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    Thank you, Steve, for suggesting these characters get together.
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When campus was packed, peak foot traffic, it felt like a degree factory, her dream watered down, a mistake she had made. She felt just as mistaken when it was too quiet, when hardly anyone was walking about, that the reports of her generation giving up on college were all too true, and her friends who hated school, and used those reports as an excuse for not going, were right after all.

She liked it best when it was the way it was at that moment. She was walking to the landmark they had agreed upon, the bronze statue of Albert Einstein sitting on a bench. There were enough students to signal a healthy enrollment, faith in the system, and enough space between them to prove gaining admission was an accomplishment. She had a way about her which suggested someone trying to be different, which may sound condescending, the part about trying, but appearances take effort, or lack of effort, which is still a decision. She liked to dress in somewhat normal fashion and accessorize with an eye for the abnormal, to come across as unique without crossing the line into caricature. Most of all she relied on her stride to stand out. Her gait was her most striking accessory. She walked with the confidence of a dictator of a small nation rich in a mineral coveted by bigger nations, even when she was feeling far less than confident. Doing so took her places a few minutes earlier than the arrival times estimated by the map on her phone. 

Einstein looked like he was enjoying the sunshine. His arms were stretched out behind him along the back rest, his head tilted upward just a bit.

Troy, she assumed it was Troy, looked a lot less relaxed. If he had been sitting on the bench with Einstein, one leg would have been vibrating and both arms occupied by his phone. But he was standing, pacing, glancing between his phone and the world around him, as though someone or something on the screen was warning him about an approaching threat. His wardrobe made Lizzy wonder if he was on the basketball team, or just dressed like someone who wished he was.

She approached with caution and used his name like a password.

“Troy?”

“Lizzy?” He completed the authentication process.

“You got my payment?” she asked.

“Sorry I couldn’t just send you an e-ticket.”

He handed her a good old-fashioned paper ticket.

“I like physical media,” she took it. “Is this a side hustle?”

“Selling tickets? Nah. I had an extra.”

“Ah. So who did you want to take?”

“Nobody you’d know.”

“Of course.”

“It’s a big school. That’s all I meant.”

“Is she going to be there?”

“Yup.”

“And you’re still going?” she asked in light of his place well outside the target audience.

“Why not?” he sounded not at all defensive.

“Perfect place for a rebound. Girls everywhere.”

“That’s not why I’m going,” he sounded very defensive.

“Name one boygenius song.”

“I gotta go to practice.”

“What do you practice?”

“Basketball.”

“Are you getting the hang of it?”

Troy may have found what she said funny. There were some clues on his face, but he was too annoyed to add a smile or laughter. 

Lizzy had enough to spot an opening.

“I’m not judging,” she tried to exploit it. “I’ll be your wingman. And if we run into her, I’ll pretend to be your date, if that would help. But it probably wouldn’t, would it?”

“You think you’re good at knowing what people think.”

She would likely agree with that statement, but she would also admit she did not see that statement coming from him.

“I find people fascinating,” she fell back on one of her routine answers.

“Do you ever wonder what they think of you?”

“I don’t care what people think about me.”

“That’s what everybody says.”

Lizzy did not like being compared to everybody.

“Maybe I’ll see you there,” he said before bouncing off to practice.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The next morning on the train platform, she was still thinking about what he said. He was right, everyone does claim to not care what people think about them. It’s one of those things that sound good, so people say it, like when they say they are open-minded, more interested in personality than appearance, and that they don’t care about how much money they make, so long as they are happy. And for some people some of those things are true. She wondered if she and the concept of not caring what people think about her were a good match, if it was true for her, and not just something she said. She was afraid that having to think about it this much meant it was not true.

Another problem with thinking about it this much is that she never saw Troy step out onto the platform about twenty yards to her left, spot her, and walk as fast as he could back into the station without drawing attention to himself.

When the train arrived, he waited until she boarded, came out from his hiding place, and boarded a car well behind the one she chose.

They not only sat in separate cars, but ended up on different sides of the train as well on their way south.

Lizzy sat on the side facing west, while Troy sat on the side facing east.

That meant when they emerged from the wine grape vineyards south of San Luis Obispo and columns of essential crops across the Nipomo Mesa, and the train reached the centerpiece of its route that inspired its name, The Surfliner, Lizzy had a view of the ocean, while Troy had a view of Vandenberg Space Force Base.

Lizzy took in the rugged good looks of the shore through the dirty windows and noticed there were no roads leading to it. The spectacular view on the other side of the hazy plexiglass was only accessible by the train she was on. She appreciated being part of something exclusive. Everyone else on the train was part of it, too, at least those seated on the right side, but the total number of people who ever rode The Surfliner was still only a fraction of the people who ever lived.

Troy looked at the rocket launch pads perched on the low hills bubbling with scrub oak and sand. He thought of the power they supported. During his first year on campus, by chance he watched a rocket flare across the night sky one night on his way back to his dorm room from practice. Not having any idea what it was, he asked around the next morning before class started while everyone was settling into their seats. He was very excited to find out it was a rocket, enough so that someone asked if he was interested in that sort of field. Not really, he told them. The point was how impressive it was, and how people couldn’t help but pay attention to it. That’s probably not how he said it, but it is what he said.

Sporadic buildings started to pop up, signaling they were arriving back into the world of roads. The construction grew thicker through Santa Barbara, thinned out briefly through the last farms standing in Ventura County and the rocky canyons north of Los Angeles, before finally overwhelming whatever was left of the landscape on the last leg before Union Station.

The train passed the station and then backed in, giving Lizzy a turn to avoid Troy. His car was now well ahead of hers. Rather than wait for her to pass by his window, he decided to exit quickly and remain far enough ahead of her so that she wouldn’t see him. She did see him, but it didn’t matter, because she was not interested in catching up, and slowed her pace to fall farther behind.
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Serge probably hesitated before starting a conversation with Troy. They were part of a select few men at the concert, many of whom were gay, and he was about twenty years older than him. Serge thought of himself as someone who was always up for a challenge, though, so he proceeded.

He had already ordered his food and was standing to the side waiting for it, which gave him an unobstructed view of the Cal Poly Basketball sweatshirt Troy was wearing as he stood on the threshold of that clear space that often opens up between the person ordering and the next in line.

“How’s the team looking this year?”

Troy needed a moment to realize he was referring to his shirt.

“Pretty good.”

“Even better if you got more playing time, right?”

“Up to the coach,” Troy shrugged.

“Nothing wrong with believing in yourself.”

“Yeah,” Troy considered embracing his self-regard. “I think I could help.”

“There ya go,” Serge applauded him without clapping. “I had a contract with a vendor at Cal Poly. The lowest-grossing food stand on that restaurant row in the middle of campus.”

“Which stand?”

“They’re not there anymore. We did some Insurgent Marketing for them, they became the top-grossing merchant on the row, and moved into their own full-service restaurant space down in Santa Maria.”

“What’s insurgent marketing?”

“When I pitch it to prospective clients, I tell them it’s like a prank show, but with their product attached, and the gag is revealed early on so everyone has a good laugh and nobody gets too uncomfortable.”

Troy reached the front of the line and Serge laid a fifty-dollar bill onto the counter, which may have been a bit risky in light of the circumstances, but Serge thought of himself as someone who is not afraid of risk.

“No, I couldn’t.”

“I insist. It’s a pleasant surprise to have some male energy in the house. I’m here with my daughter and her friends. Or potential friends. She’s only known them a few months. They’re all in their first year at Long Beach State.”

“Oh, well. Thanks.”

Troy went big, ordering an everything burger, full meal, large.

“I’d introduce you to Cordelia and her buddies, but I assume you’re here with a girlfriend.”

“Nah.”

Troy joined Serge in the already-ordered area and handed him the change.

“Keep it,” Serge ordered. “Your sister?”

“Seriously?”

“What’s wrong with going to a concert with your sister?”

“No. The change.”

“Paying cash feels like getting something for free.”

Troy didn’t quite understand, but obeyed and pocketed the change.

“As I was saying, your sister?”

“I don’t have a sister.”

“One of those really good platonic girlfriends?”

“I had someone in mind, but I guess I’m not her type. And she was already going. I don’t have any girls who are friends, and none of my teammates wanted to come because they said everyone will think we’re gay, so I sold the ticket to some random girl on campus.”

“You were really determined to see this show. Big fan?”

“They’re all right.”

“I’m kidding. I get it.”

“Is it that obvious?”

Serge surveyed the concourse. Nothing but young women.

“Yes.”

His order was called. He picked it up and lingered.

“So I’ll introduce you to the girls after all. If they ever come up. I have a box and part of the package is wristbands with floor access. They’ve been holding their ground down there since the sound check. Even if they don’t come back up, at least the box won’t go to waste.”

“You’re inviting me to your box?”

“It’s not a luxury box. I wouldn’t be out here ordering food with the Philistines if it was. And the girls probably won’t come up until the encore. But still.”

“It’s a box.”

“You’re in?”

“All in.”

“Right on.”

Serge raised his fist for a bump.

“Do young people do this?” he said, referring to his waiting fist.

“We might not start it, but we won’t leave an old person hanging.”

He completed the bump.

“That’s very thoughtful of you.”

Upon completion, Serge converted to an outstretched hand to introduce himself.

“Serge.”

“Troy.”

They shook hands.

“Let’s box.”
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Mina may have stood in line at the vegetarian concession stand to see how it felt to stand with that group, to try them on for size. She liked camaraderie, found it easier than friendship or romance. She thought her preference might fade as she grew older, that she would crave smaller and more intimate relationships, but so far the only small objects that held her affection were the parts she liked to play in stories that were bigger than hers. She was only in her mid-thirties, there was plenty of time for her love of affiliations to fade, but for now they sustained her.

As she drew closer to the front of the line, she started to read the menu in the way she regarded most situations in life, as though she was about to laugh at it. Sometimes her regard was because something was truly funny. Other times it was because laughter made it easier to brush things aside when they were not what she expected.

“I want to go vegan more,” she said aloud. “But never know what to order.”

Lizzy was in line in front of her. 

She didn’t turn to face Mina, but apparently moved her body just enough.

“Any suggestions?” she asked the back of Lizzy’s head.

Lizzy leapt at the chance to be considered an authority on something after the wobble she had been experiencing since her meeting with Troy.

“Don’t try too hard to imitate meat eating,” she swung
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