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The San Francisco Bay Area of California, June, 1999...

1015 Skyview Drive. Reynaldo Collins’ eyes opened when he heard the radio alarm go off in his parents’ bedroom. The music went away suddenly. A few moments later came the running of water in the sink. He knew the sounds by heart. Next would come the click of the medicine cabinet, the buzz of the shaver. As Reynaldo lay in bed, he realized that the fog was outside. When the fog came and surrounded the house, little sounds seemed louder. He looked around. Gray light seeped into the room from around the edges of the shades on his window. He could see the rectangular shape of his Power Rangers poster on the wall but could not see the Rangers’ brightly colored outfits or read the words on the poster.

Reynaldo heard a door open. He slid out of bed and knelt, pressing his ear to his bedroom door as Daddy passed in the hall. He heard Daddy fill his water bottle at the kitchen sink. The refrigerator opened and shut. A few minutes elapsed and he heard the squeak of the handle on Daddy’s briefcase, then the rattle of the chain lock coming off. The door closed and locked and Reynaldo slipped out of his room. He crept into the living room and parted the curtains slightly, his face curling into a smile. Daddy walked down the drive, fog swirling about him. Daddy opened the van door, then shut it with a hollow metallic clang. The engine started and the van slowly drove off, disappearing like magic into the cloud of fog. As the sound faded, so did the smile on Reynaldo’s face. He heard a sound behind and turned. It was Mommy.

“What are you doing out of bed?”

“Sorry, Mommy.”

“What are you doing out of bed?”

“I wanted to see Daddy go to work.”

“What did I tell you about getting out of bed before I get up?”

“You said that you would put me down in the garage.”

“Yes. Come on.”

Reynaldo remained where he was. “Sorry Mommy. I won’t do it again.”

Mommy grabbed him by the arm and pulled him across the rug. “Sorry, Mommy,” he said over and over as he held back. 

Mommy’s voice grew louder and her face turned bright red. “I told you, damn it!” She yanked the door to the garage open. It was dark. She pushed him down the three steps. “Now stay down there till I tell you to come up!”

He ran to the door as it closed, the darkness engulfing him. “Mommy! Mommy!” He pounded on the metal door with his fists, the sounds small and dull. “I won’t do it again, Mommy. Please, Mommy, I promise!”

There was no response. There was nothing but his cries. In a few moments, his eyes adjusted to the dark and his cries subsided. He went over and sat on the little throw rug in front of the bookcase, pulling his knees up to his chest. To his left, faint light lit up the frame around the door leading to the yard. He looked at the other end of the garage at the dark shabby door. There was a lock on it and every time Mommy put him down in the garage, he wondered what was locked up in there. Monsters, maybe. His eyes focused on the padlock on the latch. He watched the door for a few minutes, afraid he would see it moving. It did not and he calmed some. He wished Daddy didn’t have to go away to work every day. He wondered for a while what Daddy did all day at work, and then he fell asleep.

A noise woke Reynaldo. The light was on and he rubbed his eyes. Mommy stood at the top of the steps. He could see his sister Christine sitting at the kitchen table eating something.

“Are you ready to be a good boy now?” Mommy said.

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Come up and brush your teeth. Hurry up.”

Reynaldo went up the stairs. His favorite show, Power Rangers, was on the TV. Christine watched without seeing him as she chewed her food. Reynaldo went into the bathroom and brushed his teeth. He returned to the table. His sister said nothing to him, nor did she look at him. He knew she was afraid to talk to him or acknowledge him when Mommy was mad at him. She would talk to him later.

Reynaldo turned around in his chair to see the TV. It was behind him. His sister could see it head-on, but he had to turn around in his seat.

Mommy poured milk into his glass and he turned around to her.

“I never wanted to adopt you, Reynaldo,” she said. “Do you know that?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Your Daddy did, but I didn’t. I always thought there was something wrong with you and when your sister was born, I knew it. She is a good girl. Not bad like you. Do you know that?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“You are always naughty, always making work for me.”

“Sorry, Mommy.”

“Now eat, and when you’re finished, go do your work in your room.” 

Allen Collins drove the smooth expanse of Northbound 280 automatically. It was late Saturday afternoon. He hoped Reynaldo had not misbehaved today. Tina had seemed stressed lately, what with all the changes at her job and taking care of two kids. Allen noticed a red sports car racing up behind. He knew the driver intended to swing around him and then back into his lane to take the upcoming exit. As he watched the car draw closer, he did not turn his head to see it in the side mirror. When the car disappeared from his rear-view mirror, he jammed the gas pedal down hard, downshifting the van into second gear. The van leapt forward, the car appearing beside him, racing to overtake him. The driver, a teen, stared intently at the rapidly approaching exit and then, realizing he would never make it, turned his attention to Allen. Allen could tell from his peripheral vision that the driver was gesturing, probably flipping him the bird. At the last minute, the driver dropped back, beeped his horn, and took the exit, disappearing. 

Allen smiled slightly, returning his gaze to the picture-postcard, tan colored summer hills of the San Andreas Wildlife Preserve on his left and the large expensive homes of Woodside on his right. Sometimes Allen entertained the fantasy that he had already died, and that this life was a dream. I-280 became a viaduct over the abyss of Crystal Springs reservoir. To his left, Allen was aware of the blue of water. Just before the highway viaduct rejoined solid ground, Allen glanced to his right as he always did at the adobe monstrosity of a dwelling that someone had tagged as the ‘Flintstone’s House.’ With its tan-colored mound shapes connected by tunnel-like corridors, it looked to Allen more like a futuristic lunar house than some sort of cartoon-themed attraction. The odd house marked the homeward stretch of his commute and he sighed inaudibly.

Allen had made this commute so many times over the years that it seemed almost as if he went into a trace the moment he got on the freeway. He would notice one, maybe two landmarks like the adobe house, and then he would ‘come to’ in time to take his exit. More huge mansions passed in and out of view as Allen listened to the college jazz station. He had a sudden, bright thought about something important that he should do. He felt in his shirt pocket for his note pad while keeping his eyes on the road. By the time he got the pad out to write it down, the bright and shiny thing was gone, having sunk back down into the swamp of his mind. He attempted to pull it up, but it slipped below the surface and disappeared. 

Allen was exhausted. He doubted it would kill him like it reputedly did the Japanese salarymen who suddenly and inexplicably collapsed, supposed victims of death from overwork. But his exhaustion wasn’t trivial either, being severe enough that it was beginning to leach the color out of his life. He told himself that he really had a great life—if not for the long hours on the job. He’d been married ten years to an attractive, loyal wife, a competent mother to his kids. After a barren stretch of about eight years, they had decided to adopt a beautiful son, Reynaldo, now seven. And then, almost miraculously, a beautiful daughter, Christine, now five, had come along in the regular way. FMC Aerospace, where he worked, paid well and they lived in a nice, three-bedroom house in a decent neighborhood. They owned a van and a car. All he needed was a little rest. He would make time for that Sunday, he decided. 

Allen half-listened to a discussion of the latest Clinton scandal and then found himself in the mob of cars exiting the 380 interchange. He merged to the right and onto Westborough Boulevard. Two blocks up he turned onto Hillside. The houses along Hillside were smaller and more modest than the mansions of the techno-riche along I-280, but it was a good community, Allen thought, crime free, with good access to the freeways.

Allen did not like working Saturdays, but if you worked in Silicon Valley, the much-hyped Center of the technological universe, Saturdays were just another day. Allen sighed and turned his gaze to the iridescent red flags and fences of yellow netting that had recently been strung across the pristine canyons and tan grass-covered slopes of San Bruno Mountain. The little mountain range was the last stretch of open space between San Francisco and the peninsula bedroom communities, and Silicon Valley to the south. Now, after an awfully close vote in the South San Francisco City Council, they had allowed the sale of some of the mountain to developers. The plans were extensive—300 houses, 500 condos, a fire station, and a small business park—enraging the open space advocates. A demonstration was planned; a lawsuit filed. Allen had mixed feelings about it. He would miss looking up at the hill and seeing nothing but tan or green grass, depending on the season, chaparral, jagged gray granite outcroppings, and red-tailed hawks hovering in the east-flowing air currents. But, he mused, like the crude bumper stickers proclaimed, shit happened, like old age and taxes. They had been lucky to have had the view for the last ten years. It had always only been just a matter of time. People were jamming into the San Francisco Peninsula like there was no tomorrow. And they needed houses to live in. And they had money, lots of it, to pay for them. Some of them even paid with suitcases full of cash. But for now, the mountain was quiet and untouched, with no bright yellow tractors and earthmovers in sight.

Allen turned down Skyview Drive. He tried not to stare as he passed the rental at 1030 but couldn’t help it. The house had not seen a coat of paint in, probably, ten years, and the lawn had devolved into a square patch of smooth, hard earth, devoid of any living thing, even crab grass. Allen had written City Hall to find out who the owner was. Whoever they were, they had rented it out to a couple of twenty-somethings—punks, Allen guessed they would prefer to be called—of the blue-haired, nipple-ring variety. Only, these two had red hair, or more accurately, hair that had been dyed the unnatural bright orange color of a Raggedy Ann doll’s hair.

The girl—Allen had nicknamed her, Ann—sat on the steps of the house, filing her nails. They reminded Allen of the iridescent green Japanese beetles he would find clinging to his mother’s roses when he was a boy. She appeared about twenty-five and filled out her jeans nicely. She would be quite pretty if she got rid of all the metal in her face and reclaimed her hair. Her skateboarding boyfriend, whom Allen had named Andy, was not in sight, but his pickup truck was. Painted battleship gray primer, it sat, hood up, without wheels, atop four cinder blocks, where it had been for the past two months. Allen tried not to stare as he coasted down the street to his driveway at 1015. Parking, he stared at the dashboard. Let it go, he told himself. At least his miserable excuse for a neighbor had not rented the house out to the local chapter of the Hells Angels. He turned the engine off and got out of the van.
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1030 Skyview Drive. Tawny sat on the front step in the shade of the house, filing her nails. Tawny’s real name was Judy Pulaski. Her dad had given her the nickname Tawny for her brown hair. She had dyed it red two years ago, the day after he died, and now she wore it cut close against her head, punk fashion. Her nose and lower lip were pierced and sported silver posts. Tawny pulled her pocket watch out and checked the time: 4:30. Her boyfriend, Rad Anderson, would be coming home in half an hour and she couldn’t wait to run her hands up his muscled back, to kiss him.

Tawny looked up the street at the velvet-like tan flanks of San Bruno Mountain as a big 747 lumbered across the blue sky almost directly overhead, headed toward the Pacific and Asia beyond. Tawny felt contentment. This was the best part of her day. After finishing cutting hair at KoolKuts down at the Tanforan Mall, she arrived home around four every day, Tuesday to Sunday, to sit and watch the world go by.

Up the hill a gray minivan made the turn off Hillside Boulevard and slowly drove down Skyview. It was the yuppie guy that lived down the block at 1015. He came home the same time every day, sometimes even Saturdays, like clockwork. He glanced at Tawny and then checked out Rad’s truck, which was up on blocks. Rad was going to fix the brakes and suspension, but they needed about two hundred dollars for parts. But the rent was due in a couple of days and there would not be much left over for the truck. That was why Rad took the bus to work and back. Tawny wished they could put the truck in the garage where it would not be such an eyesore. But that was where they kept Ketsel.

The van parked down the block. The yuppie got out carrying his briefcase and went in his yuppie house. Tawny continued to work on her nails. The Mexican woman came around the corner and started up the street. Tawny realized that, despite her thinking of this female as a ‘woman,’ she was probably the same age as herself. And yet Tawny did not think of herself as ‘a woman.’ Not really. It was probably because she had never had a child, and here was this ‘woman’ with two of them and another one on the way. Tawny was pretty sure the woman worked at one of the houses around the corner as a domestic. She would be getting on the same bus that Rad would be getting off, and Tawny felt a tingle deep down. The bus would be coming in exactly five minutes.

The Mexican woman and her two girls drew closer. Tawny noticed that the woman’s belly seemed to bulge more than it had in the last month or so. She was about six or seven months along, Tawny guessed. The woman’s two girls walked behind her. The older one, maybe seven, led her younger sister, three, maybe four years old, by the hand. It was cute to watch. Tawny wondered if she and Rad would ever get so far along with their lives that they would have a baby. She would have to get off the pill though. Then, every time they did it, it would be like a pull on the handle of a slot machine at Reno. She sighed. Didn’t matter now. There was plenty of time. Tawny had never had a lover like Rad. He was so sensitive and warm. Her period still had not come, probably tomorrow, so they could make love. She smiled at the thought. They were young—she was twenty-seven, two years older than Rad—and they were having way too much fun to have babies. They did not have a lot of money either. They rented, and they both had to work to pay the bills. But she told herself brightly, they went where they wanted, when they wanted. They were enjoying their lives and in no hurry to acquire material things and deplete the planet’s resources like the baby boomer yuppies.

A roar came from the top of the hill and she looked up. The big red, white, and blue SamTrans bus pulled away from the corner. Then Rad came into view, crouching as he rode down the pavement on his skateboard like a surfer riding a wave to the shore. Spotting her watching him, he suddenly stood straight up and folded his arms campily. He leaned to the side and shot out into the street, turning in a wide arc. Brows furrowing in concentration, he crouched low and jumped, bringing the skateboard up with him as he cleared the sidewalk, then setting it back safely to earth. He jumped off and ran, kick-flipping the board and catching it with flair.

Tawny stood and Rad put his arm around her and deep kissed her. “Tawn!” he said upon pulling back, “how’d it go today?” 

“Real good. Twenty in tips. How about you?”

Rad frowned. “The owner was in today and made us turn the sounds down. But other than that, it was gnarly.” Rad worked at the custom skateboard shop inside Stokes Sporting World putting together and repairing skateboards. The job didn’t pay much, but Tawny knew he loved it and so she never said anything about the money part of it. They got by.

“How’s everything in the neighborhood?” Rad added.

“Oh, fine. You want to barbecue tonight? I picked up some chicken wings.”

“Yeah. I’ll fire it up.” He pulled her closer. “But later, after I fire somethin’ else up, you know what I mean?”

“Umm,” she smiled, allowing herself to be led toward the door. “By the way, Mister Peepers drove by. You know, the yuppie in the van. It was like, what part of ‘don’t stare’ don’t you understand? His little beady eyes almost fell out from checking out the truck.” Tawny laughed, but there was concern in her voice.

“Aw,” said Rad disdainfully, “fuck him! He can’t do nothin’. We ain’t breaking any laws.” As Rad steered Tawny toward the door, he looked at the Ford, making a mental note to check on the veracity of his comment later when he had the time. He believed he was in the right. After all, his dad had often worked on his trucks or boats or cars in their driveway, or in front of their house when he was growing up. South San Francisco, or South City, as the people who lived there called it, was all right with that. It had always been a blue-collar town, unlike “The City” of San Francisco with its many lawyers and businesspeople. But in the last ten years a lot of yuppies who could not afford houses in “The City” and in Palo Alto and Menlo Park, were snapping up the South City bargains and putting their stamp on the place. Contractors like his dad were renovating and upgrading houses as fast as they could into big four- and five-bedroom jobs that would cost four hundred and fifty thou and up when sold. And, sadly, many of the orchards and plant nurseries that Rad had grown up around had been sold, knocked flat by dozers, and turned into developments for wealthy yuppies and immigrants, mostly Chinese. At worst, Rad theorized, Mr. Peepers might be able to make trouble for him with the landlord. 

Rad slid his hand down Tawny’s side, to where her hips flared out, and he dug his fingers in slightly, forgetting about trucks and boards of supervisors and skateboards and Mr. Peepers. All he could think about was sliding into Tawny. He had loved her the moment he met her. So did his dick, becoming hard at first sight of her. And all he thought about was making love with her. Except for right after they had made it. And then, after about ten minutes, he wanted to do it again. At the shop he thought about it a lot, whenever he was not working on a board. Skating and fucking. They were his life. Nothing else mattered and the world could go to hell. 

As they went into the house the phone rang. Tawny picked it up.

“Hi, Terri. Yeah. No, not tonight. Maybe next week, okay? All right. Later.”

Rad smiled at Tawny as she hung up the phone. “Let me guess... she invited you, a good Catholic girl, to a Buddhist meeting.”

Tawny smiled. “Well, I’m not into the big organized religion thing anymore, but the Buddhism seems different. I’m going to check it out sometime. But not tonight.”

Rad nodded. Tawny’s friend, Terri, had been trying to get Tawny and Rad to one of her Buddhist meetings for the last year. One of Rad’s friends had been to a meeting and told him they chanted first, then gave testimonials, and then tried to sign everybody up for it. Rad had already told Tawny that if she wanted to go, she would have to go by herself. He too had been raised Catholic but had let it lapse. And he was not interested in any kind of religion at this point in his life.

“Did the mail come?” he asked her.

“Yeah.”

“Anything from Pygmy’s?”

“No, Babe.”

Two months earlier Rad had sent Pygmy’s, a skateboard manufacturer, a tape of himself at a skate park, doing his stuff. It was some pretty gnarly footage. Tawny had shot and edited it and she was really good with a video camera. The tape had edge and a fluid beauty, with a nice soundtrack, a cut from the band, Garbage, that Tawny and he had picked out. He was hoping it would get him Pygmy’s sponsorship for the X Games. All the board companies sponsored skaters. If Pygmy’s sponsored him, he had a shot. But if not, forget it. Without a corporate sponsor, you could literally be the best skater in the world, but you would never get into the X Games.

Tawny leaned close. “There you go again, fading on me. I’ll make you forget about that shit.” She grabbed his buttocks and deep kissed him. He picked her up and carried her into the darkened bedroom.

Much later Rad got out of bed and opened the curtains. The day’s light had faded completely and harsh orangish, electric streetlamp light filtered in, illuminating Tawny’s voluptuous body. He lay back down beside her and slowly rubbed his face against her breasts. The cool metal of her nipple ring tickled his skin.

Tawny ran her hands through his hair. “Your mom called earlier,” she said.

“What did she say?” he said softly.

“She invited us to dinner Sunday... tomorrow.”

“And?”

“I said we’d be there.”

Rad sat up. “Damn, Tawny! I wish you hadn’t.” He got out of bed and started pacing.

Tawny shook her head slowly. “Babe, your mom is so nice to me. I couldn’t say no to her again. I’m sorry.”

Rad glared at her. “Well maybe you should go by yourself. I told you I didn’t want to go over there.”

“All right, Rad,” said Tawny, a slight tinge of anger now evident in her voice. “Call her back and say you won’t be there. But don’t be a dick about this.”

Rad said nothing for a while. Then, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped on you like that. Is my sister and her husband coming?”

“Yeah,” said Tawny.

Rad thought about how when his sister Helen and her husband Roger and their son Jay were around, Rad’s dad was a little more restrained. He would not rag on Rad about Ridgeline College with them there. Rad had been enrolled at Ridgeline in their plumbing and pipefitting program. He had been preparing to go to work in his dad’s contractor business. His dad had been paying his tuition and his grades had been good. He was just fifteen units from getting his certificate when he and his dad had had their big fight over skating, in particular, the X Games. Rad had talked about maybe taking a semester off to get in shape to compete. It was just an idea at that point, and he was just thinking out loud, but his dad had exploded and told him that if he took a semester off then he would have to go to work for somebody else and pay his own tuition. They had not talked since. Rad’s mother called every week and he visited her sometimes when he knew his dad was working late. But he and the old man stayed out of each other’s way these days.

Rad knelt to Tawny and kissed her. “C’mon. Let’s get something to eat.”

Tawny sat up.

“Shit!” said Rad guiltily, “I was gonna barbecue.”

Tawny smiled. “This was more fun. I’ll throw the leftover Chinese food in the microwave.”

Later, after Rad had cleaned up in the kitchen, he came out into the living room. Tawny sat in the big red beanbag chair before the TV watching a music video. “I wonder if Gabriel came by to feed Ketsel?” he said.

Tawny frowned without taking her eyes off the TV screen. “Hmm, I don’t know.”

“You want to go see?” said Rad.

Tawny looked up at him. “Not really. But if you’re going to, I’ll watch you.” 

Gabriel had been Rad’s roommate before Tawny had moved in. Tawny had never liked him, and neither had Rad, actually. But Gabriel had shared the rent, and so he and Rad had co-existed in the house, speaking only enough to make the arrangement work. They never hung out together, and when Gabriel’s friends came over, Rad and Tawny usually went out or else just stayed in Rad’s room. 

Gabriel had a big snake for a pet—Quetzalcoatl, or Ketsel, for short—a Burmese python, which he kept in the basement behind a sort-of enclosure he’d built by sectioning off a ten-foot-wide portion of the garage behind a wall of 2x4s covered with chicken wire. He had built a door into it so he could go in to feed the snake. Gabriel’s cute little pet had not been the only thing to turn Tawny off to Gabriel. He was punk, with lots of piercings and tattoos, which did not bother her; it was the weird, black candle occult stuff he was into that left her cold.

Rad opened the door and went down the three steps to the concrete floor of the garage. Tawny stayed just behind him. She was always nervous when she went in the garage, afraid Ketsel had maybe gotten out of his enclosure and hidden himself somewhere close to the door, ready to spring up at her, or drop down on her. She knew how they captured their prey, having seen it on the Nature channel, biting and quickly encircling it in their powerful coils, like a large, muscled man putting someone in a headlock.

They scanned the enclosure side of the garage. Ketsel usually camouflaged himself beside the old Persian rug they had stripped off the corridor floor and put down there, or behind the wooden pallet on which Rad had piled their earthquake supplies, or around the water heater. 

Ketsel had supposedly been twelve feet long when Gabriel left. They had no idea how long he was now. Gabriel had split when the rent was due, leaving Ketsel as his good faith deposit on his half of the rent. Although Gabriel came by and fed the snake occasionally, he had never paid Rad the back rent he owed, nor had he ever come by to collect his snake. 

Rad spotted Ketsel back by the water heater, behind the tires, and went inside the enclosure. 

On her side of the enclosure, Tawny looked at the growing mound of dirty laundry piled on the floor and up against the chicken wire separator next to the washing machine. She leaned down and start tossing some of the clothes into the washing machine. She noticed that a section of chicken wire bulged out near the floor where it had come loose from a nail, and she made a mental note to tell Rad about it.

“He has a little lump about midway,” said Rad. “Gabriel must’ve fed him a nice fat rat last week.”

“Uh huh,” said Tawny. “When is he going to take him out of here?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t answered any of my messages for the last month.” Rad pulled the door of the enclosure closed.

Tawny threw a scoop of soap in the washing machine, dropped the lid, and twisted the knob. Water began running into the machine. “Let’s go upstairs, Babe,” she said.
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1015 Skyview Drive. As Allen walked up the driveway, he wondered what was for dinner. Tina got home an hour earlier than him. That allowed her to pick up the kids at daycare and start dinner. As he opened the door, he thought he smelled roast chicken. Allen had put on a few pounds in the years he had been married to Tina, but he didn’t care. Tina was a good cook and it was worth it. 

He called into the kitchen, “Honey, I’m home.”

“Hi, Honey,” Tina smiled at him. 

Allen put his briefcase by the door. Christine sat on the couch, watching TV. With her blond hair curled by Tina into little ringlets, Allen sometimes fancied she was every bit as pretty as Shirley Temple had been in her heyday. He called to Christine, but she was so engrossed in the cartoon she didn’t hear him. Allen walked down the hallway and looked in Reynaldo’s door. The little guy sat at his desk, pencil in hand, evidently working on some assignment that Tina had given him. Although Reynaldo was seven, he was still quite small for his age and people took him to be four or five. His hair was crew cut and accentuated with a little pompadour. His upper incisors were a little pronounced and he would need orthodontia in a year or two. But for now, they only added to his boyish, Norman Rockwell-like good looks.

How are you doing, Reynaldo?” Allen called in to him.

Reynaldo’s handsome brown face curved into a smile. “Good, Daddy.”

After dinner Tina brought a tin box over to the table. She opened it and took out a chocolate cupcake, placing it before Christine. Allen was surprised when she covered the tin up and took it back to the counter. He frowned. “Uh oh,” he said, “my little boy must be in trouble.”

“Yes,” said Tina, “he is. And he’s not getting down from this table until he says sorry.”

“Sorry, Mommy,” said Reynaldo.

Tina ignored him.

“What did he do?” said Allen.

“Tell Daddy what you did,” said Tina.

Reynaldo frowned and looked down at the table. “I made a mark on my desk, Daddy.”

“No,” said Tina angrily, “you put a hole in ‘my’ desk. It’s ‘my’ desk, not yours!” She stared at him, then said in a mocking tone, “made a mark...”

“Sorry, Mommy,” Reynaldo said, his handsome little brown face full of sorrow.

Tina turned to Allen. “He drilled a hole in the wood with his pencil!”

Allen tried to compose his face into an appropriately stern frown. “Oh, Reynaldo, what did you do that for?”

Reynaldo gave him a puzzled look. “I don’t know, Daddy.”

Tina glowered at Reynaldo. “Get down and go wash your hands. No desert for you.”

“Yes, Mommy.” Reynaldo slid from his chair and carried his plate to the countertop. He went out of the kitchen.

“Finish your work,” Tina called after him. “I’ll be in to look at it later.”

“Yes, Mommy,” Reynaldo said.

Allen spent about a half-hour on the dishes. As he finished up, he heard Tina telling Reynaldo that he could now come out into the living room and watch TV. When Allen came out a few minutes later, the little guy was sitting alone on the couch watching TV. A golden retriever wearing a basketball uniform was sinking shots by leaping up and head butting the ball into the basket. “Reynaldo,” Allen called, “what is that?”

“Air Bud, Dad. It’s a movie.”

Allen smiled as he watched for a few minutes. He recalled Belinda, one of the daycare teachers, being amazed at the fact that a little guy like Reynaldo had such an interest in basketball, and, despite his size, seemed to have some talent for it too.

Allen quietly backed out of the living room and went down to the garage to the little primitive study he had built there. It was really just a reading space with an old La-Z-Boy recliner and a thick old-fashioned blue hook rug to keep his feet off the concrete floor. He had set it off from the shabbier portions of the garage by a screen and a ceiling-high bookcase. Allen sat and read the newspaper.

A half-hour or so later a knock came at the door that led up to the kitchen. Reynaldo and Christine queued there to get their goodnight kisses. Allen got up and went and gave them both a hug and a kiss, then went back down to his newspaper. When he came up later, Tina was sitting alone watching a movie on the Lifetime channel. He sat beside her and half watched, half slept for the next hour, speaking with her during the commercial breaks. After they had gone to bed, he was still awake when Tina finally emerged from the bathroom. As she slid into the bed beside him, he felt a stirring. He ran his hand up her leg. “You tired tonight?” he said.

“Umm,” she said, “not too...”

Afterward, Tina went into the bathroom. She always went into the bathroom afterward, Allen thought lethargically. He remembered the young women at college, how they would lie with him afterward, he in them, sometimes falling asleep in each other’s arms. Not Tina. She was too obsessive about germs. She had to go wash everything off. He frowned as he listened to her libations. Theirs was not a perfect marriage, but whose was? He yawned. That was just the way it was; other than that, they were okay. 

Tina came out and slipped into the bed.

“How’s work, Honey?” he asked her in the dark.

“Oh,” she said, “I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You know,” he said, “it’s funny... When I came out of the kitchen, Reynaldo was watching a movie about basketball on TV.

“So?” said Tina.

“Oh, it’s just that, for a tiny guy like him to have such a big interest in basketball, it’s just funny, that’s all. Did Belinda ever tell you how much he likes to play basketball?” 

“Uh uh,” said Tina as she pulled the covers up around her.

Allen laughed. “Belinda says he’s quite good.”

“Oh yeah?” said Tina disinterestedly.

“You know what, Honey?”

“What?” Tina yawned.

“We could put one of those portable basketball hoops in the back yard. That way he could get a little exercise and ...”

“No,” said Tina. “He’s not getting any hoop until he does better with his schoolwork.”

“But Honey,” said Allen patiently, “if he works out from time to time, he’ll burn up some of that energy. Then he’ll be able to concentrate better when he does his schoolwork.”

Tina turned her back to him, shaking the bed. “No. He’s not getting any hoops. Not until he does better with his schoolwork.”

Allen said nothing further, instead turning on his side. When Tina made up her mind about something, it was almost impossible to budge her. They argued a lot about her treatment of Reynaldo, and he had begun to worry about what kind of damage that might do to the kids. Parents were supposed to present a united front; he had heard that on a family counselor’s radio talk show. It made sense—a smart kid would look for an opening, a weakness to exploit and get what he wanted. And so, Allen had decided to, as much as he could, leave Tina’s arbitrary, and sometimes seemingly over-the-top calls, unchallenged, and then deal with her later when the kids were asleep. It had seemed to work in the beginning. But, he thought, maybe it hadn’t. Maybe he had just been consoled by having a plan of action. 

Allen sighed deeply. The hell with it. He would have to work on her another time. He closed his eyes and slept. 
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Chapter 4
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1030 Skyview Drive. Rad and Tawny walked up Skyview to catch the bus to his dad’s. A slight breeze washed over them, keeping the summer temperature to a tolerable level. Rad wished he were skating. That was his default go-to fantasy when he found himself in uncomfortable circumstances. Skating was his thing, the one thing he had achieved a sort-of mastery over. So, what the hell had come of the videotape he had sent to Pygmy’s? God! If they would only sponsor him. Shit. He wasn’t vain by thinking he was good. He was. Everyone knew it. When he went to the park all the kids moved off the course, too embarrassed to be skating at the same time as him ‘cause they didn’t want to look too bad. He’d work out while they all sat around on their boards, some, the young ones, watching him in open admiration, the other, older kids disdainfully looking elsewhere, as if they didn’t care what he was doing, when he knew they did—a lot! Shit. You absolutely could not get into the X Games unless you had a sponsor. He sighed. Maybe Pygmy’s would call tonight when he and Tawny returned home.

They reached Hillside Boulevard and stood waiting for the bus. Rad wished Tawny had not accepted the dinner invitation to his parents’, but he’d long since forgiven her. She knew he hardly ever went over there these days. In fact, he only went when his dad’s truck wasn’t in the driveway. And then only to stay for ten, maybe fifteen minutes. His mom would always insist he have a glass of iced tea or something. Then he’d go. Rad thought that probably since Tawny’s own dad had died and her mom lived so far away, she had transferred her affections for her own family to his. The thought that she had such respect and warmth for his own family moved him, despite his own troubles with his dad.

Rad stared across Hillside Boulevard at the little stand of ten or twelve eucalyptus trees and the tan velvety, gentle flanks of San Bruno mountain rising behind them. The eucalyptus trees rose straight and tall, their mottled brown and tan trunks powerful and column-like. The grove seemed like some kind of temple to nature, something you would see in Africa. He watched the long limbs of the trees bend slightly in the wind, shaking their leaves rhythmically like tribal dancers against the tan backdrop of the mountain. Nothing in the view had been changed by the hand of man as far as he knew. How many people had a view like that? Only a few. The rich, and him... when he stood up here waiting for the bus. And they wanted to tear it out and plant condominiums on it?

Rad looked left and right for signs of the coming development. There were no construction sheds yet, no little wooden engineer stakes driven into the earth, no fluorescent pink paint markings on the sidewalk. Nothing. Not yet. And Rad hoped it would stay that way for a long, long time. He had written letters to the editors of the two San Francisco newspapers, and so far, neither had printed them. That had surprised him. The people in San Francisco were very progressive, and strong opponents of the deforestation in Indo-China and the rain forests of Brazil, and yet, here in their own backyard, the virgin slopes of San Bruno Mountain were about to be ravaged by developers and they didn’t seem to be interested. He could not believe it. He decided to write another letter when he got back to the house later.

Rad watched two red-tailed hawks glide over the peak and follow the ridge down to his right. They hovered almost motionlessly over the plateau in the powerful current of air that passed overhead. Below them, some mouse or ground squirrel had no doubt frozen into motionlessness, calculating the distance to its hole. A couple hundred feet further up the hill, a shelf-like strata of black granite slabs jutted out from the tan, fur-like, grassy slope of the mountain. In winter, when the rains were particularly heavy, the tall grasses would turn emerald green and the run off from the canyon would spill out from over granite shelf, creating a micro version of the bridal veil falls at Yosemite Park for three or four days.

Tawny squeezed Rad
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