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Prologue: 1979, Bakersfield

 


The whole Ryan clan gathered at
William Sr.’s cramped, dreary house on the outskirts of Bakersfield
after his funeral. His daughter Molly, the newly eldest family
member at only 54, stumbled around looking lost and dejected,
clearly not up to the role of matriarch. The youngest party present
was her niece Mion, who cringed at the phrase “baby of the family,”
especially now at age thirteen. She stuck close to her sixteen year
old cousin Laurel, the only other girl.

There had been hors d’oeuvres for
the guests in a small atrium after the service at the church. But
truth be told, William Sr. had outlived most of his friends and
peers. It was sad, the girls agreed. The service had the feeling of
a badly attended party, and they were just as glad to be back here,
even at the creepy old house.

It was sad that he had gone
through life calling himself William Sr., when his son Bill Jr. had
been killed young in France in the war, before having any children
of his own. Sad that he had left the religion he grew up with and
barely knew anyone at the church where they held the service. And
sad or maybe even a little pathetic that he described himself as a
St. Louis attorney in the obituary he had prepared before his
death. As though he chose to deny the second half of his life; he
had left that city for Southern California back in 1938.

But Laurel and Mion mostly
remembered their grandfather as a cheerful, kindly old man. They
had only known him here in this house, retired and then widowed for
his last nine years. Their fathers were brothers who had stayed
close their whole lives, and they got together for every holiday
plus several times in between. The families lived just 20 miles
apart in Woodland and Davis, but regularly they all drove down to
Bakersfield to stay here. Well, regularly until now.

The house was drafty and poorly
lit, with lots of small rooms. Laurel and Mion retreated to what
had once been their aunt Molly’s bedroom, now the room they slept
in when they stayed overnight. It had twin beds with ruffled shams,
an awkward dresser with a three way mirror, and pale flowery
wallpaper. The whole room seemed girlish and overwrought and not to
either of their tastes, but it meant escape from the parents and
brothers.

Mion had sneaked in a whole bag
of potato chips, and while it felt a little disrespectful, they
were both hungry. Laurel sat on the floor, leaning back on her bed,
and Mion flopped belly down on the other one, wiping salty hands on
her own sleeves. Both wondered when they would be allowed to change
into their jeans.

Dressed in similar skirts and
blouses, they looked enough alike to be mistaken for sisters.
Laurel was taller and more slender, with dark brown hair and an
awkwardly narrow face, while Mion was shorter if less petite, with
bright auburn hair. Both girls were blue-eyed and pale skinned and
prone to freckles.

All four of their parents were in
the kitchen below. You could eavesdrop through vents all over the
house, and this room carried voices straight up from the kitchen.
The moms had been chatting while they got food out for later. Now
they were all laughing together about something. Laurel’s dad,
James, and Mion’s dad, Gene, had nearly indistinguishable
voices.

“Shouldn’t they be sad?” Laurel
asked. “It’s disrespectful.” She was at a point in her life where
she held herself to high standards of behavior, and it bothered her
when those around her did not.

“They are. Dad is anyway, inside.
I could tell.” Mion paused, scooching forward on the bed to hear
better. The moms were saying something about how all the canned
food was past its expiration date. “You know how they always crack
up about something when they’re together.”

“Yeah. God.” Laurel rolled her
eyes. It was okay to see them all laughing together like at dinner
at home, but really embarrassing if they were out in public.

The voices stopped downstairs,
then Mion’s mom said something in a different, more reserved tone,
something about pasta. They could tell Aunt Molly had come in the
room even before her tremulous voice answered, murmuring about
where he kept the dishes.

Molly’s voice came more clearly
through the register. “Was she there at the church, do you suppose?
The ghost girl?”

No one spoke. Laurel and Mion
looked at each other.

“It could be a whole ghost family
by now. They could come here, we don’t know. Was she there? Will
she come here?”

Laurel’s mom said firmly that she
would take care of dinner and poor Molly must be exhausted, she
should lie down or at least rest on the back deck.

Moments later Gene’s deep voice
carried up. “She’s going bonkers. Worse than when Junior died.”

“For God’s sake, don’t bring that
up,” James answered quickly.

“I’m not. I’m just saying. Should
we do something?”

“The girls will settle her down.
She’s shaken up. I mean it’s Dad.”

Now their voices faded too.
Laurel rolled her eyes even further. That her aunt sounded nuts,
that their dads called their wives “girls,” that her grandfather
was dead and that she was stuck in a cruddy room in an ugly skirt
in Bakersfield for the foreseeable future. She raised one eyebrow,
which she had been practicing, at her cousin.

Mion giggled into her hand and
whispered, “Oh my God, there’s a ghost girl? A ghost family?
And they’re coming here?”

“Yeah, they want to be miserable
and bored out of their minds.” Story of my life, Laurel thought –
half her time was spent pretending to be happier and dumber than
she was.

Mion rolled onto her back,
laughing and hooting soft ghost sounds into her hand before
breaking into the Casper the Friendly Ghost song. She had a rich
lilting voice, and though she no longer admitted it, she had always
liked to sing.

Laurel tried to be cool, but Mion
cracked her up, and they both had to cover their mouths to keep
quiet. Her cousin had always been good at making her laugh. She
reached for the chips. She didn’t care if they would spoil her
appetite, if they didn’t have dinner soon, she would dare her
cousin to go down and grab the dessert.

Pretty soon, though, the girls
stopped laughing. Went back to sighing. Waiting. And somewhere
hovering, not like a ghost but like a heavy fog just outside, was a
thick layer of grief. They were girls without grandparents.

 


 


Seven hundred miles away, Jane
Clausen, another sixteen year old with no grandparents, was
waiting. In Jane’s case, her grandmother was alive, but her mother
had pretty much cut off contact. So same difference.

Jane was a willowy brown haired
girl, quiet, smart and quick to know her own mind. People said she
was mature – well she’d had little choice with such a flaky mom. So
when she concluded that a decent education would get her on track
to a better life, she put a plan in place and followed it.

This spring she had calmly
threatened her mother that if they didn’t move back to California
this year and establish residency, that she would go and live with
her dad in Pasadena – whether he wanted her to or not – until she
finished high school and could get into the UC system.

Since they were living in a fast
deteriorating and dirty little farming commune in rural Oregon that
even Alice had to admit was bad for her or anyone’s psyche, Jane
felt pretty confident she would get her way. Her mom did not like
living in a place with lots of negative energy, and the energy here
was bad enough that even a sixteen year old who didn’t give a crap
could feel it. Plus she hated the thought of Jane living in
Pasadena, probably that more than of Jane living without her.

“Let’s just wait and find the
right fit,” Alice told her at first. She did make a call or two,
but these drifted off into chats about communities that might get
going in even more remote places, or rumors about happenings far to
the north.

Then after a few weeks, it was,
“Things are going to change here. After the harvest. I feel it. PJ,
we can be part of something again.”

That was when she put her foot
down. The only half successful crop here was weak pot, and Jane was
damned if she would get a criminal record or go hungry later in the
year. “Please call me Jane. And stop the BS, Mom, it’s not going to
change for a long time, you know that. You’re not seeing anybody
here, there’s nothing to tie us here.”

Alice murmured a few more
excuses. The thing was, she liked to seek out what she called an
ideal situation and then throw herself into it. Lacking a
destination, she had a tendency to flounder.

Jane said she would start going
through their stuff. She had her driver’s license and she could and
would drive all the way to SoCal if necessary. Instead, Alice
decided that they could test out Berkeley, which had long had an
active progressive movement.

“I want to finish two years of
high school in one place. You’ll have to settle down for that
long.” Jane stood slightly taller than her mother, and she looked
down into her eyes for a long pace.

Alice gave a grudging consent.
God knows she had dragged Jane along to enough places, situations,
over the years. And Jane did not want to impose herself on her
estranged father’s new and conservative family, but she would do
what she needed to do. So they packed the car and headed for
Berkeley. They both knew it was fair trade.

 


 


Chapter 1 1997, San Francisco

 


Laurel Ryan’s first day at her
new job had unpleasant vibes of the first day of school. But by the
end of the first week, she felt more at home than she had in the
last year or more at her previous workplace. Like she was just
remembering why it’s nice to wake up in the morning.

Day one though. Up extra early to
make sure not to be late, dressed in slightly stiff pants, a silky
shirt, too tight little boots, futzing with her hair that fell
heavily on her shoulders, somewhere between straight and wavy and
rarely looking professional. Then downtown on a crowded bus, up a
rickety flight of stairs, seated at a desk that was not empty and
clean but already crowded with file folders and boxes from persons
unknown.

Laurel had been hired as
associate director at the new San Francisco branch office of
Environment Vote Watch. There were only four staff positions, one
of which she needed to fill immediately to get the office off the
ground. The director, recently transplanted from headquarters,
focused entirely on fundraising and appeared in over her head
already.

She had pointed out Laurel’s desk
and computer, the coffee pot, the bathroom key, and her phone
extension, then ducked away to make a seemingly endless series of
calls. She met the director’s young assistant, Thuy, who helped her
guess a password to get onto her computer but then apologized and
headed to her own huge stack of data entry.

Laurel sat filling out forms and
wondering about decisions she had made and the disjointed
trajectory that brought her here. Short term, yes, it had been
right to get out of her old job. But farther back? She had more
than once been accused of over analyzing things, but since
childhood had been a bit obsessed about the ripple effect, whether
pebbles on water or the consequences of choices made.

Laurel was 34. In her twenties
she had decided it was stupid to do work she disliked just to
support causes she cared about in her free time, and had gotten her
first non-profit job. Before that, her priorities had shifted from
anti-nuke to basic feminist issues to fighting exploitation of
other cultures to the environment, especially as related to marine
life.

She had similarly changed majors
back in college, ending up in sociology, which laid out no
particular path to follow. (Although provided plenty of fodder for
her what would have happened if I’d only… type fantasies.) Odd
office jobs had given her reasonable computer skills, at a time
when such things weren’t assumed. And her time at TechMentor honed
her leadership (or in that case herding cats) ability. Going from
managing a 10 person team to associate at a much smaller place, for
a lower salary, though, maybe not the most logical move?

But Laurel had considered
alternatives. Environmental Vote Watch got things done. She could
be part of that, and go home at night pleased with how she spent
her days. Which was not the case where she’d been, would not be so
at some new venture capital funded dotcom scheme for rich people,
or going to grad school, or worse, leaving the Bay Area.

The EVW headquarters were
located, ironically enough, in Sacramento, just down the road from
her hometown of Woodland. A pleasant place, though one Laurel had
known, since she first set foot at Santa Cruz as a high school
sophomore visiting college campuses with her older brother, she
could never settle in.

Laurel’s older brother had ended
up at UCLA, as had her younger brother. She went to UC Santa Cruz,
a choice initially made on a whim as a near child. But no regrets
about that one. She could remember her first week there too, many
images faded like a pleasant dream now, but the whole of the
experience still much a part of her. More than fifteen years ago,
but closing her eyes she could picture the soft ocean view from
Wilder Ranch. And recall the look of the older students, the sort
of quasi hippie appearance and attitude that lingered even into the
1980s.

Where her earlier high school
life seemed overly tense and judged, at Santa Cruz, things were
allowed to be free flowing, relaxed, soft and natural as the wind
swept wild grasses that grew on the bluffs overlooking the beach.
It was a joke and a stereotype, she knew, but by her sophomore year
she had felt as if she had entirely shed the skin of her
childhood.

The new person she became was who
she remained – older and more experienced, of course, and following
numerous more permeations of political growth. And taking this new
position, despite the salary, giving up whatever cache she had
established in the burgeoning computer industry, felt like coming
home in a similar way to freshman year of college. Looking up to
realize you were where you were supposed to be.

For the foreseeable future,
though – Laurel opened her eyes, left the memories of soft lavender
beach aster and salty ocean breeze behind – she needed to
concentrate full bore. She had an ever growing task list just to
get the new office into shape, much less develop any new program
ideas.

 


By that Friday – which seemed
eons from the start of the week, though it had gone fast – Laurel
felt ready to come up for air. And look around with at least a
small degree of satisfaction, or feeling that things could possibly
work out ok here.

She regarded her workspace for a
moment. She had not been here long enough to cover the space with
her own work piles, and she promised herself to organize things
better this time around. The crap from headquarters had been
pilfered and set aside. (Why do people think they need to stick
every little piece of paper in a folder? Well, Laurel feared not
the recycle bin.)

Her desk was old and sturdy, some
sort of hardwood faded here and there. Faux wood stacking shelves
lined the far side, next to an overflowing book shelf that badly
needed culling. The office itself had seen better days. A sublet
from a tech company that had outgrown the space, it had flimsy
walls and poor lighting, but the location was good, just a few
blocks south of Market Street, kind of between the main commute
lines and the burgeoning media corridor of South Park.

Valerie, the director, had the
only real office; the other desks were divided by cubicle panels.
At least they had plenty of space. Laurel’s desk was situated
beside a modest window that overlooked the bland courtyard and
pigeon roost between this and the building behind it. But she was
happy to have a window at all; her old office at TechMentor was way
in the back and windowless.

Laurel’s brand new email address
was already generating a stream of electronic messages, mostly
apologetic replies to her own queries for donations. But some
positives had come it too. Already, having wrangled with EVW
headquarters just to get her account set up, she had pulled in a
set of fully loaded second hand computers from a politically aware
contact.

Naturally it had been up to her
to pick them up, haul them here, and hook them up (day three spent
in jeans, loading a cab then crawling around under desks with
cables and poking gritty ceiling tiles to string them across to the
central hub). Her new boss was still skeptical. She didn’t trust
new software and preferred her old time spreadsheet to a database
for tracking donors. She did acknowledge that the new machine was
faster though, and appeared content to use her new one and old one
both. The woman understood networking only as it applied to groups
of people, not computers.

Then there was the hire. Val’s
part time assistant could barely manage her own work, and they
desperately needed an office manager. Laurel had sorted through a
somewhat disappointing stack of resumes. Well, for the salary they
were offering, it was hardly a surprise. A lot of bright kids would
rather make two or three times more doing the same thing for a tech
firm. In fact, people just out of college expected a well paid and
interesting job.

Laurel consulted the most
promising resumes, resigned to interviewing people qualified but
full of demands or completely inexperienced but hopefully able to
learn fast. Meantime she could order her own supplies, battle the
aged printer herself, do her own filing, and keep out of the way of
the primary purpose of the new office, Val’s endless
fundraising.

Toward the end of the day, she
had three interviews set up, plus had conducted a fourth, then and
there, over the phone with someone who had applied from out of
state. She would have something to say at the weekly staff session
on Monday morning. She even had a lead on a fancy new conference
phone so they could hear each other on the call.

Thuy passed by her desk on her
way out with a quick goodbye, and Laurel was surprised to see it
was past 4:30. She took another look at her task list but found
nothing worth starting this late, and instead made a point of
straightening her small set of files.

Val emerged from her office.
“We’re on the docket at the San Francisco Foundation. High fives.”
But rather than offer up a hand, she collapsed into the chair by
Laurel’s semi wall.

“Ok. Congratulations.” Laurel
wasn’t sure why that would be so great – on the docket was hardly
the same as getting funding. She observed Val, who continued to
sprawl, arms out wide, across the low backed chair. Val was a perky
looking energetic woman, maybe 40, blond, full figured, and given
to brightly colored and somewhat flamboyant clothes.

Val sat forward. “They would not
even consider us before we opened here, so there you go, worth the
price of admission right there.”

Laurel recalled from her
interview that Val had pushed to open the San Francisco branch as a
fundraising arm of EVW. “How long ago did you move here,” she
thought to ask.

“Oh God. A month? It’s been
crazy.” She sat forward then leaned back again, as if giving in to
the craziness. “I’ve been dying to get out of Sacramento, let’s be
honest here. I mean, yeah, the money, the opportunity, but you know
what? I’ve been divorced for four years. The pickings back there
were getting slim.”

Laurel grinned, not sure whether
to say anything about her assessment of the pickings here. Which
were perhaps not so much slim as widespread but awfully
shallow.

“Don’t tell me they’re all gay, I
know they’re not. I know you’re single too. Oh crap, are you gay? I
didn’t mean anything by that. I just can’t tell half the time. How
long have you lived here – you live in the city, right?”

Laurel set her folders aside,
still amused. She had been hearing Val’s quick pitched voice kind
of as background noise all week. Did she just talk until the donors
gave in and made a contribution? “Not gay, not seeing anybody right
now. Although I kind of had an on and off thing that possibly could
go back on. I don’t know, I’ve been so busy trying to wrap up at
TechMentor though. Oh, and yeah, I live in the Haight. I moved here
after college.”

Val sighed. “I love how you say
that. ‘The Haight.’ I’m still trying to sound like I didn’t just
arrive from New Jersey.”

“I thought you came from
Sacramento.”

“Well, sure, last month I did.
But I’ve only lived in California for, oh, five years? Followed my
husband out for his job thinking we could revitalize. Turns out it
wasn’t New Jersey, it was him. The funny part was that he went back
east and I ended up staying. Although I have to admit I had no idea
about the state when I got here. I was genuinely surprised that
Sacramento was so far from the ocean.”

Laurel nodded. “I sure knew that
growing up. I’m from Woodland, north of Davis? And we went as far
as the coast maybe once a summer. I mean it was ridiculous when I
think about it now. But my parents were a little older, kind of set
in their ways.”

“So they’re close by? That’s
nice. That’s something I regret about living out here.”

Laurel felt a moment’s guilt.
Yes, her parents still lived in her childhood home, and the two
families, hers and her cousins in Davis, got together at Christmas
and birthdays and everything. But she hardly ever visited
otherwise. She could go more often now, she thought, if she had to
be in Sacramento periodically anyway. “I don’t see them as often as
I should,” she acknowledged to Val, who was watching her, looking
as if she had more to say. “Being busy and everything.”

“I know how that is. Well, you
should feel free to leave, now I mean. I should stay till five in
case someone calls,” she jerked her head back towards her office,
“but we both don’t need have to. Enjoy it when we’re not having
another damn conference.”

Laurel raised an eyebrow.
Previously, Val had boasted about EVW’s frequent conferences, their
combination of raising the level of public dialogue and raising
funds.

Val tossed her head back. “I can
say that now, you’re part of the team! God love ‘em, but some of
those people that participate event after event, and I just don’t
want to hear it anymore. Write your check, vote, and stop
complaining, you know? I’m sorry, I don’t mean that the way it
sounds. I do care about our issues. Didn’t you used to do something
with rescuing sea creatures?”

“Yeah, it was more like care and
feeding. As a volunteer. Actually, I was trying to do more
professional work on behalf of environmental causes when I started
out at TechMentor.” Laurel paused. She had tried not to sound to
negative at her interviews, but the fact was she had been
frustrated at her old job. So much time and energy and resources
tied up in a vast bureaucracy that often seemed to prevent actually
getting tech resources into the hands of organizations that needed
them.

Val waved a hand. “Don’t worry
about being polite, I know about their, um, issues. We considered
contracting and decided not to, with all the hoops. I just meant
you have a background in enviro issues, right? I felt like I had to
learn things on the fly. Although sometimes that can almost help?
It’s like a lot of our donors feel good when they can explain
something to you.” She paused, holding out her hand and gazing down
at her fingernails. “A lot of our donors are men, need I add that?”
Another pause. “So you’re not seeing anyone? Are you dating?”

“Not really. I never really got
into that kind of—I mean we didn’t go on dates when I was in
school, it was more just hanging out. It feels so forced. I have
been set up a couple times, and mostly I feel stupid and just want
to go have fun with my friends instead.”

Val laughed. “Well I don’t think
anyone likes it. The point is, how do you meet someone, get to the
good stuff. Not that I’ve had much time for that either, between
moving and setting up here.” She looked around the untidy office
with a wry expression. “Such as it is. The new office manager will
make a big difference. But as I was saying, I am going to make a
point of getting out there. I hardly know anyone here. My friends
are back in Sacramento or else in New Jersey, raising kids and not
interested in anything beyond their backyards, you know?”

Laurel observed her for a moment.
She needed new friends, she was saying. But pal around with your
new supervisor, in so small an office? “Well, there are tons of
things going on around the city,” she temporized. “Check out the
Bay Guardian or the Weekly. Lots of stuff for people without
kids.”

Val nodded, though her expression
said she was unconvinced. “I do miss the kids,” she said. “I have
nieces and god-children. Is the rest of your family still back
there in, wherever you said?”

“Woodland. Just my parents, both
of my brothers are in southern California. I’ve got two nephews
down there that I hardly see,” she added. “And I have an aunt and
uncle in Davis who are close to my parents. Actually, their
youngest daughter, my cousin, is planning to move here.” Laurel
glanced at her calendar. Her cousin Mion had told her over the
holidays about the impending move.

“That’s nice. Is she involved in
nonprofits?”

“No, she’s a restaurant manager.
You know, the kind of high end places? She’s quite a character,
actually. I’m not sure if she still does it, but she used to sing
too, like show tunes.”

Val appeared momentarily silenced
by this information. Laurel took note, suspecting it was not so
much silence as a marshalling of forces, that she was temporarily
overwhelmed with a whole string of questions. “Singing’s not my
thing, in case you’re wondering. Although – I don’t know if you’ve
ever taken a yoga class? – the atonal chanting kind of bothers me.
My ear’s pretty good.”

Val burst into laughter. “I have
not. I should! Just for the ‘atonal chanting,’ and I don’t even
know what that means.” Her phone extension rang, cutting off what
would surely have been more. “Go home, it’s been a long week,” she
added on her way into her office.

Laurel shut down her computer and
left. Nice to be outside after work and still in daylight, she
thought, heading automatically towards Market Street for a bus. She
ducked around slow moving people, tuning out the blur of faces and
traffic noise. This block and the next often swarmed with youngish
tech workers who always seemed pumped up with some combination of
coffee and devotion to their technical expertise.

Farther along, it felt more like
normal downtown, tall buildings, businesspeople, little cafes with
garish signs out front. It occurred to Laurel that she could go do
something, check out the MOMA or see if any friends were available
for a drink.

But her body propelled her along
to the bus stop and onto a bus, that was almost full but pleasant
compared to how it would be at the height of rush hour. Laurel
squeezed toward the back and edged around a grim faced woman who
sat immobile and clutching her packages in an outer seat.

The bus bumped along at a good
pace, and people standing gripped poles swayed back and forth,
faces impassive. Farther along, regular people left and younger,
more touristy people came on, chatting and point things out.

Laurel tended not to notice the
scenery. If she could, she would read a bit of the paper, though
often enough she was too squished. Outside, the dull colors and
grunge of Market Street gave way to the more vibrant buildings and
residents walking along Haight.

The lower part had changed a lot
just in the five or so years she had lived over here. What was once
a marginal area, best avoided at night, was getting revamped, house
after house, block by block. The seediest bars had disappeared, and
well lit restaurants and bookstores opened instead.

Laurel had a good white liberal’s
guilt about the displacement of a once thriving African American
community in this whole part of town. Yet she also liked the
restaurants and bookstores. In nice weather, she usually got off
the bus early just to walk the last few blocks home, away from the
crowded bus.

As she walked, she looked around,
thinking about what Val might notice here that she took for
granted. Kids hanging out on the street, guys sitting in the cafes
looking self important. The colors on the houses, especially the
ones really done up. Giggling tourists searching the street signs
for the corner of Haight and Ashbury or speculating about the
location of the Jimi Hendrix house.

Or Mion – she had been to the
city before of course, but sounded excited about being somewhere
so, as she put it, cosmopolitan. She had gone to a small college in
Oregon, and been living in Eugene for awhile, then Portland, and
most recently Seattle. Usually living in the middle of things, as
much as possible, surrounded by musicians and artists and trying to
immerse herself in whatever creative community was available. At
least so she told it when they saw each other at the neutral ground
of one of their parents’ houses.

Laurel propelled herself up both
flights of outer steps to her little flat, barely out of breath,
and unlocked both locks. Her place was small, half a flat really,
but all hers after too long of living with quirky roommates. She
would have to have Mion over, she thought. Maybe she’d even need to
stay here while she found a place? Although she had mentioned
having friends in town too.

It was funny, Laurel still
thought of her cousin as much younger, a college girl with wild
auburn hair, easy jokes, and a voice that carried across her
parent’s whole house. Crazy to think she was 30, 31 now, with an
actual profession. Apparently she’d had a choice of jobs too, a
couple places vying to hire her.

Not that it was surprising that
Mion would be good at a job that combined charm and organizational
talent. Throw in singing, and that was Mion’s absolute skill
set.

Laurel had something on the lines
of people skills too, presumably – she had proved herself capable
of managing a diverse bunch of people, and regularly she seemed to
be the only one able to translate geek speak to non-tech people. So
simple, yet so rare, she thought. So marketable.

Although neither she nor Mion
were doing as well as their collective brothers, money-wise. Still,
where once she would have been up in arms about the unfairness, the
sexism, now she had more of a shrug. Admitting a piece of it was
their own choices, that Mion pursued her singing, that decades old
style so far from mainstream. That she herself would rather work
for positive change even at low pay, live in a cruddy place in the
city if the alternative was some mind numbing suburban house with a
commute to the city. Spending long hours moving other people’s
money around and having to hire multiple nannies and maids cause
you and your wife had no time to spend with the kids or cleaning
your gigantic house – that was Mion’s oldest brother. No thank
you.

Laurel went to the fridge,
contemplated. What the hell – she opened a bottle of cheap wine.
Toasted herself on a successful transition, with hopes that all the
weeks could be this smooth. Fat chance, of course, this early in
the year, which fell after year end fundraising and before the
primary.

She poked around for something
easy to eat. And not too filling. She’d be going out to dinner
tomorrow, and they would probably order way too much. This was a
group of former TechMentor people, survivors who kept in touch and
made up a surprisingly robust little network as they fanned out
into the cash rich era of the dotcom.

Laurel fixed her pasta, mindful
to chop in some vegetables and go light on the cheese. Thinking of
her own older brother Jim now, who ate out frequently and had
started to balloon out noticeably. Most people in her family ran
thin. She, like her dad and younger brother, had always been a
little hyper, a little twitchy if forced to just sit unoccupied for
any length of time.

But her mom had gotten a bit
plump as she aged. Laurel could recall her recounting many times
how she used to be such a slip of a thing and how easily James had
carried her up a whole flight of stairs after their wedding. The
change, as she called it, had not been kind to her. Although
Laurel’s take was that eating pretty much as she had since
childhood and rarely exercising couldn’t have helped.

Laurel had described her parents
to Val as a little older. But there was more to it than that. They
had remained kind of fixed in time, their attitudes and habits
ingrained, it seemed, where other people flourished, grew and
changed. Cousin Mion’s parents too. Things from decades back and
taken hold of them and stuck, maybe kept them from ever achieving
their full potential.

Her dad had been thirty when he
and MaryBeth married, and both her parents were in their thirties
by the time Laurel was in the womb in 1963. Tail end of the baby
boom, but she never doubted that was her generation – because of
her dad.

James Ryan could boast that he
was one of the last kids born before the crash, arriving late
summer of 1929. His father had seemingly been in some denial. Knew
things were bad but expected a quick turn around. Had a thriving
law practice and could not foresee it ever folding. James and
Mion’s father Gene were the third and fourth kids in what had been
a prosperous family in St Louis. There had been a gap between them
and the old siblings, Bill Jr. and Molly, which Laurel eventually
realized must have meant a miscarriage or two, never spoken about
though. But it meant the older pair were children of some luxury,
while the younger pair’s early memories were of deprivation.

Laurel could close her eyes now
and hear their two voices mingling, her dad’s and Uncle Gene’s.
“Remember those little plates we had,” one would say, “just to make
the portions look bigger.” The other cutting in, “Oh, and how she’d
stretch it, oh Lord, there
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