Western Foundling
Chapter One: Leaving Home

I know that you want a story where you can read it all day on Saturday pausing only once in a while to pour more coffee for yourself or play with a neglected cat. Then, you might look out the window during some task and think, what would our heroine do if she was here, folding laundry with me, right now? Isn’t our heroine like that other girl I knew in high school? I’ll try to make it such a story. Luckily Alma tends towards that sort of story.


Right now she’s waiting in the Caltrains station in San Jose. She got a mocha but she’s not drinking it. She’s people watching, hoping to strike up a conversation with someone.


San Jose doesn’t tend to have interesting people at the train station. If you were in Bombay or Amsterdam, you might get a random white person amongst a sea of natives, or maybe even a yogi or a teenage traveler high on hashish. San Jose was full of People Without Cars, PWC. Alma didn’t have a car, but she rarely needed one. 


Alma grew up Alma Tina Jones. She’s a foundling, left destitute by parentage that she doesn’t know. She bounced around from one foster home to another until now, when she’s a budding 17 and ready for the world. What happened in that mingled parentage is that she’s outgoing and vivacious, eager to know people and lucky for her people are eager to know her. 

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, if she had a driver’s license, OK, this is another daydream, but if she had one, it would have a picture of a smiling young woman with long straight brown hair, and the description:


Weight: 135


Height: 5’5


Hair: Brown


Eyes: Brown


Race: Caucuasion

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.


A guy did decide to try to talk to her, and it was in English.
“You’ve not got a couple of dollars do you? I need to get up to the City.”

He was wearing jeans, a slouchy Goretex jacket, even though the weather in San Jose rarely dips below 70. Timberlands, she guessed, were on his feet. She had frizzy died blond hair and horrible roots, acid-washed jeans and a bright un-cool teal colored t-shirt. 


“San Francisco?” Alma squinted up at the man.

“Yeah. You call this a city?” They both chuckled, the man and the woman, and Alma smiled.


“Sure, here you go.” Alma pulled out her worn out pseudo-Indian purse and peeled a few ones off her roll.


“So where are you off to?” The man said once he took the money.


“I’m going to see some friends in Palo Alto.” Alma never learned the lesson of not talking to strangers. Having so many good situations in her past, why would she prevent a new adventure?


“Oh shallow a lot, brilliant.” He scuffed his shoes. “Lisa there won’t go with me. I wanted her to come, but she’s got this thing about the City.”


Alma moved over on the cement divider and motioned for him to sit. “My name is Alma.”


“Jack.” He had a chipped tooth in one corner of his smile, “and that is Lisa over there. She’s got this thing, see, she thinks it’s a big deal to go up there. To me, I travel there all the time, it’s just another trip.”


Alma absently wondered how a man who could travel so much be a PWC.


“I don’t have a car, that’s why I’m on the train. But I don’t mind, I like meeting people instead of sitting in a fussy little box. But if I could have a car I’ve already decided what it’ll be.”


Jack laughed, “oh really? Is money an object?”


“No! Then it wouldn’t be any fun dreaming. OK, it’s a Porsche boxter. Or an Impala.”


“Brilliant!”


Lisa angled over. “Jack honey, go get me a mocha.”


“We don’t have time.”


“I’m not going with you, remember?”


“And we don’t have any money.”


“Oh poo.” She took notice of Alma. “Hi honey. I’m Lisa.”


“Alma, how do you do.” They shook hands accordingly.


“I hear you don’t like the City.” Alma took a stab at conversation.


“Oh my, I don’t hate it, I’m just not into a jaunt up there for a few hours and then back again.”


A silence descended. Alma couldn’t think of anything to say.


“Well, I’m headed up to Shallow Alto.”


“Oh funny! That’s what Jack calls it. See, Jack, other people call it that too. I didn’t know that.”


“Well, I actually picked it up from him. Do you know any other funny names?”


“Stuportino for Cupertino, Mountain Spew for Mountain View, San Who for San Jose…”


The train pulled in. It was a big, aluminum commuter train, nothing so glamorous as images of trains come into mind.


“Well honey you’re missing out on an adventure.”


Lisa hugged Jack close. “Be careful hon!”


Alma and Jack boarded and scored one of those seats that have two facing each other.


“Alma, you have one and a half hours to tell me everything about yourself.”


“I don’t think I can fill that time.”


“How old are you? I say about 16. You can fill that time. Think: if you do four mintues for every hour, that’s already 64 minutes. What’s 90 divided by 16. That’s approximately 5 minutes per year.”


“I’m 17! So that would be … 5 minutes too. I think your calculation should be 6 minutes.”


“Beautiful and a human calculator, nice.”


Alma blushed and gave a ‘look’ to Jack. “OK, here I go. Age 1, don’t remember. Age2, some strange memory about building blocks. Am I already putting 10 minutes on age 2? This can’t work. OK, Age 3, I think I realize that I’m an orphan.”


“You’re an orphan?”


“Yep. And then.. age 4, I enter the strange world of pre-school schooling.”


“ha ha.”


“I’m bored with myself already. Tell me about you. How long have you known Lisa?”


“OK, well, I’ve known her about 3 months. You wouldn’t know but she’s a human calculator too.”


“Is that the way you judge all of your companions?”


“Oh my! She does have a flirting element in her. Do they serve anything on this train?”


“I don’t think so.”


“So what puts you in San Jose? School?”


“I just graduated from Independence. I feel independence, I guess you could say. Now, I’m ready for traveling and, well, anything.”


“Wow, I don’t think I felt that way when I graduated. For me it was: military school, officer’s school, army, etc. I had it all charted out.”


“What happened?”


“Girls. No, seriously, I just didn’t think that was the way for me. I didn’t want that type of regimentation.”


An announcement crackled on the PA. “Santa Clara”


“Wow, is this slow.” Jack fumbled with a lighter. “I take it you can’t smoke here. God*** California.”


“Yeah. Well, maybe because I don’t have parents, or any that I know about at least, there hasn’t really been any pressure. I’ve never really had the ability to move about by myself, you know? I’ve always been under the care of someone, and usually didn’t have the money to travel. Now, I’ve saved a lot and I’m ready to go.”


“Where to first?”


“Um, not sure. I might do domestic a bit before international. Get my traveling legs.”


Jack looked at her legs and noted that they were encased in the newest antique denim.



“The southwest? Well shallow alto for starts. I love that name.”


“Don’t forget it’s mine.” Jack smiled. “So you’re traveling alone? No sister or brother to go with?”


Alma picked at a hole in her jeans. “Well, I have a foster brother. Other than that, my foster parents are in this small village in Mexico for the fall.”


“How endearing, a foundling.”


Alma rolled her eyes. “Oh please don’t start with that stuff.”


“Well, I’m a shiftless traveler and can recommend the roaming life.”


“Where have you been?”


Jack told her about his travels through Peru, Europe, the Caucuses, Iceland and more recently, the back rooms of San Jose gambling halls. “I’m a hopeless gambler. I can’t stop. I think it’s an addiction, but I just picked it up playing mah johng in Hong Kong.”


“Mah jong?”


“It’s this tile game. Crazy men sort of hunch over in their tank tops in alley ways, and there’s a mad shuffling of the tiles, it sounds like, how do they say it, right, the chirping of thousands of geese or something.”


The crackly PA announced Mountain View.


“Mountain Spew.” Alma said then laughed. She grabbed her knapsack and mocha. “I hope they’re there to meet me.”


“So who are you meeting?”


“Oh, Perry and Anise. They’re friends from soccer. Hey, do you have email? I hate leaving someone I’ve met and never having a contact after that. It feels like a loose end, you know?”


“Sure. I’m jack_harris@hotmail.com. I’d love to hear where you’re traveling. And don’t worry, there are no bad people on trains or airplanes, only on buses.”


“Ha ha! Whyd o you say that?”


“Personal experience. Leave it to that. Have a good time.”


“Glad I could help you get to SF.”


“Cheers,”


“Bye.”


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 and she steadied her load, then climbed off. Perry and Anise, two jockey girls from her old intramural team, were waving desperately. “Alma! Alma!”


“Hey guys! How are you? Wait,” Alma turned from them briefly and waved to the departing train.


“Did you make a ‘friend’ on the train?” Perry nudged Anise.


“Oh shut up.” She hugged each of them individually. “Anise, your hair is so long!” The scrawny blond girl of her old team had turned into a svelte bombshell. She grabbed Anise and hugged her too. “You are gorgeous too, wow.” Anise had cut her hair and also developed the womanhood all of them had strived for.


“So who is the dish on the train?” Perry asked.

 
Alma giggled. ” His name is Jack, and he was very flirty. It was great. I think he had this wife-something in the San Jose platform. Ex-army boy, sort of uptight, but sort of desittute. 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 her to their car, and drove to the campus housing, all the while turning her head around giving Alma the primo debrief. 


“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.”


“Great.” 


They pulled into the parking lot and tromped over to their dorms. The room was neat but small, and Alma had to introduce herself to at least a dozen other dormies on the way there. Finally they were biking through the oak-tree laden campus, dodging cars and other bicyclists. 


“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 Anise didn’t know anything else, Alma thought, or at least it had a divey glamour compared to the ivy-league education across the way.

“So what are you guys up to? What’s going on?”

Perry looked at Anise and Anise at Perry.

“Well, we’re going out.”

“What?” Alma sat back.

“Kidding! Ha haha. Psyche!”

“Oh god, you do not know how many times we get that shit from people. Seriously, I’m like smart and jockey and for that I’m gay. It’s retarded.”

Alma closed her eyes and leaned back. “That is so funny. I really believed it too.” Her eyes popped open. “Am I as bad as all that?”

Anise shrugged. “You’re fine. It’s just these retarded boys we don’t want to date are like, all over us and shit and we’re like, no thank you, so they go: dykes!”

“OK, what do you guys want?” Alma had the fake ID. 

“Mojito.” Anise said decisively.

“Cosmo” Perry seconded.

“I have no idea what you just said. How about a beer? Duh! We’re at a microbrew!” She tromped off and returned a few minutes later with three ambers.

“I like these so I thought you would to.” The other girls exchanged looks.

Anise took Alma’s hand. “so what are you going to do? You turned down Princeton? What gives?”

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!”

Perry grabbed her other hand. “What about John?”

“John’s, OK. He’s sort of, like, into his life and going to UCSB. I’m not so into that. And I don’t want a long-distance.”

Both Perry and Anise had long-distance boyfriends. Well, they were in San Jose and the girls were in Palo Alto, 40 miles away.

“That is so lame. He love syou! He adores you! You are never going ot find someone so cool… and hot… as John.” Anise stared at Alma. “Promise me you will go back to him.”

“No! I mean, no way. You weren’t in a relationship with the man. I was.”

Perry coughed. “I think that it’s OK. I mean, John’s alright, but there’s got to be better, right?”

“Why have you always been against him?” Anise cornered her roomie.

“I just…”

“I’ve always thought that he came on to you or something. Or that you harbored a secret crush on him.”

As they were bickering, Alma went into a reverie about John. Her high school boyfriend, who she always belittled but who really 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 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.

“Alma, what are you going to do about it?’ Perry screwed her head to get in line with Alma’s zoning eyes.

“About what?”

“Duh! John!”

“Yeah, well, we’re going to write… I mean, I may as well meet someone…”

“Like the druggie married Jack?” Perry quipped.

“True. Well there are lots of other fishes in the ocean.”

“Uh-huh. Well, we can tell you that college means: everyone thinks you’re a dyke.” Anise announced

“I’ve always thought you were so hot…” alma slithered a hand on anise’s knee.

“Guh-ross! Get off of me!” 

Some boys from the counter turned quickly and one ran over.

“Are you girls OK?” He had light-brown hair and khakis.

Perry frowned at the khakis.

“Yeah, I’m just molesting my friend here.” Alma dissolved into giggles.

That night Alma thought about the train ride and the night out with the girls. She was laid out on the floor between her friends’ dorm 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 rehashed the 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. Drugs? Seemed sort of obvious. Because of his background maybe it was a type of espionage. 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. What was the appeal? They probably had some adult relationship she couldn’t understand. I mean, really, what is it about most couples that even makes sense? Nothing in particular. She couldn’t fathom it.

Later that night at the microbrew 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 moreso what Perry and Anise’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, at least for Perry and Anise, was widely affected by who they were. Perry had budded into cuteness, and Anise 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 sudden become this very attentive group of guys. I mean, before high school they had been interested in a really basic, sexual way. Now they were just full on interested! The thought made her sleepy. Thinking too much, made her sleepy basically.

The next morning they ate at Dinah’s, which looked to be a couple of tables around a swimming pool from 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.”

Anise looked at her.

“Ok, that was a easy one. Alright, it’s like, I want to live here, it’s a gorgeous town..”

“Shallow alto?” Alma couldn’t let up.

“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 dealio is, you graduate from Stanford and you can’t live here. Isnt’ that weird? First thing I’m doing is moving to SF.”

“The city?” Alma smirked at her own joke.

“Duh. What else is the city?”

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.

Sitting on the campus steps, she caught the eye of another girl waiting, or at least looking like she was waiting.

“Hey.” Alma nodded her head to the girl nonchalantly.

“What’s up?” The girl nodded back.

Knowing this was a rhetorical question, Alma proceeded. “So, what are you majoring in?”

“Science.” The girl shuffled over. “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. Just visiting.”

“That’s why you struck up a conversation with me!” She tilted her eye and smiled knowingly.”visitors are always 100% nicer than folks wh ogo here.”

“Why is that?”

“I think they’re afraid that what they do will come back to haunt htem four years later.”

“Yep.”

“Well where are you going?”

“I’m not in school. Just travellign around.”

“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.”

“You have a foster one.”

“True.”

“You don’t like them much?”

Alma looked at her new friend. She was of Indian descent, sort of punkish, and had some peircings on her phase.

“Your family get mad when you did that?” She gestured at her chin.

“They haven’t seen it.”

“How’s that?”

“They haven’t seen me in years.”

“wow. I guess we’re more similar than I thought.”

They laughed. One of them invited the other to the coffee shop, the only one on campus, and while I don’t remember who it was it doesn’t really matter that much. Amina and Alma were friends in that casual way that Alma had. 

Chapter Two: 

From oaktown to city of roses

Lies a long expanse of northern California

Weed and logging, lakes and rivers

Hours and hours of driving a semi

Or a few gleeful road trip tastes for a bunch of teens.

Marcella Meier, “I-5”
She had taken the Amtrak train again from Oakland. She didn’t meet a Jack on the train, and she wasn’t able to check her email at all. The ride was uneventful. The train climbed through pine forests and flat boring southern Oregon. It pulled a crazy right angle turn into Portland depot and she met Alex. Something in her churned a bit at his sight. Memories of high school caught moments or just seeing a bit of home in a place so far away.

Alma had made her way up here, north about 2000 miles, from the San Francisco Bay Area. She compared colleges she visited: San Jose State (home), Stanford, Berkeley, and now Reed, where her friend, Alex, went.

“It’s so clean and nice here. But sort of scarier.”

Alex, who had had a crush on Alma since the 5th grade, and she knew it, checked her out. “How weird you say that. This place intimidates the f*** out of me.”

She checked him out in return. Both of them, sitting outside of the library, old friends, standing with their bodies parallel but their heads cocked in obvious ‘I’m checking you out’ mode.

“You know, you’re sort of a hottie?”

He blushed and asked her why.

“Just a hair cut. And you must have got some.”

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

“Tell me why I think it’s scary.”

“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. “How is it different from Berkeley?”

“Well, it’s like, free and stuff, and you do it with your professors, and ti’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.

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. “Forget it, I’ll buy it myself.”

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 green eyes, flat Asian face, it worked better with a short haircut.

“Are you still doing comics?” She asked at breakfast. This time she was digging into Marion Berry 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? Wherea bouts?”

“Near Monroe.” She turned to Alex. “If I visit you, how will Icontact 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 couldnt’ 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. He had a double but his flatmate wasn’t home yet. They walked through the external room and into his. She was nervous, it was sort of strange just bedding down with an old friend like this. She knew his face, his body, in a strange familiar way. They easily fell into being lovers and found their soft spots right away. She really talked in bed, and she didn’t know if he liked that, but she couldn’t stop herself and instructed him exactly where and when to do things. Afterwards they curled up together in a contented type of circle. She woke up a bit disoriented but quickly acclimated herself.

“You know, I’ve been into you from the first time you walked into Independence.” Alex talked with a soft voice.

“Why did so many people from our year get into good schools? I mean, Independence isn’t’ exactly a feeder school.”

“How can you think about anything so erudite? I’m into us, you and me.”

“well, I had a very good time. I feel rejuvenated. Post-coital Energy, PCE.

Alex bounded out of bed and got dressed.

“Well, we should head out to Bread and Ink. I have to show you all of the cool breakfast places so you will fall in love with Portland, and me of course, and never leave.”

“You’re going to Budapest, talk about leaving.”

Alex smiled for the first time. “True, True.”

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, 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, Predeliction, and Pontificate.”


“Oh! Oh! Right, I found some new ones: cavil, and coush. Coush 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.”


“She’s my girlfriend.” Alex announced, glowering.


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


“Well…” Alma started.


“Yep! Old San Jo Ho.”


Gaby rolled her eyes. “Are you missing the lecture too?”


“Oh damn. I forgot.”


“Alma, are you going to attend classes? Where do you go?”


“Oh, I’m not in college. Sure, I might, or I might just geek out somewhere.”


“Ew, the IRC. It’s the worst.” Alex grinned.


“OK, cheers folks.” Gaby drifted off.


“She seems nice.” Alma buttered her scone.


“I may be being self-centered but I have a feeling she’s into me again.”


“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?” Alma cupped her coffee.


“Too many double negatives, I have no idea what you’re saying.”


“Oh shut up. Let’s jet. I’m rearing to check my email.”


Alma logged in on campus. Alex was in a class. In her groggy state she could barely remember her passwords or get a guest login to their computers. The 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 norther 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

AminaPatel: alma who! What are you up to?

AlmaSanJose: dude! Hey! 

AminaPatel: where are you? Still at Stanford?

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

AminaPatel Weed?

AlmaSanJose Yep.

AminaPatel I want to go up there and hang out.

AlmaSanJose Great! 

AminaPatel When?

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

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

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

AminaPatel 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.

AminaPatel Brilliant. Is there more up there for me?

AlmaSanJose Horndog!

AminaPatel Oh yeah. These ivy league types are getting me down… you should see them AlmaSanJose dance. No thank you. They think hip hop is will smith.

AminaPatel 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?

AminaPatel What about it?

AlmaSanJose Don’t you hav eto like attend classes or something?

AminaPatel Or something (
AlmaSanJose Cheers

AminaPatel 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 simpler and raw-er 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 sprited up to the back section and then returned with this old record and lifted off the Alice and Chains, putting on the new record. 


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


They both stood in silence. She took off her Goretex 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 Celveland 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 like, drive by and yell ‘fucking reedies’ every day like clockwork around 3pm. The kids are cool though, except for some..”


“Oh man, that was the funnest. 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 pheramones 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 Four: Emerald City

Alma’s train trip was only a few hours. She managed to nap. The Seattle train station was an old brick affair with washed marble flooring. She found a bus into town and checked into a hostel. 


The air was brisk and she got a cup of ‘Seattle’ Finest Coffee’. The Experience Music Project was closed, so walking around town she checked out the mall. Back at the hostel, she struck up a conversation with the ateendant on duty.


“You should really get a bike. It’s too hard to get around this town on foot.”


“I’ve noticed.”


“Jed.”


“Alma.”


“Where are you from?”


“California.” She left out the San Jose bit. Most folks probably didn’t even know the city.


“I’m from Dublin.”


“You don’t have an accent!”


“Yeah, well, after working here for so long.”


“I wonder, are you interested in getting a drink or a coffee sometime?”


Jed blushed. “Well, sure, that’s fine. I’m off around five, would that be OK to wait until then?”


“Oh I’m so happy! I just feel sort of depressed right now and it would be great to talk to someone. Am I oversharing?”


“No no!”


“OK, I’m going to nap and I’ll come down at five.”


Jed suggested a café near the hostel. It was actually a Laundromat as well.


“Sit and Spin! How cute.”


“Yeah, we’re cute here.” Jed shoved his hands in his pockets. “what’ll it be? A pint or a cup of coffee?”


“Hmm, five o’clock, better try one of their microbrews. Can I get an Alaska ale?”


They sat in mismatched booths and chairs. Jed had a short blond haircut and green eyes. She massaged the tops of her thighs.


“Been walking a lot?”


“Yeah, if you hadn’t mentioned a bike I would be looking at a few more days of walking. Thanks so much.”


“Yeah, well, I learned that lesson too late. I thought that Seattle was just a weird old downtown and a couple of funky shops. It’s really a good biking town. Now what are you up to? What’s the purpose of your travel?”


“Oh, I just decided to travel a bit before going off to school. I’m not sure why now, I mean, it seems pretty grim.”


“I got out of school ages ago. I can’timagine going back.”


“How old are you?”


“Ancient. 30!”


“Wow! You look so young.”


“Believe it or not but many would consider 30 young.”


Alma had her turn to blush.

They got their beers and toasted to good voyages. 


“Jed, can I talk for a minute? I mean I barely know you and you’re so nice to let me take you out for a beer, I just need to talk to someone. Sort of think out loud, I guess.”


“Sure. I’m all ears.”


“Well, I just have been meeting so many people lately and I’ve had all of these good friends and they seem to be meeting a lot of nice people too, it’s just like, what’s it all about? I mean, are we just supposed to be tromping around having fun or is there some type of point. I feel like I should be worried about getting a paper done or returning to a job.”


“Wait, let me see, you’re worried that you don’t have something waiting to be done?”


Alma tucked her hands into her sleeves. “It’s foolish, I know. I should just enjoy this free time, right?”


“Well, I guess if you don’t have some point of reference, like, you’ve been working 24X7 you wouldn’t know that it’s great to have such a free vacation. But definitely, if you can, you should relax.”


“Thanks doctor Jed.”


“ha ha.”


“How long have you been out of Dublin?”


“Hmm, a few years now. I think it’s about 3. I left, of course, because of a girl.”


“She decided to come out here?”


“Yeah, she had come out here a while before and we had kept in touch, that damned Internet, and I just decided to check it out and I haven’t gone back.”


“Are you still with her?”


“Yep, she’s my wife!”

“Oh wow, married.”


“Yeah. We’re not all out of high school!”


“How did you decide to get married? What was the thing that got you to do it?”


“Oh, I don’t know, I just, I guess, decided it was time. We were living together and it was a natural thing.”


“Hmmm.” 


“Do you have a boyfriend? Is that too personal?”


“Oh I left this guy in Portland. Maybe I’m just feeling like I made the wrong decision.”


“I don’t think I could have made any type of decision at your age. I would just go with your instinct. Alright, I’m off. Feel free to stay here and get another beer. This is a great place.


“Thanks, Jed, for the talk! I’ll see you at the hostel later on then.”


‘bye”


“bye.”


“Hey Alma,…”


“Um, yeah?”


“Do you want to come over for dinner tomorrow? You and Sandra, that’s my wife, you should meet. See if she can conjure up something for you to do during the day.”


“Oh thanks, Jed, that would rock!”


“OK, just stop by the desk sometime during my shift tomorrow and we’ll coordinate.”


After Jed left, Alma sat and read the weekly, and checked out the Laundromat prices. Back at the hostel she curled up in her shared room. She wrote in her journal for a few minutes then dropped off to sleep. The musty wool blankets and the starched sheets were a bit more homey than her co-ed dorm friends’ down sleeping bags.


In the morning some of her bunkmates packed up noisily. Street traffic noise wafted up to their windows and a coffee smell came in, as the last straw to Alma’s reserves of sleep.


Donned in jeans and wool pullover with a scrunchie in her newly washed hair, Alma set off for a bike rental. They had a mountain bike hybrid and a lock fo rher, and she biked off to the Capital district, then the U District, and finally settled in a café in Green Lake for a breakfast. The ride had given her fair cheeks some rosiness. She pulled into a library and locked up her bike. The internet terminals were vacant.


She logged on. In her inbox were two notes from Jack and one from Amina and about a dozen from Alex. The highlights: 


“Alma, I can’t forget you, you know what I mean… [ the rest x-rated, then later ] I’ve decided to take your advice and go to Budapest where hopefully I will also have adventures and we can share them when I get back, which should be ina month. I will check email a lot there so write me. “


Alma wrote back: “Alex I am so glad. I’m in Seattle. It’s very dreary here. Finally got a bike. Will write more after I check the rest of my email.”


Amina: “Hey kiddo where the hell are you, we’re rendez-vous (sp?) ing in Portland in 2 weeks, right? St. is booooring, like, totally.”


Alma wrote back: “You crack me up! Not so boring as Seattle. Where are all the boys?”


The timer went off on Alma’s station and a scruffy older woman was tapping on her shoulder.


“I’m going to use the computer for library research.” This lady said in a loud voice.


Alma mumbled, “Oh really. Interesting. Excuse me, do you know if anyone is in line for this machine?” There was a blinking message from Jack Harris, but she wanted to make sure she wasn’t being rude.


“You know, I’m not sure.” The woman moved aside her sweater from the pile of books and looked at a sheet of paper. ” No one is on the sign up sheet.” She looked at Alma nad patted her arm. “I’m sure your fine, hon. You know, you look like someone I know.”


“Really?”


“Let me think. Are you in the theater?”


“No, I’m…”


“Puppetry?”


“Um, no, see, I’m…”


“Ever worked in city politics? I know: Toastmasters! Or my sister’s got this flower shop, do you know it? I live right around the corner. Are you in the neighborhood?”


Alma lowered her head and sighed. “I’m from California!”


“Oh my! Well. I just am thinking, you seem very familiar.”


Alma pushed aside her hair. “Well, maybe from something.” She smiled winningly. 


“What are you doing here in Seattle?”


“Oh, I’m just traveling around. Just got out of school, not ready to go back, you know.”


“That reminds me of my youth. I had great adventures. I’m sure I don’t want to bother you..”


Alma reclined, “no, really, I’m just checking email, I have absolutely nothing to do!”


“Well, this is strange, but.. are you hungry at all?”


“Actually, I am.”


“Well, there’s a café nearby, let’s get some bagels and coffee.”


Over the diner Alma learned that Marcella, as the woman was named, had been a dancer and actress with the Marin theater. She was good friends with Amy Irving and Sam Shephard in their day, and now was living a quiet life in the residential neighborhood outside of Seattle proper.


“Those were good times. I don’t miss them a bit. You should seek your adventure with the same relish.” Marcella bit into her crusty bagel. “I ended up marrying a lovely man and we had a few children, that slows you down a bit. I like Seattle for that. It’s a nice place to have a family. We have lots of parks and activities. Like that old Carnegie library, such the perfect little place for my babies. Now, of course, they are much older. Do you have siblings? parents?”


“No, I’m actually alone. I was an orphan. My adoptive parents are in Mexico now, and my siblings are in school.”


There was a small silence.


“I feel very close to you Alma, I hope you consider me one of your good friends.”


“Oh I do! I really have enjoyed our lunch. I have felt a bit alone since coming from Porltand. I have a bunch of friends in school there and it was very homey feeling. Now, at the hostel and all, it’s just sort of alien.”

“Well, let me ask you. How long are you thinking of being in Seattle?”


“Well, I’m meeting my friend Amina in Portland in a week, so that would be next Friday, I guess.”

“Well, and I’m not saying this lightly, but you must really stay at my house and not at that hostel.”

Alma clasped her hands. “Really? That would be so lovely.”

Marcella grabbed her crocheted purse and busteled out of the booth. “Here, if you’re done with the internet, let’s go and move you. Really. Those places are the worst for sicknesses. You are completely welcome. I just feel that I know you somehow.”


“You know, you seem very familiar to me too, and I’m not just saying that!”

Back at the hostel Alma ran into Jed. 


“Jed, this is Marcella, Marcella, Jed. I’m actually going to stay with her now. But I still want to go to dinner at your house, when should that be?”


“Um, I don’t know. Why not I call you at Marcella’s?”


“Great.”


Marcella helped her move her duffel to her Volvo. Marcella had a two bedroom bungalow in Green Lake. Alma felt a bit odd trusting someone she had met so quickly, but they really had bonded.


“You know, I just checked the terminals at the library because the books were with me. I have a connection at home. Did you need to finish checking your email? I’ll just finish some baking.”


“Oh lovely! Thank you so much.”


“It’s in Sedra’s old room. That’s the one up the stairway, to the left.”


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. He had  light brown tousled hair and an engaging open smile. 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 a simple green, the wooden floors had a hook rug in the middle. 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 Saiiid…”


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 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 tempermental. 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.”


“Bit of an abrupt style he has.” Alma spoke to herself. She wrote him back.


“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, Amina is Palo Alto. Amina 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. “Just off the cuff intuition.” And sent the email. Jack had written about 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 thought of Alex 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.”


Amina 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 Amina! 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? Anywho, 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 Porltand. 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.
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Chapter Five

Back to my Own Private Idaho


Alex laid down on his bed. 


“What are you doing? It’s like 4 o’clock.”


“Disco nap.” 


John, Alex’s roommate, shrugged and went back into his room. Alex quietly slid the lock on the door.


The afternoon sun came onto his bed so he lowered the vinyl shades. He put on some opera on low and closed his eyes. Alma was next to him, her body was warming up his back. His breath slowed 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 muttered.

He stumbled on the travel books of Budapest to open the door. John had fellow dormmates Stella and Cathy in his room. He had the high school yearbook open. “Alex was in the Chinese club, I swear.” He looked at Cathy and smiled.


Cathy turned to Alex. “You were of asian persuasion then?”


Stella laughed.


Alex rubbed his head, walked into the hallway and down to the common room. They had a couple of pizzas and a keg. 


“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 a 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 are the point of disco naps if I feel so shitty?”


“Cathy will be very sad.”


Alex rolled his eyes. 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 defoam 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 an acne’d nostril. “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 Amina. 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 Amina.” He grabbed Alma in a rough hug, “Hello Alma! Hello! Hello!” they giggled and he took her backpack. 

“Here’s mine too.”


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


‘Amina! 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.


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

“God, I’m so goddamn hot.” Amina 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 Amina, “In guy talk that is: I love your tits.”


“And that, is why I wore this shirt.”


Amina and Alma high-fived.


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


Amina 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 Amina, 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.”


The cab driver said in a heavy Russian accent. 


“Thees is the South Eeeest.”


Alma looked at Alex and they laughed.


Alma and Amina sat on Alex’s 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.”

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

Alex gave up, 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 … “ and Alma pinched Amina’s ass.

“Ouch!”

Alex got mad and left the room.

Alma turned to Amina. “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?” Amina looked the walls of Alex’s room. “the smiths. 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.” Amina 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 Amina 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-portland” printed on the side. 

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

Amina 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 Amina the student union and the coffee shop.”

“Amina,” 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 Amina. “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 Amina 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 he-heyed and spoke into the mike. “I would say to this young woman,” Amina 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 …”

“Amina, 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?” Amina sat next to the boy. 


“Brad.”


“Amina.”


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


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

“Are you going tonight?” The stoner offered a gold, Indian pipe to Amina.

“I don’t know. Are you?” She 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 Amina, 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.”


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 htat.”


“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 like, 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, let’s leave.”


“Alex, Amina and I have to hit some thrift stores to get a dress for tonight.”


“Oh great! You’re going to go!”


“you got tickets, right?”

 
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.”


Amina and Alma boarded Tri-met. 

Amina pointed across the street. “Check out that house. Weird.”


“Dude, all the houses here are weird. What are you going to buy?”


“Something dead sexy.”


“You, my dear, are already dead sexy!”


Amina wore her flag shirt. Some old man came and sat behind her. “Nice shirt there young lady.”


Alma and Amina moved. “How far?” Amina pinched Alma.


“Oh, I think it’s like, 120th or something. What is this? 121st. Let’s get off.”


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


“I want silk, or like, a big poofy dress.” 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.”


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


“You guys look hot.”


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


Alma put her arm through Alex’s, “you look yummy.”


He kissed her shoulder. “So do you.”


“Hold on guys.”


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 arms distance jogging dance style, which to Cajun style music isn’t too inappropriate. Alma scoped the dancers, from drunk sloppy gropers to active aerobics jumpers and jitterbug aficionados. When she returned to Amina and Alex, Amina 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 Amina’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 he rquestion. 


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?”


“Oh come on, I’m still having fun.” She pulled him to the dance floor.


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 who was standing next to a cute Chinese girl.

“Hi, Alma.”


“Hi, I’m Cathy.”


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


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


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


“Very nice.”


“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.”


“No. Way.”


“Yeah, right, he wishes. I’m joking.” Alex guffawed. Cathy hit him playfully and he fenced with her. 

Alma went and found Amina draped all over Brad. She left them to their communal salaciousness and tromped out to the porch. She saw Fred, lighting up a homemade dopish looking thing.
She walked up to him and he gestured if she wanted some. She inhaled a bit, then passed it over. 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 dormmates 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 Amina 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!” Amina said, dragging her back to the entrance. 
Alma whispered in her ear, “Can we leave Cathy and Alex aloooone?”

Amina, “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?” Amina 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.

Amina 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…” Amina lowered her chin and looked at Alma through her eyebrows.

“You aren’t suggesting you naughty 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?”

Amina 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.
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 Amina. 
“Hey Cathy, you know I’m going to Budapest, right?” 

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 wont’ 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 swooped her up and she squealed, and he dipped her in a Italian Jitterbug that he’d learned at the San Jose repertory for actors.
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… no, I’m kidding.”

“Very funny.” Finally a girl came out of the bathroom wiping white powder from her nose.

“Do you want some?” She offered the Vanderbilt Girl. Alma looked away.

“Thanks! You rock!” She offered some to Alma and Alma shook her head. “beer before likker, nothing to fear. Beer before … what is it?”

“Huh?” The Vanderbilt girl fell into the swing door and lost her foot but recovered at the last moment. She left Alma talking to the postered bathroom door. She turned around and saw a row of girls vacantly staring at her.

Alma found Amina and Ben out on the porch. She sat down next to Amina, Ben on Amina’s other side. “What’s that thing… about pot and beer, like, beer before pot or something…”

Amina cast a pupil-filled eye on Alma. “wha???”

Ben craned his head around Amina, and decried:
Liquor before beer, never fear.

Beer before Liquor, never been sicker.

“Oh! Oh!” Amina pushed Ben’s head back. “You know what rhyme I like the best?”
“No, Amina, what do you like the best,” Ben aped.

“Able was I ere I saw Elba.”

Alma shrugged her shoulders.

Amina closed her eyes. “It’s an opotomia.”

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.”


Amina 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 … “

Amina 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. Amina 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 halo’ed 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 and smoothed his hair back, 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…”


Amina shrieked with laughter, “No no! I voted for him!!!” Alex came down and sat next to Cathy. Amina leaned over Ben. 


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


Cathy said, “You should go tot eh computer room when you get really exhausted.


“Hopefully we can convince you all to stay up with us.” Alma looked at Alex. He was studying his shoe.


Fred held her arm, “I’d love to.”

 
Ben put his arm around Amina 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.” Alma told Fred.


“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 Amina 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: 
I’m Going Back to Cali
Cali, Cali

I’m going back to Cali

Uh, I don’t think so.

Amina 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 allnighter 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.

Amina had a long necking session with Ben while Alma got water and bread and some other snacks for their trip. Amina and Alma had met in Alex’s dormroom, 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 Amina shoved their way in. “What’s going on here? Where’s Alex?” Amina stood in front of John’s TV. In the video tape door was a video halfway out. White noise was on the screen. 


Amina 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!”


Amina 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 yeah 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 celing. “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. Amina! Pack!” 


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


On the train, Amina had no problem sleeping. Alma shoved her bag under Amina’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 Amina. 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 b ack 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 fell asleep watching that boy. He was now eating an otter pop. How had he 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 Amina woke up. Alma was too paranoid about elaving their bags where the little monster (the boy one row ahead of them) could get them so she made Amina journey up and down the train so they could talk about the same passengers.


Amina 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 Amina. “That is disgusting.”


“Joseph!” A woman who didn’t show her face yelled from the seats in front of them. Amina 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 to you have there?”


“Super Mario 3.”


“Is it the XL version? Color?”


“No. You have that?”


“Yeah.” Amina 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, Amina.”


“Yeah.” Amina 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!” Amina 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 to stay with us at school?” Amina 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.”


“there all of those hunky Mexican guys.”


“Uh, yeah. If you have a lowrider and wear pumps to work.”


“No shit.”


“OK, I’m exaggerating. 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.”


Amina 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 folky sound. He played a couple of tapes for her and then they sat down in the living room, her at the drums and hi mon 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?”


Amina 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.”


Amina 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 Amina 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: San Jose to Los Angeles
 Home
Where my lovelife’s waiting
Silently for me…


Simon and Garfunkle, “The Boxer”

The girls deboarded the train. The air was dry and hot. They were at Jack London Square since they opted not to get off in Martinez and take buses. They argued the entire way through the bay area what to do. Amina 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. These buses are going there.” Amina trudged toward the buses.


“Amina, wait, let’s just take BART.” 


“OK.” 


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


“Let’s go to the Mission. 16th.” Amina murmured. 

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

Amina shifted. “what are you doing for Christmas?”
“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 Amina 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 Amina, some direction (her studies). 

Alma threw her pack on Amina’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 at 1am studying, or the girl with tear-rimmed eyes walking quickly opposite her in the Earth Sciences hallway.
Alma called Perry and Anise 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 twangy strings of a simple three person British band came over the studio speakers along with a shy little girl’s voice. Alma toned it down and hugged Perry.
”This is so great! Thanks.”
Alma sat in the chair and waved goodbye to Perry who had a Human Sexuality. 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 seater 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 Anise too.”
“You know Anise?” 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 Anise 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 Anise.”
“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 Amina’s room.  

Amina 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. 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 we hate them up here, they’re all stuffy and get into better grad schools and actually get jobs when they graduate. I want you to take this and think of me and think that we will be together at some point, when you figure out what you want to do (go to Reed! Go to Reed!) and when I get back from Budapest. 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 polaroids 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 Amina sleeping with her back to Alma. Alma got her laundry, walked slowly to the campus center. Everything looked duller, 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 Zepplin t-shirt.


“dude! I am hungry!”


“Oh Amina, 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!”


Amina 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 Anise 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!”


Anise joined in, “alma, you think everyone is sweet.”


“Sweeter if they have something between their legs.”


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

“ I don’t know if 

