. He lifted off the Alice and Chains vinyl from the turntable, putting on the older record. 

“This is Desmond Decker. He’s got some familiar ones you might know.”


They both stood in silence. She took off her Gore-Tex and he rubbed his leather bracelet around and around his wrist.


“Yeah, this is fun.”


“It’s like, that simple reggae combination but very neat, you know.”


“Weird to listen to this stuff in the rain.”


“Where are you from?” he cocked his head.


“California.”


“Ew…”


Alma laughed. “Oh come on, we’re not all that bad.”


“You’re not bad at all.”


“Oh, thank you!”


Some teenagers tromped in the store.


The record guy came closer and said in an undertone,  “Hey, listen, before these kids get light with their fingers, I wanted to tell you that I’m going to be spinning at this show tonight, the Satyricon, it’s a few blocks from here. You wanna come? I can put you on the list.”


“That would be great, thanks. Can you put my friend on too?”


“Sure. Under what name?”


“Thor… I mean, Alma, plus one.”


“Brilliant, Alma. My name is Fred.”


“Cheers Fred! I’m going to dare the elements now.”


“Enjoy.”


Across the street, Alma went to the travel section and bought some cheap travel guides to northern Washington and Canada. The café in the bookstore was warm and full of people talking and reading. On the corner outside she could see people walking nonchalantly in the downpour. Checking her watch, she gathered her books and bags and waterproofed herself for the rain.


Alex came out of the brick building and smiled at Alma. “What a nice welcome!” He pulled her into a hug. 


“Alex, there’s this show downtown I want to go to. You interested?”


“Sure. Let’s walk to the coffee shop.”


“Do they have rice and beans there?”

“You’re going to fart all day.”


“Thanks for the reminder.”


They walked down the path to the coffee shop. They were blasting Sade.  Alma handed him a few dollars. “Get me a latte, eh?”


She sat down and took out her travel books. Alex returned and frowned. 


“When are you leaving?”


“Um, I think maybe tomorrow morning.”


“Oh.”


They filled a go cup with mint Schweppes, the only thing his roommate had on hand, and caught the municipal bus, Tri-Met, downtown. The bus was full of ponchos and slickers. Alma made foggy puffs on the window. 


“Cheers, to travel!”


“Are you mad at me? Alex, this is why I’m not going to Princeton. I…”


“Alex, man, what’s up?” A guy with a condom hat motioned for a high five and Alex smiled broadly. “Bennett, dude, hey.”


“I wanted to tell you we’re going to the cabin this weekend, so if you want to go just be ready at like 10am or something. I think we’re just going to meet on the porch.  Hi there, I’m Bennett.”


“Hi, I’m Alma. A friend of his from high school.”


“Right, brilliant. You guys going to the Satyricon?”


“Yeah. Alma knows the DJ.”


“Fred? Really, cool. We went to Cleveland together.”


“You’re a Clevie? No way!” Alex laughed and turned to alma, “That’s the high school near reed that totally torments us. It’s so funny. They drive by and yell ‘fucking Reedies’ every day like clockwork.  The kids are cool though, except for some..”


“Oh man, that was the best. I really hated reed too,” Bennett swayed with the bus. It was crossing the Willamette and hitting the metal road ties. “I just, like, got to be 18 and realized there was nothing better out there!”


“But cheaper!” Bennett and Alex got a bit hysterical.


“How much is Reed?” Alma nudged Alex.


“Too fucking much.”


“but you guys don’t pay it, right?


“Uh, yeah. Right. The tuition is a big fake lie, and it’s a secret that it’s really free.”


“Ouch, you’re killing me, man.”


“Oh, here we are.” Bennet lined up at the door.


“I’m glad he knew where to get off. I can’t see anything in this darkness.” Alma hung onto the back of Alex’s poncho.


The club was full of kids in jeans and sweaters. A few green and pink heads bobbed up and down. 


“A far cry from San Jose,” Alex poked alma in the ribs. “Can we make out here?”


“Hold on man!”


“My hours are numbered, remember? You’re leaving me tomorrow morning.”


“Not in front of Fred, it’ll make him uncomfortable.”


“How do you know this guy?”


“I met him this afternoon at the record store.”


“Classic.”


Bennett sidled up to Alma. “So check out that girl over there.” His target had a black bob, black glasses, Doc Martens and a short orange skirt. “Give me five minutes.”


She saw him walk over. She saw Fred and smiled at him.


“You’re looking great, Alma.”


“In my shapeless Northwester wear?” 


“We’ve got style here. Check out any number of mullets and fleece.”


“True, true. Hey, when do you go on?”


“I’m after Janet. You like this stuff?”


“I like everything.”


“And me?”


“Especially you. I have to introduce you to my friend.”


“Oh no, come on, I invited you!”


“He’s very nice and doesn’t bite.”


“Well, I’ve got to get on, but hey, before I never see you again, do you have an email or something? In the least I can send you new releases and stuff.”


Alma told him to wait and ran to the door and scribbled her email address.


“Thanks so much for getting us in. you’re brilliant. And come visit me in San jose.”


Bennett came back. “No luck.”


“What was wrong?”


“She’s gay.” 


“How do you know? Did she just say that?”


“No, we were doing that old music handshake and I figured it out. Bikini Kill, Melissa Etheridge, it’s almost as good as saying friend of Dorothy.”


“I’m sorry” Alma turned as if to listen to the music then turned back to him. “Bennett, what do you know about Fred?”


Bennett combed back his hair and looked at her. “Why do you want to know?”


“Well, I guess we did that ‘music handshake’ and it came up positive.”


“Well, he’s like, from Virginia I think, and he’s a dishwasher at Reed, and he has started a couple of bands. I’m not sure what his plan is but I think he has a good buddy that came up here to go to school and he just tagged along.”


“Interesting.”


“Don’t let Alex hear you talking. He is crushed out on you. That is the only reason I haven’t tried my luck.”


“Man, do they spike these drinks with pheromones or something?”


The Portland Train station had two families and a couple of travelers scattered about. Alex pulled her into another hug. She squeezed him and released, but he didn’t. 


“Alex, let me go.”


“So what if I don’t go to Budapest, would you stay longer?”


“Sure, but that’s silly. You want to go. You should go. I’m coming down here on the way back, and even if you’re gone, I’ll see you back in San Jose when you’re on breaks.”


“It was so much fun having you in town. I just, It’ll just suck when you’re gone.”


“I know. I’ll be lonely up there by myself. But I’ve always wanted to do this, I really want to.”


“Don’t hook up with anyone else.”


“Alex! That’s not fair. I’m not asking you to do that.”


“But come on! This is great! We don’t want to make it just one of those little things, I mean, who else is going to be like you?”


“Bennett?”


“Don’t joke.”


“OK, I better queue up.”


“Alright. I love you.”


“OK. Bye.”

Chapter 4: Seattle by Train
And the sky was made of amythest

And all the stars looked like little fish

Hole, “”

Alma went to the lockers at the station and started to sort her stuff. She put her camera, CD player, tapes and CDs and travel books (except the only one that turned out to be good) in a plastic bag. She got her dirty laundry and shoved it at the bottom of her duffel bag. She put the plastic bag in the locker and wrote the locker number on her palm. She had to do laundry right away. Another morning of reversing her underwear made her queasy.


The station looked like it was in a nice neighborhood, but you never knew until night fell. She walked up to a bookstore, Elliott Bay, and got some coffee and a Danish. She was so excited to be on her own! She didn’t have anyone to meet, and she looked at couples at other tables longingly, but then in a moment realized she could leave the café at any time she wanted, and go anywhere she wanted, without telling anybody about it.  
She had to find a Laundromat. She asked the girl at the counter and she had no idea. After wandering for a while – Alma was still stretching her legs from the train ride – she ran into a coin-op. The patrons included a young Latino dad and two kids aged 1 and 3. A guy with a condom hat—a hat with a reservoir tip, probably acrylic and bought at Walgreens—was loading sheets and comforters into a big drier. She asked him where to get detergent. 


“Over there.” He pointed at the machines installed against the wall advertising clean, good smelling clothes for only 2$ a cup of detergent. He spoke in an undertone, looking around the store. “You should really go next door. It’s cheaper than that.” 


“Thanks.”  She trudged next door and bought a small box of Tide.


Back at the coin-op the boy inspected her detergent. “You know those have fluorocarbons. But they don’t sell anything better, so you’re off the hook.” Alma smiled at him. “I think Arm and Hammer isn’t that bad, though. You should get that next time.”


“Where did you learn about fluorocarbons?” Alma asked, trying to stuff her underwear and socks in the top loading machine without attracting his attention to them. She wrapped a t-shirt around the undies, still in the duffel bag, then transported that to the washer, unfolding the t-shirt in the hidden expanse of the washer and letting the undies fall.


“I don’t know, it’s just general knowledge, I thought.” He had big brown eyes and long sideburns, closely shaved, tightly curled hair. A Jewish fro? Alma wondered.


“Hi, I’m Alma.” She extended the hand that she had just mucked around with in her laundry. She wiped it on her jeans and re-extended it. That reminded her, how was she going to wash her only pair of jeans?


“Josh.” He didn’t seem to mind that her hand had been in the undies. 


“Hi.”


They stood in silence for a moment and Alma checked her load. Twenty-three minutes to go.  Alma took the plunge. “I’m just visiting here. Hey, what types of sites should I see?”


“Well, the Experience Music Project is a little expensive. I’m laid off, so I can’t spend any money.”
“Oh, were you a dot-commer?

“Yeah, worked at Amazon.”

They were silent for a while. Josh went and checked on his dryer.

“I’ve got 15 minutes and you have 20. I’m going to check out this bookstore, if you’re interested you can tag along.”
“Yeah, that’d be cool.” Alma grabbed her duffel bag full of a water bottle and travel book and kept up with Josh’s long strides. 

“This is called the international district. It’s sort of slummy. I like it though. Good cheap food.” Josh kept his eyes on his feet.
“Neat. “

Josh and Alma walked up the hill from downtown and hit Capitol Hill. They did some intense window shopping, changing the amount in their spending budget from 100 dollars to thousands when they reached the nice antique stores. She had never met a guy who was intereste din nice furniture before. Was he gay, she wondered? They stopped at a theater bookstore. The proprietor was an older woman with black hair, with long white streaks. She didn’t look up from her book as they walked in. Alma thumbed through some screenplays. She stopped at “Being John Malkovich.” Josh was somewhere in the back of the store. 


Alma heard the deep metsosoprano voice from the front of the store. “That’s one of the finest screenplays written in the past five years. Amazing that something that good was written by this generation.”


Alma felt the implicit criticism. She checked out some Chekov. She felt the woman’s eyes on her. 

Josh ran up front from the back of the store and tapped Alma on the shoulder. As they left, he said “Marcella, we have to check our laundry. Back in a sec.”


Alma dragged her wet clothes from the washer and put them in the drier. “Oh man, I have to do another load because I have to wash the clothes I’m wearing! “ 


Josh was folding sheets and pillows. “Man, how long have you gone without doing laundry?”


“Oh, I guess a few weeks. Gross, huh.” 


They ran back to the store and Josh whispered something to Marcella. She was now sitting in the chair petting a cat. “Why sure.” She walked into the back and came back with some karate clothes. “You can wear my practice clothes while you’re doing wash. You don’t have to wait until both loads are done!”


Alma thanked her and walked into the back. It smelled of dust and mildew.  A drain pan of mugs tipped over was on the washboard and several stacks of books. A coffee maker purred with steam. She peeled off her rancid jeans and stinky t-shirt and put on the cool karate clothes. She would forego the bra for laundry. She didn’t tend to flop about much without one, so it wasn’t a big deal. 


“Aye ya!” She yelled out in the empty bookstore. Outside Marcella and Josh were squatting against the wall catching some rare sun.  “Aye- yah!” She said again. They laughed and she ran down to the coinop to finally wash her clothes.

They all three sat at a café near the shop with turkey sandwiches and bagels. Marcella had swept her hair into a loose bun, Josh sat next to his folded sheets and Alma had her duffel bag now full of warm soft clean clothes at her feet. 


Alma sighed. “This is great. I’m so hungry.” She had interrupted their conversation on the dual merits of “Rozencrantz and xxxGard” staged or read. “How do you know each other?”


“My daughter Sedra is directing Josh in The Cherry Orchard.”


“Did she tell you about the props guy?

“Josh we’re going to continue boring Alma. Alma, where are you from?”


“I’m from San Jose. I’m on an adventure.”


“Oh lovely. Where are you staying?”


“Marcella, she’s at the hostel. Do you still have Sedra’s room empty? Your last boarder just left, didn’t they?”


“Oh dear, Malcolm. He was a handful.”


“You take boarders?”


“Yes. Are you interested?”


“Yes! This is truly the best afternoon. Thanks!”


Alma and Marcella trudged out together and hopped on a bus to the Green Lake district. Alma was a little worried that she didn’t know Marcella that well, and that at first she thought the woman standoffish and aloof. Once they came up to her house, though, all feelings of foreboding were dismissed. The house was made of brick, with a short porch and flowering bushes in front. Small iron-paned windows covered the front room and sides of the house. The house was cozy without being self-consciously so.


Marcella led Alma into the house. In the hallway leading to Sedra’s room were pictures of Marcella as Ophelia, woodcuts and stark black and white portraits. “You were so beautiful. Oh, I’m sorry, are beautiful.”


“Yes, those were heady days.”


“You know, I know this person. I can’t quite place the face, but I know him.”


Alma pointed at a group photo taken outside the Marin theater. A tall man was standing next to Marcella. His hair blew up slightly in the wind, curling and catching light, and his smile was open and friendly, as if he had been the one to tell a joke that made everyone in the photo laugh. A blurry smudge covered some of his face, like someone with newsprint ink on their thumb had scarred the edge of the photo.


“Um, I don’t know who that is! How odd. Let me get some sheets for your room. I think Sedra’s will be best. You have a good view of the lake from there.”


“I really don’t want to inconvenience you, really, just show me where the room is and get back to what you were doing. And if there’s anything I can do to help…”


“Oh no, I wouldn’t dream of it. Well, actually, oh I am so horrible, I do have some furniture I’ve been meaning to have my girls move down to the basement, and I have some boxes that need sorting out. If you have any time in the next few days, I would be so fortunate.”

Alma sat on the bed and looked around her. The walls were painted a light green, and the wooden floors were warmed up by a homemade hook rug placed a little off center. Everything was clean and well-used.


“Black Beauty, Misty Horse of the Chesapeake, A Separate Peace, Cry the Beloved Country, Red Badge of Courage, East of Eden, The Color Purple, Orientalism by Ed… Edward Saiid…”


Marcella poked her head in, “Oh yes, that’s Sedra’s collection. Feel free to pick one out. She runs a type of library in here. Always lending me new books.”


Alma picked up Color Purple, she raised her voice, “Marcella, is Color purple that movie with Whoopi Goldberg?”


“Right! That’s it.” She came in with paisley and floral sheets. “Not quite matching but this isn’t a fashion show, eh? OK, I’m off to bake. Come down when you’re done. Just click that online icon on the desktop and it’ll get you in.”


“Thanks! This is great.”


Alma remembered she had to go to the locker and get the rest of her stuff, but first she logged on and finally read that email from Jack Harris.


Jack wrote an email full of ramblings. “I’m just hitting the San Jose state school now, Lisa has thrown me out. I’m not sure what’s up. She’s very temperamental. I think I’m going to travel a bit. Tell me where you are and we’ll see if our meanderings coincide. This online thing is great. Hope you’re fine.”


Alma wrote to him: “Hallo Jack: let me tell you a summary of my ‘meanderings’. I managed to have a romantic adventure in Portland, and I’ve made a friend here in Seattle. I think I’m averaging one friend a city! You are san jose friend, Priya is Palo Alto. Priya is a crazy punk rock Indian girl who I befriended on the steps of the library quite by accident. But then, you never stalk a friend, do you? It’s all by accident in a way. And then, made an old friend a better friend in Portland. So I guess no new people in Portland. Here I’ve met a wonderful woman named Marcella who has allowed me to sack out in her cute bungalow. She’s awfully glamorous. Theater, dancer in Marin. I think if kids got to choose their mothers, I would choose her. I can’t help it, I’m a foundling!”


Alma thought of erasing the last few sentences and any reference of Alex but decided to keep it. She blamed it on off the cuff intuition and sent the email. Alex wrote her ten messages. Most of them were about stolen moments that weekend, but another made her stomach flutter.


“Alma, I think I’m going to be in Budapest for about a month, so after that you should come up to Reed stay with me for a bit before you head back. Is that cool? I really miss you.”


Alma tried to conjure Alex’s head in her mind and wrote back.


“Alex, I’d love to come by in a month. I think I’ll look into Reed but for now I’ll just visit you. Make you miss me more, love Alma.”


Priya emailed her as well, at 3am.


“God, Stanford boys suck. Met this guy at a party and later realized he’s in my bio lab and not only that, he wants to be my partner. I fucking banged the guy, I can’t study with him! Intimacy! No! Dying to hang out with you. See you in a few days!!! Is it very cold there?”


Alma jotted her back.


“Oh poor you, a relationship. Come on Priya! Maybe he wants to be your friend! I understand though. Some things are just fun. Alex wants to be close and at the same time I’m freaking out a bit, I mean, we got down without much thought, and while he’s a great guy… I don’t know. I’m overanalyzing? Any who, I may end up there after we hang out for a bit. I’m at this brilliant bungalow in Seattle. Met this woman just randomly and she’s so nice! She’s so much like the mother I wish I had, I mean really. I know I do that to every slightly older woman, but she’s fabulously glamorous too. Used to be an actress, and well, you just have to meet her. I wonder, but we’re in Portland. Oh well. I’ll write more later. I smell something scrumptious.”


Alma tripped down the stairs and found Marcella cleaning up flour on the counter.


“What is that great smell?  Can I get a glass of water?” Alma hunted around for a glass.



“Sure. Just put in some rye bread in the oven.”


“You made it yourself? Wow. Is making bread hard?”


Marcella leaned against the pine countertop. “It’s so hard. I just keep trying at it. Once I made this beet bread and it was the most ghastly bread.”


“Ew, beet… bread.”


“I usually make this rye one when I need re-orient myself.”


Someone walked in the front door to the house. 


“Oh, who is that?” Marcella dried her hands. “Hello…”


Alma followed Marcella if she needed help defending herself.


“Sedra dear! Oh great!”


Marcella hugged a woman about her height with dark, straight hair and arched eyebrows. “I just came in to get… why, hello.”


Alma stared into eyes that were just the same brown as hers.

Chapter 5: Portland
Restlesss

Young girl, violins, 

Center of her own attention

Pearl Jam

At Reed, in Foster 3 dorm room, Alex laid down on his bed. 


John, Alex’s roommate, peeked in. “What are you doing? It’s like 4 o’clock.”


“Disco nap. Now leave.” 


John shrugged and walked back into his room. Alex struggles to get up then quietly slides the lock on the door.


He closed the shades from the afternoon sun and put on some opera, with a low volume. As he laid down, a second time, he felt, for a moment, Alma curled up next to him. Her body warmed up his back. His breath slows down.


Loud knocking on his door was the first sound Alex heard.


“Hey man, they brought a keg in here! Wake up!” 

The red numbers of the clock read 8pm.


“Four fucking hours.” He mutters.


He stumbled on travel books as he made his way into John’s clean room. At some point when he was asleep, Stella and Cathy must have joined John in his room to pour over their high school yearbook. Alex controlled an impulse to yell “Pathetic!”. Alex rubbed his head and walked down the hallway to the common room. He grabbed a slice pizza and approached the keg. She sat there, in her aluminum brilliance, welcoming him with a tap and a stack of blue plastic cups. He fingered the tap and caressed the curved aluminum.

He turned to the only other person in the room who had witnessed his act of love. “What is it?”


“McMinnaman’s stout. Brilliant.” His dorm mom Althea looked through his eyelashes. “You look delicious.”


“Oh please.” He expertly pulled the keg tab into his plastic cup, angled slightly to avoid making head.


“When is Alma coming back? You’re so struck.” Althea was the only one that knew, mostly because it kept her at bay.


“I don’t know. I think she’ll be here around five or so. Got to pick her up at the station. What is the point of disco naps if I feel so shitty? And I’m not stuck. She’s a friend.”


“Right.” Althea drew the word out long like she didn’t believe him. “Well, I know Cathy will be very sad once Alma lands.”


Alex rolled his eyes. “You make her sound like a space shuttle.” He lowered his mouth to near Althea’s ear. “It’s a device. She really wants John.”


They both laughed. 


“Alright, ladies,” John ushered Stella and Cathy into the common room. “I will show you the proper way to de-foam your beers.”


“Oh god, don’t do that here. I’m going to get sick.” Alex curled up on the sofa and nursed his beer.


“Take the finger, like thus,” John placed a big red finger against a nostril covered in acne. “Rub vigorously.”


Althea picked up and left.


Stella watched with a half-smile, and Cathy sat next to Alex.


“Achieve a certain quantity of grease upon said finger.” John checked his glowing digit in the window.


Cathy leaned into Alex. “Are you going to the formal?”


“Huh? When is it?” Alex watched John aim his finger at Stella’s beer cup.


“Cathy! Pay attention!” John paused, glaring at Cathy.


“OK, OK.” Cathy giggled and held her cup up.


“Now place finger in frothy heady bit and swirl subtly.” He headed toward Cathy’s beer but she squealed and held it above her head, dumping it on Alex.


“Oh god!” Alex bounded up on long legs and swore, heading to the door.


Cathy stopped giggling and held the beer near her chest. “John! Stop it! See what you’ve done?”


John blushed and wiped his finger nonchalantly on his jeans leg.


Stella came up behind him and touched his shoulder. He jerked away and left the common room. Cathy dropped her head to the sofa. “Men.”


Alex waited at the downtown Amtrak stop. The clock still said 9. 


He saw two girls with big backpacks, and finally, the long dark hair of Alma. 


“Alma!” She turned and smiled brilliantly at him. 


“Alex!”


Alma shuffled towards him in her big Docs and backpack. A small, dark girl was in her wake. She had hair in tons of little pony tails and some type of piercing on her face.


“Alex, this is Priya. We met at Stanford. I think I told you about her.” Alma scrimmage din her bag. “God, I have to show you these photos right away.”


“Alma! Duh! Let’s get in the car and get out of here. I’m tired of American Railways.”


“She’s been calling it that all the time. A-m-t-r-a-k. Hello.”


Alex held out a hand. “Hello Priya.” He grabbed Alma in a rough hug, “Hello Alma! Hello! Hello!” they giggled and he took her backpack. 


“Here is mine too.”


Alex took the other pack. “OK, let’s see…” He tried to strap them together.


‘Priya! He can’t carry two?”


“I can! I can!”


“See, he’s trying to impress you with his manly muscles.”


Both Alex and Alma blushed, looked away.


“Alright lovebirds let’s get a cab.”


“Oh no, we can just take the 71 to the 33.” Alex got out his Tri-Met map.


“Priya is high class. She takes cabs. And buys drinks on the train.” Alma rolls her eyes. 


“God, I’m so goddamn hot.” Priya took off her army surplus jacket to reveal a baby-t with a glittering American flag. “We the Free.”


“I love your shirt.” Alex was all eyes.


Alma turned to Priya, “In guy talk that is: I love your tits.”


“And that is why I wore this shirt.”


Priya and Alma exchanged high-fives.


In the cab, Alex tilted his head, because he was squashed between both girls, in Priya’s direction. 


“I thought you were coming up from California, what’s the deal? You went to Seattle first?’


“Yeah, Alma had sort of a…”


“I’ll tell you all about it.” Alma poked Alex in the ribs. “Tonight.”


Alex felt a stirring.


Priya rolled her eyes. “Not in this close of quarters, please.”


Alma leaned over Alex. “Oh my god! You totally did frontal nudity in front of that guy on the train! Who are you talking about?”


“De-freak, please.”


“Hey guys, I mean, girls, I mean…” Alex looked at his fingers.


“Yeah?” Alma said quietly.


“There’s this deal on campus, it’s like, a prom but not really. It’s a formal; it’s super fun. You dress up and there’s tons of free alcohol, well, you have to pay 10$, but I have it if you don’t. You want to go?”


He looked hopefully at Priya, who was staring out the window. 


“It rains hella here.”


He checked out Alma. She was holding his arm. “Sure! That sounds great. We have to drop our stuff and I have to tell you about what happened.”


“Yeah! Right, I mean, it only gets going until, like 10 or something.”


Alma nodded, smiling.


“Oh yes! Check out this sign! Burgerville. Alex, what town are we in?”


“Uh, this is Portland, but I think this is Southeast. I went to a great party near here. This guy had a room full of smiley face paraphernalia and merchandise. He really rented out a room just for his collection.”

“Is that in your comics?” Alma smiled.


“What, you the story of the guy with the smiley faces is a lame story?”


“No, it just came out of the blue. It was very random.”


“I know! We should go to this dessert place.” Alex gave the cabbie directions to Alder and 2nd, north east. “Supposedly North east is the rough quadrant of the city, but this is the only place I’ve been to.”


Alma looked out the window. Everything was dark and the rain made the sidewalk look black and shiny. “How do we find out about things like that? How does the information or reputation about a neighborhood get disseminated out to new visitors, through word of mouth or realtors? It’s just amazing. It’s like, common hearsay or something.”


“I think I heard it from Bennett. I wonder where he heard it. We should play telephone and flag some bit of conversation like you do with dyes, so that you can find out how it travels.” 

Priya feigned a snore.


“Alright, we’re almost there.”


The cab stopped and they pulled out their stuff.  Alex led them up a stairway of a Victorian house. Inside, he sat in a couch with a low table. The place was called Rimsky Korsakov, after the composer. Alex ordered a sacher torte and coffee.

“Come on! We can stay up and talk about philosophy.”


“Watch out, you’re going to put Priya asleep again. Priya, don’t tell me you don’t have these conversations all the time at Stanford, up until 2am talking about the meaning of life…”


Priya nibbled on the torte. “Sure, but not me. Remember, I’m the one studying that stupid glossary of literary terms so I could wank with the wankiest.”


Alex almost spit out his food. “Doesn’t that mean to masturbate in Britain, like ’Spank the monkey?’”

“Ah…” a look of understanding came over Priya’s face.


Alma couldn’t stop laughing. “I’ve heard you say that so many times! And you didn’t even know what it meant!”


Alex laid back. “I’m sacher-ed out.” He closed his eyes.

Alma rubbed his tummy. She looked at Priya. “Are we grossing you out?”


“No, I’m spying on the wanna be concert pianist over there.” She gestured to a guy with a piano necktie.


“That’s so David Byrne. Or is it the Cats?”


“Ew, now you’re grossing me out.” Priya looked at the table. She scooted her chair over a few inches. Alex opened his eyes. “You notice something weird?”


“Yeah, this table, it’s like, my food sort of shifted to the left. Is it?” She waited a few seconds. “I think it’s moving.”


Alex giggled like a little boy. “All of the tables move! That one over there goes up and down! I’m so glad you noticed. My parents came here and never noticed. Hey, you guys should go to the bathroom.” 


They walked up to the bathroom and you could hear squeals from the first floor. 


Priya stomped down the stairs in her Doc Martens’. They paid their check and crowded into another cab with their duffel bags. “The mannequin in the bathroom was scary.”


“Oh, you’re just humoring me.”


“NO, really. OK, it would have been better if you hadn’t warned us.” Alma tickled his belly.


Back at Reed, they climbed the stairs of his dorm and trotted through the outside dorm room into Alex’s. Alma and Priya sat on his bed. He stood against the brick wall.


“Who… is that?” Alma pointed to the other room. 

Alex put his finger on his lips. “Um, I have this cousin? Name’s Adrian. And he was a really nice guy, but felt like he had to like, be the center of attention all the time. I think he was just sort of insecure.”

Priya looked confused. In a loud whisper Alma said, “he’s talking about” and pointed next door. 

Alex gave up, and then found strength. “OK, well, he just wanted to get laid and really decided to impress every woman.”

“Is that why he... I mean Adrian... gave me a …” Alma pinched Priya’s ass.

“Ouch!”

Alex got mad and left the room.

Alma turned to Priya. “Thanks so much for coming. This is so much fun. This school is sort of freaky, it is a bit intense. But you can have your pick, I mean really.”

“OK, but I haven’t seen anything, yet. Are you OK? I mean, with everything?” Priya looked the walls of Alex’s room. She pointed at a movie poster of Quadrophenia. “Is that some show from here? I wonder… did you get yourself a mod boy?”

“A what?”

“What did you do in San Jose? It’s such a good mod scene.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Um, they’re these kids that dress in sixties clothes and do this dance.” Priya got up and started sticking her knees in the air and hopped. There was no music in the room.

“Uh, ok. We did this.” Alma got up and started bopping her head, then moving her hips.

“Very white boy does Public Enemy.”

“Shut up!” Alma hit Priya on the arm. “We have to get out of here. Where is that boy?” Alma slowly opened the door to John’s room.

“And don’t like, frisk every girl that walks into my room!” Alex was totally red to match his hair, he was leaning toward John, and John was holding a coffee cup with “Starbucks” on one side, “Portland” on the other. 

“OK, dude.” John looked at Priya. “Hey, there, Alissa.”

Priya walked through the room. “Let’s blow this joint.”

Alma and Alex followed.

“Where can I get a basketball game… or a player…?”
Alma grabbed Alex’s room. “Let’s show Priya the student union and the coffee shop.”

“Priya,” Alex started, “Don’t you think Alma should go here?”

“What, the rude, introverted, intense school of Reed College? No way! Stanford. S-town, all the way.”

“Yeah, and she can turn into a Beemer-toting pompous over-achiever.”

“Ouch!” Alma smiled at Priya. “He got you.”

“I can run circles around any of these boys.”

“Give it a whirl.” Alma offered up a couple of hippies on the student union steps. She walked up to the long haired, dark-bearded guy gave a lucid, attentive look at her.

“Hi, I wonder if you can explain something to my friend here.” Alma pulled a reluctant Priya up to the steps. Yellow leaves littered the steps and Alma sat down, looking out over the Portland downtown cityscape. “If she were to contend that Stanford offered a better education than Reed College, how would you counter?” Alma offered him her finger, shaped as a microphone.


The boy spoke into the mike. “I would say to this young woman,” Priya rolled her eyes, “that if you are interested in inquiry, and… introspection, and… having a toke with your prof... and a rager party every year...and no fucking political fucking …”


“Priya, what say you?” Alma wrested the mike from the hippy.


“I say, a university prepares you for the real life, and thus, if it does not in itself reflect the real life…”


Alex came up to them. “Hey, I got tickets.”


“Oh god! To the prom!” Alma put her face in her hands, obliterating the mike.


“Hey, have you got a bud?” Priya sat next to the boy. 


“Brad.”


“Priya.”


“Right, I picked that up.” He smiled a beautifully orthedentured smile. “You know I grew up in Shallow Alto.”


“Oh Alex,” Alma turned to him. “I have to get to the computer lab.”


Alex answered her. “OK, let’s go.” They got up and left Priya next to Ben.


“Are you going tonight?” The stoner offered his glass pipe to Priya.


“I don’t know. Are you?” Priya smiled at Brad.


Alex dragged Alma over to the coffee shop. “You haven’t told me yet what happened in Seattle.”


“I’m worried about Priya, can we leave him with… Brad?” She lifted her nose up in the air.


“I don’t really know him, but I had no idea he was from Palo Alto. Funny. I guess there are a lot of those here.”


“Those, what?”


“Trustifarians.”


Alma laughed and walked up to the counter. “I’ll have a… coffee.”


“We’re offering something a little special in our coffee today.” The guy at the coffee counter was smiling in a conspiratorial way.


“OK… I guess I’ll go for that then.” Alma looked at Alex and raised her eyebrows.

She got her drink and sat down with Alex near the windows. “Well, let me tell you. Hey! This has Kahlua in it.”


“Something special!” The guy from the counter yelled across at her.


“So what happened?” Alex’s green eyes were open wide. 


“Well, I think I met my natural mother. My birth mother, I guess.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah.”


“I knew you always wondered. What’s she like? How do you know? How did you leave things?”


“Well, it was such a surprise! I mean, I just, like, ran into her mother at this library. That’s how I met her. I just was using the internet and we struck up a conversation.”


Alex reached for her arm, “In that way that you do…”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, I never meat half the people, or at least a tenth of the people you meet.”


“You’ll do that when you travel. When are you leaving?”


“Um, I don’t know, I haven’t really… what about her, go on with your story. We’ll talk about me later.”


“I love how you let me just babble like this.” She tilted her head and he smiled. “Right, so I met her mother at the Green Lake library, this funny old Andrew Carnegie building, and we just hit it off or something, and then she found out I was staying at the hostel so she let me stay at her house.”


“Right, I remember you writing about that.”


“Yeah, with a computer in the room, it was great.” She sipped her coffee. “Then, one day we were making b read, and this woman came in the room and she had the same…” Alma unconsciously smoothed her eyebrows. “Brows like me, like, this you know, they’re sort of pointy.”


Alex reached over and smoothed them too. 


“And then, she like, just, I don’t know. I mean, I think I felt something with the mother, Marcella, and when I met her daughter, like, she’s just the right age and everything.”


“Did you talk to her about it?”


“No, I didn’t want to like, intrude or something. Scare her off.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah.”


“So are you going to go back or anything?”


“I just feel like she has to acknowledge me. Maybe I will later on. I’m good friends with Marcella; she’s everything you could want in a grandmother. Glamorous, funny, warm, I don’t know. I sort of don’t want to screw things up, you know? When things are just good and you don’t want to confront them and make them change. Or else, be an agent of change, or something.”


Some girls in black came into the coffee shop and yelled at the guy at the counter. “Ricky! We’ve got to have this.” They grabbed the espresso machine. “And you! We’ve got to have you!”


He squealed and ran into the back room. “Off me shrieking hyenas! Banshees!”


Alex looked at Alma. “They’re theater people, sick.”


Bennett walked into the café. “Alex, my man.” They skinned each other’s palms and alma waved a half-hearted wave. He scooted into the booth. 

“Dude, have you finished your poetry analysis paper?” Bennett was already sipping a coffee in a to-go cup. “Because I had a horrible time with it. I think I’ve written an outline. I just sit in the computer lab and stare at the screen. It’s freaking me out.”

“No, I haven’t started. This girl is preventing me from working.” He tickled Alma. 


“Well, you better get started.” Bennett looked out over their heads. He came back to them and leaned over, whispering. “When I was in high school, I was at this prep, and I was like, so freaked out about my paper one night, I didn’t sleep at all. I was like drenching the sheet in my sweat. It was gross. I just couldn’t stop sweating. And like, my parents got really worried and sent me to a shrink.”


“What did they say?” Alma asked.


“Oh, I don’t know, no caffeine, I have anxiety or something and it makes it worse.” He sipped his coffee. “Oh god, that was a reflex. I didn’t even notice it.”

“Are you guys going tonight? To the formal?” 


“Yeah. Who are you going with?”


“You know Suzanne?”


Alex looked blank. Bennett leaned over and whispered something. Then he said goodbye and left. 


‘What did he whisper to you?”


Alex whispered in her ear, “that Suzanne is the Vanderbilt girl.” Alex leaned back. “I guess he was afraid that people knew he called her that or something.”


“Alex, speaking of tonight, I packed only jeans and t-shirts.”

“Go naked!”


“No!”


“No, seriously, this school has this huge tradition of going naked. First years never do that. It would be so cool.”


“back to reality Alex, OK, Priya and I have to hit some thrift stores to get a dress for tonight.”


“Oh great! You’re going to go!”


“You really aim high, huh? Alright, you did remember to buy tickets, right?” Alma finished her coffee and smacked her lips. “This was a brilliant special coffee.”
 
Alex looked over her shoulder. “I didn’t think that, you know, you were really into it.”


She mock punched his arm. “Of course. It sounds like fun. Where should we go? You can’t go because it’s a surprise.”


“That’s cool. I’ve got to study and stuff. I’ll give you directions to downtown. Maybe you should take the car or something. Do you have your license?”


“Yeah, I got one. It’s fake… no, I have a real one. I managed to pick it up right before I came.”

Priya and Alma boarded Tri-met. Alex had written copious directions on how they can get to the key thrift stores. Alma looked at the note and read his scrawled handwriting “My friends started a Kiss cover band after a store called Maury’s Gun Rack. Isn’t that a great name?” She showed it to Priya.

“Check out what’s in my coffee cup.” Priya held forth a large, 16 ounce 711 car coffee cup. It had some old coffee stains along the rim, and it looked like a dog had chewed at the handle. 

“Uh, OK.” Alma took a sip. She felt like holding her nose but knew that Priya would tease her about it for years. Alma coughed. “Dude, that’s rum!”


“Yeah, Ben showed me how to make a go-cup. Pretty cool, huh?” Priya pointed across the street. “Check out that house. Weird.” She pointed at a house that had metal poles in front of every window. A woman was standing in the doorway in a flowered dress, buttoned very low to reveal her red bra.


“Dude, all the houses here are weird.” Alma said. “I feel like I’m trapped in a Jerry Springer show. 
Priya looked bored. 
“OK, what type of thing are you going to buy for tonight?” Alma took a sip from the mug.

“I want it to be dead sexy, like a really tight red dress. God, should I go in a dress like the one Sam wore in Pretty in Pink? We should both show up in these huge puffy 50s poodle skirts… NOT!”


And old man came and sat across the aisle from Priya. “Nice shirt there young lady. I like the way you look in it. It really captures your…young… ”


Alma and Priya changed seats. “How far are these thrift stores?” Priya peered through the wet windows.
Alma turned Alex’s directions around and around “God, where is place? I can’t see it.  He covered this thing in all of these annoying little flowers. And here, he pointed out some cafes on the way. He must think I am a total coffee-holic.”

“Oh, are you ‘dis-agorginizing’ on ‘mooondays’?”

Alma ignored Priya. “Oh, I think the road is like, 120th or something. What is this? 121st. Let’s get off.” Priya darted out of the bus and Alma followed her, making dirty looks at the old man.

They walked down the street and saw a big Thrift Mart sign. 

Alma picked through the racks. Faux fur and vinyl was in abundance.


“Better stick to a sixties look, I think that’s all we’re going to get.” 

Alma picked up a pair of holey 501s. She whisper-screamed to Priya. “Psst! Check this out1”


Priya came over with a red leather jacket. Her face expressed the utter surprise and pleasure she found at being in a Portland thrift store.


Alma was out of breath. “Look at this. Original 501. I can’t believe it. I could sell this for over 50 in San Francisco. Isn’t this place amazing?”


Priya held up her coat to Alma. “Genuine leather. I bet I could find Adidas, some vinyl and velour here. God, we could start business exporting thrift clothing from the sticks to the Bay Area.”

“Oh look at this. Pure silk. Oh and this green color.” Alma held up to her a Chinese jacket and pants in pure silk, with embroidery in yellow and a light red. 


“You look hot. That is really nice.”


“OK, let’s find you something.” They picked out some Holly Hobby looking dresses, you know, made in the seventies with fake quilting fabric and high Empire waistlines. Priya contemplated the leather look, short leather skirt and bustier with studs. The next option was the bridesmaid outfit. She had the choice of a pink or green frothy tulle skirt and a strapless bodice. They settled on the flattering and tasteful and a dress she could wear again: the classic little black dress.


“Every woman must have one.” Alma said. “God, I feel like I’m a matron already.”


“That’s right.” Priya dug in her little purse for some tens. “This is robbery. I mean it.” She pointed at a sign above the register. ‘we buy 501s.’

Priya and Alma took the bus back to campus and stowed their outfit in his dorm room. Luckily John wasn’t out in the front room. They did a little spying. 


“I want to find porn magazines!” Priya yelled. They found some books from his high school. “Oh god, look, A Separate Peace. You think you’d leave that book at home. And this, what is it, Sweet Valley? Maybe he’s OK. He’s got girl teen literature!”


Alma got bored of being the watch in the doorway. “Let’s get out of here.” They walked down the hallway to half-heartedly find Alex (they were really just adventuring) and ran into an Asian girl with a thick mane of black hair. 

“Are you Alma?”


“Yeah, hi. And this is my friend Priya. Are you friends with Alex?”


She smiled slowly. “Uh, yeah. So, what are you up to? Want me to show you around? Have you had a tour?”


“Uh, sure. We’re just waiting for Alex, I guess. I’ve already seen most of the stuff.” Alma felt a little uncomfortable.


“Oh, OK, yeah, that’s great then. He probably showed you everything. Well, we’re playing penuche here if you’re into that.”


Priya spoke up. “I think we’re going to check out the pool hall, but thanks anyway.”


“Yeah, I’ve got to study my Latin anyway. But it’s cool you’re here. I know Alex was really excited about that.”


Priya pinched Alma. She walked past Cathy. “Thanks a lot then, nice to meet you Cathy.”

Priya and Alma walked out of the building and Alma led her to the basement of the cafeteria. Six huge slate pool tables were lined up two a row. A guy with John Lennon glasses and a beard that reached his waist was hitting balls very hard and they were going in the pockets very quickly. Alma and Priya stood in amazement at the doorway. After a few minutes Priya dragged Alma back. “It’s gross sin there. Did you check out that one guy?”

Alex found them in front of the library talking to Bennett. They realized they needed to eat before the formal so they walked a few blocks away to a wine deli. Alma could tell Bennett liked the way Priya looked. Priya wasn’t giving him the time of day. 

Alex and Bennett talked about their poetry paper and Priya was actually paying attention to them. Alma thought of how she was doing her hangers-on bit, not really being a part of what was going on in these people’s lives in that they were pursing something. And she? What was Alma pursuing: A vague idea that she wanted something different, to experience new things. The problem, she was quickly realizing, was that when she started to experience something new it quickly became un-new and thus she had to set off again to find something else. Alma didn’t fully realize this at that point. No, she was eating her lasagna with wine and watching Alex and remembering little mannerisms that brought her back to San Jose and here again, back and forth the combination of the distance and the familiarity made him seem even more attractive and exotic.

They walked up to the formal—Alex, in pants and a dark green jacket, Alma, in light green silk Chinese outfit, and Priya, in a strapless black dress.


“You guys look hot.” Alex put his hand on his chest. “I’m vaklempt. Help me, please, Jesus!”

“Hopefully we don’t look like guys!” Priya slapped Alex.


Alma put her arm through Alex’s, “Well, my little boy, you look yummy.” He had on a dark green sports coat with silk lapels and a nice pair of brown dress pants and shoes. He had wetted his hair a bit and it got a glossy, curly look. With his red hair and the green jacket, he had a sultry fifties look like a color chrome photo where the colors practically bleed off the edge they are so rich and textured.

He kissed her light green silk shoulder. “So do you.” He played with the fabric knots that were her front ties. “What’s in the package? If I open these up…” He started to reveal a dark red silk camisole.

“Hold on guys, wait until we at least have some liquor in us.” Priya said absently as she scanned the steps for Brad.

The student lounge looked like a vacation cabin, vaulting roof with exposed rafters, a dozen round tables with tablecloths, two balconies on either side of the room, and a jazz set with a husky songstress under one of the balconies. Amongst the people she usually didn’t recognize, Alma really didn’t’ recognize anybody. Soon, though, John came up and asked for her to dance. Alex glowered but Alma joined him gladly.


John opted for the flailing arms with distance running look dance, which to Cajun style music isn’t too inappropriate. Alma scoped the dancers on the floor. He watched drunken sloppy gropers bump into hyper jumpers partnered with jitterbug masters. She popped a green olive in her mouth and swished another in her gin and tonic. When she returned to Priya and Alex, Priya was in deep conversation with Brad, who had cleaned up quite a bit. He wore a corduroy jacket and slacks, and had his ear against Priya’s neck. 


Alex pulled her to him. 


“Question:” Alma started, “Are they talking or necking?”


Alex managed to kiss her earlobe and suck on her neck in the next few minutes, answering her question. 


“OK, I got that. They’re necking. Hmmm, this feels nice. Remind me again why I’m going to Seattle.”


She pulled her head back and gave him a long kiss, one she had thought about in detail in the hostel beds of Seattle.


“I’ve been waiting to get you alone,” he murmured. “When is this show over?”


He jumped back and took one of her hands, swiveling in a half jitterbug. “Wanna read my poetry paper?”


“Uh, no… I’m dancing.” He twirled her toward him and spun her out again.


“I can actually recite it to you, because I’ve been working on it for so fucking long.”


“Would I understand it? Remember, I’m practically in high school. Oh come on, I’m still having fun.” She pulled him to the center of the dance floor and they tried to cut a rug.


Alex managed to do various hip hop dance moves as well as an altered jitterbug in line with Alma. Alma got a couple of dances from guys, just sort of brief things that she returned to Alex. She interrupted his conversation with Cathy, the girl she had met in the dormitory earlier that afternoon. She was a little toasted so she didn’t register the face right away.


“Hi, Alma.”


“Hi, I’m Cathy. We met earlier today…” Cathy was wearing a dark red strapless dress.

“Oh right, you live in the dorm, right?” Alex handed her another gin and tonic.

“Yeah, and you’re from… San Jose?” Cathy asked.


“Right, yeah. I’m from high school...” They all laughed and Cathy pointed at her dress.


“Very nice. I like this. ” She fingered some of the silk. 

“I just bought it today. You are so lucky with these cheap thrift stores. You know what my friend and I found? Dig this: 501s, Adidas, velour… the list goes on and on. I can’t believe it. You have all of these cool outfits. Everyone in this town should be super, super stylish. There is no excuse to shop at Old Navy in Portland.” Alma sipped some of her drink. Alex gazed off in the distance.  “Hey Cathy, do you know what this means?” Alma pointed at the characters embroidered throughout her jacket. 


“No, I’m actually Korean.” She turned to Alex.


“Have you seen John? Or Stella?”


“No, wait, yeah, they were stumbling across the yard.” Cathy pointed towards the entrance of the student union. Through the windows you could see John staggering toward the swing sets in the distance. Sheila, or some girl with a white top and long skirt, was stumbling after him. He was carrying a bottle of wine. They paused and held hands, with what must have been a common joke. Behind them, the Portland cityscape glittered with hundreds of lights.

“No. Way.” Alex was floored. 

“Think he’s score?” Cathy was gossiping ruthlessly. “I know Sheila likes him, but like, in this weird way. I think she really wants to score.”


“Yeah, right, he wishes.” Alex rubbed his forehead. ”I’m drunk and mean. Don’t tell John I said that. Good wishes to him. But come on!” Alex guffawed. Cathy hit him playfully and he fenced with her. 

Alma uncurled herself from Alex’s arm and found Priya draped all over Brad. Alma got the clue before Priya saw her and left them to their communal salaciousness and tromped out to the porch. She saw Fred, lighting up a homemade dopey looking thing.

She walked up to him and he gestured if she wanted some. She inhaled, and then passed the joint. She held it in and looked out over the skyline. 

“Let me show you something.” He took her hand and they walked underneath this large oak, and out to a green slope looking out over the skyline. A car suddenly turned on its headlights and illuminated a mud track, created with a hose pointing down the hill. For 500 yards or so mud streaked to the tennis courts. Fred started unbuttoning his jacket, shirt, then pants, and in all nudity ran at full speed to the top of the mudslide. Alma yelled out and laughed and started shedding her Chinese jacket. 

Pale skin and mud streaked, they ran up and down the slope sliding for a really long time. Finally they got some beer from onlookers and grabbed their clothes, going to a nearby dorm to shower and change. 

“Oh my fucking god, that was hilarious.” She yelled at Fred, combing her hair with some random dorm mate’s comb. “I have to get back.”

She ran down the hallway and out across campus to the party. Alma was spinning around trying to find Alex when Priya pulled her sleeve and dragged her over to the blues musicians. There, in the corner, Cathy was leaning into Alex’s face with a drunken slur. “You don’t think that really, come on man!”

Alex steered her towards Alma, “What’s up? Where have you been?”

“The mudslide!”

“Oh man! You have to take me!” Priya said, dragging her back to the entrance. 

Alma whispered in her ear, “Can we leave Cathy and Alex alone?”

Priya, “Depends on what you want, you know what I mean? Speaking of what you want, and what I want, where is my trust fund boy?”

“So you guys are hot and heavy, eh? Remember we’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

“What?” Priya scanned the black suits and white shoulders of the crowd, partners getting closer to each other as the alcohol warmed their bodies… 

“Right? Isn’t our ticket for tomorrow?” Alma’s tried to get her attention.

Priya turned quickly to Alma. “Oh shit. I remember now. It’s at 5AM. God-damned Amtrak.”

“If we have to take the bus, that’s like, we have to get up at 3AM.”

“You know what we should do…” Priya lowered her chin and looked at Alma through her eyebrows.

“You aren’t suggesting, you naughty girl…”

“We better just stay up… “

Both girls screamed and jumped up and down “ALL NIGHT LONG!!!!!!!”

Alma stopped her, “Wait, OK, no matter what happens, we have to meet at Alex’s at 2AM and try to get to the station. OK?”

Priya nodded gravely. Alma grabbed her hand and they shook, with fingers and palms together, then just the fingers, then just the index fingers and thumbs, then they pinched off like a joint and mock-sucked on them. Giggling they ran through the crowd and caught up strangers, who looked a bit put out, into their crazy dancing jaunt. Priya fell against Alma and Alma lost her balance. They scooted to the wall and propped themselves up.
“I’m drunk,” Priya yelled in her ear. “How am I going to stay up?”

“That guy is hot.” Alma pointed across the room. The guy turned around and she saw it was Fred. “Oh god, what am I doing Priya? I am such a shit.” Fred walked over and stood in front of her. 
Alex never knew Cathy had this type of humor in her, I mean, she was damn funny. Alma came up and ran off again with Priya. 

“Hey Cathy, you know I’m going to Budapest, right?” He swirled his drink around in its cup.
Alex checked Cathy’s drink and offered to get a refresher. She waited at the table, standing, watching some upperclassmen and some already-coupled folks dancing in semi-waltzes across the floorboards. Alex loped back, his head a bit in front of the rest of his body, and Cathy remembered the feeling of dancing with him, his long body against hers. She rubbed her arm.

“Don’t go to Budapest! You’ll be off a year and we won’t have the same required classes.”

“But it’s a great opportunity.” Alex handed her the gin and tonic and put his arm above her head, leaning against the wall. She leaned against it too and held her elbows, swirling the drink in one hand. “God, check out Bennett. He is plastered. Damn. He’s really hot for that girl too.” He gestured at Bennett, his black curly hair tied in back of his neck, in an Armani suit that must have cost more than Alex’s flight to Budapest. 

“you know who that girl is? She’s in my Spanish class. I think she’s a Vanderbilt.”

They exchanged glances and they watched the crowd in silence then Cathy turned to Alex. “You like my dress?”

“It’s nice. It’s very… silky.” He put his hand on her waist and slowly lowered it over her hip.

She caught her breath and looked up at him. “Should we dance?”

“Why not?” He flipped her legs up and lowered her back, mock kissing her as she squealed. Then he artfully dipped her again with a real kiss.
Alma ran to the bathroom and waited in a ridiculously long line. She was behind two girls who had dress clips. 

“These are great!” She tapped the clip that held together a golden shimmering dress. The Vanderbilt girl swiveled around. 

“Thanks! I love this too.” She stroked the characters on Alma’s arm. “What does it say?” 

“Crazy white person pays a lot for silly silk pajamas.” Alma grinned. She really had to go. She knocked on the door. It wasn’t locked so it creaked open with the force of the knock. Before alma could get a hold of the door, she saw a girl sitting on the seat. Alma quickly closed the door. Another girl in line pulled out a vial of coke.
“Do you want some?” The cokehead vacantly waved the vial at Vanderbilt Girl. Alma looked away.

Vanderbilt nodded her head.

The cokehead offered Alma in turn and she shook her head. “Not while I’m drinking.”
Another girl came out from behind the bathroom door. Alma went in and looked at herself in the mirror. She reapplied lipstick and brushed some evener on her light brown cheeks. Her eyeliner was smudged but she was too drunk to get anywhere near her eye with a sharp object.
After the bathroom, Alma found Priya and Ben out on the porch. She sat down next to Priya. Ben leaned against Priya on her other side. “What’s that thing… about pot and beer, like, beer before pot or something…?”
Priya cast a pupil-filled eye on Alma. “What?”

Ben craned his head around Priya, and decried:

Liquor before beer, never fear.

Beer before Liquor, never been sicker.

“Oh! Oh!” Priya pushed Ben’s head back. “You know what rhyme I like the best?”

“No, Priya, what do you like the best,” Ben aped.

“Able was I ere I saw Elba.”

Alma shrugged her shoulders.

Priya closed her eyes. “It’s a palindrome.”

Ben threw his head back and cried to the skies. “Philistine! It’s O-N-O-M-O-N-T-A-P-I-A.”

Fred squatted down in front of Alma, “Well, hello my naked muddy friend.”


Alma smiled coyly at Fred. “I am Adam, madam.”


Priya lay down on the porch, staring at the sky. “OK, here we go: “



I thought as I saw into the sky



Life was fast, and if



I could stop it and hold it in my hand



Then I would know



The stars were there



And I could find you.


Ben lay down too. “You know, that’s really horrible, but I think you are very cute saying it.”


“Well, good for you, because if you don’t like my poetry there is no fucking way you’re getting into my pants.”
Alma stood on the porch and raised her arms into the air.

“Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears…”

Fred and Ben booed her.

“OK, OK, Here’s a little ditty I thought up off of the west Caymans… Every sperm is sacred, everything is pure, if a sperm is wasted … “

Priya booed her off the stage. 

Alma hunkered down near Fred and he patted her back then she pushed him up onto the stage. 

“I’d like to do an impersonation of Muhammad Ali doing an impersonation of Abe Lincoln…

“Fowah… scowah… and seven…. (he whispers) yeahs ago….”

Alma so hard she started hiccupping.

Alex came onto the porch with Cathy and absently walked through the stage. Priya interrupted Fred’s performance. “Your turn! Alex! Your turn!”

“What is this? Alright, here we go.” Cathy huddled next to Alma and Fred came back forming a half circle around Alex, his red hair haloed by the windows of the student union. 


“This is one of my favorite parts of American history…” He turned with his back to the audience smoothing his hair back, and then half turned back to them. 

In a whispering, southern drawl, he pointed something at Alma, “Now, you know, it’d be real nice if you took this cigar here and helped me get it a little…”


Priya shrieked with laughter, “No! I voted for him!” Alex came down and sat next to Cathy. Cathy leaned her head on his shoulder. As if on cue, Priya leaned over Ben to talk to Alma. 


“Can you believe our train leaves at 5 fucking AM this morning? We’re going to try to stay up all night.” She slurred.

Cathy lifted her head from Alex’s shoulder to talk to Priya and Alma. “You should go to the computer room when you get really exhausted. That’s what I do. Go and chat and stuff. Usually there’s folks playing computer games, maybe they’ll let you play.”

Alma wished she could roller her eyes at that idea, but her eyes were too tired and she just couldn’t be that rude to Cathy.


“Hopefully we can convince you all to stay up with us.” Alma looked at Alex. He was studying his shoe. “You know, it’ll be fun. Maybe we’ll even listen to your poetry paper.”

Fred held her arm, “I’d love to. I can show you my etchings.”

 
Ben put his arm around Priya and she leaned back into him. “Either way, if we fall asleep we’re never going to get up, so we might as well kill 20 hours on a train by sleeping.”


“Can you believe it’s that long? They stop in like every town. Are there other towns between here and Seattle?” Alma told Fred. He kissed her lower lip in response.


“You consider Salem a small town? Hello. It’s the capitol.” Cathy put her arm around Alex. “I’ll show you the lab. It’s really cool.”


“OK. See you guys.” Alex bounded up and walked with Cathy back into the union. Alma followed them with her eyes. She looked at Priya but she was busy kissing Ben. Fred pulled her a fraction closer and whispered in her ear, “What do you say we take another slide?” Alma laughed and leaned back and said, “How bout you show me what that pierced tongue feels like?”

Chapter 6: Route 392 PDX-OAK
“I’m Going Back to Cali

Cali, Cali

I’m going back to Cali

Uh, I don’t think so.”
Notorious B.I.G

Priya fell asleep next to the window on Amtrak. Alma was so tired she couldn’t sleep. She hadn’t slept with Fred, and she wasn’t sure if it was because she was doing an all-nighter so the invitation never raised itself, or because she still harbored a feeling for Alex and betrayal just wasn’t in the poor girl’s nature.

Last night, Priya commenced a long necking session with Ben while Alma ran up the hill to Slaveway to water and chips for their trip. Priya and Alma had met in Alex’s dorm, well, outside John’s room pounding on it at 2AM. John came to the door with a bright red face.


“Hello ladies, what’s up?”


Alma and Priya shoved their way in. “What’s going on here? Where’s Alex?” Priya stood in front of John’s TV. In the video tape door was a video halfway out. They could barely hear John over the blare of white noise from the TV.

Priya read the video title out loud, her head leaning out the dorm door, “Blazing Zippers, John, you’ve got some pornography in your video player!” 


Alma walked into the Alex was lying on his stomach diagonally across the bed. She sat on his back. “Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!”


“Fuck, Alma! Leave me alone!”


Priya came up to his ear and whispered, “We’re just saying goodbye lover boy.”


Alex rolled over slowly and leaned up against the window next to his bed. “God, Alma, you didn’t tell me your train was at fucking … “. Swollen eyes peered across the room, “Fucking 2AM! God I’ve just had like 1 hour of sleep. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”


Alma started packing clothes and makeup from their mad attempt at dressing for the formal earlier yesterday. “I forgot to tell you. We bought the tickets in Seattle and we both actually totally forgot about it until now. Can I have that Hole tape? And the old Nirvana one?”


“Yeah.  I told you I have a CD copier.” 

“When are you going to Budapest?”


Alex flopped back down on his mattress. He closed his eyes than looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know. I have a ticket but I’m not sure about the date. It’s just… I’ll call you or something. And get a cell phone. It’s damn hard to have a conversation on email and chat.” 

Alma hoisted her duffel back on her shoulder. “OK. Priya! Pack!” 


Priya had curled up next to the coffee pot near a huge heap of dirty laundry. Alma started nudging her with her foot then softly kicking her. “Get… up… get…up. I’m going to fart in your face. You think I’m joking.”


Alex groaned and rolled over. 


Alma kept kicking Priya then whispered, “I’m going to tell John you’re his love slave…he can do whatever he wants with you…” Priya shot her leg out jerkily and Alma yelped. 


On the train, Priya had no problem sleeping. Alma shoved her bag under Priya’s legs. She checked her watch. It had only been a few hours. She should write a letter to Alex.

Dear Alex,


I’m on the Amtrak with Priya. The whore has already fallen asleep. Thank you so much for showing us the crazy life at Reed! You’re right, I want to go there even though I didn’t go to any classes and have no idea if they would accept me. Is there any bad side to the school? I should arrive in Oakland in approximately 18 hours. Do you want me to fill all of that time in a love-sodden letter to you?

Alma erased the sentences. She started rubbing it so hard that it started to rip and pill up. She and walked down the cars. After coming back from the entire length, she sat down to write him again. 

Dear Alex, 


How is Cathy?   Do you remember that time in acting class when we were at Martin Luther King Library downtown and you had this like, weird rash on your face and we made you play what’s his name in the hunchback of Notre Dame? Do you think I’m a bitch all the time or just to you? I was just romping around with Fred, you know that. I really had a great time all week, especially in our random things and the music there is amazing. I do want to go to school with you but not while you’re in Budapest dork! Alright. I only have 18 hour on this train so I better check out the engineering station and the snack bar while I have time. 

Love

Your Alma

She spent an hour drawing hearts and butterflies on the envelope, and finding an old stamp in her bag. She folded the letter and put it in her back pocket. She couldn’t stop staring at this 9 year old kid across the aisle and up one row. He had a Gameboy or something and kept grunting with effort.


She woke up from a nap. She must have fallen asleep watching that boy. He was now eating an otter pop. Did they bring it with them? How had they kept it cold? She felt for some zines she had bought at the bookstore the last trip to Portland. She bought a Cometbus from San Francisco and a Hesher. She got sort of anxiously excited when she read them so she had to pace herself.


Finally Priya woke up. Alma was too paranoid about leaving their bags where the little monster (the boy one row ahead of them) could get them so she made Priya journey up and down the train so they could talk about the same passengers

Priya put some mousse in her blunt cut and cleaned her piercings with hydrogen peroxide. “Dude, did you check out that lady with the pink sweater and bunny appliqué?”


“Ouch. Not as bad as the comb-over next to her.”


The little boy came up to Priya. “That is disgusting.”


“Joseph!” A woman who didn’t show her face yelled from the seats in front of them. Priya hopped up on the seat and peered over. “It’s OK, really. I don’t mind.”


She sat down again in one motion and gestured the kid closer. “You think this is gross?”


The boy looked sheepish. “Well, it hurt, right?”


Alma watched it all with a smile on her face.


“Not that much. What type of game do you have there?”


“Super Mario 3.”


“Is it the XL version? Is it in color?” 

“No. You have that?”


“Yeah.” Priya pulled it out of her knapsack. The boy hunkered down next to her and soon the two heads, hers striped and short, his brown and greasy, peered over their Gameboys. Alma was more bored than ever.


“Hey, Priya.”

“Yeah.” Priya didn’t look up.


“I’m going to tour the ship, you watch the bags.”


“Sure.”



“You don’t do that very well.” The boy pointed at her screen. 


“Watch and learn, watch and learn. There!” Priya threw her hands up. “Triumph” 


“OK, watch me now.”

Alma walked the length of the train a couple of times and bought four dollar M&M’s at the snack bar. Being offline, being alone and having all of this introspective time should be restive and full of reflection but she felt antsy and confined.


Soon her sugar and caffeine high left and she collapsed across from the two kids playing their Gameboys.  When she woke up, she was in California.


“Alma, are you going home right away or do you want to hang out at Stanford more?” Priya wiped her face with Sea Breeze.


“Sure, that’d be great. I’m not eager to go home yet.”


“Are your folks back?”


“The foster rents?”


“Sure.”


“Um, don’t know. I don’t think so.”


“Killer.”


“Monroe street is not your summer getaway if you know what I mean.” 

“Come on!”


“Uh, yeah. If you have a low-rider and wear pumps to work.”


“No shit.”


“Most of San Jose is caught in this 1980s time warp. But you can visit me and I’ll show you the best fucking Thai food you ever had.”


“Alright. Man, I miss Ben already.”


“So what gives?”


Priya recounted their last hours together. Ben had brought her to his dorm room. He lived in a small house on campus with the local famous band. They had toured and held raging parties there. They were a type of acoustic folk sound. He played a couple of tapes for her and then they sat down in the living room, her at the drums and him on the guitar, and ‘made music.’


“You’ve got to be kidding. That is so schmaltzy.”


“You don’t get it. It’s like, super, just, like, I don’t know. It’s like, you’ve got one rhythm or something and then he comes in and you try a new type of signature or something and then you try to match what he’s doing and you play for a while and it just changes without you or him really doing anything, like, suddenly it’s just different.”


“Wow. Sounds like…”


“I know, I know. We didn’t really do anything.”


“Really?”


“Well, it’s not like something I could even say. I mean, we like, got close or something. He has this wicked collection of books.”


Alma leered, “Did you get to check out his bookshelf?”


Priya didn’t waste a beat. “It’s like, the first edition of, no shitting, A Separate Peace.”


“Oh, did I tell you, this lady that I think is my mom had that on her bookshelf.”


“What?”


“Sedra. I told you! She has my eyebrows.”


Priya would not be derailed. “And House of Mirth. No boy has read that book, and here is he owning a first edition! That’s amazing!”


“Watch out Priya because you’re going to get winded you’re falling so fast!”


“I saw you get down with Phred.”


“Did you spell that Phred in your head? Because it sounded weird.”


“Duh. Phred, that’s his name! It’s short for like Alphredica some weird Greek name. You didn’t know that? Whatever. He’s hot. And he’s like, this huge icon or something. Ben was telling me about it. Or was it Bennett. Do you think Bennett is hot in some weird type of drug-dealer way? He got arrested last night. That Vanderbilt girl like, almost OD’ed and her friends called someone and he was whisked away. It was major drama. I don’t know where you were.”

Chapter 7: Palo Alto
Will you take me as I am
California, coming home. 

“California” Joni Mitchell

The girls de-boarded the train and stepped onto the Jack London Square. They argued the entire way through the bay area about what to do. Priya was interested in going to San Francisco, and while Alma didn’t want to go home just yet, she didn’t want to drag her stuff all over. 


“OK, we can get some lockers at the TransBay Terminal. These buses are going there.” Priya trudged toward the buses.


“Priya, wait, let’s just take BART.” 


“OK.” 


They took Alma’s duffel bag and Priya’s backpack and got on the regional rapid transit. It was a Wednesday at 2pm. The cars were empty. The Oakland skyline fell away and they entered the tunnel that swept under the bay. Alma made honking noises. Soon two b-boys walked through the car. One other passenger sat in front of them, ignoring the girls. Priya started to curl up to go to sleep. In fifteen minutes they were at the underground stop of Embarcadero. 


Priya opened her eyes halfway. “Don’t get off. Let’s go to the Mission. 16th.” 


“Do you actually know where you’re going? Or are you just pretending that you are some city slicker.” Priya punched her.

Alma watched the people waiting for the train whiz by. The tunnel was dark until it opened up to Montgomery station. The car filled up and closed, moving on for a few seconds to the next stop: Powell.

Priya shifted in her seat. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?”

“Marcella asked me up to Seattle. I’m thinking about it. I’m not sure I want to have the conversation with Sedra.”

“The conversation?”

“I just think it’ll come out somehow, that I think she’s my birth mother or something.”

“Ah.”

“What are you doing?” 

“Well, I’m not going back to India…”

“I guess it doesn’t matter that much.”

“Well, if you want someone to go with you…”

“Really!”

“Yeah. It’d be fun. But this time, bring your own toothpaste.”

Alma and Priya saw a movie at the Roxie, Ginger Snaps, and had some crepes at a Briton French place, Ti Couz. Then, laden with cheese and over stimulated by the independent werewolf film, they got on CalTrain. The final train ride to Palo Alto was, for them, tiring and exciting. They looked forward to showers and sleeping, long phone use and for Priya, some direction (her studies). 

At Stanford, Alma threw her pack on Priya’s bed and started sorting through dirty laundry. First, it would be the laundry room, then the campus café to do some letter writing. She had to check in on her email accounts that were long neglected. She had to cut her hair as well. She loved the ivy campus with long hallways and vaulted arches. The students were happy and it was always sunny. Once in a while she got the feeling that there was a pressure or a sense of status she just didn’t pick up on, an undercurrent that she willingly ignored. The tousled bent head of a grad student in the bar studying after midnight, or the girl with tear-rimmed eyes, walking quickly towards her in the Earth Sciences hallway.
Alma called Perry and Melissa from the campus phone. They were shrieking when she finally got both of them on the same line after coordinating with a dozen other roommates.

Perry said she knew a place Alma would love. She told her to bring all of her mix tapes with her. Alma had a serious collection of Indie and soul singles on a couple of audio tapes. 

Perry got her and walked quickly through the campus like an old hand, shortcuts across grass, cutting around corners, through buildings lobbies to get around a block. Finally they walked down a submerged set of stairs to the radio station, KSTN, Stanford’s own.
The guy at the set now cocked an eyebrow and soon the lyrics could be heard in a breathless panting.

She was more like a beauty queen from a movie scene
I said I don't mind, but what do you mean I am the one
Who will dance on the floor in the round
She said I am the one who will dance on the floor in the rounds!

Alma started hopping up and down “Yes! Billie Jean!” and they danced a jig. 

Perry motioned to the guy that Alma was on next. He took them off the air and asked her what she needed.

“Tape deck?”

“Sure man,” He bent down and flipped the switch, she loaded up the tape and listened to it for a while. Then Perry got on the mike.

“From San Jo we have Alma playing…”

“Hi, Perry. This is a little ditty I’ve been practicing. It’s called Indie mania, from my old anorak collection.”
Soon the twangs of a simple three-person British band came over the studio speakers along with a shy little girl’s voice. Alma turned down the volume in the studio then hugged Perry.
”This is so great! Thanks.”

Alma sat in the chair behind the booth and waved goodbye to Perry who was scuttling off to a Human Sexuality lecture. After making pleasantries with him, the guy turned out to be Calvin, a fellow that knew Perry from soccer and was generally very similar to Ben back at Reed. She thought that she was meeting quite a lot of these boys. What will her future end up like, married to a wealthy liberal guy and sipping mochas with a two seat baby carrier? The shadow only knows.

She flipped through some other tapes and played her favorite back-to-back George Benson, and then some more eclectic hits, Talk Talk, Alice in Chains, threw in some Hole and Bikini Kill. The afternoon was leaving and she still had to do laundry. Calvin got them some pizza.

“So what do you do? What major are you?” Calvin sat opposite her behind the mike. 

“I don’t do anything. I’m just traveling around. Mooching off of my friends.”

“Cool, I dig it.”

“What’s your show like? What do you play?”

“Oh, I’ve got a lot of reggae and hip hop stuff. I really like west coast.”

“Oh cool.”

“Hey, what’s going on here tonight on campus?”

“Oh, my fraternity ahs a party up the street. It should be good. And then there are some grass-sliding we’re going to do up at the park.”

“Fun. What frat?”

“Omega Pi. It’s like the one that has the good food.”
 “Yeah, I heard about that.” Alma ate some pizza and looked up at him. “You know, I’ve only been here a few hours and already I’ve met you! Well, I knew Perry and Melissa too.”

“You know Melissa?” Calvin got this knowing smile and picked the pineapples off of his Hawaiian. “My roommate has the biggest crush on her. I think they’re in Humanities together. They think Perry and Melissa are gay.”

“Oh no!” Alma giggled. “They are so worried about that.”

“Yeah, OK, I’m going to shove off. So you guys should definitely come tonight so my housemate can get his fucking boner off about Melissa.”

“Oh please! No more details!”

He picked up his skateboard and headed out the door. “Asta la vista” 
Alma called Perry and asked who was next. “Just put it on Musac and someone will come down and figure out what to do.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, really, that’s what it takes.”

“OK.” She got her tapes and ran over to Priya’s room.  

Priya was flopped out on the bed asleep. Alma started separating her laundry into piles and when she reached into the duffel bag to dig out some especially crusty old underwear, came across a soft brown wrapped thing stuck inside one of her sweaters. It was a brown packaged tied with string with a note tucked inside. “for Alma, from Alex”

Dear Alma,


Are you bedding down well in Stanford? You know, up here we hate those guys. They’re all stuffy and preppy and basically get into better grad schools than we do. I think they actually get jobs when they graduate.
I want you to take this and think of me and think that we will be together when you figure out what you want to do (go to Reed! Go to Reed!) and when I get back from Budapest. 
I’m sorry for being a dick after we were together, but I think it was too much. We were friends, and then this happened.

You’ve asked me a bunch of times when I’m getting back and I really didn’t know then and I honestly didn’t want to think about being away and my own desires to travel seemed so immaterial at the time. But I realize I want to go and do this and I don’t think it will change the way I feel about you at all. I’m going in a few weeks and I’ll be there for a month then I’m coming back. I don’t want to screw up my year here and I think I can get enough out of it for a month. I’m planning a bigger trip a few months from now. Oh well, I wanted to say I think I love you and I want you to love me too, but I know I can’t make you do that… but I can try to sweet talk myself there… email me often. 

Love, Alex.

Alma tore apart the package and found a mix tape of songs and a Luna bar, and a couple of Polaroid’s of them at the formal, and sitting around his apartment, playing with posing  their tongues into glasses, wearing each other’s clothes, and teasing John. She felt a lump grow in her throat. She looked at Priya sleeping with her back to Alma. Alma got her laundry, walked slowly to the campus center. The few students walking toward her had frowns on their faces. The couples looked infinitely happy. She balanced her bag on her shoulder and touched the letter in her back pocket briefly.


After a few hours of watching the clothes tumble, Alma bounded into the room. She was wearing her outfit of cutoffs and a Led Zeppelin t-shirt.


“Dude! I am hungry!”


“Oh Priya, Alex put a really sweet letter in my bag.” Alma felt her throat tighten all over again.


“Whatever. Boys, schmoyz. I’m still yenning for that Ben boy. OK, well, what are we going to do? What do you want to eat? Chili? I want chili.”


“OK. Whatever. I’m free and easy. Did I tell you I was on KSTN today?”


“Yeah, you were the one that left the Musak on!”


“I thought that was OK!”


Priya helped Alma finish her laundry and then they walked over to the school café. The dark place was crammed and they ordered beer and chili at the counter. Alma called Perry and Melissa and they joined them.


Perry shouted over the din to Alma, “What are you guys doing tonight?”


“I heard about this frat party from a guy at the station.”


“Calvin? He’s a tard.”


“Oh that’s nice! He was sweet!”


Melissa joined in, “Alma, you think everyone is sweet.”


“Sweeter if they have something between their legs.”


“Priya!” Alma started to give Priya a nougie.  “Calvin said that his housemate is super hot on you, Melissa. We should go so he can… you know, get to know you.”


The four girls were sitting in the back of the café. They were quickly surrounded by bunches of post-class meetings, students getting a quick bite, or professors grabbing a nibble before the commute home. Because it was late October, the students were still in their sweatshirts and jeans but a bit of briskness in the California weather meant some had scarves and a random coat. The weather didn’t really mean they had to wear more since it was still a balmy 60, but so many of these students were transplants from the east coast and other places that have weather, that they couldn’t leave their wardrobe changing behind. Alma was in her usual Ben Davis pants and tank top. Priya was wearing skater shorts and her tight American flag t-shirt, the joke that never got old. Perry had some jeans and a grey gap t-shirt. Melissa wore a miniskirt and a shirtless vest. While their apparel, isn’t interesting in and of itself, that of the rest of the patrons at the café were just not as colorful.


Alma took a moment to look at her friends around the table. Perry and Melissa were from her past, from a time when she was ‘the alternative girl’ in high school, but popular and widely accepted, she acknowledges that. To refuse that she got some consideration and admiration from the rest of the student body would be to deny how she thought of herself entirely. Priya was a new friend, someone who she probably wouldn’t have even talked to at Independence. Perry and Melissa, she wasn’t sure she would be able to keep in touch with them in the next couple of years. She liked them. They still had that rugged, silly humor of teammates from soccer, with a type of girlishness that was infectively funny. The times they had had in San Jose, madcap double dates, laughing fits over watching the Daily Show stoned, applying for and finally getting into their first choices (when Alma had decided she wanted to go to Princeton, that is.) She wanted to think that in thirty years she would call them up at their houses and their kids would play together. She already knew they were changing and she would change too. Into what? And where would she end up, In Bali or in some po-dunk like Portland? She rallied the forces in a quick manner and got them off to the frat party. Melissa wanted to primp but with enough teasing they made her go as is.

They walked up East Campus drive joking about Phred and the formal.


“You mean, that Vanderbilt girl actually OD’ed?” Melissa screeched, a little tipsy from her two beers.


Priya looked bored. “I’ve told you already three times! This girl…”


“What was she wearing?” Melissa hounded her.


“It was a formal. I don’t know, like, maybe a dress?”

“Priya, you are hopeless.” Alma ran up to Melissa and described it. “Sort of a brushed gold, short, had really nice straps, like over the boobs, where…” 

“That is so chic. Hey, Perry, did you see that girl in human sexuality? She had like, this really nice sort of faux fur skirt, I don’t know, it was very hip.”

“Melissa, have you always been a clothes horse?” Alma was shocked.

“This is a new thing for our Melissa. She just found out that clothes make her look hot. She’s getting a lot of attention.” Perry said about her roommate.
“Perry!” Melissa yelled at her.
“From a certain boy named Brian Williams the Third…”


“Perry, you’re just pissed because we have all had some lately and you haven’t.”

Perry stopped suddenly, “Girls! This is it!”


Boys poured out of the doors. They poured out of the windows. The night was sort of warm so the lawn was full of boys, and a few girls. Boys on bikes, boys with drinks, boys laughing, boys wrestling with other boys.


“Boys.” Priya muttered.


“Boys.” Alma said flatly.


“Oh my god, Boys!” Melissa whispered harshly.


“Calvin!” Perry started threading herself through the crowd to the corner, next to the house. Alma grabbed Melissa’s hand and Priya followed. Alma accidentally brushed her breast against a boy with a U Washington t-shirt, and he smiled at her, with shiny red cheeks. She made sure not to look at him. She felt someone against her and backed away, trying to keep up with Perry’s disappearing form. She could hear Melissa laughing behind her and she was sure Priya was making friends.


Perry stopped suddenly and Alma stopped as well, Melissa bouncing against her and a swearword coming out of Priya. 


“Alma! Perry!” Calvin gestured to hug Alma and she entered his embrace. He kept her there a tad longer than she felt was necessary. 


“Hey Calvin, this is Priya, and… you know Melissa.” Alma gestured to her cohorts.


“Dude, Melissa, you look great.” Calvin had obviously tested the keg.


“Thanks, Calvin. Where’s your… friend… better get the duty call over with?” She awarded him with a big toothsome smile.


“Right, dude, he will be psyched! I think he walked over here.” He took her arm and walked up into the house, which was teeming with loud music. Sounded like a U2 style band, drums, guitar, and bass. Coming from the basement, no doubt.


Priya sidled up to Alma. “What do you think? Compare the schools! I can’t stop.”



“I know. We should find the keg.” 


Perry had already thought of that and was disappearing around in the house. They followed and soon found themselves in the back kitchen. A few bloodshot eyed guys in the clothes du monde were resting butt to counter. One of them kicked Alma’s shoe. 


“I think you’re so hot.”


“Well, thanks.” Alma turned to Priya, “Where’s the band?” She gestured with her eyes behind her to the guy who kicked her shoe. It was girl code for “help me get the hell out of here.”

“Yeah, wait, let’s get beer.” Priya said .They quickly grabbed the tap’s nozzle and fill up a few cups. The kitchen had this bright fluorescent light and the foot-tapping boy so Alma steered Priya and Perry into the hallway. 


Priya kept walking down the stairway then turned back. “Let’s see the band.”


Perry and Priya exchanged looks. “OK, let’s see the band,” Priya mimicked.


Sure enough, three guys were playing in a shifty made-up set, something loud that sounded like a fusion style jazz. The guy at the guitar was bended over so you couldn’t see his face. Alma hopped up onto a table near the side of the wall and cradled her beer between her thighs. Priya and Perry joined her checking out the scene. A few guys and girls were standing around bobbing their heads and shuffling. 


“Where’s the mosh pit? This sucks.” Priya stomped away. Perry jumped up on the table with Alma.


Alma spoke into her ear loudly to be heard over the noise. “So what’s up? Why is Melissa so girly lately? Are you mad at her? Who is this Brian guy?”


Perry sighed, “Well, we don’t really hang out that much together, I mean, she’s got this whole sort of guy scene, she’s just different now. I’m sort of realizing we’re different, you know?”


Alma thought of her earlier analysis of her friends and their future together. “Don’t worry about it, I mean, you and her will always be friends.” Alma spied a boy checking Perry out. “This guy at your 2 o’clock is checking you out. Don’t look!”


Perry craned her head obviously and smiled at the boy.


Alma lowered her head. “You are so lame.” 


The guy approached. He was wearing some low hung dark blue slacks and a button down vintage shirt, with some pattern on it like checks or crosses or something. He leaned up against the table.


“My name’s Mark.”


“Perry.”


“You’re in my Human Sexuality class, I think.”


“Right! You were the one that answered that question today about...”



“Sexually-transmitted diseases.”


Alma almost gagged on her beer.


Perry turned to her. “He’s joking.” Perry and Mark got in a conversation about the various pluses and minuses of professor Marken, and why they had both taken the class. As Alma was studying Mark, another guy came up to stand next to him. Alma was arrested by his looks. He had black hair, hanging lightly over his forehead, wide black eyes, and a slight under bite. He had similar outfit to Mark, and even though it sounded normal and average it was very out of place in the frat party. 

“Right, Perry, and, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” Mark extended his hand to Alma.


“Alma” She shook his hand briefly.


“Right, Alma, this is Evan.”


Evan walked around Mark to stand across from Alma. She sipped his beer and checked out the band again. Evan leaned into her to yell in her ear.


“I know these guys. They’re cool.”


“Right. I think so too.” She laughed. 


“I mean, don’t you think they’re cool?”


“Uh, yeah. I do.”


“So, like, what’s your major?”


“Oh come on! That’s the oldest line! Alright, I’ll put you out of your misery. I don’t have a major. I’m not in school.”


“You just living at your parents?”


“Um, I’m, like, a foundling.”

“A what?”


The music had reached a crescendo of sorts and embarrassed, Alma had to really yell. The music died very quickly right before she said the last word. 



“I’m, Like, a FOUNDLING.” Alma yelled.  Her eyes closed with the effort. When she opened him the small basement was full of trendy hipsters staring at her.


“Hey, let’s go upstairs!” she said in a falsetto.


Alma trucked out of the basement and Evan followed. She held her beer high through the hall way and they were in a small room. It had a few bamboo chairs and a futon. She sat down and another couple was on the far side, on a bean bag. 

Evan sat next to her, leaning back on one arm.  “You’re cute when you’re embarrassed.”


Alma flipped her hair. “I didn’t mean to make it such a big deal, that's all. I’m just sort of supposed to go back to my foster parents and I’m in denial. What major are you?” She tried to turn the tides.


“Why don’t you want to go back?”


“I asked you first.” Alma leaned her arm back too so that they were head on. He had a lanky frame and was bit taller than Alma but on the futon they were head to head.


“I’m a pre-med junior. My given name is Evan Smith, and I like to paraglide.” 

“Thank you.” Alma surprised herself by awarding him with a kiss.


When she backed out from his face he had a surprised look on his face. “Well, thank you.” His free arm briefly held onto her shoulder and she leaned back. 


“Sorry, I don’t know why I did that. You’re cute.” She put her hand over her mouth.


“No, keep it coming. Want another beer?” He got up quickly and she was on the futon alone. She looked at the other couple.


“Kierkegaard is not like Sartre. In the least.” The girl with the black, horn-rimmed glasses insisted.


The middle-eastern guy opposite her had the same glasses and a shaved head with five o’clock stubble on it. 


“I think that you are missing my point.”


“You just don’t understand the relevance of Christianity on an existentialist.”


Alma felt dizzy and leaned back even further. Then, realizing where she was and what she was doing, and how it would look when Evan returned, she groggily got up and headed out the door. She was confronted with the hallway, people leaning next to each other and against the wall. She headed one direction. A girl with cornrows put her face in Alma’s line of vision. “Are you in line for the bathroom?” with the music as background it sounded more like, “Awe you a witch in the bar room?” Alma responded, “No.”


She careened into another room. Briefly thinking that the beer had really taken toll, she collapsed into a chair. Next to her was Perry, necking Mark. On the bed was a boy with another boy, bodies tousled together so distinct parts of one were confused with another.

 Evan’s head popped in the door.  “There you are.” He crouched next to her. 

He handed her the beer and they talked. They talked about what it was like to go to Stanford, if she wanted to follow music, re-apply to Princeton, or go to Reed. She didn’t mention Alex but she talked about how much fun she had, and how weird the school was. He put his hand on her knee and stroked the top of her thigh. She closed her eyes and felt good. The party was still going in the same rhythm it had all night, perhaps every time this house had a party. He took her hand and they went out side, where she leaned against a building wall and kissed him, he putting his hands on her breasts and circling them, feeling her rise and fall with every deep breath. He had a small tight body on a large frame, she wondered if he did any drugs or if he just was born with this type of physique so common in heroin users. They tongued each other for a while, just examining the feeling and liking the mellowness. 

 “You can come back to my house.”

She gave her some room from him to talk. “So, where do you live?”

”Oh, I live in town. I’m 3rd year.”

“Right, right.” She traced the buttons on his shirt. “I actually have a boyfriend.”

He slowly grabbed her hips and pulled them to her and pushed her against the wall. “And that is important because…”

She laughed at his insistence. “Well, it’s just that this is sort of…”

“Hmmm. Hmmm. I’m listening.” He kissed her roughly, deeply.

She broke off for a moment. “It’s just that…”

“I think you should stop talking now.”

She did, and then things got progressively worse

Alma knocked on Perry’s door. It was 10am. 

Perry answered, groggy. She didn’t open the door all the way. 

“Hey, you interested in brekkie?” Alma had her hair in a ponytail and bright well-scrubbed cheeks. “Priya and I were going to go across El Camino to Hobbee’s.” 

Perry didn’t answer and turned away, leaving the door open. She dropped on the bed like a sack of potatoes.

“Are you hung over?” Alma asked. The room was dark, the curtains drawn. Perry didn’t respond. She was turned away from her.

“Oh god,” Perry said.

“Is something wrong?” Alma sat on the corner of the bed. 

Perry lay in a curled ball and slowly turned her face and shoulders around. Alma expected the worst, but Perry was just sleepy faced. 

“Did you have a good time last night?” Perry asked. Her eyes were still closed.

“Yeah. That Evan guy is amazing, just… like I ran out this morning. Couldn’t deal with it. I know I’m a freak.”
“Where was Priya?”

“Oh, I think she just ran back to the dorm. Just getting her to a frat party altogether was a huge feat, you know. Come on, let’s go.”

“I don’t know. I feel sort of…”
“Come on.” Alma picked out one of the many sweatshirts Perry had littered on her floor and threw it at Perry. Perry’s room was a classic boy’s dorm room—dirty clothes all over, and clothes that a guy would wear, t-shirts, sweatshirts, jeans, shorts. There was nary a shred of pink garb in sight.

Perry struggled to put it on what turned out to be a B.U.M. sweatshirt and with her usual flair for fashion shoved her feet into some thongs.

They got in the car and Alma started singing with an old Fugazi song on the radio. 

“God, you are so fucking happy.” Perry glowered out the window.

“What’s with her?” Priya turned to Alma.

Perry started crying. 

Alma turned from the front seat. “What is wrong? You are falling apart!”

Perry quieted down.
Alma kept her eyes on her. “What happened last night? I lost track of you.”

“I… I was with that Mark guy, and then I just, I don’t know. Went back to my room.”

They pulled into the parking lot and climbed out. It was only a few blocks away but they drove. The streets were too wide and hairy to walk.

They waited outside with coffee in their hands.

“God, Perry, you look totally grey.” Alma put her hand on Perry’s arm.

“Yeah, well, I’m like, hey you guys, what’s that early reggae album? You know, I think it’s got Israelites on it…”

“You should ask Calvin, he’s into that.”

Priya was absently looking through the window when she grabbed Alma’s arm. “Wait, I think I see Evan in there.” She looked at Alma.
Evan was eating with some guys Alma didn’t recognize. Priya walked in, expecting Perry and Alma to follow. 

“I’ll just wait until they call my name,” Perry said and stayed outside.

Alma followed Priya. When she walked up to the table Priya was already talking with Evan. Alma heard only the middle of a sentence.

“What? You said Perry was getting down with who?” Alma was shocked.
Evan looked at her and smiled, then continued with his story. “Oh man, she was like going crazy with this guy, what’s his name, oh yeah, Mark. He’s just this dorky guy in that frat.”

Alma and Priya looked at each other and went back outside to see Perry.

“Perry, what exactly happened last night?” Alma asked her.

Priya paid close attention to Perry’s words.

“He was a friend of Calvin’s, I think, like a frat brother or something. We were talking, and then I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Was it something about reggae bands?  I forget…”

Alma was exasperated. “What happened?”

“He like, I guess he dry-humped me. Like, on the bed in the room or something. I was just talking to him one minute, and the next he was on top of me, like, humping me.”

“I don’t think I’ve used that word since I was 12.” Priya said into her coffee.

“What did you do?” Alma shuddered.

“I, guess I sort of kicked him or something. I mean, it was amazing; he was so heavy and like strong or something. I couldn’t get him off, and then I relaxed, and then I just, just something took over and my whole body jerked and he sort of groaned or something and got off. It was horrible, ugh.” Perry combed her hair with her fingers. Alma put her free arm around her shoulders. 

“Perry, man.” 

Priya made a short laugh. No one smiled. “What an asshole, I mean, what is he thinking? It’s just so… god, like a junior high school kid or something. What an animal.”

“Is this guy Otto? Calvin said you were… ” Alma asked.

Perry frowned. “I don’t even want to say his name. The entire thing just disgusts me. I wish I was with you guys last night. I never should have walked off. I just got into this conversation with Calvin and that guy about reggae.”

“What’s his name? We’ve got to tell the police.” Priya’s eyes got big. 

“Otto. Otto something. German? Van Buren? I don’t know.”

“That was pretty early on, wasn’t it? I think I saw you leave when I was on my first beer when I met that Evan guy.” Alma said. They got the signal from the waitress and went inside to their seat. They passed a table and Priya stopped.

Priya walked right up to Calvin “Tell me where your fucking friend Otto is.”

“What did he do?”

Priya grabbed the back of his chair. “Calvin…”

“I, I guess he’s in his room. He’s in my frat.”

Priya walked away. Alma followed her, not looking at Calvin.

Back on campus, Alma followed Priya to her dorm. 

“It’s just, like, I can’t look at any guy without getting all skeazy.”

“What about Evan?” 

“Yeah, I mean, if things were different would he have done that to me? Perry is so quiet and stuff, I can’t imagine someone being like, hey, I can fuck that girl even if she doesn’t want it. I mean, I know it wasn’t like all the way fucking, but still, it’s so weird. Like a bully on the playground or something just beating someone up randomly.”

“Guys suck.”

“OK, so if when you were getting down with Ben back at Reed, if like, he had done something kind of borderline like shove you around or something, what would you do? Is that the same thing? I mean, there’s a confidence I feel sometimes with a guy and I wonder if it’s because I’ve never been overpowered that way. Or maybe I have but I didn’t know it because I’ve never known it. How can I be afraid of what I don’t know?” 

“Yeah. I think I’m always the one who like, throws them to the ground. I hate it when a guy lords over me with that macho shit. What an asshole. What are we going to do? We have to like tell someone. Perry’s not going to.”

They sat on her bed, thinking.

“I know what to do.” Priya grabbed some pens from her desk and ran out of the room. Alma stayed there. In a minute Priya ran back. “Get your camera.”

Alma took her camera out of her duffel bag and changed the film. She had to develop the pictures of Alex and her, and Alma and her in the thrift stores. 

Priya ran from bathroom to bathroom on campus and wrote a headline: “Rapists” and underneath, wrote his name. She went to every bathroom. Alma took pictures of the wall. They finished, and called Perry. 

“Perry, I know you probably won’t approve, but we have to warn other girls. I mean, this guy can’t go around doing this shit.”

“But what about, like, if he finds out or something?”

“Whatever.” Priya hung up. 

Priya went to class and Alma went to the computer lab.

There were a couple of messages from Jack, Phred,  and Alex, but what caught her eyes at first was a note from her foster parents. It was from her mother’s hotmail address.

Alma

We’re going to get back in town soon and we’d love to have you come down and stay with us so we can all go to the club’s bicentennial. I know that Betsy Tilsdale is dying to hear about your trip to Seattle. You know that she helped endow the arts foundation there. Got to go. Do visit. Bring a friend if you want. Joe will be here for his football summer camp. 

Mother

Alma grimaced. Her younger brother was a neo-republican jock from another planet and her mother existed in a world defined by her country club. An evil that must be faced, she thought to herself, at some point.  At least it’s free rent. Alma quickly typed back:

Mother,

I’d love to come down. I have a month or so before heading back North to see some friends I’ve made up there. I’m probably going to bring my friend here from Stanford. 

Love, 

Alma

While Alma wouldn’t admit to actually loving her foster mother, she did have a warm spot for her. This woman and her husband had taken Alma as an infant into their home and tried to be parents to her. They probably were, in how they defined the role. Alma couldn’t help seeking a warmer couple, if she could have, to take on her parentage.

Alma stood outside of Priya’s class. Even though it was highly unlikely that she would see Evan in a class of 50,000, she tried to see a black tousled head bouncing down the hallway. Soon Priya came out with a pack of boys. 

“Physics.” Priya stuck her tongue out. “I wish it was physics for poetics, but my parents have this idea that I’m going to be a mechanical engineer.”

“Really? How did they make you take it though?”

“Oh, the lovely force of having Indian parents. Their way, or the highway. I think it’s a combination of eternal guilt.”

“Hey: can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Can you…”

Two girls walked by and said loudly, “Yeah, the list is getting really long, it’s like, got that John guy on it…”

Priya and Alma looked at each other. “Quick! Do you have your camera?” Priya grabbed Alma and they ran off in the direction of where the girls were heading. Going into the first bathroom they saw, the list, in Priya’s scrawled hand, had gotten much longer. 

“Look.” Alma pointed out, “’Father’. God, that is so sad.”

“Quick, take a picture.”

Alma turned her camera around from her back and shot a few pictures with her flash on.

“What were you going to ask me?”

“Oh, yeah, I wondered if you’d go down to San Jose with me for a few nights. I don’t know if I can deal with them on my own.”

“That bad?”

“It’s just a culture clash. I promise constant entertainment. Mostly observing them will suffice.”

“Sure. I don’t mind. How about this weekend? I can’t miss any more classes. Getting bawled out in every one I go into, if they notice at least.”

“Sure. And thanks.”

They headed out into the sunshine. “So why are you so destined to find your birth parents, I mean, aren’t your foster parents enough? They sound wealthy enough. I mean, I’m sure you’re like, curious and stuff, but…”

“You don’t understand. It’s horrible. They’re like, completely different than me. I’ve always known that. And yet, I didn’t realize how much until I was at Marcella’s. I mean, she’s a real mother. She bakes and stuff.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. There’s more to being a mother than baking.”

“You know, it’s comforting. She’s interested. She talks to you. She’s a friend. I could really talk about anything to her. She’s supportive but not constrictive.”

“How long did you spend with her?”

“A few weeks, but it was just… “

“Was that before you found out you looked like Sedra?”

“You don’t understand!” Alma got flustered.

“Alright, alright, peace. I’m going to Trig now. I’ll check you later.”

“OK. I’ll go develop these.”

“Cool. And check on Perry. She’s so not herself right now.”

“Yeah.”

Alma developed the pictures in the student lab – she knocked and someone let her in, lent her photographic paper. There were communal chemicals already prepared. It was too easy. She went back to the computer lab and check for Alex's latest email. She clicked on the note from Jack.

Hey Alma!


You wouldn’t believe it but I got on a flight to Canada. I’m in BC right now… that’s British Columbia… going on a backpacking trip soon. I got a windfall gambling the other night at this divey card room in Vancouver, it’s really a great town. Tons of Chinese, and damn good food. Well, tell me where you are. I’ve got some more funny names for you, my foundling. ‘Vancouver, bend ooover’ you have to say that with a Canadian accent, of course ( and ‘Victoria, Dick-toria’.. I don’t have the same flair here since I’m not a local and don’t have those great personal feelings towards the cities. How was Portland? Otherwise named… Dork-land? OK, I’m getting more and more juvenile as I write. 

I met some interesting people, but nothing like our small train ride. Do write back and we’ll see if we can meet up some time. I hope you’ve found your adventures well worth it. And my word of advice: don’t go home too soon.

J. Harris. 

She wrote back:


Jack,


I’m in Shallow Alto, had some drama recently from a frat party (not my usual scene). I have met some really cool people. I’m not sure what your plans are, but I’m going to have thanksgiving in Seattle with some really cool people, so check in when you get back from backpacking and… heck, I’ll just invite you... .it’s in a little neighborhood called Green Lake (what name can we make out of that??). Turkey Day. 


Alma


She kept it short because she wanted to reed Alex’s three emails. 


Alma

Budapest is amazing. I’m the only red haired guy in three blocks. It’s totally old world here, like I can see Alexander the great (was I named after him?) walking through the streets. I wonder what you’re doing. Are you reading this at home finally or are you still on the road? How’re the buddies? I’m missing you so much. Love being here but I want to be back with you in PDX.

Love Alex

The other two letters were more about the sights and scenes he ran into and his room. He had a turret apartment with another guy on the program. Just as Alma was starting to hear his voice through his letters, she gripped the letter with the following liens: “Cathy is coming to visit me next week. I guess she got on the program too. It’ll be great to have a dormie here!”

Was he dense? Didn’t’ he understand anything? Alma thought.
Alex-

What the hell is Cathy doing there??? I’m so glad you’re having a good time. I miss you horribly. I’m having fun here (even without you) and I’m so sad, I guess Perry got into some trouble with this guy and Priya’s all bent out of shape about it so we’re running around campus causing a stir. It’s crazy. Have to go to the snobbies for a month before turkey day. Alright, don’t know what to think about Cathy visiting you. Don’t let her get in your pants, OK?

Love Alma


The next notes were from Phred. He wondered what had happened to her. Was she still on the road? She asked him that she heard from Priya via Ben that this Vanderbilt girl OD’d. She wanted the scoop. She hoped she didn’t sound too callous but people wanted to know!


“Excuse me, are you Alma?”


A pimply overweight guy stood next to her computer.


“Uh, yeah.”


“I’m from the Beacon.” He checked his notepad. “Priya told me you had pictures of the bathroom walls.”


Alma looked around the lab. No one lifted their head up. “Uh, yeah.” She spoke in an undertone. “You want them?”



“Yeah, that’d be great. Everyone’s talking about it. Do you happen to know who wrote the first ones?” 


“Uh, no, I just took some of them when I saw them. I’ve been taking photos everywhere just for fun so I had my camera.” 


“God, super. Can I have the negatives?”


“Uh, no. But I have some prints, here.” She drew them out of her bag and gave him some of the better ones. He grabbed the whole stack. “I guess I can make more prints…” 


“Yeah, and can you give me your name? I’ll give you credit.”


“Sure. Alma T. Jones. Right. Hey, thanks.”


“No, thank you. This is like, the biggest thing and we got photos before they cleaned them off.” 

“They cleaned them off?”


“Yeah. All of them. Really fast.”


He left her and she returned to her computer.  How did people communicate before computers, she would never know. While she noticed Marcella got online.

MomofFourKitties: Hello Alma,

AlmaSanJose: Hey there!

 MomofFourKitties: Where are you?

AlmaSanJose: I’m in Palo Alto California. I wanted to ask you if we’re still on for turkey day!

MomofFourKitties: You bet! And invite whoever you want, I have a big house (
AlmaSanJose: Great, because I’ve already invited Priya and Jack!

MomofFourKitties Oh I’m so glad Priya is coming, she’s nice. Who is Jack?

AlmaSanJose: Jack is a friend I met on the train up from San Jose (where I live) and Priya wanted to taste more of your bread (
MomofFourKitties: How are you doing?

AlmaSanJose: I’m good. One of my friends got sort of hurt here so we’re all trying to help her out. But I think I’m going to San Jose until Thanksgiving. I can’t wait to go back up there!

MomofFourKitties Well, Sedra and I can’t wait to see you. We’ve been doing quite a bit of work lately. I’m putting together an anthology of play scripts from the northwest, just for fun. How was Portland? Was that your next stop after leaving here? 

AlmaSanJose: Yep. It was super fun. Reed was really fun. I’m a bit torn about Reed, Princeton or Stanford, actually.

MomofFourKitties Well, they’re all fine schools. I’m a bit partial to Reed because it’s closer to here, but you’re the one that’s going to have to go there for four years. Are you ready to go back to school?

AlmaSanJose: Not at all. I like this lifestyle. But I’m such a bad influence on my friends! Priya hasn’t gone to class in 2 weeks!

MomofFourKitties Yes you are! Well have fun. I can’t sit down this long at a time. Have to bustle about.

AlmaSanJose: Ha ha. Alright. See you soon!

MomofFourKitties Talk to you later

AlmaSanJose: Bye

MomofFourKitties: Ta

Chapter 8: San Jose
“I’ve got lots of friends in San Jose”

“Do You Know the Way to San Jose” Dionne Warwick
Priya and Alma rode the CalTrain back to her foster parent’s house. Then, they got the bus. Usually Alma would have walked the 20 blocks through downtown to 10th street but her bag was too heavy. She had done that walk often enough to escape the boring San Jose downtown full of sports bars and grocery stores proclaiming ‘passport photos available NOW’ in Spanish. She loved the combination of immigrants in the area but the downtown was desolate, and usually a bit scary. Now that she had experienced the rest of the western states and their different, sometimes older and quainter, downtowns, San Jose seemed young, brash and expensive. 

Alma explained the local stores: A couple of nearby Thai places and old jazz club that used to be and a bookstore café. She got tired after a bit and Priya stopped asking questions. They rode in silence as they passed the suburban neighborhood near her house. 

The bus stopped and she lugged her duffel bag off. Priya had a nice airline bag from the sixties, but Alma still had all of her shit from the rest of the travels. As they approached, she saw that her brother’s car was in the driveway.

“Damn. Joe’s home.”

“Yeah, so what’s he like?”

“You’ll find out soon enough! Just don’t talk to him if he’s annoying you. And he will, believe me.”

They walked up the driveway. It curled around in front of a large pruned juniper tree that climbed up four stories. Priya stopped and stared up at the house.

“Geesh.”

“Yeah, get over it.”

“Grumpy.”

Alma rang the doorbell.

“You don’t have keys?”

“I lost them or something.” Alma mumbled.

A young boy in a t-shirt and low slung jeans answered the door.

“Dude, don’t you have keys?”

“Shut up, Joe.”

“Welcome home, sis. And hello ma’am.”

Priya was wearing her American flag t-shirt. Joe reached around Alma to shake her hand.

“Hey. Priya.”

“Joe, are they home?”

All three walked into the foyer. Alma headed up the stairs, Priya following. Alma headed for the first door on the right.

“No. They’re at the club.”

Alma mouthed the words as he said them. Alma laughed.

“Dude, you didn’t say Joe was dreamy.”

“Alma!”

“I mean, really!”

“Just wait. His personality will change all of that.”
Soon, Public Enemy bass lines sounded from the living room.

“Oh god, he’s into the ‘I want to be bad-ass’ ghetto lover now.”

“What is the club?”

Priya flopped into the couch and Alma went to the stereo system.

“Golf course, dining room, cocktail hour… My parents practically live there. They always have. Boring. I’m supposed to go to this dinner. That’s basically the only obligation to living here for a month is going to this thing. I’m sure my mother wants me to meet someone that is acceptable in her eyes.”

Alma played with a Rubik’s cube. “What’s up with Evan?”

“Oh man, I don’t know. I gave him your room # but I guess he didn’t stop by or anything.”

“Dissssssss.”

“Thanks for rubbing it in.”

“Dude, Alma, forget the boy.”

“Yeah, obviously. I had no idea he was that type of person though. Can you believe that?”

“Very lame-o.”

“And Ben?”

“Oh let’s not talk ancient history. So what should we do here?”

“Go swimming?”

“Yeah, I want the tour.”

The tour consisted of rooting through her parents’ medicine cabinet: Prozac, Zoloft, and something that they didn’t understand. They walked through the cream carpets and black leather chairs, flower arrangements on surfaces. 

“There aren’t any books!”

Alma swiveled towards her. “The deal is: they don’t have time to read. Oh wait, I think there’s a Rush Limbaugh biography here somewhere.”

“Stop!”

“I’m hungry, come on.”

Alma ran down the stairs and into a huge, spotless, granite kitchen. A young dark woman was sitting on the counter drinking coffee.

“Alma!”

“Esperanza!”

Alma hugged the petite woman. 

“How are you?”

“Oh you know. They’re at it again. But luckily they’re not here now. I just put away some turkey.”

“Great, thanks.” Alma turned to Priya, “This is my friend from Stanford! She came up to Seattle too.”

“How are you? I am Esperanza. I am the housekeeper at this lovely house.”

“She’s been here for… “

“10 years?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Priya spoke up. “Hi.”

Alma started to make turkey sandwiches, knowing which cabinet and where knives were instinctually. 

“So what culinary delight are they having tonight?”

“They’re eating at the club.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. They haven’t requested anything lately, but I did see Mr. Forrester arrive with some Easy Mac the other night.”

Priya nodded her head knowingly.

Alma picked up the thread again. “Once my mother made a nice array of hors d’oeurves!”

“Yes, those were very nice.” Esperanza wiped the counter.

Alma ate her sandwich. With food in her mouth she resumed the interrogation. “What’s up with Joe? Has he had his usual crowd around here?”

“Yes, Brad and Sebastian were here this morning and they may be coming back soon.”

Alma turned to Priya. “It’s the counsel of the young republicans. Or his swim team or something. God, I can’t believe I live with a fascist.”

“Tell me about Seattle! And Portland!” Esperanza leaned across the counter.

“Oh! I got you something.” Alma ran out of the room.

“So what are you studying in Stanford? My daughter is there.”

“What does she study?”

“Oh, she’s first year. I think she might be pre-med.”

“Yeah, does she like it? I’m sort of ambivalent. I mean, I’m glad I got in, but it’s super hard to focus right now. And my parents are really… I mean, it’s a big deal for me to go there for them. I’m in electronic engineering now.”

“That is a very good major! Your parents must be very proud of you.”

“Oh yes.” Priya was about to say ‘ma’am’.

Alma bounded back in, breathless. “Here.”

She handed over a book. “Cooking Light’s Best Recipes.”

“Oh Alma,” She hugged the young woman. Then Esperenza turned to Priya. “She knows I have a cholesterol problem and I have this special new diet. Thank you honey. This is wonderful.”

“Oh, I forgot to call on Maria. I’m sorry. Hey, we’re going to go out on the pool. Come say goodbye before you leave, ok?”

“Of course. Bye.”

“Bye!”

“Nice meeting you.” Alma backed out of the room.

“God, Alma, I don’t know what the problem is, I mean this is the life.” Priya, who was already a light brown, smothered herself in suntan lotion.

“Well, yeah, you haven’t met them yet. And I don’t know, I always knew I was different but…”

“Most kids would literally die to have this life. I’m serious.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“Not to make what you feel any less…”

“Well you are! I mean, I don’t know your parents, but they get involved in your life, don’t they? They ask what’s going on what’s up, I mean, if you had something you thought was important and they would inquire as to how you did, don’t they?”

“Mostly, they judge me according to what they think I should be doing, and in a way they have a point. I mean, they don’t stop being your parents once you have a will to do something…”

“Yeah. Well, all I’m saying is reserve your judgment until you meet them. And I think you will soon.”

“Hello, hello, hello.” Joe came down the walkway to the pool. “Darling sister and her scrumptious punk ass friend. Tell me," Joe squatted very close to Priya’s lounger. “Do you consider yourself a FeminiNazi?”

Priya didn’t reply.

“Joe, why don’t you hang out with your friends who obviously share your politics?”

“That sounded very professional, Miss Alma.”

Neither woman said anything.

“Well, I just wanted to inform you...”
“Here comes my brother the rat…”

“That they are back, and they are asking if you’re ready for the cocktail hour, and if your guest has appropriate apparel.” He tipped his glasses down and eyed her body. “If she doesn’t, then mother said you could hit some shops downtown and just come for dinner.”

“Don’t worry, Priya, you can borrow something of mine. Believe me, there won’t be anyone there to worry about.” Alma was lying on her stomach so she lifted herself groggily and told this to Priya.

“Oh, are we embarrassed to go to the club? Worried we might see some animal haters or meat lovers?” Joe was sitting now next to Alma. 

She hit him with her hand, it was a futile gesture. “Just ignore him and he will go away.”


Joe got up and left. “I’ll have to drive you there so get me when you’re ready.”


After a few moments, Priya piped up with: “Wow, he was almost civil there for a moment.” Priya sits up from her lounge chair. “Damn, the sun’s going down. Alma, you awake? Listen, if we took your little brother and put his body on one of our friends, god, wouldn’t that be great? I guess that’s what Alex’s roommate wants to be. Some type of little fucker like your brother, pardon my French.”


Muffled, Alma replied, “Don’t worry. Nothing you could say could insult me about Joe. I hope someday he’ll straighten out but really, no love lost.” They sat in silence for a few minutes, and then Alma realized the time. ” God, OK, we better get ready.” She groaned a little and got up. She wrapped her towel around like a sarong and they started up the path to the big house. Priya felt out of place, but she tried to put Alma into this landscape: the manicured lawns, the big pool, the gazebo, the raked lawn. Alma had seemed to her this sort of laid back, practical girl, who had come from a middle class family, not... this.


Alma put some dresses on the bed. “I think I’m going to wear this one.” Alma lifted a black dress that went to mid-thigh, and had thin spaghetti straps. “It says to me: yes, mother, I’m decent.”


She rolled her eyes in Priya’s direction.

“And for me?”


“I think any of these. If I were you, I’d wear this.” Priya pulled out a red dress with a pinafore and fake fur neckline.


Priya covered her mouth. “No, really.”


“I think when she got this she was still harboring hopes that I would enjoy shopping as much as she would.”


“Oh, sad.”


“Yeah.”


“OK, what do you think? There are a couple of semi-nice things here. Go try them on.” Alma handed her a pile of green and blue things from her closet.


Alma sat on the couch and leafed through a SPIN magazine. Alma ran out from her bathroom in a metallic green narrow skirt and a bra.


“I’ll wear this and just one of your shirts.” 


“Oh yeah, that looks good! I can’t believe it. You should wear skirts more often!” 


“Oh come on!” Priya laughed embarrassed but pleased. She grabbed a short sleeved white shirt with detailed neckline.


“Shoes!”


“Oh shit. What size are you?”


Priya was an 8 and Alma was an 8 ½ but she remembered her mother was smaller so they found a pair of mules in her mother’s closet. Priya couldn’t be torn away from the outfits in there.


“She wears something once or not at all, it’s amazing.”


“Wow. Dress up central. What’s wrong with me that I never had a dress up childhood?”


Alma laughed then said she had to make sure Joe waited or else they were screwed.


Joe was waiting in the foyer and let out a long low whistle. Alma thought that Priya was preening but let her friend make a fool of herself. She would learn probably or maybe not. Things could be worse than Priya dumping her poor sod of a brother. God, hopefully Joe wouldn’t’ dump her. Alma didn’t think she could witness Priya crying over him.


He warmed up his Jag, a present for getting into the prestigious Squaw Valley ski patrol. They climbed in and Alma had to witness flirting banter between Priya and Joe. 



They pulled up to the club and had unloaded. Valets parked the car. 


“Stupid fucking valets aren’t parking me up front.”


“Oh please, Joe. Can’t criticize your masculinity, can we.” Alma turned to Priya, “It’s been a lifelong ploy for him to get a car that’s nice enough for them to park in the front. Ridiculous.”


They filed in after Joe and he headed for the bar. 


“Be prepared to get fielded up a little,” Alma warned Priya. “Pay it no mind.”


Priya encountered Alma’s father, Ned Forrester, first. He had a receding hairline and small eyes. “Darling Alma, and who do we have here?” 

She could see him approaching and tried to move her body out of the way.

“Skittish filly, are we?”

“Darling, leave the poor girl alone. Hello dear, I’m Marilyn.” A coifed dark grey wave and a small smile greeted Priya as Mrs. Forrester approached.

“I know Priya from Stanford.”

“Now, that’s a good school, dear.”

“Mother, she’s above school.” Joe smirked.

“What can I get you?” Mr. Forrester offered.

“Oh, we’ll get them ourselves. Have to decide and all that.” Alma led her friend away from the circle and approached the bar. 

“Sorry about that.”

“It probably doesn’t matter as much as you think it matters to me, you know what I’m trying to say. Let’s get snookered.”

“Good idea.”

Alma and Priya drank their first martini at the bar and then brought their seconds around to tour the crowd. They wandered through the grey-haired folks until they came across Joe and his friends. Alma steered Priya clear. 

“Seriously, you don’t want to know what they’re talking about. Not only is it boring, but it’s slightly insulting.”

“OK, OK. But if you weren’t his sister…”

“I am. I am.”
Alma steered her friend to a decorative Japanese pool with the golf course beyond. They slipped off their shoes – Priya’s were aching – and plopped them in.

“If the groundskeepers see us we are dead.”

“This is so random. What am I doing?”

They sat there for a while sipping their drinks and Priya offered to go and get more.

“Don’t linger with Joe, I’m serious. I don’t want to have to talk you down from a breakup with that boy.”

“Ah, forbidden fruit…”

Sitting alone, Alma leaned back. Even though it was the beginning of November it was still 70 and she didn’t have to wear a sweater. She let her hair fall down to the manicured lawn and tried to get away from the conversations she knew she was going to have with her adoptive parents: you need to do something with your life, go to college, start seeing a boy for real, volunteer somewhere (that’s what girls who aren’t doing anything in their life do) and not for one of the charities she was interested in but one they were… the list goes on. 

“God, the bartender is cute!”

“Oh please! Are we hormonal or what!”

“Here, drink your martini and shut up.”

Joe came out to get them and they headed in for dinner. Priya tried to sit next to Alma but Mr. Forrester pointed longingly at the empty seat next to him. Joe lowered his athletic body in to the seat next to Alma so he could sit next to his mother. He had been trying to get them to not rent out the house up in Squaw for weeks now.

“It’s like, totally worth it. I mean, with the fees I pay alone.”

“Oh Joe, honey… talk to your father.”

Joe grimaced. 

Mr. Forrester talked to Priya. Alma couldn’t hear what he was saying but saw the look on her friends face. 

The club steward came up to them. “Duck, steak, or chicken tonight.”

“Honey?” Mrs. Forrester asked, to her husband.

“Steak.”

She looked at the waiter. “Me too.”

Joe nodded the same for him, and Priya and Alma said “everything except the meat would be good.” 

Halfway through the dinner, a young man approached the table. “Alma?”

 She turned around and confronted Evan. She quickly scooted her chair back and left the table. 


“What are you doing here?” She asked him at the bar. She ordered another martini. It wasn’t mixing well with the wine from dinner.


“Well, what are you doing here? My parents go here.”


“You’re not Evan Patterson.”


“You’re not the Forrester kid that got into Princeton, are you?”


They both looked at each other, shocked. She evaluated his outfit. He had at some point picked up a vintage tuxedo. It was brown, with big lapels.


He was checking her out as well. “Very nice.”


She blushed. She looked over at her table. Priya had moved her chair practically to the other side of the table, where her mother was sitting. “I should get back…”


“We should drag your friend away.” He had also been spying their table.


“Where’s your table?”


He rolled his eyes and pointed behind him. She saw a table with an older man and a trophy wife. “Wife number 3.”


She smiled and told him: “Five minutes, meet me down at the pond.”


She went and told her family that she had to talk to another club member. That set her mother on a litany of questions but she grabbed Priya and set off. Evan was waiting at the pond. 


“You must have just joined. I’ve never seen you before.”


“Yeah, my dad miraculously got on. He’s the head of Amdahl or something. A CFO? CEO? Whatever.”


“And this?” Priya flipped the cigarette burned lapel of his tux.


“Oh god, my friend Susan dragged me to this thrift store the other day in Sunnyvale… long story.” When Alma and Priya didn’t change their expression of doubt he said, “I didn’t have anything else!”


Priya decided to get more martinis and set off.


Evan reached for Priya’s waist and pulled her close. She pulled her chin in and pouted. “You trekked the other night, that wasn’t cool. God, my mother would be ecstatic that I was with another club member.”


“Is that what you told them? I was just busy. I had to get stuff done.”


“Oh, OK.”


She disengaged and took a martini from the returned Priya. “You are not hot after Joe, are you? God, I think you got sunburn.” Priya’s Indian already dark skin color had increased to a deep purple bruising on her cheekbones. 


“I think the minute Joe saw my collection of punk records I would be excommunicated.”


“Is your brother that Aryan Nation punk in there?”


“Yes. God, I hate him.”


“We were talking about him. My new stepmother thinks he’s hot.”


“So does the rest of the maternal clan at the club. Kids, we should leave. This place is depressing me more than it normally does. Check out this pond. Like, nobody appreciates it. Look at that golf course. I’m sure it used to be the rest of creek Guadalupe but now it’s just this manicured place people can hit their balls around on.”


Evan smiled.


“Not that way. And those people up there. For what charity is it? I’m sure if I asked my father he would have no idea why he was shelling out 10K for that stupid table. I’m just so fed up. My brother and his fucking ski aspirations. Skiing! I’m so fucking sick of it. And swimming! The S sports. I wish he went into something as fanatically. He’s just a fucking fanatic. You know how many girls he got pregnant last year? I don’t even ask. I think it topped 3. It’s like the rich suburban lifestyle: coke and reproducing yourself. I think the only thing my mother said to me tonight was: have you done your hair recently?”

The other two were quiet.

Alma sensed their embarrassment then added, “Evan, tell me you have a car.” 

“Where to?”


“Let’s go to this Ajax place on First. If it’s still there.”


Alma and Priya told them they were leaving and Alma ignored her mother’s resentful looks. Evan had no trouble leaving since he had put in his face for the required half an hour already. He had an old BMW “hand-me-down”.


They drove the streets and Priya bemoaned her outfit. “Man, you’re hot, don’t worry.” Evan said and Alma punched him.


The club was still there, with couches lining the wall and a bar well stocked with a couple of young dressed patrons. 


“I’m already roasted but I want to keep the buzz,” Alma started with, “better keep it to liquor though. A grapefruit and vodka please.”


From her seat against the wall Alma could see Evan chatting up a girl at the bar, started, no doubt, from his clothes. Alma and Priya had attracted some attention when they walked in the bar with their bare shoulders, and soon got a couple of guys trying to sit next to them.


“Maybe we should tell them all that the seat is taken,” Priya said, looking at Alma through her eyelashes. “In case things get boring… for me.”


“Sure, but I doubt they will. I think Evan is kaput with me. I told you he didn’t…”


And at that, Evan approached the table.


“I know when two women stop talking as I approach that they have been talking about me.”


Alma rolled her eyes, “Oh to be so self-centered.” As he sat down she put her hand on his knee. “Life would be so good.”


Evan looked at Priya, “Oh to be so cruel…”


Priya lay back against the high booth and closed her eyes. “I think I’m going to pass out.”


Evan leaned his mouth close to Alma’s ear. “So what’s up? What’s going on with you?”


She lowered her chin, “I’m just, you know,” she sighed, “trying to get used to the idea of living at home for a month with them.”


He picked up her hand from his knee. “We’re both down here, may as well make the best of it.” He kissed under her ear.


“You’re at school.”



“True.” He started to suck on her neck.


“And… I’m in San Jose”


“True.” He lowered his kisses to the base of her neck.


“I think I’m going to puke” Priya leaned forward. Alma took her hand and helped her to the bathroom. Rubbing her back Alma held her friend as she got sick in the toilet. Wiping her mouth, she promised they would head back.


Priya looked green and Alma went back to the table. Evan was at the bar talking to the same girl he had been talking to earlier. She went up and tapped his arm. 


“Sorry to interrupt, but Priya’s sick, I think we have to leave.”


Evan looked surprised and a shade guilty. “Sure, right.”


They took off and Alma concentrated on holding Priya up. She let Priya ride shotgun so she could lean her head out the window, just in case.

When they got to the house Evan let out a whistle. 

“I know, I know, listen, can you help me get her out of your car without any real upholstery damage?”

He smiled and lifted Priya out all on his own, supporting her up to the door where Alma rang the doorbell.

“’lost the privilege’ of having keys, you understand.” She smiled coyly and Joe opened the door, his necktie off and his shirt open. His face was red and boisterous. 

“Long loss sis and man I’ve never met before! Hello!”

“We need to get Priya upstairs, Joe,” Alma said pushing past him with Evan and Priya in tow. Joe followed up to their bed.

“Does she need help off with her clothes?”

“No, Joe, she can do that on her own.”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

Alma closed the door on her brother and showed Evan the bed where he should leave Priya. After getting some wet wash clothes and a bucket, she found him still to be there.

“Really, you don’t have to stay, I’m fine here.”

“No, I’ll wait.” He sat on her old sofa.

“Well at least wait outside with the Neanderthal while I get her in bed.”

“Oh right, OK. Sure.” Chagrined, he stepped outside.

Alma grabbed a big t-shirt and slipped off Priya’s skirt, shirt and bra and put on the top.

“Tanks. Your guhreat.” Priya mumbled.

“Sorry. You’re not Muslim are you? I haven’t been part of a huge religious travesty have I?” Alma mumbled as she started putting things around her friend. 

“Sit tight. If anything’s wrong, I’m outside.”

She washed her hands and put on some jeans and a t-shirt. She sighed and slipped off the high heels. With the same motion she stripped off the dress.
Evan was downstairs with Joe watching a Monster car show.

“Goddamn look at that motherfucker.” Joe was crouching forward in excitement.

“Yeah, sure.” Evan joined in.

“Hey guys.” Alma sat down and yawned.

“Jeggermeister, anyone?” Joe had an idiotic look on his face.

“No, thanks. Not this time.” Alma replied.

“Sure.” Evan put forth his shot glass.

“How many have you had?” Alma asked.

“OK little wife. The men can drink as much as they want.”  Joe muttered. His close shaved cheeks were bright red.

“Right.” Alma grabbed Evan’s arm, “Time to let me show you around the place…” Alma took Evan’s arm and led him out of his brother’s presence.

“Do you know Joe at all?” She looked at him sideways and led Evan into her father’s study.

“Hey, let’s do it on your father’s desk!”

“Oh, scandalous.” Alma rolled her eyes.

Seeing her anything-but-thrilled attitude, he changed topics. “Yeah, your brother’s hilarious. I didn’t know you were like that, I thought you were liberal and everything because of Priya.”

“I am!”

“Yeah, well, that’s interesting.”

“Evan, I’m pretty tired, I think…”

“What are you saying, I can’t stay the night?”

“What were you thinking? I didn’t ask you to help Priya out.”

“Yes you did.”

“I don’t remember. Anyways, I just want to go to bed.”

Evan sat on the couch. “So what’s the deal, I mean, when are you leaving for wherever? Are you still traveling?”

Alma rubbed her eyes and combed her hand through her long brown hair. “Yeah, I mean, I’m headed up to Seattle in a few weeks. I’ve got to endure this,” she gestured around the place. “My brother, who, I don’t know, wants to either convert me or get rid of me or something while he’s extricating millions of dollars from the poor saps. My mother who wishes I was more a product of her surroundings, or something. My father probably doesn’t have an opinion because he conveniently forgot that I exist. He’s the easiest to live with, frankly.”

“What do you do up there?”

“Where?”

“I don’t know up north wherever you went with Priya.”

On cue, Priya, in a t-shirt and some boxers, showed up in the doorway. 

“What’s going on?”

“You passed out and probably will puke at some point. I think you should just go back upstairs and lay down.”

“I’m hungry. I want na’an and chicken tandoori.”

Evan and Alma looked at each other.

“You honkies wouldn’t understand. Comfort food.” Priya curled up on the couch. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” 

Evan was quiet but Alma was quick to leap to defense. “Oh god, no. I’m just giving him my usual whine.”

Evan started up. “Speaking of wine, I may invade your father’s wine cabinet.”

Alma spoke to Priya. “Should we call this takeout place? I think they deliver. I’m sure with very little effort you could convince Joe to go out and get it too.” She winked. Priya got a sly expression on her face and walked out. 

“Where the hell is the Nazi anyways?”

Evan turned to her, “Yeah, just flash a tattoo and I’m sure he’ll do anything!”

“How do you know about that tattoo?” Priya got worried.

“I just guessed, but now that you mention it…”

“He’s in the third room on the left,” Alma said, pointing out the door. Once Priya was gone Alma turned to Evan. “God, Indian sounds good right now. Why aren’t I shit-faced? I drank so much. Maybe I’m not American Indian. I always suspected that.”

Evan sat down next to her with a glass of red wine and petted her hair. “I think you’re Mexican.”

Alma scooted away and got up, pacing. “Whatever. Hey, anyway, what are you doing here? How did you manage to let your parents drag you to this thing?”

He laughed and added, “Same reason as you probably.”

“This is rent, basically.”

Evan swirled his wine. “My father has been hounding me to meet this boy toy of his. God, she’s like, your age or something. I’m glad I didn’t introduce you, your ass would probably be black and blue.”

“Same with my father.”

“What is wrong with them? I mean, part of me admires old guys and their daringness, but…”

“Can we talk about something else?”
“Uh, sure.”

Priya opened the door, again on cue, and pounced on the sofa, pulling her feet up and resting her chin on her knees. “God, I can’t wait.”

After a few more quarter hours of twenty-something banter, which I’m sure is all boring you to tears. I can’t help but add it, in that there is some important conversation, but on the whole is very excruciating to listen to, much the less to have to utter. Alma, in all of her knowledge and experience, can’t articulate herself without curses and superlatives. Priya, with a native’s understanding of English and yet thrown into an alternative aesthetics which requires curses and guttural remarks, and Evan, a complete sponge to his peers and thus having very little intelligent thoughts or unique moments.

If the Indian delivery guy was a bit more instrumental in the plot he would be someone whose conversations, most of which are with his mistress as he picks up and delivers vittles to the various suburban residences, are more interesting and dynamic and full of loving caresses, heated jealousies and parodies of Bollywood shows, would be more material for entertainment than these three young nobs doing nothing but trying to stay up late and imbibe.

Joe, if we could burrow ourselves into his even more youthful brain, that at this moment is contemplating how he can get Priya to get naked get in his bed. He didn’t care if he had to puke or not. He wasn’t sure she would care either. She didn’t seem like the type to care about a little puke. 
Now, Joe has never aspired to being attracted to one of Alma’s self-named ‘hippy friends’ but finds himself drawn to this young Indian woman who, in his eyes, is ‘more of a bad-ass’ than himself. He can’t concentrate on the monster truck show, all he can think of is how she is calling to him, her shapely legs, her round dark breasts, her short spiky hair (oh how to caress its brittleness in his hands) more than his other entertainments. It’s a turning point for him and he feels his friends would mock him. Indeed he’s even having a bout of self-hatred at this moment. He knows he should get in his Jag and drive up into the hills to ‘get off some steam’ or even call on one of his buddies for some Playstation madness, but this moment is frozen in time. He can’t move, he can’t make time go forward, it’s just him and this electricity between the other room, god, where are they? He asks himself, that other room and him, here, dully watching the entertainment center. The Jaggermeister boils in his acid stomach. He feels a taste in his mouth, and barely makes it to the bathroom before he heaves.
Priya shouts with a glee that can be heard from the den where Joe is sitting and scrambles to the door. “I’ve got Indian-food sonar.” She yells as the doorbell chimes. She opens it to a surprised man’s face, a little overweigh, probably shocked at the sight of this short girl with men’s underpants on and a tight flag t-shirt. She grabs the food and stuffs a twenty in his hand. 

“How much is it? Do you want change?” Alma yells.

Priya walks in the study and opens food on the floor. “Indian food is always ten dollars a person. Don’t worry.”

Expertly with two fingers, she starts eating all of the food from the paper buckets with her bread. Evan it off with a small wave and keeps sipping his wine, thumbing through her father’s books. Alma squats down and starts eating.

Soon, Evan stops reading The One-Minute Manager and scans the bookshelves. What type of books would her father have, he thinks, and reads off them off absently to himself in an undertone. “Rainmaker by Michael Crichton, Pelican Brief, Confederacy of Dunces. hell Alma, how did you get into Princeton with a library like this?”

“Hey intellectual supremist, I have my own taste. My father is just a poor guy who likes a light read, lay off.”

“Wow, that is the first nice word she’s said about them all night!” Priya can barely make the words come out of her mouth. She continues to pick bits of spinach and potatoe with her Indian bread.
“I understand my parents, I feel no wrath, they’re just not my parents, you know?”

“Quibbling, quibbling.” Alma grunts.

“Alright, I guess I better shove off.”

“You have drunk too much. And you have to protect the damsels,” Alma points at Priya, “From my lecherous brother.”

“Protect schecht. Hey alma: have you ever thought I might like the little fucker?”

“I’ll stay, no prob.” Evan winks at Alma. Alma shrugs. Priya looks away.

Sunday morning comes and all of the friends are there. Priya throws a sock at Alma, who is lying face down on her bed, with her behind barely covered and her bedclothes in a jumble on the floor.

“Pssst. Wake up.”

Alma grumbles and turns her face away from Priya.

“Yo! Alma! Wake up!”

“fuck you.”

“Gracious.”

“It’s fucking early.”

“Alma!”

Alma sighs and pulls her head up, staring at the headboard, then turns gracefully to stare at Priya.

“Good morning.” It’s like she’s completely forgotten how bitchy she was a few moments ago. 

Priya is sitting with all of her clothes on, flag t-shirt included, doc martens on, patiently on the made up couch. 

“Let’s get breakfast!”

“You are such a stomach machine.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m hungry.”

Silence as Alma walks groggily around the room picking up jeans and t-shirts and an Adidas jacket.

“What type of food do you want.”

“Is there a café somewhere? Can we escape suburbia?”

Alma smiles and gives her the high five. “You’re cool.”

They stumble out and Alma cranes her neck in her parents room. “Can I borrow the Rabbit?” She explains to Priya that it’s the third wheel car kept for some random reason. “I think my father doesn’t want to realize that no one will buy it.”

She drives on the freeway to downtown Saratoga and they sotp in at an all-wood floor and walled café, multiple rooms, and both get big coffees with lots of milk and muffins. 

“So what happened with Evan last night? All I know is that I ran up to bed, and I mean alone,” she smirked, “well, just for a little bit…”

“No!” Alma covered her face.

“Yeah, well, you have to admit he’s worked hard enough on his body to fine-tune it.”

“You have, like, given me years of grief now. Poor boy. Doesn’t know the heartbreaker he’s found now that he’s found you.”

Chapter 9: Seattle by Car
“I met a gypsy and she hipped me to some life game

To stimulate then activate the left and right brain

Said baby boy you only funky as your last cut

You focus on the past your ass'll be a has what”
Outkast, “Rosa Parks”


In the front seat of Evan’s old BMW Alma sat thumbing her fingers through the CDs. “What’s Outkast? Public Enemy? KRS-One? Common?”


“Sounds like the ghetto got a ride with us.’ Priya piped up from the back. She hauled out an oversized set of earphones and an MP3 player and started zoning out the window. “Wake me up when we get to an In and Out.” She must’ve not expected a reply because she couldn’t hear Alma say, “OK four year old.”


Evan switched lanes and craned his head over his right shoulder after already moving the car. “I’m surprised you guys wanted to ride with me.”

“We wouldn’t have asked you if we didn’t want you to drive us.”  Alma said. She looked at Evan’s profile. He had chosen to wear a jean jacket with a shirt with huge lapels. “You know, that thing back there, you remember, that night of the club dinner.”


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


“You brought it up!” Alma made an exasperated sigh.


Evan fiddled with the air conditioner. “I’m too hot or too cold. There’s no medium in this damn car.”


“Evan, you know I don’t blame you for that.”


“Listen, alma, the least interesting thing you could talk about right now,” he cranes his head back to make sure Priya is sleeping,” is how I didn’t … you know. See? I can’t even say it. It’s perhaps the most embarrassing thing. And it’s not me, it’s not you, it’s just, like, whiskey dick.’

“What?”


“Whiskey dick.”


“You can’t say the words but you can say some random jokey term. God, men.” Alma folded her arms


All three rode in silence. A few half hours later, Evan pulled off the freeway. Alma turned down the radio. “What’s up?”


Priya popped her head in between them. “I’ve got the best hamburger-dar of anyone I know. It’s In & Out, right?”


Evan laughed. “How do you know?”


“I was on this ski team and we came up to Tahoe all the time. Always stopping at in & out and some thing like a Nut Tree or something.”


Evan groaned. “God, I hate that place. And you girls, don’t make me stop at outlets.”


Alma lowered herself in the seat. “And what would I buy clothes with? I’m not only not on a stipend from my fascist parents, but I haven’t  had a job in ages. Whatever. I’m not into the stuff they sell there anyhow.”


Priya gave her a high-five. 


They ate hamburgers and ended up going up high-five. Evan got into a pattern of going 72 miles per hour, passing semi-s on the four-lane highway. He had cruise control and a 5-cd changer so they got a rhythm going of Alma and Priya zoning out the window and Evan interspersing the rap lyrics with his own made up ones. 


“Shake your ass, tell me what you’re worth.”


“Evan, they are not saying that.” Alma gave him a look.


“Dude, that’s it. I swear.”


“That is not it.”


Evan pounded the steering wheel with the beat.


“OK, we better stop soon. I’ve got to pee.”


“Girls.”


“Evan! I’ve gone past puberty, if you haven’t noticed.” Alma looked out the window again. 


“hey, are we going to stop?” Priya had peeled off her earphones. 


“Yeah, I’m making him stop.”


“Let’s put some of my music in for a change.”


Evan pouted. “Alright. But what is it?”


“Um, I’ve got Creed and Guns and Roses.”


“Oh, that’s good. God anything but rap and opera.” Alma said to no one in particular.


“Well, that’s ridiculous.” Evan changed the CDs in the changer. “Basically, you’re saying you’ve heard and loved hungarian harmonica music. Rap and opera are just highly conventional forms of music. You have to be taught to appreciate them.”


Silence greeted this speech. Evan pulled the car into a rest stop. The evening was coming on the flat plains of the northern central valley. There was dying grass around the cement restroom buildings and picnic tables. Evan did some stretching and alma and priya scampered off to the bathrooms. Evan lookd around at the overweight  couples eating at tables, getting water, and reading the visitor map. He threw and arm over his chest and pulled it, craned his neck, bent over. He felt two hands on his ass.


“Woah nelly.” He laughed. Alma stuck her head under his arm.  “I can’t wait to get to Seattle. Man, how long do we have to go?”


Evan pulled his leg behind him a stretched his quads. “god, I don’t know. I think we’ve gone like 200 miles. This is going to be utterly boring.” 


Alma pulled her hair back and started to braid it down her back. “this is beautiful ou there. Sort of big sky beautiful.”


“Yeah.”


“I guess I’ll climb in the back and sleep.”


“Right.”


Priya finished up and filled her water bottle. “You guys should get water too so we don’t have to stop.”


They all climbed back in and Priya played dj. Alma nodded off right away. She had a pile of duffel bags and jackets to sleep on. 


Priya made sure Alma was asleep. “So tell me, Evan, what’s up w/ you and Alma?”


He laughed. “cut to the jugular, eh?”


“no, seriously, what’s going on?”


“I don’t know. “ He looked over  at her. “What’s up with you? Seeing anyone at school? You know, I haven’t seen you at all last month. Isn’t that weird? Like, we should run into each other at some point. It’s not so big a place.”


“Yeah, I’ve been seeing this guy Julio and just going to class. That happens once in a while, I just sort of burrow down. I fooled around so much with Alma right at the beginning of school, I needed to buckle down.”


“Oh yeah, that’s true. I’m sort of in limbo. I mean, I hang out at the frat all the time and then the library. Not much else. But we should hang, like, study or something.”


“Sure, that’d be nice. Want some kennel corn?” She pulled out a ziplock.


Keeping his eyes on the road he reached into the bag and shoveled some in his mouth. “This is really good.”


“I made it with corn syrup, wheat germ, and cayenne. Yum.”


He coughed a little. “Oh, you made it. “ He looked in the review mirror. “Alma’s still asleep. Maybe she can pick up the Oregon leg.”


“I can drive too.” Priya was changing CD’s. “This is Weezer, if you’ve been in the white music section of your store lately.”


He faked a laugh. 


“dude, you are cute, it’s just something’s missing. I’m not sure what.”


“Hey, when did we start roasting Evan?” Alma leaned between them with puffy eyes. “I’ve got lots of material.”


“Come on guys… I mean girls… I mean ladies. It’s not nice to harass the driver.”


They passed through Willows and headed into Orland. 


“OK, I’m going to go back and nap, wake me up when you want to sleep.”


“let’s hit the Denny’s in Redding.” Priya had the triple A map out.


“Right. OK.” Alma mumbled. The trees whizzed past outside. She tried to count them but the effort of distinguishing them from the dark starry night was too much and her eyes slowly shut. Right before falling into sleep she had a sentence in her mind, she kept repeating over and over, wrapping her mind around it. “So cozy, in here. So cozy.”


“I think she’s asleep. Let’s keep on talking about her.” Priya checked on Alma then went back to curling up in the front seat and chomping on kennel corn.


Evan looked back there and made sure she was asleep too. “I think the deal is, I mean, she’s not really into it, you know? Like Us, like her and me. I mean, we haven’t talked or anything all month either. I’m just sort of feeling like a friend, not much more. It was so hot at first, like, it was crazy, and now I’m just like, one of the guys or something.”


“One of the girls, you mean.”


“Yeah, right.”


 “God, it’s so desolate up here.” Priya said. “Wait, I mean, it’s just sort of like that, we’re meeting so many people now, you know? Like, I can’t imagine actually being in a relationship now. This whole thing with Jorge (julio?) is completely weird. I feel like we’re not really together, just killing time or something.”


At this point in their journey miles slipped quickly beneath the tires. They encountered Orland, and soon were in Redding. Evan pulled the car into the parking lot of the Denny’s which was so conveniently right off the exit.


“I wish it were farther into town. This weird freeway culture.”


“Yeah.” Evan made a remark about having to refuel and they woke up Alma. All three stumbled into the restaurant and stood there blinded, legs wobbly. 


“Just grab a table.” Alma said shortly. They scooted into a booth. “I think I know that guy.” She scooted out and Evan and Priya ordered coffee and hamburgers. 


Evan saw Alma hug a guy who patted her back affectionately in the embrace.  He was some kind of raver kid, weird sunglasses and big pants. She dragged him and another guy over to their table.


“Dude! Phred!” Priya waved her hand and looked at him amazed. “What’s up?”


“Yeah, we were at a show down in Mountain View and just are heading back up.”


“You drove down here for the weekend? Oh, hey, this is Evan, Evan, Phred, Phred, Evan.” Alma made introductions and squished next to Priya. The other guys climbed in the booth. The other guy turned out to be Mike, another famous DJ Priya found out from alma in the bathroom. They were drying their hands when Priya asked who the other guy was.


“Oh, yeah, Phred said he was another DJ. Just like, I can’t believe they’re famous or somehting. He goes to Tokyo and London all the time. Phred? Weird. Whatever. He wants us to go to Reed on the way up but I don’t think we have time to make marcella’s. Maybe on the way back? Does Evan seem like he likes those guys?”


they both answered at once. “no.”


“Evan’s weird. Like, did I tell you what happened the one time we got down? He like, did it early, you know? And then stormed off. It was weird. I didn’t think he was interestd after that.”


Priya was quiet for a moment.


“I mean, he’s turning out to be a nice friend, but how weird is that?”


“weird, yeah. So if I like him you wouldn’t care?”


“You like Evan?”


“Maybe. We’ll see. I don’t want to like mess it up or something.” Priya grabbed Alma’s arm. “Don’t tell him.”


“Alright, alright. Just don’ get all mushy on this trip. That would be so boring.”


They laughed and headed back to the booth. Evan was looking bored and the two guys were talking about a label out of Monterey. 


When the girls sat down Phred took an interest in Evan. “So what type of music do you like?”


Priya spoke up. “You’ve heard of Outkast, public enemy, Nelly?”


Phred acted interested. “right! Hey, I like this old reggae stuff.”


“Yeah, that’s cool.” Evan slapped some cash on the table. “We’ve got to get thorugh Oregon. You wanna drive Alma?”


“You guys aren’t going to stop in Porltand? You can crash at our house. It’s right next to campus. Alma, have you gotten any letters from alex? What’s up?” Phred tried to talk just to Alma but Evan was in between  them.


“I don’t think we’re going to be able to stop because we have to get up there for this thanksgiving dinner. But yeah, Alex is cool. He’s there with Cathy.”


The table was silent. 


“I mean, Cathy’s visiting, and like, he’s into these art classes he’s taking and shit. It’s really cheap, he loves it.”


Alma hugged Phred and shook hands with mike, Priya and Evan waved  goodbye and Phred and Mike watched them pull out of the parking lot.


“Dude, that girl is hot.” Mike said, diving into his dinner of pancakes.


“Priya or Alma?’


Mike speared a piece of banana pancake. “Duh! Alma!”


“Yeah. Well, she’s a heartbreaker, watch  out.” Phred grimaced. “Played me last formal. Damn. But it was fun. I mean, she’s a nice girl. Whatever. You ready? Let’s leave.”


They pulled out in their VW van and hit the freeway. 

Chapter 10: Seattle
Well, I went to school in Olympia

Everyone's the same

And so are you in Olympia

And everyone's the same

We look the same

We talk the same, yeah

Hole, “Rock Star”


Evan, Priya, and Alma pulled into Marcella’s driveway. 


“No long hello’s, I’ve really got to pee.” Priya said. Alma climbd out of the driver’s seat and ran to the front door, ringing the door bell. Evan and Priya stretched and followed behind her slowly.


“Nice place. Cute.” Evan mumbled.


Marcella opened the door and embraced Alma immediately. 
“I’m so glad to see you! You came so quickly! Here, come in everyone. It’s so cold out.”


The air in the Green Lake neighborhood was like all over Seattle, slightly overcast with a brisk winter air. Evan and Priya were in light jackets and shivering. They quickly rushed into he house but were hesitant.


“Oh, Marcella, this is Priya and Evan. Can you tell them where the bathroom is?”


“Sure! Sorry about that. Here, go up stairs and it’s the first on the right, and here, down here there’s one right there.” She opened a door for Priya then led Alma into the kitchen. “How are things? Do you want something to drink? We can bring in your bags soon. Aren’t you bringing that man Jack here for thanksgiving too?”


Alma settled on a high stool. “Yeah, last time I checked email he’s coming tomorrow. Is that cool? Just tell me what to do. I can’ cook at all but I’ll help cleaning up and stuff.”


“Oh no, we’re all on schedule. Sedra helped me a bit yesterday.”


“Where is she?”


“Oh, I think she’s at the theater but she’ll be in soon. How are things? How was the ride?”


They talked about the trip, the Denny’s encounter, living at her folks for the month. Priya peeked in to say she was going to walk with Evan  around the block. 


“My legs are killing me. We just need to do some walking, you know?”


Marcella laughed and showed them where the local cafes were.


After they left, Marcella poured steaming coffee in two mugs and sat down next to Alma. Alma sighed a little and took the cup up to her mouth. 


“So who is Evan?”


She looked at Marcella. “Well, I met him first at Stanford, where Priya goes, at this party, and then I ran into him again down in San Jose. My parents dragged me to this horrible club party, the only real reason they were letting me crash tehre for a month, I’m sure, was to get me to go to this thing. Anyway, he was there! Very random. I guess, he’s like this rich kid or something. But I guess I am too. Anyway, he like, he’s rather down to earth after all of that. But it didn’t really work ou twith us, but… “ Alma put her hand on Marcella’s arm. “I think Priya and him, you know.”


“What about Alex?”


“Alex?”


“I think he left a phone message for you here.”


“Alex?”


“yep. Here. Call him at this number. Looks like Portland.”


Alma rushed off to call him from the nook in the hallway. Priya and Evan came back and walked into the kitchen with Marcella. Alma heard them all talking about the neighborhood.


“Alex, hi, this is …

“Alma, baby.”


Alma felt her throat choke up. She felt warm, like he was standing next to her.


“You’re back! What’s going on? You fly in yesterday or something?”


“Yeah,  my month was up so I just got a return flight. I’m really off on the horus now. The jet lag is horrible. I think I’m going to take a nap and then drive up. Is that cool?”


“Oh yeah! That’s great. I’m like, yeah. That’s good. I’m here at Marcella’s.”


“I know, because I left a message there, silly.” 


Alma smiled, “Just got in actually, I’m feeling a bit off too. Well this is great. I think Marcella has the turkey thing all figured out.”


“good, because none of us cook.”


“Yeah, that’s great. So it’s just you then? It’ll take you a couple of hours?”


“Yeah, I should be up there around 10pm. Is that Ok with marcella?”


“Um, I’ll ask.” She put down the phone and ran into the kitchen. “he’s going to be here aroudn 10, is that OK? I can wait up.”


Marcella nodded and Alma ran out to the question of Evan’s, “who’s is this?”


Alma heard Priya murmur something. She got on the phone. “Right, that’s great. Oh good! I can’t wait. See you then!” She rung off and scampered back into the kitchen, pulling her fleece closer. “Great. He’ll be in tonight!”


Priya smiled. “Excited?”


Alma nodded.


Evan put his coffee cup down. “this is Alex? From Reed?”


“He’s actually from San Jose. We went to Independence together. What high school did you go to?” Alma realized she’d never asked. 


“Bellermine.”


“Oh right, private.” She teased him, and he didn’t respond. 


“Marcella, where should we take our bags?” Priya asked. 


“Oh, just take them up to that spare room. We’ll have to open up the futon in the living room. You all can figure out who sleeps where.” She lost the looks between the three. 
“Is Sedra sleeping over?” Alma asked.


“I don’t think so. She lives so closeby. When is Jack coming?” Marcella dumped the used coffee cups and ran the tap.


“Right, let me log on and check. He’s really good about emailing.” Alma ran up stairs and turned on the computer in the extra room. Jack had written her a note just this morning.


Alma,

I’m in Vancouver, so it’ll take me a few hours. I think I’ll get the 8pm, dropping me in Seattle around 10:30. I’ll just get a cab. I have the address. Can’t wait to meet the gang! I’ve been by myself for a bit so I’m ready to entertain folks with my wit and humor ( Say thanks again to the hostess for me. I can’t wait to meet her from what you’ve told me. 

· Jack

Alma heard Priya and Evan climb the stairs. “Hey guys, in here.” They heard her and walked into the room. 

“Oooh, computer.” Priya knelt next to Alma and started typing in her username to yahoo. 

Alma turned to Evan. “Some other folks are coming for thanksgiving, just to prepare you. “ She smiled. 

“Count me down as prepared.”

Alma went on. “jack, this friend of mine from San Jose, randomly enough I met him on the train up to Stanford way at the beginning. Anyway, he’s been doing the same type of trip I did, but like a few weeks later. And then Alex, this guy, well…”

Without looking up from the computer Priya said: “Your boyfriend. Say it, Alma.”

Alma looked down, “Right, ok, yeah, he’s been in Budapest for a month, but he’s back, so that’ll be cool.”

“Hey! What are you doing?” Evan grabbed Priya’s arm and dragged her outside. She went willingly just a little shaken up. 

“Come on, let’s get some fresh air.”

Alma watched them and turned back to the computer. Priya had been corresponding with Jorge and she before she went to close the window,  read a few lines.

“I know we’re not together and that’s sad, but in a way it’s a time for us to explore…”

“Alma! Don’t read my letter!” She heard Priya from the stairway.

Alma ran downstairs and joined Marcella in the kitchen. “You want me to be the sous chef?”

‘Sure. I need a few onions chopped. Here you go.” Marcella set her up and they started talking about her parents.

“They’re just like, I don’t know. I think I only saw them once or twice when I was down there. They have their pattern. My father goes to work and usually golfs a lot and has dinner out with businesspeople. I think mother joins him but I’m not sure. She came in once to drop off some old shoes she had. We had a blast, when Priya was there. Anyway, what have you done since I last saw you?”

Marcella browned the onions. “Well, there’s a new production at the local theater so Sedra and I have been working on that. It’s a remaking of Kahlil Gibran. Can’t stand it but for some reason Sedra really wants to do it.”

“Is that the guy who wrote The Prophet? ‘Your children are not your children, they are the sons and daughters of the house of tomorrow…’”

“That was very good.” Marcella put her spoon down. “Have you thought of acting?”

Alma blushed, “Come on now, you can’t tell that just form two lines…”

“I’m not saying that.” Marcella resumed lazily stirring the onions. “Just that if you’ve remembered something like that and can recite it, without fear and with a bit of feeling, that’s really most of acting. Not that that’s all. Don’t let Sedra hear that.”

As if on cue, Sedra burst in the kitchen. “Alma! Great!” She unloaded two brown bags. “I brought over some of those groceries Mom, and managed to bake the sweet potatoes and…” she started busily putting things in the refrigerator, carting ot a few tupperware  dishes. “I made those green beans ahead of time, just for fun, and got those rolls done.”

Marcella spoke to Alma, “sedra is very organized.” Then to Sedra, “Oh, you know we are having a few more people. Alma’s boyfriend called in and he can make it and that man I told you about, Jack.” Marcella winked at Alma. Sedra turned around. “What are you winking about?”

“How did you see me?”

“I don’t need to actually see you wink to know you are winking.” Sedra wrestled with the brown bags and stuffed them unfolded in the closet.

“Sedra! Fold those up.”

Sedra turned to Alma. “So who else? What’s this boy’s name? Is he cute?”

“His name is Jack…”

“Mom, I meant her boyfriend.”

Alma got a word in. “Alex, he just came back from Budapest!”

“Oh good, that sounds interesting.” She patted Alma on the shoulder. “and I bet he’s a knockout.”

“Definitely.” Alma smiled and then explained that Priya and Evan were out again but would be back soon. “and if you want your room we can all just slumber party in the front room, don’t worry. I don’t want to put you out any. Oh, right, and Jack needs a place. I guess if you’re not in your room, then that would work.”

“Don’t worry about me, I usualy just walk back to my house after dnner at mom’s.” She smild at her mother. “Truce?”

marcella shook her duaghter’s hand. “I can’t tease someone who did so much cooking for the dinner, that’s the truth. What are we going to do about wine?”

“I can go buy some. Alma, come along, keep me company.” Alma climbed off the stool and went ou with Sedra to the local liquor store. The cold hit her nose and she wished she had a scarf.

“run in and get one of those scarves on the rack, don’t worry about it. They’re extra.” Sedra waied on the stoop. Evan and Priya turned up to the house and she greeted them. 

“Yeah, we just went on a walk.” Priya introduced herself and Evan, who was silent and brooding. 

“I think mom needs some help in the kitchen if you don’ mind. Thee’s also a tv set somewhere. We’re going to get some wine and start this party off!”

Alma ran up and joined them. “Hi you guys.”

Priya and Evan started in the house. “See you when you get back!”

After a few moments walking in silence, Sedra asked Alma, “What’s going on with Evan? Is he always that quiet?”

“Well, no. I mean, he’s been super nice driving us up here and everything. I mean, it’s an adventure for him and all. But he just, it’s complicated.”

“Try me.”

“Right. OK. Well, we sort of hit it off back in California at this party. That’s how I met him, and then I ran into him again at this dorky party of my parents’, at the club actually. Then, well, like, it didn’ work out or something. And so, well, I just let it slip that Alex, my boyfriend, right? Is coming up here for thanksgiving and I guess he’s a bit put out. I don’t know why, honestly. I mean, he was the one who made it clear to me it wouldn’t work out. 

Sedra and Alma walked down the wet sidewalk to the liquor store. 13


"If that's what happened," Sedra consouled, "I could understand Evan feeling a strange about meeting Alex, especially if this is the first time he's even heard you have a boyfriend."20


Alma walked with her hands shoved in her pockets, examining her footfalls.12


Sedra looked over and then added, "But then again, if he was the one to run away that time, he's obviously conflicted about you. I have found that I've underestimated men."


"What do you mean?"


"Here, we take a left here." Sedra steered them down another residential block. Green Lake was to their right now. "I just mean that the times I've been upset about the way men have treated me, usually when I calmed down and thought about it, it was a two-way street. Not just that I had been mean to them, but that they had feelings too and usually felt mistreated. It's a fine line."


"Yeah. I mean, Evan's a great guy. He's really charming and smart and I'm really into him, like that way."


"Uh-huh." Sedra walked into a grocery store and examined the shelves picking out one or two while Alma continued. 


"And the one time that we did sort of get down, you know," Alma looked around the shop. "He like, was too early, you know."


"Oh." Sedra found two Merlots and put them on the cashier's counter. "That explains it." 


"But it shouldn't be my fault! If he can't you know, then why is he mad at me?"


"Men think it is your fault. It's weird. You can't win in that situation. Or, at least, I've never seen or heard of any woman saying the right thing. If you say it doesn't matter, they think you're lying. If you acknowledge it in any way, they get upset. If you say it does matter, they get upset." Sedra sighed. "They're just very sensitive about that."


"I'm so glad I talked to you. I've haven't told anyone, except for Priya that is. I'm much more into Alex than Evan if I had to pick, it's just that Evan was there all month, and he is interesting and interested in me, at least."


"Just curious, but has he told you what he's been up to at school? Where does he go again?"


"Stanford. I met him at a frat party of all places."


Sedra was quiet.


"Not your usual frat party. This is the good-food-frat."


"Ah...." Sedra pointed out a man running around the lake. "Can you believe people exercise in this weather? They run here at night too. Hey, who's this other friend that's joining us for dinner?"


"Oh, that's Jack. He's really cool. I actually met him on the train right after graduating, and he's been doing the same type of travel I have, like, from San Jose up to Portland and he went farther, into Canada and BC. I think he went on a fishing boat or something."


"That's really neat that you made friends on your trip like that."


"Yeah. Marcella was funny, we were just talking at the library and hit it off, I guess."


"Mom's like that. Not to say that you're not special, but she makes friends everywhere. It was hard when I was younger and wanted her to be just my mom, not everyone else's." Sedra laughed.


"I couldn't imagine being jealous of anyone over my mother."


"Why's that?"


Alma looked up at the sky. "Let's just say... for my sixteenth birthday she bought me a cubic zirconium ring. She made dinner once, it ended up being a few frozen appetizers from CostCo. The only time we bond is when I ask her what I should wear to something, but then I'm just humoring her because she brings out these fur coats and sequins and shit. She's very into her social scene and her clubs and appearing wealthy. I mean, they're well off, but she's just obsessed with being wealthier. You know?"


"I don't think I've ever met someone like that before. What about your father?"


"Oh geez. He's like, this really lecherous guy. I mean, he's hysterical if he wasn't my father. He is absolutely dumb. If I ever need something from him, and it's usually money, I just make it very precise like, "Dad, I need $21.41 for the paperboy" when in reality it's for a record or something. But if I say, "can I have some cash for a record?" I get all of this flack. OK, I know it's not too honorable, but come on. He gets all jealous of our friends too, but spending time with him is a joke. Oh I don't want to talk about them. I'm getting all of this pressure to go to college. And I want to go, but I sort of want to go to the college I want to go to, not one that they can brag about to their friends like it was their idea all along. And because I'm adopted, they take all of my good traits as a direct product of their upbringing and anything different - like being vegetarian or into the green party or something (I'm not vegetarian any more of course) as some weird 'biological' thing they didn't know when they signed the deal!"


Alma laughed. Sedra was quiet. They were now standing in front of Marcella's house. 


"Are you ever curious about your real, I mean biological parents?" 


Alma traced her eyebrows and looked at Sedra but she didnt' take the cue. "Yeah, all the time. I feel like it's fate, that I'll just meet them somewhere random and we'll know right at that moment."


"Have you done any official sleuthing?"


"Nah. When I get some of my own money I'll try that I think. For now I'm working on the fate angle."


"Whose car is that?" Sedra pointed at a beat up Volvo in Marcella's driveway. 


"Alex!!!!" Alma bounded up the stairs and checked out the living room then ran into the kitchen. Alex was there with Marcella. Alma hugged him and kissed him. 


"Alma, hey."


"How was Budapest?" Alma hopped on a free stool.


The kitchen was cozy with sweet potatoes in the oven. Marcella had a cup of coffee and poured one for Sedra. Evan and Priya were upstairs on the computer, Marcella told Sedra. "And it looks like we're getting Jack in a matter of minutes. Just gave him directions from the train station."


"It was great. I'm a bit jet lagged. You saw the car? I dropped Cathy off at her folks on Mercer Island. They had a swanky place. This is really nice too, Marcella." He blushed.


"No, I don't compete with those folks up there, don't worry. You kids want anything? There's stuff in the refrigerator. I want to hear about Budapest too."


"What do you want to hear?"


Alma requested archeological details, Sedra the type of people he met everywhere and Marcella was busy with preparing the late thanksgiving feats. He told them about it all, and how he had traveled around, when he was going back, and how his friends were making living there "Computer stuff, just general boring things like we did down in San Jose."


"You're from San Jose too?" Sedra asked.


"Yeah, Alma and I were in high school together."


Evan and Priya bounded downstairs. "Smells good!" Priya threaded her way through the crowded kitchen and found a mug and filled it with coffee. "Make me one too, will ya?" Evan asked over the conversation. 


"You must be Alex, hiya." He extended his hand. "And that's Priya."


Alex shook hands and did a high five with Priya. "We go way back."


"Yeah, when I was like 2, Alex played with me in India."


Alma laughed. She told Alex, "We met Evan at a party in Stanford. But he's not your usual frat boy. He lives at the 'good food' frat."


"Why is everyone so down on frats?" Evan protested. 


Sedra broke in, "It's just that with vehicles like Porky's Revenge and Animal House, there's not a lot of reason to defend them..."


"Ouch."


The doorbell sounded in the house. "I've never heard that. Everyone usually just barges in!" Alma said and ran out of hte kitchen. "I'll get it!"


Marcella started recruiting choppers and place setters. "If that's Jack then we can dig in." Sedra was sent to find the gravy boat that was always lurking in the back of cabinets long since forgotten.

Chapter 11: Seattle and Elsewhere
“I don’t want the bathrug if it’s not in teal.”

John Malkovich, as John Malkovich, Being John Malkovich


Jack lowered his bags and stood at the house. He had gotten the directions from a familiar voice, but it was over the pay phone at central station so he wasn't sure. And here, standing in front of this 1930s bungalow, in this neighborhood reminiscent of Berkeley, he had it. He placed it. He wouldn't admit it to himself fully until he met them, the mother and the daughter. 


Alma had seemed like a nice kid, naive and open to adventure in a way that he had forgotten. After their meeting on the train when he couldn't stop himself from flirting in the way he had with all women, he realized that he had a hole in him. Used up from living with a negative like Lisa, who knew that she wasn't in love with him. They were just sharing mutual loneliness. Finally, he had broken up with her, or had she done it? It didn't matter, they were more than amicable in the breakup. But now, he had to admit that he was lonely again. Lisa had done her job of being there with him, even though they didn't fill that persistent hole.


Encouraging Alma to travel was a projection. He just wanted to do it himself. So when Lisa made sure he had packed up his electronics and stored away his books, traded the furniture they had both bought for good interior frame backpack, he had set off ont eh middle age crisis-inspired trek that he thought he needed. Only, seeing all of those men on the boat with their girls in the Alaskan village, and on the trails of British Columbia he came across a few couples, the guy bounding ahead, the woman trailing with a lighter pack, chagrinned at having agreed to do this type of hike. He wanted what they were so frustrated with, another relationship to fuck up. He of course thought that this next one, whatever it was, he wouldn't screw it up. In a way, he looked back and thought of all of hte women that would have done. He didn't know what the magic was, what type of trigger made a relationship work, but he had a feeling that he was ready for it to work permanently too. "I'm ready for the long haul" he had told himself in the mirrored window of the train. 


His track record to date consisted of a string of women concluding in Lisa. Obvious, but Lisa was so different in many ways and so much the same. She was different in that she was a SAn Jose townie, uninterested in living anywhere else and at an utter loss to look objectively at her town. She was the same in that she had loads of different interests, music, film, theater, books, hiking, biking, and cooking. She was a gem in that she could learn things quickly and retain them. Now as to her analytical prowess, to know something to her was to categorize it and recognize it but not to question or really dig in. His other girlfriends were much less diverse in knowledge but had more educational rigor. He missed the random ramblings about generalized topics: "should we exclude cars completely from downtown Palo Alto" was once the topic he debated for hours with Louise, his ex two girls prior to Lisa. With Lisa she would doubtless not be caught up in a conversation nipping it in the bud with, "but you can drive there now."


Jack woke from the track record thoughts and punched the doorbell. The thing with this house, was that...


"Jack!" Alma's warm brown eyes and unassuming dark clothes didn't contain her natural youth and freshness. They hugged briefly and she helped him with his bags. "I have to introduce you."


"Actually, I...." He followed her into the kitchen and then heard Marcella exclaim, "Jack!"


Sedra stood up from the oven and saw Jack. “Johnny?”

He laughed and put his arms around her. “Sedra!”


Alma looked between them. Sedra stuttered an answer. “We were in the theater club together. “

Alma looked from Sedra, whose cheeks were shiny and red, to Jack, who was looking at Sedra. Once in a while he darted over to Marcella’s face, which was a mass of grey hair with dots of red high on her cheekbones.


“Marcella?” Alma and her friends sought an answer in the older woman while the two middle-ageds were muttering their own conversation. Marcella walked across the kitchen to stand across from Alma.


“Well, back when we were running that troupe in Marin, Johnny was our Don Juan so to speak. He had the Hamlet role, and really…” She looked over at him and smiled, “blossomed in our group. Here.” She led htem out and into the living room. “Give htem some space. They haven’t seen each other in a long time.”

Alex sat down on the couch and motioned Alma to join him. She was behind Evan who was waiting for Priya and for a moment, stood between them both. Alma quickly darted over to Alex and sat down, nestling in his arm. 


Marcella eased herself into one of the cushioned chairs. “It’s different now. I’m not sure what you all are doing about your lives, but when you get to my age,”


“You’re not old!” Alma protested. 


Priya folded her legs on the carpet and leaned back against the chair where Evan was sitting. 


“I’m definitely old! I’ve earned my age.” Marcella kneaded the arms of the chair. “Sedra was pretty young then, and I think Johnny was… 25? 30? Anyways, those were the days. It was like a big family all of us. And when you’re growing up, you know how the older people are so amazing. Well, I’m going to go catch up with them.” Marcella lifted herself out and toddled into the kitchen.


They were all silent there. Evan started to make a fire, putting logs into the fireplace and turning on the gas. Priya grasped her knees and Alma curled up closer to Alex. 


Evan turned toward them and with the fire at his back, his hair was aflame. “Alma, you never told me about him.”


Alma sucked in her breath.


They were all silent. Priya picked at the rug. Alex got stony.


“About what?” he said. His voice wavered a bit.


“Did you know what we did?” Evan’s eyes slanted.


Priya put her hand on his arm. “Don’t, come on. It’s over. Who cares. We all fuck up. Leave it alone.”


Alma leveled a gaze at Evan. “I don’t think we did anything.”


Alex patted her knee and got up. “Let’s you and me talk, eh?”


Alma and Alex walked out onto the porch.
Now, reader, do you want to stay with Alma and Alex or indoors where it’s a bit warmer in room temperature and venom? You see, Evan is still smarting from his early release, so to speak, and Alex shoots out with this random macho anger toward Evan. Priya comes off as strangely apologetic and Alma a bit guilty and accusatory. Only in the kitchen does happiness abound, where Sedra catches some off the cuff smooches.

Because life is short and you should always eat your frosting first (I actually don’t belive this) let’s go to the kitchen. Paint yourself a picture of a warm Northwestern bungalow kitchen, or your own East coast kitchen in midwinter, or a southern house in the midst of a muggy summer night. Yellow light muted against painted wood cupboards with glass fronts, Fiesta wear in its brightly colored rounded molds, and savory and sweet smells arising from the stove and oven. The woman is leaning carefully into him, his arms encircling her lower back, and their heads far enough away to talk but close enough to kiss.


“What have you been up to all this time?” Sedra asks, tilting her head softly.


“I’ve been having a horrible run of things. You can’t imagine.”


“Try me.”


“Bad judgments abound.” He stepped away from her and went to a cupboard, picking up a plastic cup out of it and walking to the faucet. “I just have made a bungle of everything. I’ve gone on a walk, a sort of long trek, in the past few weeks. Alma inspired me. I just wanted to go around and sort of clean up my past and reckon with the future.” He turned to her and smiled, “that sounds so horribly poetic. Do you ever find yourself doing that? Ten years later and I foster a flair for drama.”


She smiled at him.

He continued. “I’m surrounded by wonderful people but can’t recognize them for that, and opportunities fly by every moment. By god, it’s not them, it’s me. I’m dreadful.”

Serda was still silent. 

He walked up to her and took her waist in his hands again. “I was returning from British Columbia. It was very, very cold there.” He looked into her eyes and slowly moved his hands minutely up and down her back. ”Oh, Sedra how I’ve missed you. I haven’t seen you since… was it a cast party up at someone’s cabin? Sven’s? It was ages ago. But now, tell me about you.” His eyes crinkled. “By god, you’re as beautiful as ever.”


“Thank you. I’ve been living here, doing some random community theater, wondering when my life is going to change, and then you walked in the door.”


“You know whose fault it is.”


“Alma?”


“Your mother. She’s much to friendly.”


“Is someone talking about me?”


As Marcella joined these two, let us switch to the porch, and advance in time a few moments to discover what Alex and Alma are saying to each other. Unlike Sedra and Jack, they are not in the new found intimacy of old loves, but instead in a newly ruptured break from cozy closeness.


Alma stands in front of the door. She managed to grab Jack’s Goretex before leaving the house. “Alex, it’s like this.”


She begins to explain but Alex has his classic defensive stance, one foot back, his shoulders jaunty, and his head peering off to a point well above her head and to his left.


He says in mock lightness, “Yeah, you know Alma, whatever!”


“You kept emailing me about Cathy!” Alma let that sink in. “OK, it’s not really the reason. I’m sort of, like, I was charmed by him. We were at this good-food frat and…”


“A what? You were at  frat party?”


“Yeah, well, you know Melissa and Perry they’re really different now, or at least Perry introduced me to this DJ at Stanford at the radio station where I did  ashow, and like, he’s at this frat and then I met up with Evan, and then he was also at my parent’s country club.”


Alex’s jaw dropped. “My god, the man’s from fucking khaki shorted frat boy with beer bongs pipes hanging out of his hat, in fact I bet he goes to sleep to the chant of some Greek rush song “we are alpha gamma… we are the people…” AND he’s also Daddy’s little caddy. How sick can you get?”


“You are so judgemental. I mean, come on. It’s the good food frat.”


“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? They’re exclusive and gourmet?”


Alma folded her arms. “It means they aren’t just about being brothers or whatever but they like to eat good food together.”


“Uh, OK.”


“Don’t be sarcastic.”


“Why not. You are like presenting this complete joke at my feet.” He jabbed a finger at her. “And Cathy and I are friends. She even visited me. You never even mentioned wanting to go to Budapest.”

“I did too.”


“No, you didn’t.”


“OK, but I meant to.”


“Not the same thing.”


“But I get points for intention.”


“Ok. There you go. Points for intention. Now, are you still jealous of Cathy?”


“Yeah, and you just dropped her off at Mercer Island. She’s spent more time with you than I have in the last month.”


“Well, if you didn’t trot off with,” He started counting on his fingers. “P-H Fred first, then our little Greek khaki, then… Oh, and I’ve been meaning to ask you, what’s up with Priya? Is she your protective blanket or something? I never get to spend time with you because you’re always off giggling with your girlfriend.”


Alma raised her hands. “We haven’t gone out long enough to fight like this.”


“I just hate that bastard flaunting in my face the fact that he like,” Alex searched for words as he picked at the foremost button on her jacket. “I just missed you and he had all of this” Alex gestured frantically in circles, looking around. “Emotion about you. That’s it, emotion. I want emotion. I want to get mad at someone and show how much I miss you.” Alex kissed her lightly on the lips, “and wanted to see you.”


“Oh Alex. I’ve thought about this a lot, I have. I mean, when you’re on a 18 hour car trip you get to think a lot.”


“they told me you were sleeping.”


“And daydreaming. About what I’m going to do in a few months and who I want ot spend time with, not that there was any competition really. I just think you’re so cute. And we, we know each other. I mean, Evan even comes from the same background as me, sure, but I just don’t feel like I have the same interests. We’ve shared so much. It seems silly and just like random details, but I keep thinking of that one time we went up to the hills and watched the clouds come over from the ocean, remember that?”


Alex smoothed her hair over and above her ears. “Yeah.”


“And even though I could probably fall in love with someone else, who cares? I’m in love with you now, and I want to be with you. I haven’t been around and you haven’t either, but I think that since we’re here, let’s just make it, you know?”


“Yeah. I guess it’s just that there are other people in the world and other people’s feelings. And what about all of these men who are like all over you all the time? It’s hard.”


“Well believe me when I choose you, OK?”


They kissed softly and then with more urgency. And now, we move onto the living room. Sorry about that. You know what comes next with those two.  Just to say that she is wearing the jacket so she has to share it with him.


Priya is sitting on the floor and Evan is standing in front of the fire, looking at the door. 


“You’ve got it for her bad.”


“So.”


“God, you sound like a 13 year old.” Evan didn’t respond. Priya tried again. “Well, it’s like, obvious that she’s out there with Alex. You know, ever since I’ve known her, and that’s not a long time, she’s had this way of breaking hearts. I’m sure it’s totally unintentional. She is just flirting with everyone.”


Evan looked up at her with a you-ve-got-to-be-kidding look.


“OK, she told me you guys got down so I know it was more than flirting, and I guess you’re right to feel upset. I mean, I’d be upset too I guess. Well, I don’t know. I haven’t really felt that strongly about anyone in such a while. I guess my pride more than anything would be hurt.”


Evan turned back to the fire and poked at the coals.


“I’m not really harboring any lost love for Alma. I’m just sort of mad that she’s like forgetting it happened so quickly. You were on that ride, you know absolutely nothing happened. If I was still into her I’d be all over her all the time. Now I’m just moving on, so to speak.”


“Oh.” Priya leaned back on the rug and stared at the ceiling. “If I knew anybetter I’d…”


“Come off it Priya. You are so into me.”


“I am not. You are so into yourself.”


“Who isn’t? What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing, it’s just not part of the romantic ideal to look at yourself in the mirror while you’re flirting with someone.”


“I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I’m not the romantic ideal.”


“You sound so bratty. You weren’t this bratty on the ride.” Priya hopped up and stretched her arms. “I’m famished. I’m going to interrupt those loverbirds in the kitchen and get some gnosh.”


“I’m coming after you.” Priya stopped in the hallway and Evan flew into her back. “Ouch!”


Giggling, Priya beat him into the kitchen. “Marcella, can I help?”

“Yes. This is the menu:

Green beans with onion vinaigrette

Mashed potatoes

Sweet potato, pecan casserole

Dry stuffing

Turkey with white wine gravy

Cranberry and Apple Relish
Apple and Pear Crisp
… I’ve got the green beans, the sweet potato casserole and the turkey and dressing, but the cranberries, mashed potatoes, and crisp need to be finished. Take the cranberries there and rinse them. Here’s a good pan under the stove. Get the right amount of water there going and mix in the apple juice. Chop the apples and get the relish going and quickly put it in the fridge. The crisp, that’s basically chopped fruit  - those pears there and some apples – and then add some sugar and lemon, and cover it with a flour and oats and cinnamon concoction. Sedra dear show her the recipe in Joy of Cooking for that. Now, the mashed potatoes are a trick. Evan, you can do those. Here, get a good half cup of butter melted in the microwave and take these baked potatoes and start mashing them, then add the butter. Good boy. Alright. Jack, can you set the table? We have some cloth napkins and such in the banquet there. And you see the pottery. Grea.t this will be ready in no time!”


“Mother! You left all of the work for the guests.”


“Well, we got to talking and meeting up again. Jack, now tell me what you’ve been up to.”


“Wait, where’s the measuring spoons?” Priya was rummaging through the drawers. Sedra deftly opened one and tossed it to her across the kitchen. Evan was concentrating very hard on making the potatoes force through the tongs of the masher. “God, this is like Playstation. I am mesmerized.”


“Well, Marcella, I ended up doing some journalism down in California. Before that I did so many odd jobs, some landscaping, some apartment management. Nothing really steady, nothing with a lot of responsibility. The journalism gig was probably the most real consistent work I had done in a while.”

“Are these supposed to pop?” Priya was yelling over the conversation. “Theylook good, I’m just worried it’ll turn into a weird pudding.”

“No, that’s right.” Marcella slipped two mitts on and opened the oven door, filling the room with a warm steam. “Alright, the turkey is ready. We need to let it sit for a bit.” She heaved the big bird out and placed it with a dull thud on the top of the counter. Jack and her smelled it and admired the glistening dark back meat. 


Jack leaned his back against a bare bit of counter. “Then, I realized after meeting Alma that I was so envious of her freedom, of traveling and meeting people and things that I honestly picked up and left. I had to make a break with  the girl I was seeing at the moment, but it ended up to be for good because I found out that she wanted to get married and I really had no idea what I wanted to do. Oh, that’s a bit personal sorry. I feel pretty comfortable here.”


“Jack, get on the table!” Evan yelled. He pushed him out of the kitchen. 


“Evan, how are you liking Stanford.”


“It’s alright, I guess. I didn’t expect it to be so huge and impersonal. I’ve gotten associated with this fraternity that’s into cooking, thank god, but other than that I just study a lot. I found these guys,” gesturing to Priya, “And that’s been fun. I hope it doesn’t get harder.”


“Oh man, the pressure’ so going to kill you. I’ve heard horrible things about it form my dormmate. It’s like, going to really get you.”


“How did you and Alma meet?” Sedra asked. She had just completed making the oats and flour mixture for the crisp. “Here, we can just put this stuff over the cut fruit and put I tin the oven that’s still warm from the turkey.”


“Don’t you need a recipe?” Priya’s eyes were wide.


“It’s just a basic thing, you know, crisps.”


“Sedra’s an old hand at desserts.” Marcella smiled.


Jack hurried in with Alma and Alex in tow. “OK, so we don’t clog up your kitchen I’m going to start opening some of this wine Sedra brought. Who wants Zinfandel?” He got a few glasses down and started pouring. He brought them into the living room and handed some out, and sat down with Alma and Alex. 


“How are you kids doing? Alma, tell me about your trip!” Jack had a booming excitement that was infectious.


“Oh, I had a great time. I mainly just focus on the parties of course.”


“Did you get a chance to see the different colleges?”


Alma covered her eyes. Alex explained. “Her parents have been hounding her to make a decision. 



Jack nodded. “It’s true, you know, you do have to make a decision soon. It’s going to be tough but now is the best time to get all of that started.”


“But you joined the troup and stuff. You didn’t go into college right away, did you?”


“And look how I turned out.”


“I’d love to turn out like you.”

“Nah, you want to be like your parents, you just don’t admit it yet.”


“Yeah, if I knew who they were.”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t think my adoptive parents are all that. I mean, once I get enough money I’m going to find out who my real parents are. I just am nothing like my adoptive parents. They’re materialistic, showey, into status, like, I’m nothing like that. Really. I’ve always been different.”


“not to sound patronizing, but you know that probably the majority of people your age feel nothing gin common with their parents.”


“But I feel something in common with you.”


“But I’m not your parent. That’s the crux. It’s the other side of the lawn, or whatever the saying is.”


“The grass is always greener on the …” Alex chimed in.


“You don’t understand.” Alma got up and walked into the kitchen.

“How are things, you know, between you two?” Jack kept his voice low.


“Well,” Alex drummed his fingers on the table. “The deal is that, well, you know the whole um… “ Alex pointed into the kitchen. ” … thing?”


“Nope.”


“Well, it’s like, she’s met some people. I’ve met some people. We had to hash it all out and stuff. Only, I didn’t bring one of my people to this Thanksgiving!”


“Oh.. Evan…”


“Yeah.”


Jack took a sip of wine. “That’s tough.”


“I’m cool with it though. She made it clear that we’re still together and all.” Alex took a sip of wine. “This is good stuff. How do you know about wine?”

“Yeah, I had some wine tasting classes with this one restaurant job I had, but hey, back to you and Alma. Alma is so great! If I was your age…”

“Yeah, that’s the thing, man. She’s like, I don’t know, it’s like there are just guys all around. Being her boyfriend is fun, don’t get me wrong, I’ve just never been around someone who is so.. like, friendly and stuff.”


“You’ve got to trust her.”


“I do!”


“OK, let me say this a different way. Imagine you are the lethario and she’s just sort of this old friend that’s now a flame… what’s the deal? How would you feel?”


“I would never be a lothario. What is that anyway?”


“A guy who… oh whatever. Yeah, well you do trust her though, right?” Jack rubbed his eyes. “Man, I’m tired. Where am I going to sleep?” He winked at Alex and then laughed at himself. “OK, I’m just tickled like a little kid. I’m silly. I know. More wine! Wenches. Oh god, it’s been, what like 15 years since I’ve seen her. Sedra, she’s just as beautiful as when we were kids, or that is she was a kid, in theater. God, those were the days. We were in this old barn like place and just all worked on different stuff, I think she was doing screenwriting and I was doing some Shakespeare acting. Those summers  I would try to get her aside every moment. We sat on the grass in the early summery evenings, just us and then some other folks would come on, and then we would just sit there, drinking wine. I think that one summer night, the one I’m thinking of now, I can’t get it off my mind, but it’s this one where she was wearing this button down red shirt. Oh listen to me, I’m ridiculous.”

Alex laughed. “No! Go on!”


“Alright, well, she had this just a normal shirt on but you know how things are magical? The sunshine was that late afternoon summer hazy yellow and it made her shirt just brilliant and rich, and her eyes were this dark brown mellow, it’s just a moment, it was so imagistic and beautiful. And I felt so good, I had this great performance that night I was really excited for, and she had a piece she was reviewing when we were there, just reciting the lines, and we just got each other. We were in sync. She and I were really, harmonious for the first time in my life.” He paused and drew his hands threw his hair. “I really blew things.”

“What happened?” Alex poured them another cup. “Don’t ask them when dinner’s ready. They’ll get sensitive.”


“OK.”


“So what happened?”


“Well, I really dropped the ball. I got this part in new York with Old Monty our professor and Sedra and I …”


“You’re talking about Sedra?”



“Yeah! You dind’t know?”


“Ahh….”


“Well, she stayed here and we corresponded. She came up to New York once to visit me but I’d already shacked up with someone. The whole story is very sordid and…”


As if on cue, Marcella, leaned her head in and beckoned to them. “Mashed potatoes call you, my dear.”

They joined the women and produced quite a fare for the table. 


Marcella brought the turkey in. She recruited Evan into carving it. As they sat down, Alma next to Jack, Sedra next to Alex, Priya next to Marcella, and at the ends Marcella and Evan, Priya noticed Evan. She had before, we haven’t really explained that. When she first met him at the frat party basement she had thought about it, that he was that alternative rock star boy. Later when Alma hooked up with him she learned more about him, that he was preppy, that he had a quirky sense of humor which wouldn’t b e evidenced in this novel because I haven’t made him funny. No one is funny. This novel sucks.  But back to the story…   while Evan may have kept his true humor from the pages of this novel he did have a shred of obnoxious passionate nature about him that Priya and Alma had picked up on. Our rambunctious Indian punk star liked that and thought it hid other passions… between the sheets. Watching him carve the turkey opened up all of these new fantasy material for Priya and she watched with uncovered rapt attention.

Alma looked at her and back to Jack and they smiled knowingly and then Jack’s gaze drifted to Sedra. Marcella clasped her hands and started to speak.

“Let’s say our thanks everyone. I am thankful that all of our friends made it safely on these roads…”

“I am thankful for…” Evan began “for the mashed potatoes that will soon be part of my stomach…”
“Evan!” Alma groaned. “Alright, I’m thankful that Marcella was able to have us over for Thanksgiving!!”

“I’m thankful that I have met up with some new friends, and some old friends.” Jack said.

“I’m thankful that Alma brought me up here, to be with everyone.” Priya smiled.

“Ditto.”  Evan tried again.

“And for me, I’m gracious that my mother and some new friends could come together, with some old ones.” Sedra smiled at Jack.
Marcella started to laugh and covered her mouth, then couldn’t stop and let out a big giggle. “does anyone know what M.F.K Fisher says?”
Sedra replied. “I know this. You should only invite 5 people to dinner, and never newlyweds because they’re boring. Anyone in that much love are boring.” 

Many people blushed at the table. 

“Well, I’d love to tell you all how I know Jack here. A quite random experience since Alma actually invited him, but Sedra and I have known him quite well.”

“Oh! Is he that fellow in the picture in the hallway?”  
Marcella looked at her. “Which photo?”

“That one, you know, it’s on the stairway. Wait, I’ll show you.” She got up out of her seat and ran out of the room. 

“Eat up! Eat up!” Marcella beckoned them to start eating and then Alma came back into the room holding a framed photo. She brought it up to Marcella and Sedra got up and leaned over the photo too.

“Oh Mom! I know this photo. That’s you! You’re gorgeous. Are you in your favorite dancing sweater there… oh, and there,” Sedra looked up at Jack, “Is Jack!”

He got up and came up to the photo too. “Yeah! Wow. And you’re in that red shirt I love.”

Sedra blushed and left the room. 
“Did I say something?”

“Oh, Jack, your face is fuzzed out.”  Evan had come up and tried wiping the photo.
“Alright guys, back to food!” Alma sat down and dug in. “The best thing about thanksgiving is getting all of this tryptophan so we’ll be really entertaining later tonight. Oh, Marcella, these mashed potatoes…”

“I made them!” Evan piped up. 

“OK! OK!” Alma laughed.

“Well, I never got to say my thank you, and so here it goes: Thanks to Marcella for inviting us and cooking all of this great food, and thanks to Alma who invited me.” He smiled at Alma and she smiled back.
The rest of Thanksgiving dinner was relatively uneventful. Afterwards Alex and jack did the dishes since they had been chatting during most of the food prep. Sedra found blankets and pillows for everyone in the living room and she and Jack sat on the porch and smoked and talked about old times. Priya, Evan, Alex and Alma setup a sleepover in the living room, putting all of their cushions and things out on the floor. Alma used her duffel bag as a pillow.
“Hey, guys, think they’re my real parents? I mean how unlikely is that? They fell in love at the Marin theater, I would have been about -1 years old at that time. Imagine, Marcella is my grandmother, Sedra my mother. And check these out,” Alma flattened her eyebrows across her forehead. “We have the same eyebrows!”
Priya rolled over and pretended like she was sleeping.

“Dude, they’re not your parents.” Evan said. He quieted down and looked past Alma. Standing in the doorway behind Alma was Marcella.
“Alma, honey, can you come here for a minute? I need some help putting this photo back.” Marcella turned around and slowly walked up the stairs. Alma looked at her friends then followed.


She stopped near the empty spot on the wall and held up the photo. Alma squirreled her hand behind and made sure the picture wire was on the nail. “Marcella, did you hear what I was saying to them back there?”

“Yes, I did. I wanted to talk to you about that. You do know that you’re not their child.”


“Well, of course not, I mean, I’m almost sure. But isn’t it strange that I don’t know who my natural parents are and we just end up meeting, and we are so similar!”

“Alma, I know that you really want to have a home that you feel is just like what you want it to be, and you know you will always be welcome here. I really feel like you’re one of my own, but you do know that you can’t be Sedra’s child. You can’t tell her that I told you this, but she is infertile. It’s a problem with her cervix when she was a teenager. They had to do a radical hysterectomy. It’s quite sad, she’s always wanted a child of her own, but she can’t. And for me, well, I just keep making new friends. Because when you think about it, your best friends and your favorite sisters and your most loving brothers… does the biological tie really matter?”

Alma sat down on a step. “It’s just that I…”


Marcella sat next to her and put her arm around her. “I know it’s disappointing. I thought of all of those grandchildren I would never see when she got that operation. But your children teach you things, and Sedra has taught me a lot. I shoudlnt’ say this, but she’s made me think seriously about adoption. And yet you’re so unhappy with your parents. You think that’s what it’ll be like for all adoptive parents?”


Alma picked at her jeans. “I don’t know. They try. I’m sure if Sedra was my adoptive parent then…”


“You would find her values dramatically different than your own.”


“Oh, you haven’t met my parents.”

“OK, I’ll give you that. Now, I don’t know if Jack knows about her, I’m sure she’ll tell him. I hope he’s not looking for an autumn full of little tykes.”

“I think the turkey is getting to me, I’m going to head down. Thanks for telling me this Marcella. I’ll keep it a secret.”

Alma walked down the stairs and went into the bathroom, changing into her sweats. Sedra and Jack had moved to the kitchen. 

“Good night you guys.”

“Good night Alma.” Jack smiled at her. He was sipping a cognac. Sedra was sitting relaxed, more relaxed than she had ever seen her, and with a cognac as well.

“Good night Alma. You look like you’ve seen a ghost?” Sedra drew her arm around Alma and caressed her hair. “Look at this lovely hair. Why, I could imagine you as my daughter!” Sedra let out a little heavy syrupy laugh. “And these lovely eyebrows.” She put her face next to Alma’s and posed for Jack. He made a frame with his hands and moved it from one to the other. 
“Identical.” He laughed a little and hugged Alma. “Good night there.”
“Hey, you’re crying, honey.” Sedra wiped a tear from Alma’s face.

“It’s just… I just…” She wiped her face and then ran her hands through her hair. “It’s silly, I know, but you and Marcella are so neat, and I sort of harbored this idea that you were my real parents. Wouldn’t that be cool!”

Sedra looked at Alma with infinite sadness. “Oh honey, yes. You’re looking for your biological parents, right? Oh that must be so hard. I guess anyone you meet could be, perhaps, your mother or father. That must be so hard on you.”
“It’s alright, really, I’ve sort of given up on finding them until I have enough money to put out a real search.” Alma wiped her eyes. She put some cold water on a paper napkin and held it to her puffy eyes.

Jack swirled the cognac. “What do your parents think?”

Alma looked at him and he amended: “I meant, your adoptive parents…”

“Well, I think if I asked them for money, which I haven’t, they would feel hurt and probably would do it, but I haven’t. I mean, they didn’t know when they adopted me that I would turn out so different so it’s not really their fault.”


“They have a son, right?” Sedra asked. “What’s he like?”


Alma leaned next to Jack on the counter. “Ha! Maybe you should ask Priya!” In a conspiratorial tone she said, “They actually hit it off, can you imagine? Well you don’t know Joe. Joe joined Junior Achievement, he’s on the swim team, he’s part of young republican’s at school, he spent his money on collecting Nixon memorabilia. He’s everything my parents wanted, really. He took the golf lessons and he’s actually good at it. He’s into Rap, he’s… is any of this helping?”

“Well, I didn’t pick up on the references to rap, swim, and golfing, but I got the Nixon one.” Jack said. Sedra laughed. “It must be a generational difference. I guess my counterpart would have been studying plastics and chemistry and writing away for the … wow, this is hard. Maybe Joe is a complete product of his time. Y generation, is it?”


Alma grimaced. “Ew, I hate that term. What happened to W?”


Sedra nodded. “True, true.”


Alma folded her arms. “Not to get too personal, but Jack, you can’t really say that you’re not my father, can you? I mean, guys don’t know what really happens. Someone could have ran off or after you broke up decided to go to full term or something. Am I being very insensitive?”


Jack was quiet. “I think scientifically you’re right. It’s one of those things that… well, men are always so proud of becoming fathers and it’s really not hard at all. In the biological sense, that is. Raising a child, being there all the time and struggling through all of those phases and still loving them, that’s really what being a father is to me. And I’m not even a father.”


It was Alma’s turn to be quiet. “Can I have a glass of that cognac?”


“Oh sure, so sorry!” Sedra reached into a nearby cupboard and took out a big round glass. She filled the bottom with cognac. “You want to slowly warm up the liquid with the heat of your hand, like Jack’s doing there.



“Tell me, does it get easier? Constnatly being wrong. I feel wrong all the time.”


“About what?” Sedra held the glass with her to warm it up quicker.


“Oh man, I’m wrong about everything. I screwed up things with Alex. I screwed up Evan. I was seriously, and now you’ll make fun of me, I seriously thought that you two were my natural parents and I had this plot to get you together. And I just didn’t realize anything. Everyone else saw it and I was running around in my own la-la land. I feel so dumb. I can’t imagine what everyone thinks of me. I’m so foolish. Will it get any better? Can I ever hope of at least knowing what’s going on?”

Jack looked at Sedra. “I’m not sure about you but I managed to realize what stupid things I was doing when I was 30. That magical day. After that, I certainly didn’t learn how to fix things or do anything about my failures, but I certainly learned how not to care.”


Sedra laughed. “I remember a few times when I just had this awakening, that I had completely been wrong about so many things. Maybe like how you’re feeling now, Alma. But Jack, why was your 30th birthday so magical?” She had a little smile on her face.

“Well…”

“And we want the G-rated version.” Alma giggled.


“I managed to score some sausage in the East Village. I had it carted up to my walkup. God, it was a forsaken place. A million locks on the door, a loft bed right over the kitchen-bathroom combo closet.”


“Ew!” Alma grimaced and eyed her cognac.


“Don’t hack it! It was very efficient. I was sharing it too, with another guy from Marin … Charles, you remember him Sedra?... and then I brought that sausage up, I think it was a type of Kielbasa. I ran into some friends on the way home so I invited them over, and we called some other folks. I had them all over until about 5am eating sausage and peppered cabbage. They all went home, and then we met up again for breakfast at that little Russian diner, god, huge amounts of food and a dollar fifty for it all.  I had been living in New York for a while then, doing random jobs, not getting any acting work. Later, the day after my birthday, after breakfast and some movies, we met up in a  bar nearby… you can tell what our lifestyle was like by that progression of eateries… and I looked around. Everyone was wearing black. Everyone was an actor, unemployed or with a strange day job. Everyone had a haircut I had had at one point in my life. I was meeting people left and right and we all were sort of… like that scene in Being John Malkovich where he goes inside his own head?”


“Ah! I love that scene!” Alma tilted her head back and laughed.


“Right, so it’s like I was surrounded by myselves. I had a feeling of at once being infinitesimal, irrelevant, inconsequential, a minor dot on the huge canvas of the universe. A feeling that would be described as insignificant if that weren’t such an understatement.”

“Oh Jack, you go too far.” Sedra was smirking.


“Well, then, at that very same time, I realized that in my inconsequence, none of the mistakes and errors and lack of judgments really mattered. It’s a way of re-thinking the common phrase, “what do I care?” Truly, in all of those people, I was making this huge landmark birthday, 30, and they were all worried about their own situations and struggling with their own careers. I was in the exact same spot as them, perhaps eerily so, and yet my problems didn’t get any more important or common. Sure, I could talk to some other people at that bar about how their acting had declined, how they were looking for new roles, how their Method acting classes had suddenly become déclassé, but that didn’t serve to make my problems even more important. Much to the other side: they were less important by the sheer fact that they were so common.”


“My brain hurts.” Alma placed the cognac on the counter. “And this is a grown-up drink. No, seriously, it’s rather strong. I’m going to go to the slumber party in there.”

“Alright. We’ll have to trot through in a minute. I’ve invited Jack to sleep in my bed… I’m on the floor. Our affair died a long, long time ago.” Sedra rinsed out the glasses. The kitchen was now spotless, after Alex and Jack had done their dishes duties right after dinner.


“And can still be resurrected, right dear?” He laced his fingers around her waist.

“Hmmm. Not in front of the children, dear.”


“Alright, I’ll take that as my cue.” Alma walked out of the kitchen, balling the ends of her sweatshirt in her hands. 


Priya and Evan were nestled together on one set of blankets and Alex was lying face up on another. Alma knelt down and slipped underneath the blanket that was over him. He was warm and heavy to her touch. She slept on her side facing him and put her hand on his chest as lightly as she could. She listened to his breathing, and the rain outside the living room windows. The fire was dead but she could see some embers still glowing in the hearth. Marcella had inlaid bookshelves all around the room, and in the dark Alma couldn’t read the spines but could guess at what type of books Marcella had collected over her life. She would like to read some of the books tomorrow morning, if she could steal some moments away. She closed her eyes and her body relaxed completely as she envisioned herself snuggling up in that chair over there with a few of these books, turning over their pages and reading the inscription, then dabbling in the story no matter whatever it could be.
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