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Prologue

ol e picked up a toy car from the desk and turned it upside down. Hard to imag-
ine a time of freeways and streets, avenues and lanes, each and every one fully
covered in asphalt. Spinning the wheels, he imagined driving, sun-glassed and
expressionless. He tossed the toy into a corner.

A faded poster caught his eye. He squinted and read “Farewell to the Shoreline” in
huge electric blue letters ghosted behind the stacked names of bands, names that meant
nothing to him, and the date: June 15, 2031. He swallowed a laugh, wondering if they
knew back then it was more than an amphitheatre they were taking leave of. ..

The lid lifted from the gas can without much effort. He spilled a good fourth of the
contents just by tipping the can, a wet stain spreading across the floor. Then he soaked the
bed, the moth-eaten curtains, saving the perimeter of the room for last. Well, almost last.
The room sagged in the center like an old mattress, and made a small lake bed which he
gladly filled, backing out and exiting through the window into the darkness outside.

The sky betrayed a hint of morning in the east. He untied his skiff and moved
through the pre-dawn gloom for 90 endless seconds or so, before retying beside anoth-
er nearby house, this one looted long ago, its upstairs mostly stripped bare. Hurrying
now, he saturated the room like an old pro, donating the empty can to the elements.
His gloves stunk, his nostrils burned. His rubber boots reeked with the evidence, the
same fuel that had powered all those vanished movie cars.

Trembling with excitement back in the boat, his hands were numb with cold as he
pulled oft his gloves. He fumbled with several moldy cardboard matches before strik-
ing a light. Holding it to one of the gloves, he threw the flaming rubber mitt and
incredibly, missed. The glove smacked the wall and sank hissing into the water.
“Unbelievable,” he muttered into the void. The second burning glove made it through
the window and the room ignited, a ball of heat roiling out the window, almost knock-
ing him over. He collapsed in the skiff, his heart racing, pounding in his ears. He
retraced his watery route to the first house, glancing over his shoulder to admire his
handiwork as flames leapt from the roof behind him. He lit a small rag and threw it
through the window. Before the rag hit the floor, the room went oft like a bomb, one
hot wave of glorious explosive power set free. Blown backwards, he nearly fell into the
Bay. He kicked the flipper switch near his foot and the boat churned away from the
inferno. He reached into his pants and stroked himself, hardened with excitement, cli-
maxing immediately.

Wiping up with a rag, he surveyed the fruits of his labor. The smell was intense. He
steered his craft out in to the open Bay, still mesmerized by the flames jumping now from
roof to roof. After a few minutes more there was nothing to see but smoke in the dawn
light. He headed north, his ears still ringing. His face burned. Rubbing his forehead he
realized he had no eyebrows.

Full daylight now. The gray smoke behind merged harmlessly with the fog that was
barely retreating in the face of morning. He was thoroughly, teeth-chatteringly chilled,
high on adrenaline and without regret. Looking towards the East Bay, he hoped for sun-
light, for warmth and luck. It would be a half hour before the sun cleared the hills.

He pointed his boat homeward and decided to bleach his hair.
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= he train was gliding along through endless rows of suburban apartments, but Eric

%‘ could see water down various streets that led to the Bay. He was two days out

of Chicago and he’d read every sign in the car at least a dozen times, from the
fire extinguisher to the emergency exit to the toilet and luggage rules. The paintings
adorning the train’s walls had interested him at first, but after two days they receded into
anonymity.

Now Bay waters licked the sides of the train’s causeway, further east hundreds of
buildings were semi-submerged in their original locations. Across the Bay rose
Oakland. He saw watercraft of every size and shape, skiffs, launches, gondolas, barges.
Hundreds of them.

Blue skies had emerged from the morning gloom. Pelicans, seagulls, sparrows,
hawks, and many others whose names he could not place cavorted, sailed and soared.
He spotted wispy gray smoke drifting up a ways off. Some kind of fire.

The map of San Francisco appeared on the wall display and a glowing red line
indicated the route for the short remainder of the journey. The train station sat in the
Bay surrounded by water on three sides.

That map is the dew, he thought. His apprehension briefly passed as he enthused
about a future in cartography, and contemplated the curious outlines of 22nd century
San Francisco. The Bay itself was huge, having spread uphill over urban landscapes in all
directions.

“Downtown San Francisco, 15 minutes” came the announcement. He ran his hands
through his hair and wiped his face, clearing the overnight crusty grime. His sinuses ached
from the cool controlled air. He opened his window inhaling the salt water smell through
the damp foggy air. Leaning out made him dizzy as the buildings blurred by like myste-
rious colored boxes.

He was cautiously hopeful and he tried to hold on to that feeling, despite a pit in
his stomach competing for his attention with a persistent headache that had plagued
him since the day before.

Coffee, I need coffee. And a big fat cinnamon roll... I should be happy, excited, he thought,
morose. He needed a change in scenery and a change of luck. He'd left Chicago unno-
ticed. The old guy at the corner fruit stand,Virgil, was the only friend he said goodbye to.
Something good is going to happen.

During eight bleak months in the Windy City he had sampled a half dozen work
situations. A stint at the Museum of Natural History, two weeks at the Zoo. He thought
he’d like the science, but he hadn’t clicked with any of his co-workers, or the work
itself. Then another short stint at the University as research associate on a study of the
area’s water usage. That’s where he’d fallen for Cynthia and at first she seemed friendly
enough, until they went out a couple of times. Can’t blame her.

He forced the thought away as the train emerged from a tunnel and rolled onto a
long curving bridge. In the distance he could see tall buildings, the famous orange
Pyramid and the rest of the San Francisco skyline.

He sank back into his seat, leaning on his hand—all his fears came roaring back.
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What the hell am I doing here?! I don’t even know anybody.

Virgil—it was his casual remarks that had led to this moment.

“San Francisco! Man, that’s the best city in the whole world. The hills, the canals,
the beautiful buildings... and the ladies!” He leaned over a carton of apples between Eric
and his perch. “I tell ya Eric, you get yourself to San Francisco, and you’ll find love
there, Virgil guarantees it! The ladies by the Bay are wild!” He leered at Eric sugges-
tively. At the time, it had seemed a stupid conversation, typical of Virgils exaggerations
and unreconstructed sexism. But it haunted Eric, and San Francisco started to seem like
the only solution for his aching heart. “You can leave your heart in San Francisco.”
Virgil chortled as Eric inspected strawberries on that beautiful Spring day two months
ago. “See if you find mine. I left it there.”

He made his way to the bathroom, where he hurriedly washed up. In the mirror,
Eric watched himself paw greasy hair out of his hang dog face and stare at his scars.
Great, he was breaking out.

The train braked noticeably and Eric slammed the hand towel back against the wall
and left the bathroom, dragging, dreading his imminent arrival, wondering where he'd go.

Minutes later, light-headed, he descended to the train platform and was hit by the
pungent, concentrated smell of salt water and decay. The screams of gulls rattled around
the station, but he saw no birds. Clanging metal and groaning piers were close by but out
of sight. Grabbing his backpack, he walked up the platform to the Central Train Station,
an elegant Spanish Mission-style structure. He stopped just outside the soaring arched
entrance, awestruck by the elaborate stonework and intricately tiled floors and walls.

Inside the terminal, people were passing back and forth, but with an unhurried feel-
ing to it all. Knots of people gathered, talking, laughing. Small café tables ringed the main
pavilion and were packed with waiting passengers. In the far left corner, a small crew in
wildly paint-splattered coveralls was on hands and knees, working on the mosaic floor.
The aroma of marijuana and coffee overpowered the ocean smells outside.

Eric turned to a clamor at the door to the platforms. A train conductor wheeled in a
hand-truck stacked with bundled magazines, and a mob surged toward him. Eagerly they
tore open the parcels and began sharing out copies of the new Free Radical magazine.

“Hey, hey, take it easy,” the conductor admonished. He was used to this ritualized
dance and had to restrain the eager throng from taking all the copies before he could
pass half the bundles to a waiting woman with her own wagon. Off she went with them
through the doors.

Eric spotted an empty seat at one of the tables and dropped his belongings. At the
window he ordered a double espresso and a muffin. An oddly grumpy boy behind the
counter diffidently slid a muftin onto a small plate and thrust it at him, and then turned
to make the coffee. Moments later he brought it back, scowling.

Eric assumed he’'d done something wrong. “I'm sorry, did I—?”

“Huh? Oh, no, nothing... forget it,” the boy spat and turned away.

Shrugging, Eric took his breakfast back to the table. Not exactly the cheery San
Franciscan welcome Virgil had promised.

“Are they always so testy behind the counter here?” he asked the woman at the
next chair.

“Oh him? He’ pissed—who knows why. Don'’t take it personally. It’s not you, it’s
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the world.”

“Okay, thanks.” Eric sipped the coftee, savoring its bitter strength. The mutfin was
sweeter and nuttier than breakfast pastries back East where they were leaden and taste-
less compared to these. He polished it off.

He was wiping crumbs from his lap when they burst into the station. An oversized
red wagon rolled through the door. On it two women were piercing the station’s buzz
with inspired trumpet solos while a chubby giant oompahpah’d a steady bass tuba. Up
front, steering the slow-moving vehicle, sat a man and a woman in clownish costumes:
bright yellow suits with long tails. White and yellow lines spiraled up their improbably
tall stovepipe top hats.

1

“We're late, weeee'rrreeee laaaaaaaaate!” they sang, “but you’re NOT!” The two in
front jumped down from the wagon and began scurrying from table to table around
the mezzanine, running zanily as they tossed small papers on each table, exchanging a
word or two at each spot. Regulars seemed to barely note the arrival of the Welcome
‘Wagon but fresh arrivals like Eric stared open-mouthed.

The yellow-suited woman came to Eric’s table, tails swirling behind as she spun
like a dervish toward him. The stranger at the next chair didn’t even look up, so the
Welcome Wagon lady directed her words to Eric. She tossed a small brochure on the
table that said “Welcome to San Francisco,” with an illustration of the city’s skyline, flags
flying in a full breeze from every rooftop.

“You're invited,” she leaned into Eric, her garish clown face obscuring any real
expression she may have had, “to the First Night at the Top of the Mark!” And she
swirled away, her partner matching her progress on the opposite side of the station.

Me? Eric was confused. He opened the brochure.“San Francisco’s Welcome Wagon
invites you to spend your first night in old-style luxury at the top of Nob Hill. If you’re
new to San Francisco, please join us for a night you will always remember. Proceed to
Pier C and board the ferry”

Virgil, why did I ever doubt you? He gathered up his bag and found his way to a dock
with a dozen piers extending into the Bay. He headed to Pier C, as instructed, and
stepped into a 30-foot peapod-looking green vessel with a translucent canopy hanging
above a golden cross-hatching of branches. A small host of other newcomers was
already aboard. The man in the yellow costume with the huge top hat joined them, but
the rest of the Welcome Wagon team was nowhere to be seen.

“Friends of all genders and preferences. Welcome to our fair city,” he bowed with
a flourish and waved his hand over the cityscape behind him.“I am Fernando Ramirez,
your host for the journey to the Top of the Mark. If you have any questions they will
not go unanswered. Meanwhile, take a seat and feast your eyes. We’ll be making a few
routine stops before we arrive at the California Street depot. Now I know it’s early, but
you are invited to reach under your seat”” Amidst general shuffling champagne glasses
were discovered and displayed. Fernando made a brief show of hunting through a cab-
inet along the side of the ferry, and feigned discouragement at not finding anything.
Then he smacked himself in the forehead and carefully lifted his hat to reveal a big bot-
tle of champagne on his head. He popped it open and made his way through the happy
tourists, pouring champagne and making suggestive remarks as it fancied him.

“Do we need to show our workbooks for this?” asked a leathery-skinned man next
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to a matronly woman behind Eric.

Fernando stopped and stared. His jaw flapped but no noise came out. He began
waving his arm like a windmill, sputtering and gasping. “Work—workbooks?!? Why sir,
whatever are you talking about?” Fernando looked all around, in feigned exasperation,
as if he needed some help. “Can someone help me here? Workbooks?”

Eric certainly knew about workbooks. In Chicago, and most places back east, the local
Hiring Halls still tried to keep track of who was and wasn’t doing their Annuals, and for
certain purposes you had to show your workbook—at major sporting and cultural events.
He'd heard that San Francisco and the West Coast had abandoned any system of account-
ability, and that it had been surprisingly easy. Still, he kept his mouth shut.

Some girls that had been on his train were giggling in the back, enjoying
Fernando’s show. One raised her hand and stood up. “Workbooks, you know, it’s the
place you keep track of your Annuals or whatever work youre doing.” No one seemed
to really believe Fernando didn’t know about workbooks, and she offered her explana-
tion in the spirit of participatory theatre more than a real explanation.

“Aaaaah, Gracias, senorita!l” He spun around on cue, his foil provided, to the leath-
ery-skinned man and his wife. “I'm terribly sorry, my good sir. We have no workbooks
here. All work is voluntary and goods and services are distributed without any check-
ing. . . Everything here is free”” He had his hands on his hips now, like he’d given this
little talk many times. He directed himself to one and all. “Youre in San Francisco.
There is plenty of everything for everyone.You come, you relax, you have a good time.
If you stay,” he shrugged, “you will see what to do to help. Meantime, enjoy yourselves.
You are our guests.”

A happy murmur floated through the newcomers. The declaration combined with
the champagne to produce an excited euphoria as the ferry disembarked from the
Central Train Station.

The skipper, a salty, heavy-set, dark-haired woman named Maude, bellowed “All
aboard, we’re heading DOWNtown!” A flapping noise began at the rear of the boat,
and slowly they floated out into the Bay. Maude coughed violently as she steered the
peapod northward around a red brick stadium. Jutting out of the water in front of the
stadium was an old green-tarnished statue of a baseball player gazing at an invisible ball
in the proverbial distance, his bat wrapped around behind him at the end of his mighty
swing. The waves lapping at his knees gave it a ghostly, strangely elegant look. A great
brown pelican landed on his ballcap as they passed.

Out in the Bay dozens of floating structures seemed to be anchored in place.
Where they were near each other, tall masts rose and vines swung from one to the next.
Tall, straight palm trees dotted San Francisco’s slopes in every direction.

They turned further northward and an island became visible in the middle of the
Bay, covered in flashing bright lights, and what looked like roller coasters and carnival
tents. A steady stream of small water craft were heading back and forth from the docks
at its near shore.

“What'’s that?” Eric asked an elderly man with a tray of green seedlings in his lap.

“Oh, that’s Treasure Island. If you stay here long, you’ll have to go there eventually.
It’s where we try to manage supply and demand, if you know what I mean.” He winked
conspiratorially, but Eric didn’t know what he meant. He decided not to ask, for now.
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San Francisco loomed up out of the fog, the sun working hard to burn it off. It was
almost 10 o’clock.To the left, round hills were covered in dense foliage with houses and
paths running down them to small piers along the shoreline. Large glass buildings, dozens
of stories high, stood in the water, the old downtown. Many were covered in ivy and
vines. Thousands of birds flew about the buildings and in and out of the fog canopy slow-
ly lifting above the tops of skyscrapers. A loud squawking sound unlike anything Eric had
ever heard suddenly erupted. A flock of over two hundred bright green parrots tumbled
between the shore and the ferry. He laughed, for the first time in days.

A family he'd seen on the train sat across from him, facing the city. Dad and Mom
grappled with three young children too excited to sit still.“Look look!” the smallest, a boy,
squealed, pointing at seals bobbing along in the water. “What are those fish, Mom?” asked
his sister, pointing to three sleck creatures jumping away from the ferry. She turned to the
man behind them, hopeful that he could tell them.“Dolphins. The Bay is full of ’em.” Eric
looked more carefully at the Bay, where shiny silver streaks filled the clear water, dense
schools of fish circulating below. A small flock of pelicans glided inches from the surface of
the Bay. Eric felt like he was visiting a tropical island. Life pulsed all around him.

To their right they approached a huge tower rising out of a cement platform. The
skipper Maude announced in a bored, routine voice, “Bay Bridge, first stop.” It wasn’t a
bridge anymore, having been destroyed in the Earthquake of 2044. People had carved out
living spaces on the tower, and it was a routine stop for various water routes. Brightly col-
ored sails with ornate lettering billowed from its upper reaches, while the ubiquitous ivy
and vines wove all around, criss-crossing in every imaginable configuration.

Maude steered her vessel into the canyons of downtown. Gondolas, rafts, and small
boats commingled, people using long poles to move along while a few still had oars.
Most had customized bioboats like Maude’s, with structural fins for propulsion.

“Next stop Rincon Towers, then the Dominos, the Tweezer Towers, the Pyramid,
and California Street Depot. If you need another address, you can transfer at any of
those places to a watercab.”

The ferry pulled up to a pier at Rincon Towers where the dock’s fagade was cov-
ered in murals, lively colors with an angular style, apparently chapters of old California
history. Three passengers got on, among them a stunningly handsome man with long
flowing blonde hair in an intricately embroidered dark blue tunic.

On they went. The Dominos were large gray towers that leaned crazily, giving them
their nickname. They had been that way for over 100 years and were fully occupied, the
interior floors redesigned to accommodate the tilt. Visible to the north was the great
orange Pyramid, with a giant eyeball at its apex. The ferry churned slowly up the
California canal, ruins piled amidst towers, water lapping over everything. Tiny skifts dart-
ed in and out of traffic, while barges and taxis clogged the main channel. It wasn’t quite
gridlock, but the dense mass did occasionally come to a complete stop. Groaning and
squeaking boats provided an undercurrent to the sing-song calls and hollers of boatmen
and women. “Get that thing outta my way!” “Watch out!” “Hey, you can’t do that!”“On
your left, on the left, careful now...” Eric grew dizzy watching the chaotic water traffic,
but San Francisco was working its seductive charm on him, even so. Meanwhile, sky-
bridges soared through the air connecting buildings at all heights and angles, many of
them transparent tubes full of people moving back and forth.
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“Citizens and Comrades.” Ramirez called everyone’s attention. “We are almost to
our stop now.” The ferry was reaching the end of the canal where California Street rose
like a vertical wall before them. The tourists pointed at the cable cars scaling and
descending the hill. The Depot itself was a spit-polished wooden structure with room
for a dozen boats to tie up. Several taxis were docked on one side under a big sign read-
ing “NO BARGES—DBarges must use Union Square or Portsmouth Square docks.”
Baroquely curving wooden eaves, windows and doors gave the Depot a look that was
more in keeping with a chalet in the Alps than the Pacific Rim. “You’ll notice the
exquisite woodwork here in the Depot. This was built in 2048 but had to be moved
uphill twice as the waters rose, most recently in 2122. It is made entirely from redwood
lumber scavenged from the ruins of the 2044 quake. Please follow me.”

The ferry came to a halt. With a flourish, Ramirez jumped onto the gangway, his
yellow tails dancing behind him as he ducked his big hat under the ferry’s canopy. The
First Nighters dragged their bags across the gangway and into the station, up a wide spi-
ral stairway to the second floor mezzanine where a huge shiny black object made up
part of the wall. Ramirez stopped to regroup. He leaned against the marble surface,
slapping one hand against it as the 14 fresh arrivals gathered around him.

“What, my friends, do you suppose this 1s?”

A child offered “Broken marble?” which provoked light laughter. Ramirez smiled.
“This 1s a telling piece of old San Francisco. See that huge building?” He pointed up
through the skylight at the tower which stood back in the water, mostly dark brown, but
with splashes of color. Ten floors up the walls had been removed to make a large open-
ing on the corner, green vines pouring from it, café tables perched along the edge.“That
is the old Bank of America building, once the headquarters of the world’s largest bank.
And this,” he slapped it vigorously, “this is the Bankers’ Heart” The older people in the
group laughed, but the younger ones, including Eric, just stood there.

“I don’t get it,” one of the younger women in front admitted.

“Aaah, of course, allow me to explain. Bankers handled money, and they decided
who would be allowed to build homes, start factories and businesses, even to eat. Bankers
decided who would carry and who would ride” He paused, aware that he was not yet
making his point.“Well, the men—because they were mostly men—who ran banks were
famous for their lack of pity. Thus, the dead, dark stone, the Bankers’ Heart.”

The young people nodded tentatively, but the whole idea of money and banks was
completely alien. Ramirez had seen this many times before, but he always gave it a try.
“Follow me, please.” He led them out the door to the slope of California Street where it
ended in a big circular plaza. Excitement gripped the tourists while they waited for the
California Street cable car to ride up the hill. Eric looked up and down Kearny: a canal
one block north and two south, ferries and barges clogging the waterways.

Clangorous bells rang as the cable car shuddered into action and began crawling
uphill. Eric was standing on the running board, clutching a support railing. A large out-
door sign featured an abstract painting, bold slashes of red and blue across a black object
that might be a tree or perhaps just a blotch. A small forest wound up the hill behind
the sign, skirting through empty lots and behind apartment buildings. An ancient red
brick church stood on the corner of Grant, a sign proclaiming that it had been rebuilt
in 2115. Down Grant Street hundreds of people milled about among booths, banners
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in Chinese crisscrossing the air above it all.

At Stockton, sweet smells of citrus filled the air. On either side of California Street
groves of oranges and lemons softly shivered in the rapidly warming mid-summer air.
The sun was breaking through now, the fog finally releasing its biting grip on the
morning. A flock of parrots noisily passed over as they waited amidst the lemon trees
while passengers got on and off.

“Look Dad!” said a boy next to Eric, pointing through the trees down Stockton
towards the Union Square docks where a gleaming golden oblong boat was docked.
“What kind of boat is that?” The cable car conductor leaned over to save the father
from embarrassment.

“That’s a golden beetle. Just designed over at the Biomanufactury at the University of
California. They’re trying it out as a ferry, but it’s only a prototype. It’s the dew, ain’t it?”

The father smiled gratefully and turned back to his son, sharing the excitement of
discovery.

Eric carefully stepped to the back of the cable car where there was an open spot at
the railing. He joined some San Francisco regulars there. Two burly fellows in orange vests
and hardhats were debating the fate of the local baseball team, the Seals.

“I don’t care—they could be 25 games out.They could still make it back. The Oaks
can’t last. Theyre playing WAY over their heads.”

“Chingado! The Oaks are gonna take it. Five hours says the Oaks go the distance.

“You’re on.”

Eric squeezed between them and a threesome to reach the back railing. The three-
some were arguing too, about a fourth person, not present.

“I don’t think he’s done anything about it,” said the tall dark-haired woman against
whose back his shoulder was lodged.

“Well, it’s not his fault,” answered a lanky guy, and then another man chimed in,
“What about the rest of his department? There’s a lot of people who are responsible for
this, not just Duvall.”

Competing conversations blurred into the background when he realized they were
going practically straight up the hill. The cable car ride was far from smooth, but he felt
no fear, only exhilaration. The shimmering waters danced amidst dense boat traffic as far
as he could see down California, beyond the old Ferry Building they’d passed on the way
in. The orange Pyramid with its zany eyeball stood garishly to the northeast. Flags flut-
tered in the increasingly unfiltered sunshine and the ubiquitous parrots darted in and out
of alleys between tall buildings planted in the water below.

The cable car tilted forward and stopped. The passengers packing the back platform
with Eric all disembarked, then the car continued up another less steeply sloped block. A
massive white building appeared directly opposite an equally imposing tan structure. Eric
leaned out the right side of the cable car to admire the old hotels and apartments that
filled the top of Nob Hill. At the crest of the hill, the Mark Hopkins Hotel appeared, its
courtyard providing a flat surface next to where Mason Street plunged southward.
Ramirez led the troop off the cable car and towards the hotel’s imposing doors. Standing
in the flower-filled courtyard, Ramirez gave a quick history of the elegant old hotels, and
the even earlier history of Nob Hill as home to the original railroad barons of the 1860s.
“That half-circle entryway full of horse-drawn carriages across the street at the elegant

8



After the Deluge

Fairmont Hotel, is right next to the rust colored brownstone you see, which was once
James Flood’s mansion.

“So while you're here, appreciate that you are getting a taste of an opulent life once
reserved for only the very few.”

“Who lives here now?,” asked a nondescript guy in a brown turtleneck shirt, beads
of sweat forming on his brow as they stood in the sun.

“I do.” Ramirez smiled and bowed. “A community of about 1,300 lives in the old
hotels. We keep up the tradition of bringing visitors and newcomers here. Mostly you
are expected to leave after the first night, but if you would like to stay longer, make a
request at the front desk.”

Ramirez smiled mischievously. “Perhaps you’ll be inspired by tonight’s show. Or by
something you see or hear”” He looked into each of the fourteen faces. “There are not
fast rules but I can assure you, it does take a combination of luck and inspiration.”

“Please follow me.” They filed into the lobby surrounded by massive chandeliers,
plush sofas, old polished wooden tables, huge oil paintings, and a very long bar at the
rear, already crowded with dozens of people. Or were they still there from last night?

An ominous noise filled the air, humming . . . getting louder and louder. Eric
looked around alarmed, but saw that no one outside their group was particularly con-
cerned. Suddenly a very loud crash of bowling pins made him cover his ears. Three
huge silver metal circles came rolling into view, each with a human splayed out inside,
rolling over and over, forming a circle, tighter and tighter, until they whipped around
in a small loop. An acrobat leaped out of each loop.

Two short men, swarthy and in need of a shave, with matching handlebar mus-
taches and unkempt hair stood at either side of a woman whose hair was the same
length and had a matching physique. All three had massive arms and shoulders, the
woman’s breasts and waist setting her apart from her brothers. She thrust one arm into
the air in a traditional gesture of “tah-daahhhh,” and they smiled and bowed. They ran
through several choreographed routines, tossing each other into the air, jumping and
falling in turn, and finally grabbing trapezes that had lowered from the high ceiling.
They were lifted up and disappeared into a round hole in the ceiling.

Ramirez reappeared, having changed out of his yellow tails into casual attire.
“Folks, let me show you to your rooms. We'd like to give you a few hours to get set-
tled, explore the place, have a bite and get your bearings. Later, there will be more fun
and games with some of my colleagues. There’s a luncheon banquet from...” and he
looked around to peer at a big clock behind the front desk, which showed five minutes
until noon, “... about now until 3 p.m. Grab lunch whenever you’d like. Dinner will be
at 7:30, followed by some entertainment, a bit of history, a medley of film clips, and if
you still need it, more Q & A... Follow me.”

They were joined by two associates of Ramirez’s, and divided into groups and
showed their rooms. Eric’s was a huge suite with a sweeping view. Squinting in the mid-
day sun, he could make out the Central Train Station where he'd come in, the ballpark
near it. Must be where the Seals play.

ate that night, Eric was dizzy and drunk. The show over, he headed toward his room.
The banquet and endless supply of wine had done the job. All the guests were drunk
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and/or happy. Eric had suffered through a show that seemed to go on forever. A Snow
White character in search of “true love” had traveled the world, meeting silly charac-
ters from every corner of the planet. Dozens of singers had presented a show called
“Babylon by the Bay”—full of double entendres, satirical songs about local politicians
and famous historical characters. They came on stage wearing outlandish hats bedecked
with landmarks and topical jokes, towers of fruit, a rainbow, all manner of mega-props.
But Eric didn’t like it much. He tried to laugh along with everyone, but inside he was
chafing. It wasn’t funny to him. I'm not a tourist. I'm getting out of here first thing!

2.

ey, Nwin, coming to the party tonight?”

‘ Nwin was leaving his apartment when his neighbor appeared, as usual.
Groggily, he tried to focus on Lupe without betraying his irritation.
“Nwin, we need you. We're planning our costumes for the Carnival, and there’s a lot
to figure out.”

“Lupe, I—"

“I'm thinking of a yellow and pink combination, with lots of gold trim. We need to
plan the float, you know, and design the favors, you know, and the music, and—"

Nwin moved down the hall. Lupe stopped when she realized he was blowing her off.

“Hey, you don’t have to be so rude, you know.” Nwin shrugged and waved his arm
behind him dismissively when the elevator arrived.

Jesus, what does she think? Is everyone supposed to be all hot about Carnival? All those chin-
gin’ house parties, everyone sitting around pretending to like each other. I oughta move.

Worked up now he fidgeted while more people got on at the 7th floor. He nodded
‘hello’ to Renato and Luisa, a Brazilian couple he’d met at dinner once. He squeezed into
the back corner of the elevator, impatient to be out of the building.

Water taxis and launches pulled up outside the front door docks. Nwin, almost 18,
stood well over six feet with chocolate-colored skin. His hair, usually black but newly
bleached blonde, flopped over his narrow eyes. Big lips and a prominent broad nose
marked him as a typical striking San Francisco hybrid: the gaze of an Asian with African
features. He strode directly to the first shuttle heading south and got on. It was midday
already. A warm breeze dissolved his grogginess and he turned his face to the sun, soak-
ing up heat. He fingered a magnifying glass in his shoulder bag.

A sign hanging from the shuttle’s rafters proclaimed “NOBODY WANTS TO SO
WE ALL HAVE TO. DO YOUR ANNUALS ... IT’S EASY, IT’S FUN, IT’S FAIR”
Nwin scowled and squinted at a water taxi speeding by.

Parrots squawked noisily over the sounds of skippers and mates shouting instructions
back and forth. It was hard to discern any rules to water traffic when you were out on
the Bay. Accidents were rare, probably because the Pilots Guild insisted on a two-year
apprenticeship for skippers.

The shuttle stopped at Rincon Hill north, the Bay Bridge, and Rincon Hill south.
Screams and laughter filled the air from Treasure Island. Nwin barely noticed, staring
intently towards smoke billowing from somewhere on the Oakland shore.
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After crossing the mouth of Mission Bay and making a stop at the 19th Street Potrero
Hill viaduct, the shuttle set out for the Precita Creek dock, not far from his parents’ place.
It was a nice hot San Francisco afternoon now, over 25° as Nwin disembarked.The breeze
he’d enjoyed near North Beach had not followed them southward. He pulled off his black
leather jacket and threw it over his shoulder, but his black shirt and pants drew the heat
even still. As he climbed the hill, his shirt darkened with sweat.

He stopped under the shade of a sizeable n’oak tree he’d spent countless hours sit-
ting in as a boy. Chattering voices caught his attention. Up ahead he could see several
girls he knew—and couldn’t stand—coming his way. He clambered up the tree, sliding
onto one of the sturdiest branches. The girls passed below, Nwin going unnoticed.

“And he told me he’d be there, but when I saw him—"

“You mean he actually had the nerve to show up?”

“Oh sure, but you wouldn’t believe. . .

The voices trailed oft as the three girls clomped down the street in their platform
shoes, snapping gum and swinging trendy shoulder bags, shimmering and reflecting
light around them.

Nwin scowled and lay back on the branch, glad to have escaped. They had been
classmates and now when he ran in to them there was always this friendly conversation
that he hated. Everything is so chingin’ fake.

A dog barked urgently, but Nwin couldn’t see anything from his perch. The street
was quiet, without movement. The dog was in some backyard out of sight. A coyote
bolted across the street below the tree, and a trash can clattered on its side and began
to roll in a great semicircle downhill. Nwin smirked, feeling an affinity with the out-
law urban scavenger.

A sign in the yard across the street filled his view, like that lame sign he’d seen on
the shuttle: “No one wants to so we all have to.” Says who?! He pulled out his magni-
tying glass, and began focusing sunlight through it on the outer edge of the branch he
sat upon. Soon the concentrated heat caused the bark to smolder. At the smell of smoke
his pulse quickened. He put the magnifying glass back in his bag and quickly climbed
down.

Glancing furtively back and forth, he crossed the street. The metal trash can that
the coyote had upended still lay in the street. He approached the sign in the yard.
‘Whipping out his magnifying glass, he focused its beam on the sign and coaxed a flame
into existence. He repeated the act on the sign’s other end and soon it was engulfed in
fire. Standing in the shade of the tree he admired his handiwork.

Flames consumed the sign, it crashed to the ground, the charred remains continu-
ing to smolder as Nwin continued on up the hill.

He reached the open space at the top of the hill and entered the path that led to
his parents’ backyard. Breathing hard, his heart was racing, both from the climb and the
excitement. He rounded a dense thicket of blackberry bushes and observed someone
sitting up the slope, a woman or maybe a girl. He looked at her and saw that she was
staring at him intently. He turned back to his path and moved along.

“Hey.”

“Huh?” He stopped and squinted up at her, the sun in his eyes as she sat with the
sun directly behind her.
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“You do that shit all the time?”

“What?”

“Kicking over a garbage can and setting a fire in someone’s yard?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about.” Nwin shot back and started away, pissed,
confused and not in the mood for a lecture.

Like a gazelle, the woman sprang up and in three great diagonal leaps had Nwin’s
arm in a grip of steel.

“Hey, what th’ching?!” He pulled his arm as hard as he could, but couldn’t get free
from her grasp.

She spun him around to face her. Most unusually, she was taller than Nwin, with long
black hair and a thin muscular body. Her face was hard, rather masculine in a way, but with
full lips and big checkbones. Her thick eyebrows were arched over flashing eyes.

“I don’t care what you did... I just want to know why.”

Her grip tightened on his forearm. He thought about kicking her in the knee and
making a break for it, but the pain in his arm and the speed with which she had jumped
him left him shaken.“Shit, I don’t know... for fun I guess... I hate those chingin’ Annuals
signs... I hate—"

She gave him a tight smile.“Hate, eh? I like hate. There’s a hate shortage around here,
and yet there’s so much to hate, you know?”

He looked at her, bewildered, and said nothing.

“What’s your name?”

“Nwin.”

“OK, Nwin. I have a proposition for you.

He looked at her expectantly, his heart pounding. She relaxed the hold on his arm.

“I have some friends I'd like you to meet. Can you come? Tonight?”

“Uhh, yeah I guess so. Where?”

“Caté Hurricane, on Polk Street, at 10 p.m., around back.”

“’Kay. What for?”

“Explanations come later. Let’s say we have a project you might be interested in.”

He was intrigued now. He looked at her with a conspiratorial smirk.

She grabbed his arm again, digging her fingers into it.

“OW! What're you doin’ that for?!?”

Tight-lipped, she glared at him.“This is no chingin’ game. If you think it’s all fun and
games, don’t come.”

Recoiling, he rubbed his now released arm. “Shit, you didn’t have to do that”” He
looked at her wide-eyed.

“Ten p.m.—don’t be late.” and she strode down the path through the blackberry
bushes.

“Wait! What’s your name?” Nwin called after her.

“Nance, like Nancy but lose the ‘y’)” she shouted over her shoulder. “I'm expect-
ing you. Don’t disappoint me.”

“I'll be there,” he muttered, sounding unconvincing even to himself.
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3.

<y

ric was going to the Tweezer Towers, where a youth hostel promised communal
E rooms. The Top of the Mark was no place to stay after the first night. The peo-
=L ple there were always “on,” entertaining visitors and tourists. He wanted a place

to relax, a base. He wanted to explore, and maybe, hopefully, make some friends.

He disembarked at the 2nd story lobby, waves lapping against the building. Down
through the water he saw what must have once been a plaza at the original front doors.
Ruptured sidewalks and exotic underwater foliage were a playground for animals and fish
of all sizes and colors. A roar greeted him from across the California canal, where sea lions
romped on the cement rubble of a collapsed building rising out of the water. Amid the
broken cement, covered in wet moss and seaweed, the huge beasts lay on the drier parts,
stretched out and absorbing what little heat was making it through the fog-bound sky.
Some were already airing out their virility, like Sumo wrestlers pushing and maneuver-
ing until one fell off the rocks. Eric did a double-take when he realized that the rubble
just 40 feet away was itself covered with sculpted walrus heads, tusks and strange molded
cement wreathes. Shaking his head at this latest marvel, he went in to the Tiwweezer Towers.

There had originally been two towers with large antenna at the top. Glass-enclosed
walkways joined the top 25 stories, making it one building from the inside, but from a
distance it looked like a big set of tweezers. Eric waited for the three people behind the
information desk to finish their animated discussion. They were laughing heartily when
one of them, a middle-aged woman, finally turned to him. “Yes?”

“I'm looking for the youth hostel.”

“Go to 2755, the 'vator is there to your left.”

“Thanks.”

The elevator was open and when he stepped in it didn’t close although a translucent
material fell across the entrance. The walls and floor sank slightly as it began to ascend.
The elevator seemed to shudder. He leaned back away from the door and found himself
surprised at the soft, organic surface of the walls, its wood paneling actually a kind of skin.

It eased to a stop and a young woman covered in paint stood there with a bucket
and a bag of brushes. Stepping in, she announced “Thirty-three please.” She turned to
Eric, placing him as a stranger to the building. “Did you tell it where you're going?”

“Uh, no, I uh..”

“Goin’ to the Hostel?”

He nodded.

“Twenty-seven please,” she sang out, settin her bucket down carefully in the cor-
ner. She looked at Eric for a second. “You know what this is?”

He admitted that he didn’t. “Seems like a biodevice. Obviously it’s not a regular
elevator.”

“Good. They're calling it a ‘biovator. Turns voice commands into impulses to drive
the pod up and down. The lab jockeys cobbled it together at Mission Bay from the
genes of several species. It uses vines as cables. Somehow it connects to the vyne for
navigation. I think it’s the dew;” she said in a confiding tone.“There are some who think
it goes too far. Anyway, this thing has only been installed in a few places.”

As they passed each floor, the doorless *vator provided a quick glimpse through
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translucent film of soaring gardens, intricate staircases and rope ladders, circular landings
around great open spaces. Haunting music grew louder as they climbed higher. Finally the
biovator eased to a halt at the 27th floor. “Thanks,” he said softly, and stepped out.

The building seemed to be tilting, its internal geometry askew. A circular ramp
wound down through 15 floors. It was about 25 meters across an open airshaft to the
other side of the curving ramp. Light streamed in from all sides through glass panels set
at different heights. Not far from where he got off the biovator two women were hang-
ing in mid-air, their thick tangled hair cascading behind them.

Baroque singing echoed through the space, accompanied by the sounds of a strange
quartet: a harp, a berimbau, and flute and an oboe. The singers—a dozen people of dif-
ferent ages suspended by twos in odd hanging chairs or hammocks—were singing
while they worked on a complicated hanging needlepoint. Diaphonous fabric stretched
over a three-sided structure. The singing artists were scattered about it, working on var-
ious parts of an elaborate series of embroidered murals. Guidelines held everything in
place and they raised and lowered themselves with pulleys.

Eric stared in wonder. He moved slowly around the ramp, following the numbers up
from 2700. His heart beat rapidly as a sense of vertigo hit him. At various points doorways
appeared on the wall, or set back into small cul-de-sacs. He came to 2755 and knocked.

The door swung open onto the Youth Hostel. Smelling garlic and a tantalizing fish
stew, Eric felt ravenous.

“Hi, you looking for a place to stay?” asked the cheerful redhead who opened the
door and urged Eric in. “I'm Jack, welcome.”

“Thanks, yes, I was hoping you had an available bed for...” and he paused, realizing he
didn’t have a clear idea of how long he’d be staying, or what he was going to do exactly.

Jack had returned to the front desk and checked the vyne open behind him.“Well,
we’ve got openings the next two weeks, then it’s all reserved for two months. So you
can stay until July 25th, okay?”

“That’s fine, great, thanks,” said Eric earnestly. He signed the register and Jack led
him back into the hallway, up the winding staircase to Room 2920. “Okay, there are
about 13 people here now, and ten bunkbeds, so find yourself an empty bed and make
yourself at home. There’s space in one of the closets, and you can take any available
drawer in the dressers.”

“Thank you,” said Eric, relieved. He walked to the huge windows and stared at the
mid-morning light falling on the buildings and water. Far below, dozens of small water-
craft plied the canals between buildings. To the west fog billowed, obscuring visibility.
He stood with his hands on hips, zoning out, and didn’t notice Jack was still there, and
had joined him at the window.

“Quite a view, eh?”

“Yeah.”

“Where’re you from?”

“I was living in Chicago, and before that Connecticut.”

“And what brings you out here?”

“I'm still trying to figure that out,” he said, embarrassed, looking at Jack, who
returned a friendly gaze, warm and steady.

Jack laughed which made Eric blush. Sagging, he turned back to the window.
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“Oh, don’t worry man. Everyone comes here looking for something. You'd be
amazed at how often they don’t know what it is... Hey listen, I've got to get back down-
stairs to the desk. If you want, there’s a fierce marisco being served for lunch. Hungry?”

Eric relaxed a bit and smiled gratefully. “Hell yes I am. What time is it?”

Jack checked the wall clock, which read 10:40.“It’s about noon, but you can come
as early as 11:30. It’s worth the wait. Paulo is amazing, we'’re lucky to have him.”

“I’'ll be there”

“See you,” Jack said on his way out. Before he closed the door he called back,
“Don’t hesitate to ask if you need any help with anything. But of course you can find
most everything on the Vyne in your room.”

“Okay.”

Eric dumped his rucksack on an empty bed near the floor-to-ceiling windows. He
stuffed his folded clothes into a drawer, hung up his jacket and shirts, and found a hook
for his rucksack, then flopped on his bed to gaze at the view.

He propped himself up on his elbow, fascinated by the gondolas below. Bay waters
shimmered amidst the buildings where streets once ran, swamping hundreds of build-
ings. But that had happened long ago, and San Francisco had learned to insulate the
underwater floors and establish entryways higher up, what with nearly a century of ris-
ing waters. Transportation had evolved with the climate. A lot of the technology for
adapting flooded urban areas had developed right here in the Bay Area.

He closed his eyes and felt a self-loathing as familiar as an old shoe.

Just then a small horde burst in, as though a bus had dropped them at the door.

“I love it there. Have you checked it out?”

“I heard about it, but I haven’t been yet.”

“—free classes.”

“—a cool plaza with all these great—"

“—tomorrow!”

They didn’t notice Eric on his bunk as they continued to blurt out their enthusi-
asms and discoveries. Eric listened disconsolately. He didn’t think to introduce himself.
Instead, he lay there listening, making guesses about them, pigeon-holing each, lost in
his thoughts and assumptions.

An “oh hi” broke the spell, as one of them observed him, a short, stocky woman
with brown hair and a cherub’s face, in a beautiful embroidered skirt and vest.

Forthrightly, she strode over, extending her right hand. “My name’s Victoria. What’s
yours?”’

Eric struggled to sit up, and limply extended his hand. As he tapped hands, he mut-
tered his name.

“Glad to meet you, Eric,” she announced to the room. The rest called out their
names while waving to him, but Eric immediately lost track. He sheepishly waved back,
and then flopped back onto his bed. The others resumed their chatter, changing clothes,
brushing teeth and combing hair.

Soon they were headed out to the dining hall. Eric put his shoes on and walked over
to the now empty sinks, combed his hair and straightened his shirt. Ugh, was all he could
think looking at himself. He returned to his bed and sleep suddenly seemed very invit-
ing. He pinched himself behind his ear, a quirk he’d picked up to force himself out into
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the world at moments like these.

Two floors below, the Dining Hall was jammed, and Eric shrank before the bustle
of full tables. Sighing, he made his way to the buftet, where he served himself a heap-
ing mound of rice, then on top of that the marisco, local bay seatood floating profusely
throughout. Eric let the burnt orange color and strong smell of garlic and spices hyp-
notize him, as he awkwardly sought out a place to sit. He scanned the room until he
noticed a seat by the window in the far corner.

“This one taken?” he asked as he drew near.

“Nope,” replied a sullen older man.

“D’ya mind?” asked Eric.

The man, white-bearded and wrinkled, his face red against the white hair, looked
up at Eric like he was wasting the last moments of his life. He pointed at the seat and
said nothing, though he shook his head.

The old guy’s taciturn demeanor kept Eric from conversation. Two people across from
them were silently eating also, apparently unacquainted with each other. Eric dug in.

He hadn’t taken three bites before someone called the room to attention. It was
Paulo, the cook.

“Oh, eskoose me. I have happy to see all eating strong. Please, can some body say
‘thanks to food’?”

A woman across the room rose. “Thank you Paulo for your great cooking. Thank
you to each of the animal lives we are eating tonight. Thank you to the friends who
spent time growing, harvesting, delivering and preparing our food. Thanks to Earth for
keeping us all going.”

“Amen,” came a choral response.

Eric muttered disapprovingly and resumed eating. The old man looked sidelong at
him, noting his undisguised negativity over the common Food Prayer.

They continued to eat in silence.

Scraping his plate and finishing off the last few mouthfuls, the old man cleared his
throat. “Uhh, umm, you new in town?” he gruftly addressed Eric.

Eric had just taken a mouthful, so he nodded.

“Don’t like prayers, ¢h?”

Eric shook his head, choking a little at the question.

The man lowered his voice. “Listen, there’s not many of us round here. If you
want,” and he slipped a card to Eric, “here’s a place that you might enjoy Trying Out.”

With that, he got up, took his dishes and said goodbye.

Eric looked at the card: Public Investigators Office, 15 Civic Center Plaza. On the
back it read: Katherine Fairly, Chief, and under that, Ron O’Hair, Assistant Chief.

He put the card in his pocket, and continued eating.

4.

of win hit the stairs running.
His father was out back, probably mom, too. He ran up to his room and

paced around it, a caged lion. Eventually he sat down on the stuffed chair that

)
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he’d spent untold hours in growing up. He put his feet on the windowsill and clutched
the chair’s arms, mentally racing over the last few minutes.

His heart pounded in his ears, the sense of danger casting a reddish hue over his
vision. “Nance,” he whispered and unconsciously began rubbing his arm where she’'d
held him with what seemed like vice grips.

“Hi sweetie! I thought you came in.” His thoughts were interrupted by his mom
at the door.

“Hi,” Nwin greeted her without emotion.

Smiling, she came over and touched his head lightly, then squeezed his shoulder.
“What have you done to your hair? Did you shave off your eyebrows?!?” she asked with
motherly concern.

“I thought I'd try blonde for a while, and my eyebrows are so black, it looked weird.

Hey

it’s my hair!” He tried to laugh but was irritated, brushing oft the questions.

“You hungry? I've got soup on the stove...” she offered hopefully.

He looked at her but shook his head. “Nope,” and turned to the window.

“I'm going to Treasure Island later this week. Do you want anything?”

He whipped back to her, suddenly interested. “There’s a Peruvian hat theyre sup-
posed to have now—it’s the dew—can you get me one?”

“I'll try,” she promised. “I’'m out in the garden with Dad.You should come and say
hi to him before you leave.”

“Mm-hmm,” mumbled Nwin, too preoccupied to respond.

His mother went back downstairs. Nwin got up and turned on the radio, found
one of his favorite dance tunes, and began gyrating with the beat. He spun around the
room, arms flailing, smacking into furniture and walls.

After two fast tunes he flopped back into his chair. Catching his breath, he got up
and crossed the room, opened the closet door and took a folder from a box. He spread
the contents on his desk; diagrams, charts, notes and press clippings. Pawing at the
papers he couldn’t find what he wanted. His jaw tightened and he unconsciously
clenched his teeth. Rapidly he flipped over sheet after sheet, hoping to find the papers
he was sure he’d left here.

Damn! Where the ching did I leave that?!?

He didn’t have any stuft at his apartment. He kept few things in his locker at the
farm. Dismayed, he shoved the papers back into the folder, and returned the box to the
closet. He covered the box with old clothes, carefully shut the door, and looked out the
window. Below, his dad was hunched over his vegetable garden. Nwin felt a slight dread
as he tried to invent a reason to walk out without stopping to say hello.

He kicked the desk as he turned to leave his room. He struck himself square in the
forehead with his fist several times, trying to loosen a memory, jog a circuit. Where is it?

At the foot of the stairs he hesitated, finally turning and walking into the backyard.
“Hey, dad.”

Jeftrey Roberston turned from his knees at his son’s voice and saw a blonde man,
and was disoriented briefly before he realized it was Nwin.

“Hi there. Hey ¢’mere and give me a hand,” he proposed, knowing Nwin would
have an excuse to not help.

“I've gotta go. Just wanted to say ‘hello’, okay?”
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“What’s your hurry? Can’t take a minute to help your old man?”

Nwin’s muscles tensed. Can’t he ever just say hi’ and ‘goodbye’?

“Dad, really, I'm already late for my afternoon shift. Maybe next time, ok?”

Jeffrey muttered to himself, “—much more interesting work than that!” but Nwin
was already out the door and heading down the hill. Jeftrey turned back to his garden
and resumed his weeding, his shoulders sagging deeper. He was freshly disappointed
every time Nwin confirmed that he was still working at the farm.

Nwin let the hill pull him downwards, spitting on the ground. “Shit!” He shoved
his clenched fists into his pockets, his jacket wedged between his arm and his stomach.
Immediately forgetting his father and the familiar tension between them, his thoughts
turned to the missing diagram.

He came to the bottom of the hill, where Precita Creek rushed by, and started over
the polished wooden Harrison Street Bridge, one of several serving pedestrian traffic
between Bernal and the Mission District. It curved dramatically up and over, loosely pat-
terned after traditional Japanese bridges. Nwin stopped in mid-span and leaned over the
railing, looking down at the rushing water. Along the banks grew dense willows, small
pools eddied alongside the main stream. Fish flitted about in the creek. Old-timers and
kids were fishing from the bridge, boisterously teasing one another and telling jokes. He
had once been one of those kids, but he didn’t like to fish. He preferred to watch the river
rush by, tossing in an occasional stick to catch the current. Now he stood over the water,
not seeing anything, lost in thought.

Who the hell was that ‘Nance’ woman anyway? “There’s not enough hate around
here, and yet there’s so much to hate...” The words echoed in his head.

He hated his father. He hated San Francisco. He hated lots of things. The things he
liked? He didn’t think about it. He liked sitting and looking at the river, watching the fox
in its den near his flower beds at work, sleeping in the grass under a hot sun. But he never
thought about liking these things, he just did.

He looked at the fishermen and scowled. They were doubled over laughing, and
Nwin knew it was some dumb joke or prank. One kid was poking at something in his
bucket, probably they’d dumped in a crawfish or something like that.

He walked across the bridge and when he passed one of the buckets, he gave it a
vicious kick, bouncing it against the railing, spilling the water and one forlorn fish, which
flopped helplessly on the polished planks of the bridge.

“Hey, what the hell you doin’?” yelled the bucket’s owner, striding towards Nwin.

Nwin glared at him and walked briskly oft the bridge and on his way. The man turned
to retrieve his fish, shaking his head and looking after Nwin angrily.

5.

17

7\ f course you can take a vacation!! We WANT you to take a vacation!” shouted a
tall man with a splotchy beard and glasses, standing up to speak to the mass at
the northeastern corner of Washington Square Park. Eric sat nearby watching.
“Fine! But who is going to keep track of this stuft? Who will plan ahead and make
sure we don’t run out of basic supplies? It’s fine for you to tell me to leave, but I don’t
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see anyone stepping up and taking responsibility. How are you going to do it if 'm not
here?” A woman who didn’t look as old as she sounded sat down violently and folded
her arms, an enraged sneer on her face.

An older woman, back bent after years of arthritic pain, rose from her seat. The
audience, which had been buzzing like a swarm of bees, suddenly quieted. The woman
raised her arm from her shawl, and pointed up to the hill above them. “You know I've
been here a long time.”

“Yeah!” shouted someone in the front rows. Eric observed that most of the people
in the meeting were looking expectantly toward the speaker, who was ancient com-
pared to everyone else.

“I've seen a lot of people come and go during the past 53 years. There have been crises
and lots of times when things just seemed to take care of themselves.” She paused to
breathe deeply and gather her strength to project her voice. “I want you all to stop for a
moment. Tempers are up and you're all taking yourselves WAY too seriously.”

Applause skittered across the lawn from various spots.

“Now Susan, you need a vacation. Trust the garden! You can go and we can take care
of it.You aren’t the only one who worries about continuity, even if you sometimes think
you are. I know a lot, even if I'm not always available to help anymore, and there are oth-
ers perfectly capable of filling your shoes. And yes, your shoes are VERY LAR GE! We love
you and we want you back. But take a deep breath and remember: no one is indispensa-
ble. If the work here is important—and it is—people will do it. It’s that simple.”

More applause and cheering for Jane Johnson, the “conscience” of Telegraph Hill
according to many.

Susan rose again, and said, “OK, look, I'll go. Hell, I want to go too!”

“HAH!” someone yelled from the back, and many laughed.

Susan glared towards the laughter, but put up her hands until everyone was listen-
ing again.

“I'll be here another week before I can arrange my life enough to go. Let’s organ-
ize the hand-off so there’s no gap when I go. I'll be gone for at least six months, maybe
longer, so you’ll have your hands full, believe me!”

Eric got up and strolled across the park. A painting crew lay sprawled under a tree,
a picnic spread out on a tarp. The painters weren't talking much, two dozed while two
played chess, and the final two quietly stared at the trees. A corner lot was full of bikes,
and a small shack next to it bustled with activity. Eric headed over, thinking maybe a
bicycle ride would be just the ticket for the next couple of hours.

At the perimeter of the bike lot he found himself behind two people turning in
their bikes to the mechanic in the shack under a sign identifying it as “Washington
Square Velome.” He waited patiently, admiring the passing streetcars, and tapping his
foot to the contagious dance music pouring out of a bar across the street.

Soon enough came his turn. “What can I do for you?” asked the grizzled mechan-
ic, an old guy with missing teeth and dirty tangled hair barely hidden under a cap.

“Do you have loaners?” asked Eric.

“O’course we do.Take your pick,” he said, pointing to the fleet parked in the cor-
ner. He turned back to his work bench.

Eric selected a beautiful silver machine with red trim, called a Silver Fox. He start-
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ed to wheel it out and then turned back, calling to the mechanic. “Hey do I need to
bring this back here, or—"

“Nah, man, drop it off anywhere, therere velomes all over the place.”

“Great, thanks!” Off he went.

He cycled a block up Columbus and became immersed in a multitude. Café tables
cluttered the sides of the avenue leaving little room to proceed, so he dismounted and
began to walk. Elegant couples arm in arm promenaded along the center of the street,
while people scurried about on all sides. Intense aromas assaulted his nose—roasting meats,
perfumed flowers, tantalizing sauces, fermenting hops, and the natural smells of humans and
animals that were somehow more pronounced than he normally noticed. Children ran
among adult legs, chasing each other, yelping with delight as they caught their prey.

Eric stopped short as a man pushing a hand truck loaded with bundled magazines
appeared in his path. Jugglers hurled bowling pins back and forth to his right, while down
the street to the left he could see an outdoor dance underway, couples in costumes from
ballgowns to the latest fashion, knit leaf’ smocks. These garments were in hot demand.
Invented by San Francisco designers in the past year, they had been embraced enthusias-
tically not just here, but across the world. Leaf smocks were thrown over the head like a
poncho, consisting of intricately woven leaves designed for durability, resilience and water
resistance Once the seed formula was published, variations had begun appearing. On the
dance floor in front of him, Eric could see a half dozen types of the leaves, beautiful
greenish blends next to chaotic arrangements of yellows, reds and oranges.

Seeing his opening, he pushed off to his right up Vallejo, a cool curving path lined
with small trees and bushes. Laundry lines crisscrossed from one side to the other,
attached to the upper floors of the building. Hanging from the lines were drying clothes
and colored banners, including one of a great tree reading simply “Gardens Grow . . .
Grow Gardens!”

Eric rode slowly up the path, skirting small children building castles out of mudpies
in front of a very elegantly painted 3-story Victorian. At Stockton he bumped quickly
over the streetcar tracks to the veloway heading south towards the hill in the distance.
Now he was in a distinctly Chinese neighborhood.Vegetable and fruit bins lined the side-
walks, while a dense mass of people maneuvered along. The smells changed too, though
he couldn’t identify any of the strange new odors. He noticed clusters of bikes and pedes-
trians waiting at a side street as he crossed, and after another block he came upon a pack
of already stopped cyclists, as they waited for a cable car to cross in front of them, joined
by several dozen cyclists and pedestrians. The vehicular traffic included more and more
freight bikes of all sizes and shapes, some with big closed containers in front between two
wheels, others towing substantial trailers laden with fabrics, boxes of produce, and in one
case, stacked with a number of bicycle frames.

He inched forward to get a view up and down the cross street. On his right the
street seemed to climb almost vertically. A cable car slowly ascended, as a few bicyclists
held on to the sides, getting a free ride up the hill. Other cyclists soared down the
incline, flowing locks of hair streaming behind them. Eric self-consciously ran his hand
over his short brown hair.

On he went, past a long stretch of sentinel-like palm trees. Nearing the top of the
hill he came to a crumbled cement ruin with a sign on it: “Former Stockton Tunnel:
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Destroyed in Quake of 2044.”Vines and ivy grew densely over most of it and the near-
by building ruins too. He proceeded up the hill. After a short curve the paving gave way
to a hardened gravel surface, passing through more gardens. The sweet smell of the
orange and lemon tree grove lightened the climb, and he waved to some friendly young
women who were pruning trees and singing.

Near the top he noticed a cluster of small shops around a courtyard filled with
tables. Busy movement in the courtyard sparked his curiosity, so he pulled oft the road
to take a break and investigate. He parked his bike with some others, and went in to
the adjacent café.

“Hi, what can I get you?” offered an eager young man, looking up from a book.

“Oh, an iced tea, please.”

The fellow glided to the cooler and poured a tall glass from a pitcher, an unusual,
fluted glass. In the wide top Eric found his tea graced with several slices of fresh orange
and lemon.

“Sure you wouldn’t like to try one of these?” offered the proprietor, holding out a
dish of small puff pastries and candied lemon slices.

Already halfway out the door, Eric turned back politely, and took a puff pastry, not
wanting to be rude. When he had settled into a corner chair in the courtyard, he took
along quaft of his drink, then a nibble of the pastry. It was surprisingly light, with a del-
icate lemon cream in the middle. Mmmm! The iced tea, too, was good.

At the next table sat several ink-stained, aproned workers, going over a large volume.
“Here, look at this,” said a woman with her gray hair drawn back in a long ponytail. “We
can’t have this kind of sloppy trimming going on, look what it does to the binding”’

“Yeah, I noticed that the cutting yesterday was really bad. We can’t keep having
anyone come traipsing in thinking they can help. I've said this before, but don’t you
think we could do our whole operation between us and the apprentices?” The speak-
er, his back to Eric, was a heavyset guy with a head of very thick jet black hair. When
he looked to his left Eric noticed a dense beard to match. The unflattering view from
Eric’s seat revealed the man’s spreading lower back spilling from his t-shirt and jeans.
How come guys like that don’t notice the air on their butts? He himself was so self-conscious
that he couldn’t imagine being that oblivious.

“Where are we going to get apprentices, Henry, if we don’t give people a chance
to try out? I think we should stop giving Annuals workers anything that requires real
training. And let’s face it, even running that trimmer takes some skill,” argued the third
person at the table, a gaunt man whose deepset eyes and etched cheekbones reinforced
the intensity of his speech.

“You guys!” sighed the woman. “We’ve had this conversation a million chingin’
times!”

“Marta—" but Henry was cut off by Mr. Cheekbone, who put his hands up and
rose from the table. “Hey, you're right, and I really don’t want to do this again. Let’s put
it on the agenda at the staft meeting, ok? But you know it’'ll come down to what we
want to do, since we are the lifers here.”” He glanced over as he finished, and noticed
Eric was paying attention to their conversation.

“Pretty interesting huh?” he said self-deprecatingly.

“Oh sorry, didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” protested Eric, blushing deeply.
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Henry turned around and grinned, reaching over and slapping his thigh.

“Don’t sweat it kid. We do this all the time. No state secrets here, that’s for sure!”

“Are you guys publishers?” asked Eric.

“Yeah,” said Marta. “Here, have a look, this is what we’re working on right now.”
She gestured to the prototype on the table, inviting Eric over.

He rose and joined her as Henry and Mr. Cheekbone turned to leave. Marta intro-
duced her mates: “This is our talented founder, Henry Chadsworth, and his loyal if
argumentative associate, Bernie Wadsworth. I'm Marta Rivera, the third, but necessary,
wheel on this wobbly enterprise,” she smiled and extended her hand.

Eric still felt sheepish about being caught overhearing them, but he took his cue,
and slapped hands with Marta, “I'm Eric Johanson, just got here yesterday from
Chicago. Nice to meet you.”

After a quick look over their beautiful volume, with its elegant full color plates of
artwork interspersed with poetry and stories, he accepted an invitation to see their work-
shop. They crossed the courtyard and entered under the sign of “Worth While Books.”

On one side Eric saw Bernie hunched over a sprawling countertop, engraving in a
big wooden block. An old letterpress dominated the floor, surrounded by old wooden
desks and chairs, a huge dictionary on a pedestal, and several rolltop desks along the back
wall. Henry had donned a green visor and sat at one of the desks examining a manuscript.
The smell of ink, metal, and wood almost triggered genetic memories in Eric; he knew
his ancestors had been newspaper workers. Family diaries described workshops that this
place seemed to replicate down to the blotter pads and metal type drawers.

He looked around, awed by the ancient equipment and aura of deep craftsmanship.
“This is gorgeous!” he exclaimed.

“You like it?” Marta smiled. “Truthfully, I didn’t invite you here without a small
hope. . . Recruiting new people to keep this kind of place going is one of our more
difficult responsibilities.”

“Well,” Eric balked, “I don’t think I'm ready to make any commitments. But
thanks, I mean...”

Marta looked slightly crestfallen, but rallied and said, “Oh of course, no problem.
Remember us when you're ready, ok?” And with that she turned to her work. “Have a
look around,” she gestured.

“Thanks, I'd like to.” Marta pointed to the back corner, where an open door led
to another room.

Eric admired shelves full of musty books, dozens of unfamiliar tools and machines. He
entered a clean white room where two women in smocks sat incongruously at decades-
old computers. Large plotters and printers dominated the back of this room, and a huge
central work table was covered with stacks of papers. A bored young woman slowly ambled
around the table, gathering one sheet at a time from the stacks, making up a new stack with
the collated pages on a separate table. She nodded to Eric as he appeared at the doorway.

The two women at the computers were both intently staring into their monitors
and didn’t notice Eric. He took a quick look around and left, retracing his steps through
the old workshop, thanking his new acquaintances for their time and hospitality. Once
out into the courtyard again, he noticed that all the shops surrounding it were publish-
ers or booksellers.
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It was getting to be almost 5. As he mounted his bicycle, a number of people streamed
out of the various workshops, some flopping into seats at the café tables, others heading
towards their bicycles, or walking out into the evening light.“End of the day,” he thought.

On two wheels again, he proceeded a half block and came to California, much to
his surprise. Looking down to his left the Bay surged a few blocks downbhill behind the
California Depot. And a short ways out into the water rose the Tweezer. He coasted
downbhill through the cooling evening air, braking all the way, terrified that he might
lose control and end up smacking into the Depot. But he made it without incident,
dropped his bike at the Depot velome, and boarded a taxi leaving with a dozen pas-
sengers in the general direction of the hostel.

6.

= he shovel and rake clattered to a halt where Nwin tossed them into the corner.
%‘ He took off his work apron and hung it inside his locker door along with his
work belt, and walked over to the sink to wash up.

Angelo, Tina and Beth came through the barn door, laughing boisterously. Angus
followed a minute later, his face set in a permanent scowl.

Tina couldn’t stop howling, and Beth was playfully punching Angelo. “I can’t
believe you! I'm gonna get you for that... You know I will!”

Nwin gazed in the mirror as he stood over the sink, observing his workmates impas-
sively. Angus was putting his tools away, carefully washing the trowels, clippers and small
shears. He noticed Nwin in the mirror and nodded his way. Nwin nodded back and
looked down to finish washing his hands.

He stood at his locker again when Angus walked by and asked, “Did you check out
the south pond today?”

“Nah. I was working on the roses along the causeway.” He gestured to the bucket
he’d left on the table, full of long-stem beauties destined for the table at the Crossroads.

Angus examined the roses, grunted something noncommittal and headed to the
sink.“I found trampled plantings in the west pond ... pisses me off!” He splashed water
in his face. “You haven’t seen anyone playing around on the edges have you?” he asked
accusingly.

Nwin knew what was coming. “No, man, I haven’t seen a thing,” he shrugged,
closed his locker and started for the door.

Tina and Beth saw it too. “Hey Angus, come over and smoke a bowl with us,
would’ja?” But Angus was sure Nwin knew who had been damaging their work over
the past few weeks. To Angus, all teenagers were in a vast conspiracy to mess things up,
and when inexplicable damage appeared, he always knew who to blame.

“Nwin, you tell your friends to stop. If I catch them they’ll regret it!”

Nwin had already protested Angus’ accusations several times these past weeks. “You're
an asshole!” he declared and on that note, Nwin departed the workroom into the golden
light of early evening, the fog just starting to rush over the hilltops to the west.

He got on his bike and started pedaling along the winding veloway into the Mission
District. Shit! I forgot to take those flowers to the table... Oh well, Angus will do it. Gives him
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another excuse to be mad at me. Frustrated he pedaled harder. The wind off the fog was brac-
ing, he felt refreshed. The Willows loomed on his left, the lawn full of seated people lis-
tening to live jazz in the ornate gazebo. The smell of roast chicken rose out of the public
kitchen, and a small line of folks waited to join the party and snag a plate of one of the
city’s best pollo asados. Suddenly hungry, Nwin pulled oft the veloway and crossed Mission
Creck on the rustic little bridge. He dropped his bike among a few dozen others in a
small parking area and headed for the chicken.

“Hi Nwin!” waved a couple he knew, Hank and Susan, lounging with a group
halfway across the lawn. He spotted a few other familiar faces. Not feeling social, he
waved back and considered a hasty departure. But hunger was now raging under the
prompting of his nostrils, so he decided stay and eat. The audience erupted into
applause and whoops as the ensemble broke into a classic.

Nwin waited for the cooks to load his plate up with salad and chicken. “Hi friend!
Light or dark?” called out a jovial bearded fellow in an apron and chef’s hat.

“Give me that juicy breast there!” pointed Nwin.

“Enjoy!” exhorted the cook, dropping the choice piece on Nwin’s plate. A table to
the side was covered with flyers about the chicken farm providing the meal, and the
restaurants and kitchens around town that they supplied. There were photos of the
farm, smiling chickens amidst pyramids of eggs in a bucolic Sunset farm, backlit by a
pink and orange sky.

“Hey man, what’s the latest?” asked Hank as Nwin sat down.

“Oh, not much . . . spent the afternoon weeding and trimming rose bushes. Then I
got some shit from this old lifer at work "cause someone’s been trampling his rice plant-
ings. He knows all! Or so he thinks... Problems are caused by young people and since
I'm young ... well .. Nwin took a big bite of chicken.

“My grandmother is like that!” exclaimed Susan. “Always blaming youth for every-
thing, like when anything breaks, or it takes a while to fix or replace. I guess they need
a scapegoat.”

“It’s a ruin. I'm not going to hang around much longer if he keeps jumping on
me,” said Nwin. “Too bad, too, it’s a pretty good scene. I've already put in six months
and . .. my roses. I'll miss them, along with the fox who moved in some months ago.
You should come and see her with her babies.”

“Where’s the fox?” asked Hank.

Gulping his chicken and washing it down with a big swallow of water, Nwin contin-
ued. “She’s got a lair under the big buckeye near where the Causeway runs into Potrero
Hill. She had them a month ago—the three little ones have started exploring now.”

“Dew! I'm going to come over soon to have a look. Its not too far from my
house,” said Hank.

The music stopped again. Applause. Nwin finished his salad as the band started up
with another crowd favorite. He leaned back and burped. Dusk fell. Warm lights lit the
gazebo and around the edge of the green. Little storm lights and candles began to glow
creating a cozy effect, small orange flames dancing all around the audience of about 150
people. The band was good, but soon Nwin had had enough. Plus it was getting cold and
windy as dusk extracted the last force from the encroaching fog.

Rising to his feet, he tapped hands with Hank and Susan and said goodbye. On his
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bike he recrossed the bridge to the veloway where a blur of cyclists passed in either
direction. He waited for an opening and joined the flow, heading west.

A few minutes later he turned from the creekside veloway onto Dolores Street. A
dense lemon orchard stretched along one side of the street in front of the houses, stately
old palms lining the center. On the other side a narrow veloway twisted and turned
through beautiful impatiens bushes. Uphill, beyond a multicolored sidewalk packed with
mosaic tiles lay Dolores Park. He was about to turn into the park when exuberant cheers
and raucous brass instruments echoed from 19th Street—an impromptu parade of fire-
eaters, stiltwalkers, people strewing flowers from baskets, a small chorus of singers almost
inaudible behind two trombones, four trumpets, a tuba, and a half dozen French horns.
The singers had their arms over each other’s shoulders, and practically everyone in the
zany parade was weaving back and forth, lost in the moment..

This was not unusual. Some days you couldn’t cross the city without running into
two or three parades. He saw a familiar face or two in the swarm, but no one he was close
to, so he turned uphill and walked his bike to the park’s café. The parade followed him
and after fifteen boisterous minutes of clapping and dancing it disbanded. The café soon
filled with post-march euphoria.

Nwin settled into a corner sheltered from the wind to nurse a dark espresso and
gaze out at the fading deep purple in the distant sky. A large poster torn loose on the
side of the café’s wall flapped in the wind. “Who is the Monarch of Cappuccino?’ shout-
ed the big headline on the poster, advertising an upcoming competition for San
Francisco’s best barista.

Two young men appeared next to him. “Hey Nwin, what’s twirlin’?”

Nwin vaguely recognized one of them from somewhere. “Uuhbh, hi,” he said non-
committally.

“Hey, don’t you remember me? We were in that bike repair class together at the
Precita Levee, remember? Serge. And this is Tran,” he said, introducing the shorter guy.
He had straight black hair and blue eyes, tawny skin, flat eyelids.

“So, you 1n a bike club?” asked Serge. He wore the jersey of the Billy Goat Hill
Club, Kelly green, a white goat inelegantly straddling a large tricycle hurtling down an
anonymous hill.

“No, man, I never did join. I'm a gardener these days.”

Tran looked away and put his hands on his hips. He exhaled rather loudly, and
Serge was embarrassed.

“Oh... Hey, well, we gotta go, it was good to see you. See ya!l” Off they went.

The political fight between the Garden Party and the Transit First-ers left Nwin
cold. He had heard arguments from each faction, but never found himself swayed either
way. He liked his gardening job, and thought of his bicycle as practical. He wasn’t both-
ered by the normal traffic flows, nor did he think open space and gardens were in short
supply. As far as he was concerned things seemed just about right—which earned him
the scorn of militants on all sides. He really didn’t care. He had his own ideas.

His incipient irritation was quickly forgotten when he observed Valentina and a
friend enter the courtyard of the café.Valentina had worked the Rice Bowl for a few
days, then left. During those few days Nwin developed quite a crush on her, and when
she stopped coming, he had wondered how to find her. Here she was.

25



After the Deluge

With a drink in hand she took a seat on the other side of the café. She was laugh-
ing, showing all her teeth, sending a lightning bolt into Nwin’s heart. He gazed across at
her long legs, lush and wavy chestnut hair. She wore a small, black satiny jacket and snug
jeans that accentuated her legs. Next to her sat a round cheerful girl in red overalls and a
yellow shirt, her long black braids decorated with feathers and bits of colored fabric.

He knew he had to go over there, talk to her, find out where she lived. But he could-
n’t move. Looking down into his coftee, he thought about leaving quickly.

Still he sat there. Furtively he looked towards the girls absorbed in conversation but
Valentina never looked his way. If she did, what would he do? He grabbed an aban-
doned newspaper from a nearby table and buried himself in it. Reading without
absorbing anything, he eventually put the paper down. Valentina and her friend were
disappearing through the bushes as his eyes found them.

“Chingado!” He threw the paper back on the next table, folded his arms and stared
at nothing in particular. His heart was beating too fast, but fear defeated desire and he
did not get up.

He felt stupid. Why didn’t I go and say hello?

He had been riding around for a while, hoping to cross paths with her again. It was
completely dark now, so he stopped to don his reflective vest and turn on his bike lights.
His own get-up was rather modest next to some of the wildly-lit bikes around the city.
He only used bright purple flashers in the rear and a small headlamp up front. But oth-
ers lit up the veloways with screaming neon tubing, light shows crisscrossing their han-
dlebars and frames. One guy had created a small projectile system from which his bike
hurled little sparkler clusters. As as he pedaled, they would float up sparkling, then douse
themselves before reaching the ground.

Nwin barely noticed as he rode along aimlessly. He skirted Market Pond and made
his way up to the Wiggle. Passing through a green arching gate he rolled along next to a
long aging wall that had seen better days. On the other side of the wall used to be some
kind of warehouse or big store. Now it was a grassy knoll sloping down to Market Pond.

On the crumbling 110-meter long wall was an old mural from the late 20th cen-
tury. A clever mural within the mural showed the city, starting from a pre-deluge down-
town full of cars and bikes and heading past itself to show Hayes River turning into a
path to the west to the beach where a huge snake became a bicycle tire track. The mural
was considered a civic treasure from the time before and a lot of trouble had been taken
to save it after successive quakes and major storms.

At the end of the wall he went over the rushing creek and the high-arching Sans
Souci Bridge, steering clear of oncoming cyclists. The veloway followed the winding
course of the Hayes River, willow and laurel trees studding the banks, along with impa-
tiens and lupine bushes. Many spots along the creek were open to the surrounding
homes, mostly old Victorians that had elegantly stood along this waterway since it had
been buried in cement culverts long ago. The lush gardens that filled the small valley
gave oft a wild variety of sweet and organic smells in the moonlight.

He had another hour before he was supposed to be at Polk Street. At the busy inter-
section of Haight and Rexroth streets, veloways crossed. He pulled over and dropped his
wheels in the velome next to the Real Authentic Organic Ice Cream Parlor. A young

26



After the Deluge

woman inside the shack paid him no mind, and he barely glanced at her.

He joined a short line at the ice cream parlor, wrinkling his nose at the strange
combination of sweetness and sweat that permeated the place. “What can I getcha?”
asked a cheerful gray-haired woman when his turn came. “Let me have a scoop of Old
Gym Socks,” he smirked.

She smiled worriedly. “Still that bad, huh? We’ve been trying to get rid of that
smell, but with all the cyclists stopping by, it keeps coming back. Sorry!”

“Yeah, it smells pretty weird. Hey, but I'll have a scoop of strawberry.”

The woman handed him his cone as she called over her shoulder, “Frank, will you
turn the fan up to high, please?”

Nwin went back out into the night air, only to be blasted by the exhaust from the
shop, a concentrated dose of the same sweaty sweetness. He quickly walked down the
street to a bench along the creek. He felt cold as he ate his ice cream, between the chill
from the creek and the fog swirling overhead. He couldn’t finish, and tossed the left-
overs into the bushes.

“That’s disgusting!” scolded an old man ambulating along with a cane.

Nwin just kept walking, ignoring the man’s demand that he retrieve his cone from
the bush. On the next block he came to the Laughing Horse Bar and ducked in. Boisterous
chatter charged the smoke-filled bar. Nwin didn'’t see anyone familiar so he quickly backed
out. Across the creek a noodle bar looked inviting. He stood at the edge of the creek and
tried to find a way to hop across, but the creek was running strong and he’d gotten wet
from this kind of maneuver in creeks all over town. Cold as he was, laziness lost out.

Downstream, he crossed a footbridge and doubled back to the Noodle Bar. Inside it
was dark and empty, but smelled good. He threw his jacket over a seat far from the door.
A woman emerged from the kitchen and approached him. When Nwin finally looked at
her he did a doubletake as she looked an awful lot like his mom.

“What can I get you honey?” she said, cracking gum with her hand on hip, swinging
a hand towel. Nwin grinned up at her, feeling immediately at home.“Noodles with mush-
rooms,” he suggested. “Got it.” She spun back to the kitchen and moments later returned
with a steaming bowl of noodles in a rich broth, scallions and shitakes bubbling in the soup.

“Thanks, smells great!” gushed Nwin. “Hey, what’s this place called?”

“Niggle Woodles,” she offered, and seeing his confusion, continued with a hint of
resignation, “you know, Wiggle Noodles—my kid reversed it.”

“Aaah, I get it,” Nwin smiled, and turned to slurping up his delicious soup.“Dew!”
he called to her as she was disappearing back into the kitchen.

“I'm glad honey, there’s plenty more if you want it.”

Three people came in and sat down across the way, chortling over some private
joke. Nwin returned their familiar nod though he’d never seen them before. He slurped
enthusiastically over his soup.

Looking at the big wall menu, one of them, a woman, brayed loudly, “Well, it sure
sounds like good soup!” and her companions joined her in good-natured laughter.
Nwin scowled. Idiots! Didn’t they understand the culture of noodle appreciation? But
he kept to himself and finished his bowl. Warmth restored, he soon bolted back into the
night, carefully leaving his dishes in the bin and thanking the proprietress again, mar-
veling anew at her resemblance to his mother.
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Jasmine vines perfumed the air outside. Buzzing with the hearty fullness of home-
made noodle soup, Nwin breathed deeply, shoved his hands into his pockets and strode
up the path towards the footbridge. It was time to head to the Café Hurricane and find
out what this strange, scary woman was all about. He rubbed his arm unconsciously
where she’'d held him in a vise grip.

He retrieved his bike and started northward on Rexroth, past Alamo Square,
plunging down into the Western Addition. At Golden Gate he cut in to the Armstrong
Diagonal, through the arched gates and up the ramp that took cyclists above all the
houses, gardens, creeks and streets. Its well-worn wooden planks rattled and groaned as
he raced along, rooftop to rooftop in a long straight line towards Cathedral Hill.
Treetops and roof gardens gave the sense of travelling through a forest, but this was a
rapid transit veloway for getting crosstown in a hurry. Nwin pedaled furiously, occa-
sionally swinging out and around meandering cyclists. The Diagonal wasn’t heavily
traveled at night since most people stayed in their neighborhoods. Also there weren’t
many entrances or exits to the throughway.

Rising up to meet Cathedral Hill, the Diagonal ended at the east end of
Japantown. A three story spiral ramp took him down to street level. Nwin’s bike began
to wobble in that telltale fashion. Shit! Not another flat! That’s the third one in two weeks!
His tire hissed as he dismounted and he pulled a huge nail from the sidewall. “Chingin’
road crews,” he cursed aloud, assuming some maintenance crew had thoughtlessly lost
the nail on the Diagonal. He looked around and found a velome only a short distance
uphill. Pushing his bike in the door, he approached the counter in a rush. Two guys rose,
laying down their smoking pipe.

Exhaling a big cloud of pot smoke, a tall black guy came over grinning, took Nwin’s
bike, reassuringly. “A flaht? No worries, mahn.” The skilled mechanic threw his bike on
the rack and his tire was oft within a few seconds. Before he knew it, the guy was pump-
ing up his repaired tire, and he was on his way. “Here, take this,” Nwin said, and put a nice
green bud on the counter as he turned to go. “Oh, yas, verrry nice mahn, tankya,” said
the mechanic warmly as he returned to his perch and his smoking companion.

Slightly stoned from inhaling the dense air in the velome, Nwin made his way over
the hill and rolled down towards Van Ness.Yet another parade was passing through, horns
blaring, a drum corps bringing up the rear on a cycle-drawn flatbed float. Banners and
flags flying, this particular celebration included dozens of cyclists clamoring for more ele-
vated veloways. The streetcars had piled up, and Nwin waited while the clogged street
slowly untangled itself. Hundreds of pedestrians jammed the intersection, coming and
going from the numerous theatres and movie houses in the area. Eventually Nwin made
his way through the chaotic intersection with the rest of the cross traffic.

At Polk Street he turned left and deposited his wheels at the nearby lot. The Caté
Hurricane was in Cedar Alley. He had to fight his way through the thick mass at the
alley’s entrance, bouncing from jostle to shove, even at one point feeling a hand graz-
ing his pants copping a feel. He spun around but it was impossible to tell which of the
dozens of leather-clad men had felt him up. “Bearrrr,” he groaned to himself as he
squared his shoulders and moved on.

He stepped inside the dingy bar, adjusting to the dim light. Patrons lounged at the
bar and along the walls, mostly men, mostly wearing black leather. Ancient dance tunes
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came thundering from a jukebox.

Suddenly both his arms were pinned. Hands grabbed him from behind and he was
pushed forward to the back of the bar. He thrashed against the restraint but could not
escape. He observed Nance on one side and a mysterious short, stocky man with a big
moustache and thick black eyebrows on the other. Each arm was in its own vise grip.

A small door opened in the back wall and he was pushed through, his arms at last
released. He stumbled into a table, nearly sprawling over it. A spiraling blue neon tube
hung over the table, and even dimmer blue lights lined the back wall. The eerie glow
in the room did not cast much light on the dark shapes in the shadows.

Nance appeared again at his side. In a low, almost growling voice, she addressed
him. “My associates weren't sure you were going to show up. But I knew you would.
Sit down.” She pushed him into a chair. He tried to maintain a calm demeanor, fright-
ened and fumbling for breath.

7.

Tz, should have gone out. It was 22:15 and he’d had an uneventful dinner at the hostel,
L eating alone in a deserted dining room. Nothing like the crowd that had come
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“home” for lunch. Eric lay in his bunk, exhausted but restless, the sights of the
day racing through his mind. Hard to believe he’'d only arrived yesterday morning.

An old guy snored on the far end of the room, on top of one of the ten bunkbeds,
but otherwise he was alone. He stared out at the city’s twinkling lights for what felt like
hours. The next thing he knew he heard laughter and shushing noises as people stum-
bled drunkenly into the room. He pulled the covers over his head, trying to stay at least
half-asleep.

At breakfast he took a seat at a long table, munching toast and studying his city
map. He planned to spend the whole day seeing the Haight-Ashbury and Golden Gate
Park. He looked up to see Victoria, Liz and Fred heading his way.

“Howdy neighbor,”Victoria said warmly as they plopped down at his table.

“Sorry about last night,” offered Liz. “These guys were really drunk.”

“Why do you have tell the world?” protested Fred.

“Hey, don’t worry, [ practically slept through it all,” said Eric. “Was there some big
party or what?”

“Nah, we just went to this bar, The Pond. I guess we had a few beers,” Fred
recounted.

“Fred!” Liz’s eyes flashed. “Sorry, what was your name again?”

“Eric”

“Oh yeah, sorry, 'm terrible with names.”

“Forget it. You're Liz, right?”

“Yes. Look, Fred must’ve had a dozen beers while we watched this great band.The
Pond is the dew. It’s got an outdoor terrace overlooking a pond, and the band played
on a beautiful stage set across on the opposite bank. They have speakers on the terrace,
so it’s like theyre playing right in front of you. Plus you can see them really well because
the pond is tiny.”
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“Sounds great. Can you show me on this map?”

Victoria leaned over.“Dew map! Here, it’s right here, see? There’s Market Pond and
the bar is on this side of it. See?”

“I'm heading up that way, maybe I'll stop off and have a look.You going up there
again?”

“Those guys,” she said, gesturing at Liz and Fred, “are planning to go to the Hiring
Hall to see about working already. I'm not sure what I'm doing today, but I heard about
a historical walking tour. 'm not much in the mood to work yet,” explained Victoria.

“That sounds good, too,” said Eric, still examining his map.

One by one they turned to breakfast, passing fruit and cereal back and forth. Eric hasti-
ly gobbled his last bite of toast, drained his coftee, and got up to go.

“Rushing off?” asked Victoria, a mischievous smile twitching at the corners of her
mouth.

“Uh, yeah, gotta go,” said Eric uncomfortably. “Have a nice day!”

Back in his room he quickly gathered up his bioptic camera, journal, a hat and sun-
glasses, ate a sunblocker, and hurried out the door. Driven by discomfort, he wanted to
escape before Victoria either invited him to join her or decided to join him. She seemed
perfectly nice, but not his type, and anyway, he didn’t know what to say.

In the circular walkway he passed some women getting into their harness preparing
to float out to work on the grand hanging triptych. The warm-up sounds of tuning instru-
ments filled the airshaft from somewhere below. He walked briskly to the biovator and
touched the call switch, a warm pale green depression that sent a small tingle into his fin-
ger. Moments later the translucent door lifted when the biovator arrived. He stepped in,
disconcerted again by a squishy sensation as the floor gave a bit. The sheer door material
fell and at his command, the device took him to the lobby. Out on the dock he searched
for a gondola heading to Russ Gardens, where he planned to get a bicycle and head west.
‘Watercabs bobbed in front, freight skiffs groaned alongside the loading dock. Sea lions
sprawled amidst the ruins across the canal. Above, seagulls screeched, twisting and turning
among sunbeams that sent bright shafts of light against walls and into the water. A warm
day was in the making, sure to increase the already strong smell of animals and seawater.

A peapod much like the one Eric had ridden in on the first day, pulled up to the
dock. The skipper was another salt-of-the-earth type, barking out destinations even
before they’d tied up:“Line number 6, service to Rincon Towers, Central Train Station,
Russ Gardens, Mission Bay, Crossroads, The Willows, Lake Valencia.”

Eric waited while some elderly men disembarked, followed by a young man lead-
ing a noisy group of small children. The ferry was empty but for a couple with back-
packs. Eric boarded to retrace his incoming journey. He recognized some of the sights,
including the historical murals at Rincon Towers and the palm-covered avenues on the
hill rising behind the Towers. In what seemed a much shorter time than before, the pea-
pod rounded the old ballpark and nosed into the Train Station docks.

“Next stop, Russ Gardens!” called the skipper, and the ferry, flipping furiously, slipped
out of the Train Station and headed north along the channel, then west at the face of the
seawall. Flags flapped in the distance. As the peapod drew closer, they turned out to be the
signature decoration of Russ Gardens, sitting at the edge of Mission Bay and the remains
of the South of Market neighborhood, according to his map. (SOMA, South of Market,
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was the neighborhood’s historic name, dating from the pre-revolutionary time when
Abundance Street was still known as Market Street.) He got up and found his legs wob-
bly even after such a short ride, but quickly regained his balance, tipped his cap thanks to
the conductor and strode up the pier into Russ Gardens.

The seawall stood solidly at the edge of the Gardens, and he bounded up a stair-
case and down the other side. The wall’s interior proved a remarkable contrast to the
gray, granite slabs that made up its defensive outer shell. The inside wall had built-in
benches here and there, colorful paintings, moody, abstract and bold, climbing vines,
dense flower-filled boxes, and delicate curving lamps intermittently along its length.
Admiring it from the steps, it looked like nothing so much as a classic English Garden.
Flower beds and hedges lined expansive green lawns. Miniature fruit trees comprised
tiny orchards, and berries grew abundantly in raised beds. In the middle of it all stood
a large stone pavilion with an outdoor café and a small carousel to its side. Eric walked
down the stone path through the big lawn. What is this place?

As he entered the perimeter of the café, a bald portly fellow with a huge 19th cen-
tury handlebar mustache loudly greeted Eric. “Hello young man! Youre here quite
early,” he boomed, wiping his hands on his green apron and lumbering out from the
indoor kitchen. “What can I get you? Breakfast? Coffee?”

“Thanks, but actually I just came to have a look on my way across town.”

“Lovely! Glad you came! Do you know about Russ Gardens?” he continued
enthusiastically.

“No, not really,” said Eric cautiously, wondering what he was in for.

“Well, come on in! We have a delightful little museum inside, gives you the whole
story!” He waved at an octagonal building behind him.

Relieved that he wasn’t necessarily about to be imprisoned by this gregarious odd-
ity of a man, Eric proceeded inside. The fellow disappeared into the kitchen, calling
back to Eric “Enjoy yourselfl And if you have any questions, you can find me in here.”

“Thanks.”

It was indeed a little museum, a replica of the Octagonal houses from the 1860s
he’d read about while on the train. The exhibit consisted of two walls of old photos, a
long explanatory text, and a small glass case filled with artifacts. Russ Gardens had orig-
inally been in this same spot back in the 1850s, when the area was surrounded by sand
dunes, and the shallow waters of Mission Bay hadn’t yet been filled. It had been one of
early San Francisco’s first recreational “escapes.” It didn’t last long though, and by the
1860s was already gone, the sand dunes leveled by steam shovels and the sand and other
debris dumped into the wetlands to “make land.” The land thus formed was quite unsta-
ble, of course, especially when earthquakes hit. As the sign told it:

“In the 1906 temblor, the entire area, by then heavily built over by
small factories and housing, was leveled. No one ever learned if the
structures had been destroyed by the quake because two days later the
firestorm passed over and turned everything to ashes. In 1989, the
quake killed less than a dozen people in San Francisco but ultimately led
to dozens of buildings being destroyed after seismic damage rendered
them irreparable.The building boom that followed littered the area with

31



After the Deluge

cheap lofts and light industrial facilities, but city officials failed to enforce
seismic safety standards, so the whole neighborhood once again was
flattened in the big quake of 2044. That earthquake also led to a dra-
matic sinking across the landfill parts of the city. Rising waters then
reclaimed the “made lands.” In the South of Market, waters rushed in as
far as Howard Street between 4th and 7th Streets.

“In 2103 a new seawall was erected (today’s Kyoto Causeway) in
conjunction with the rebuilding of the entire sewer system to recycle
wastes as fertilizer and gray water. The new fertilizer was perfect to help
stabilize the reclaimed lands of the neighborhood. After three years of
pumping and soil stabilizing, San Francisco started to rebuild in the area.

“One of the first was Russell Faigenbaum, who, when he learned
about Russ Gardens, took the name for his new resort. The eccentric
Faigenbaum designed his facility to be a taste of old Europe in the new
San Francisco, and attracted others to help him. Greeted with derision
and scorned as out of touch, he persisted. Eventually the city accepted the
friendly and fun public resort where you are now standing.”

Eric turned from the display and proceeded past the carousel that noisily turned
without passengers. Eric didn’t spend much time in the Gardens, partly because it was
a chilly morning and he wanted to keep moving. He went through the gates into the
city and walked up 5th Street to Folsom. A velome beckoned across the street, adjacent
to a scenic tree-lined veloway. He waited for a streetcar to pass then jogged across,
through a small pack of bikes and into the shack. It was the storefront of a fairly large
bicycle factory, buzzing with activity.

A tall ebony-skinned man greeted him. He wore a small bike cap, a racing jersey
and shocking pink stretch pants to his mid-calf. “Hey James!” came a yell from back in
the factory, and he clattered away, mumbling “Scuse me a moment.”

Eric admired the gleaming bikes lining the walls. Most of the bikes were made of
bamboo. Metal fittings still predominated, but Eric was drawn to one that seemed to be
entirely of wood, down to the pedals. The wheels of course were rubber, although instead
of spokes the inside of the wheel had a solid disk of some kind of bark or paper or stiff-
ened fabric. Squatting before it, he touched the mysterious material, in awe of the crafts-
manship. He didn’t notice James on his noisy cleats amid all the factory noise.

“Pretty nice, eh?” commented James proudly.

Eric stood up and whistled appreciatively. “What is that made of, anyway?” he
asked, pointing to the wheel’s interior.

“That’s our own invention. Our chief technologist came up with that while he was
messing around over at UC Mission Bay. It’s a lab-dish process he calls ‘bark extrusion.
They grow it to size and shape right here in our building. It’s super strong, too. I've
never seen one break yet.”

“Do you guys give tours?” asked Eric.

“Oh sure, every Friday morning, but you can just wander around if you keep out
of the way.”

“I think I'll come back for the tour. Can I take a Bambu out for a day?”
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“Please do! That’s what theyre here for. And actually you'd be helping us out
because were not getting the orders we thought we would. Take your pick.” He point-
ed to a small fleet on racks, “and take some of these too.”” He handed over a small stack
of bamboo cards engraved with a drawing of “Our First Bike.”

Eric shoved the cards in his pack. He slapped hands with James, and chose his steed
for the day, a tall bike with upright handlebars, handles carved right into the ends. The
wicker seat worried him. Maybe it would be too hard on his out-of-shape butt. He
swung his leg over and settled in, and it gave nicely. He dropped his bag into the bas-
ket conveniently hanging from the handlebars, and with a wave, steered himself out the
front and into the passing flow of traffic.

After a few hundred yards he glanced back and had to stop. A rooftop bamboo gar-
den framed a monumental bicycle wheel. How come I didn’t see that before? Got to remem-
ber to get my eyes off the ground. His father used to bug him about that all the time. His
enthusiasm waned abruptly as he spiraled into his tried-and-true self-loathing. Pedaling
slower he felt very tired.

“Shit!” He slapped his thigh, trying to fight oft the dark thoughts closing in. He
couldn’t hold the anger, and slowed even more, other cyclists now passing steadily as he
meandered disconsolately. Seized by an unshakeable aching, he could only pull off the
veloway. Once stopped, self-pity gave way again to anger. “Ching, ching, Chingado!” He
ground his fist into his palm. Finally he took a deep breath, disgusted with himself.

“Helll” and he got onto the bike and pushed off, focusing on pedaling and riding
straight and steady. Crossing 7th Street he was immersed in dense traffic, primarily freight
bicycles of all shapes and sizes. The neighborhood was full of small shops and factories:
“Dim Bulb Lamps,”“Open and Shut Windows (and Doors),” “Peggy’s Pegleg Furniture,”
“Soft Landing Upholstery,” and so on. Eric followed a cluster of bikes ahead of him and
turned right on 9th Street towards the Civic Green and the Central Freestore, or so said
the signs at the intersection. Streetcar lines also crossed at 9th and Folsom, disgorging pas-
sengers into the throngs filling the streets and nearby cafes. Silently and wirelessly aglide
on magnetic tracks, the centuries-old streetcars still looked antique.

Eric approached the Civic Green along 9th Street. On the other side of the street,
as he crossed Mission’s wooden boardwalk, he observed a half dozen workers in over-
alls with big orange and yellow embroidered suns on their backs doing something to
the solar panels on an ornately detailed, block-long apartment building.

“Hey, pay attention, wouldja,” spat a guy trying to pass on Eric’s left while pulling
a heavily-loaded double trailer.

“Sorry!” he muttered and pulled over while slowing.

‘When the trailer guy turned off to make a delivery to the Freestore’s loading docks,
Eric rode out of the greenway into a large tree-lined plaza, each of its several sections with
its own stage or open air restaurant or fountain. Elegant old buildings—including the
famous City Hall, nearly 250 years old a survivor of innumerable quakes and fires—sur-
rounded thousands of people in the Green. Eric dismounted and walked his bike into the
central bowl near the imposing fountain. He found a good perch from which to take in
the scene. His stomach announced its intention to be fed with a series of loud rumblings.
Eric moved to obey.
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8.

quinting through the dim light, Nwin couldn’t see anyone’s features. He counted
five people in the room, including Nance. Her rippling shoulders and arms caught

the eerie blue light, throwing shadows that exaggerated her already impressive
build. Her hair was pulled back, giving her regal features a hawk-like severity. He could-
n’t see her eyes within their dark sockets.

“Nwin,” she said sharply.

He squirmed and straightened automatically.

“Tell us why you like to set fires,” she demanded.

“What are you talking about?”

“Nwin,” Nance repeated in a seductive deep voice, “we know about your little
adventures, so you can just stop bullshitting us.”

He looked at her silently, impassive.

“I like you. I told my associates about you, and they want to like you too. For that
to happen, youre going to have show some enthusiasm here, Nwin.”

He protested, “There must be some mistake—"

“Nance!” came another woman’s voice from the shadows, “can I have a word with
you?” Nwin recognized a British accent, or maybe Australian, he could never tell. Either
way, she didn’t sound happy.

Nance disappeared into the murk where inaudible murmurs were exchanged. After
a brief back and forth, Nance returned and looked at Nwin, hard.

“I guess I was wrong about you.You may go.” She spun and walked back through
the half-light to a door that opened onto darkness. Amid scraping chairs and clearing
throats, the others followed her. Nwin had not gotten a real look at any of them.

Exhaling deeply, he puzzled over the inexplicable strangeness of what had just hap-
pened. After all that, here he was, alone, in a strange blue-neon-lit room in the back of
a bar. “What the hell?” he exclaimed under his breath. Rising from his seat, he started
to make his way through the bar, but after a split-second hesitation, reversed himself and
exited through the same back door as the others.

He found himself in a yard heavily perfumed by a large Datura just to his left.
Ornamental lights strung along rear stairways gave off a warm, festive atmosphere. There
was no sign of Nance and her gang.

He strolled aimlessly across a garden, looking for a corridor out to the street. A small
carriage house behind an apartment building looked promising. Quietly he walked
towards it, but stopped suddenly when a loud gasp pierced the silence. Shadows fluttered
in the carriage house windows, as candles back-lit a woman astride her lover, her breasts
and long mane of hair perfectly outlined against the window shade. The gasping became
rhythmic cries of pleasure as she rose and fell in an accelerating ride to climax.

Nwin was transfixed. His heart pounded and his pants were suddenly too tight. In
the window the woman threw her head back, and gave a long shuddering cry of pleas-
ure, and then collapsed on her man’s chest. Nwin, suddenly self-conscious, quickly
looked around. Seeing no one, he nervously walked away around the carriage house
and as expected, found a passageway to the street.
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Emerging on Larkin, he walked to California Street, and then circled back around to
Polk. Cable cars jammed the intersection but Nwin squeezed by the traffic jam and
through the human tide spilling from bars and cafes along the street. Polk Street had a red
brick lane along one side, streetcar tracks in the middle, and a curvy veloway on the other.
Nwin wove in and out of little curbside tables lining the red brick lane, dodging the occa-
sional streetcar. Racing along, he saw an endless stream of hairy men in black leather.
Some of them smiled and reached for him as he scurried by. This was not where he want-
ed to be. He found his way to the little lot where he'd left his bike, and minutes later was
coasting down Polk to the Civic Green, letting gravity do the work.

Gliding into the Green at 11 p.m. on a Friday was always fun. Tonight, the comfort-
able moonlit air hinting at the promise of a heatwave had kept the fog away. Nwin stood
twitching at the corner and glancing from side to side but without registering anything.
Twinkling lights and the buzz of conversation filled the plaza. Nearest to him was a
sprawling café. Espresso jockeys and bartenders were jumping, barely keeping up with
long lines of thirsty people. A screaming blues guitar solo suddenly pierced the buzz.
Nwin couldn’t see the stage, which pointed away from his vantage point, but applause
erupted from the tables around it. Conversations rose in volume to compete with the
amplified music. He parked his bike and got in line for a beer.

“I support MacMillan,” said a short-haired woman ahead of Nwin to her com-
panion, a lanky slouching guy, completely disheveled.

“Look, he’s bent over backwards to answer the objections of the Garden Party and
the Integritistas, and I for one am very excited about new research on inter-species
communication. Why shouldn’t we?”” she implored with noticeable exasperation.

“First off, MacMillan is an egomaniac. Second, since the Die-off this line of inquiry
has been prohibited for good reason,” argued her companion. “Humans still aren’t capa-
ble of making intelligent decisions about the boundaries between species. .. the fact that
a charismatic egomaniac can convince lots of people that he’s capable is MORE rea-
son to worry, not less!”

“I don’t know why you think MacMillan is such an egomaniac. Have you ever sat
down and talked to him?”

“No, and I wouldn’t want to. The guy gives me the creeps!”

The woman crossed her arms while stiffening her shoulders, and became silent,
obviously frustrated.

The lanky guy ran a hand through his tangled hair, cleaned his glasses, and fidget-
ed uncomfortably. “Don’t be mad, Alison. Can’t we just let this go for now?”

She sighed, looking away into the throng. “It seems like we are always letting it go.
Makes me wonder what we’re doing together in the first place!”

“Okay folks, what’ll it be?” offered a sweaty, garrulous bartender who was clearly
enjoying himself.

“Coupla pints of Angkor Steam,” the lanky guy ordered up.

“Comin’atcha,” said the bartender, turning just in time to bump into a tray of glass-
es behind him. “Hey!” called out the dishwasher, as several glasses smashed to the floor.
“Chingado man, watch OUT!” he continued in dismay, adjusting to the lighter load
and pushing on to the other end of the bar.“You can clean that up, too!” he yelled back
at the bartender.
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The bartender smiled sheepishly at Nwin and the couple in front of him, shaking his
head as he reached for the broom and dustpan. He soon placed two sculpted, frosted glass-
es of beer on the counter and gave the customary greeting:“Salud y anarchial” The woman
rolled her eyes as they clutched the frosty mugs and vanished into the sprawling audience.

“Next?”

“The same, thanks,” said Nwin. After a short pull of the spigot, his beer was delivered.

“And there you are, salud y anarchia!” repeated the bartender, already turning his
attention to a couple behind Nwin.

Nwin pivoted, his Angkor Steam’s icy glass shaped like a tall thin Cambodian tem-
ple, with the word Angkor in script along the bottom. He took a quick gulp before he
began hunting for a seat.

“Hey Nwin, over here!” called Marco and Stefania, friends from the Rice Bowl.
Relieved, Nwin joined them.

“What’s twirlin’?”

“Hi Nwin, what brings you out here tonight?” asked Stefania.

“Oh, I was just crossing town and thought I'd drop in, see what’s new, maybe catch
some music if it’s any good. Do you know who’s playing?”

“DeeDee King and her Blues Allstars I think,” said Marco.

“Really?”.

“I'm not sure, but I think that’s who I saw on the marquee. Why don’t you go

check it out? We’ll hold your seat for you,” Marco encouraged.
“Okay, thanks, I'll be right back.” Nwin threaded his way past the fountain to the side
of the stage. It didn’t look like DeeDee King, though there was some pretty mean gui-
tar playing. He leaned forward to see the marquee, and it read “Big Bertha’s Power
Players” in small type at the top, along with “Tonight.” In larger type below DeeDee
King was listed, but her show was next week. Just then, Nwin felt a perfumed current
of air and a rustle of clothes behind him, and turned to see Big Bertha herself climb-
ing the stairs to the stage. On stage her bandmate announced “And let’s have a big San
Francisco welcome for the voice that keeps New Orleans above water. . . Big
BERTHA!!” The audience clapped and stomped enthusiastically. Bertha was already
drenched in sweat, wiping her forehead, and all she’d done was climb up to the stage!
Her deep soulful phrasings soon filled the air, the band picking up behind her. Nwin
watched for a minute, and then headed back to his table.

Slumping into the chair he told them who was who on stage.

“So Nwin, what about these trampled plantings? You don’t know who’s doing it,
do you?” asked Marco.

“Thanks for asking! Angus seems to think I'm organizing it or something. What an
asshole!... No, I have no idea.”

“I knew it. Of course you don’t know, I don’t even know why anyone would think
you did,” said Stefania supportively. She was only about 20 herself.

“We do have to stop it,” continued Marco. “We’ve lost a lot of workdays over it,
and the plantings won’t yield as much now, regardless. I cannot understand why any-
one would wreck someone else’s work! I mean, how DARE they?”

Nwin said nothing. Stefania clucked affirmatively, but also said nothing. After a few
minutes, Nwin fixed on Marco and said,“Do you want to catch the culprits or just pro-
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tect the plantings?”

“Uuhhh—"

“Because we could fence off that area without much effort. And I doubt if anyone
is so interested in messing us up that they’ll go to the trouble of breaking through a
simple fence.”

“That would solve it I suppose. What kind of fence?” asked Marco.

“I hate chicken wire fences, theyre SO ugly!” interjected Stefania.

“I saw some bamboo fences, assembled into sections, that would be easy to

install—and not easy to jump over.”

“Let’s propose it next week at the Monday meeting,” suggested Marco.

Nwin took a long last pull of beer before rising. “I think you should propose it,
because if I do Angus will be against it.”

“I don’t think Angus has it in for you THAT much,” protested Stefania.

“You should see how he looks at me, how he talks to me when no one is around,”
continued Nwin. “The guy is an asshole, and I'll probably have to quit because of him.”
Angus seemed like an insurmountable obstacle to him, best handled by quitting and
going on to something else.

“Well, I hope not,” said Stefania grumpily.

Nwin said bye to his friends, and after hand slaps, he departed, buzzed by his beer and
anticipating the cool ride home. He pedaled uneventfully to Rincon Towers where he
retrieved his skiff for the last leg over water to the Pyramid. Tying up at the residential dock
he scrambled up the ladder and into the back lobby, and before long he was in his little
room on the 33rd floor. Drowsy after a long day, he was out cold as soon as he hit the bed.

9.

::Fé{ e sat down with a heaping plate of Pad Thai noodles, fresh and spicy just how
: he liked ’em. The plaza bustled. He had grabbed a strategic corner by a monu-
ment to Librarians, tossing his pack down next to stacks of bronze books at the
foot of the statue. From here he commanded a view of the Central Freestore and half
the plaza sloping down, not far above the stage where poets were reading aloud.

He finished his plate and relaxed, letting the warm sun bathe him. Chattering chil-
dren ran by, chased by an elderly woman good-naturedly struggling to keep up. Easing
down from his perch, Eric threw his pack over his shoulders and strolled towards the
fountain. A large message board under a small copse of trees caught his attention. It was
divided into Same Day Messages, Upcoming Events, and Announcements. A half dozen
personal messages were pinned up plus posters for a Blues Festival at the bandshell, a
lecture series on Chinese Art History, another on Maritime History to be held on a his-
toric ship. The only announcement said that the Bart-Mart had moved to the Hayes
Valley Commons, a few blocks west but was still open everyday.

Bart-Mart? He walked on, anonymous among the mass of humanity, the plaza’s tables
all occupied. Others picnicked on the lawn, kids cavorted in the fountain. He climbed up
out of the plaza’s sunken area towards the majestic old City Hall. In he went, through the
ornate iron doors and the marble lobby. A huge sweeping staircase beckoned from the
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building’s brightly lit main courtyard. He lifted his eyes to take in a soaring rotunda. A
string quartet on a higher floor filled the air with music as he started up the long stair-
case. He realized they were accompanying a marriage ceremony when a bride and groom
appeared on the top landing. A host of wellwishers poured down the stairs, taking pic-
tures in an excited clamor, laughing and talking excitedly.

Eric withdrew to the side of the rotunda and found a spot next to a thin, dark man.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” the man offered.

“You know them?” asked Eric.

“No, I was just here to visit my daughter. She works in the transportation library
just over there.

“So what all goes on here?”

“Councils and boards have offices here and hold public meetings on the second floor,
in the chambers. The Neighborhood Council meets here, the Transit Board, the Garden
Council, the Education Council, the Energy Board, the Water Board.”

Eric watched the newlyweds descend the staircase, the bride in a traditional flowing
white gown trailed by two small girls in light green dresses, giggling as they carried the
train. The proud and happy groom slowly descended with his new wife on his arm.
Somehow this left Eric cold. Rituals always seemed lifeless to him. There was no deny-
ing the spirit of these people, but something rankled him anyway. At least the music
sounded great in the resonant chamber.

Eric nodded to his informant and whispered, “Thanks! Good Luck!” and walked
briskly away from the swelling wedding party.

Next to the rotunda was a very big room with hundreds of people milling about
inside. The sign over the door read “Hiring Hall.” “Nobody Wants to, So We All
Have to! Do Your Annuals!” blared a big banner at the far end of the room. Tables
lined the walls, covered with brochures, photographs and booklets. Larger than usual
vyne displays hung along the long wall where he had entered, listing hundreds of jobs.
A big sign over the vyne nearest him said “Try Outs.” Another one across the room
said “Apprenticeships.” A big window in the near wall opened into a kitchen. People
took sandwiches and coffee to small square tables scattered throughout the hall. Near
Eric sat three old guys, two of them immersed in a chess match. A nearby shelf was
loaded down with games and reference books. “Why don’t you sit down and get your
bearings young man?” called the odd man out in the chess match.

“Thanks,” said Eric, and pulled up a chair.

“So how exactly does this work?”” he asked the old guy after settling in.

“You never been to a Hiring Hall?”” Eyebrows raised in disbelief.

“Well, not here. I used the Hiring Hall by vyne in Chicago.”

The old guy nodded. “It’s pretty straightforward. Not much different than Chicago,
I'll bet. There’s the usual categories: Annuals, Tryouts and Apprenticeships. New here?”

“Yeah, just got in a few days ago.”

“You can do Annuals to test the waters,” he gestured toward the “Do Your Annuals!”
sign. “Say, youre not looking to make a serious commitment right away, are you?”

“No. I plan to Tryout. Annuals are frustrating. Youre always doing mindless stuft
and the regulars give you the worst shitwork they have.”

“It’s a handy way to see a lot of the city though. And it’s not always the worst jobs.
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I do a day every week, just to keep myself in circulation. I always meet good people.”

Eric smiled and nodded. He still felt more traveler than resident, and the drive to
pull his own weight hadn’t kicked in yet.

“Can you watch my bag?”

“Sure, no problem. We're not going anywhere!” laughed the old guy.

Eric headed to the Annuals wall. Two huge vyne leaves displayed hundreds of jobs,
the listings updating themselves before his eyes. What wasn’t on that list? Kitchen help,
street cleaning, sewer maintenance, dishwasher, waiter, shelf stocker, community tool-
shop attendant, espresso jockey, window washer, deliveries, farming, veloway mainte-
nance, gardening, shoe repair, residential building, hospital orderly, hotel service, solar
and wind systems, bicycle manufacturing, on and on and on.

Eric picked up a brochure about the Bambu Bicycle Factory where he’d picked
out his bike that morning and read about their system of manufacturing from natural
materials. The pamphlet invited you to come and take a shift as Annuals, or to sign up
for a Tryout prior to an Apprenticeship. Another brochure described the Shit System
and laid out jobs available for Annuals, among them household preventive maintenance
and ongoing system overhaul.

Next to the Annuals were Educational listings. Again the list was endless and
seemed to encompass every human activity. “Learning Counts!” said the sign above,
a reminder that enhanced knowledge and skills benefited everyone and counted
towards your 60-hour a year Annuals obligation. Across the tables, dozens of brochures
offered alluring opportunities in enterprises all over the city.

Eric wandered over to the Tryouts wall where he found recruiting calls from arti-
sans, small factories, skilled technical teams, and even the Hiring Hall itself, all hoping
to attract those looking to make a commitment. It was generally understood that a short
stint of Annuals should precede a Tryout, and that a 90-180 day Tryout was necessary
prior to embarking on a 2-5 year Apprenticeship. Eric tucked the brochures into his
bag and sat down again.

“Find anything?” queried the oldster.

“Maybe. But I want to see the city and get to know where everything is before I
start working,” Eric replied.

“No better way to see the city than by working the veloways or the streetcars.”

“No doubt, but I'll wander on my own, thank you.”This guy was a little too intent
on putting him to work. Of course, that was typical of older people—work and respon-
sibility. His parents were like that, but his grandparents had been really bad.You could-
n’t have a conversation with them without major pressure to pick a profession and get
into an Apprenticeship.

The men playing chess looked up at Eric, then at each other and the third fellow.
Returning to their match, one of them started smacking his tongue into the roof his
mouth, a sound that could have been disapproval, or maybe not.

Eric had used up whatever hospitality these guys had for him.The man he'd been talk-
ing to was now riffling through a newspaper. Eric got up.

“Thanks for watching my bag,” he said, and they all grunted. The guy half-looked
up from his newspaper and said “Don’t forget! We all have to!”

Eric scowled and quickly departed, relieved to get away. He was glad to get out of
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the Hiring Hall, too. His self-loathing did not extend to doubting his ability to pull his
weight. He knew he could do most any work, when he wanted to.

Bursting onto the Civic Green, he threaded his way through the swirling masses
back to his bamboo bike. Taking a deep breath in the warm afternoon, he determined
to explore on his own. I'll find a good gig wandering around... like those publishers yester-
day... that was the dew.

He spent a few minutes moving and reparking various other bikes piled on top of
his. He noticed a little sticker with a red bridge on most all of them. Around the logo
it read “Made in San Francisco.”

He pedaled to the south side of the plaza, across from the open-doored bustle of the
Central Freestore. Glancing inside, he almost ran over a woman trying to maneuver her
freight trike onto the path ahead of him. At the last second he saw her and hit the brakes.

“Whoa!” he called involuntarily.

The small blonde was struggling to get the trike moving at a manageable speed.
He could only see her head poking out above the boxes and packages lashed to the
freight bed. He swung out after letting a few faster riders speed by, and came around.
She stood on the pedals trying to get them going but the weight was too much for her.

“Can I help you?” he asked gallantly.

“I don’t know. Can you?” she replied, exasperated.

He dismounted and moved to the edge of the veloway. She was already half off to
the side. She pulled out a bandana and wiped her face.

“What are you doing with all this stuff?”

“I guess I got a little carried away at the Freestore,” she admitted.

“Can you take anything back? It’s only right there,” he nodded, waving at the front
doors a mere half block behind them.

“I guess I'll have to,” she conceded.

“Wait. Here’s an idea. I could ride your trike and you could ride mine. Is it far?”

“You’ll laugh.”

“What do you mean?”

She rubbed her neck and looked at her feet. “I have to get to the Haight.”

“So? That’s not far is it?”

“You don’t know the city?”

“No, I just got here.”

“The Haight is actually not so far, but it’s uphill.”

“Oh,” he surveyed the load again. “What were you thinking?”

“Listen, can you wait here while I take some things back?”

“Let me try to ride it first. Maybe I can pedal this home for you.”

“Are you sure?”

“I was going to there anyway. Let me try. But first,” and he grabbed the seat adjuster
and raised the seat a few inches. Bearing down on the pedals he got the load moving. Once
you got going it kept itself rolling. “How steep are those hills?” he called over his shoulder.

She darted past him on his bike. “Oh not so bad!” she said happily. She’d lowered
his seat to her height, which wasn’t much over five feet.

“How is that for you? The handlebars too high?”

“It’s easier than that thing,” she said, wrinkling her nose and pointing at her trike.
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Grunting as he got the sizeable load to speed, he was soon enjoying his view. She
had a slender waist that merged into a sweet, round butt, which shifted back and forth
in a tantalizing rhythm as she pedaled.

“Hey,” Eric called, louder than necessary, “what’s your name, anyway?”

“Tanya, and yours?”

“Eric, Eric Johanson.”

“Great to meet you Eric!” She shot him a winning smile.

He wondered, Am I a dupe? Dark thoughts for such a sunny day.

“This is so nice of you,” she called over her shoulder. Then she slowed and fell back
to his side. “T expect you to come for dinner tonight, and I won'’t take ‘no’ for an answer!”

He brightened. “Sure—glad to!” he puffed.

Dozens of streetcars glided through the major intersection at Abundance and Van
Ness. Eric followed Tanya through hundreds of bikes and walkers to avoid losing his
way. Bells tinkled, streetcars clanged, and voices gave off warnings, epithets and jokes, a
well-understood choreography.

He glimpsed a huge sign “Bart-Mart” down an alley. “What’s over there?” he
asked, pointing.

“That’s the Barter Market where people trade stuff. Some people just love it. The
haggling part is so awful, I don’t see why anyone would like that!”

Now the traffic split between a hard left turn onto Valencia, Abundance Street Hill
straight ahead, and a sweeping right turn onto the Octavia Parkway. Across the street at
Valencia there was a spiraling wooden tower on-ramp to a rooftop express veloway, a diag-
onal shortcut across the Mission District to the Precita Levee. Everyone called it “Camino.”

Eric and Tanya reached the top where he felt the strain of the load in a rush. Below
them lay a bucolic pond surrounded by café tables on one side and a gazebo with stage on
the other. Abundance Street disappeared into the water, resuming again on the other side.

Tanya rolled to the right through an sculptured iron portal. Large wobbly letters
spelled out “The Wiggle.” Eric followed, but gazing back at the pond, he observed a
streetcar come gliding down Abundance from the west side of the pond. Now what?
To his amazement, the streetcar just rolled right onto the surface of the lake. “Hey
Tanya! How does that work?!”

“Huh?” Oh the streetcar? Magnetic tracks are just below the surface, you can’t
quite see them. The streetcar hovers an inch above the tracks. Were so used to it, we
don’t even notice anymore. Pretty weird, eh?”

“Well . . . yeah!”

They came to a fruit and juice stand with the usual bunch of tables and chairs scat-
tered about. Bicyclists lounged over drinks and Eric called ahead to Tanya, “Hey, I need
a break!”

She pulled over immediately. “Sorry, I forgot, youre working a lot harder than I
am! What would you like?”

“A cranberry and passionfruit blend.”

Off she went while he plopped into a chair. Minutes later she returned with a tall
bloody-orange drink for him, and a fizzy water for herself. “Can I have a taste? I've
never tried that combination before.”

“Of course.” He pushed the drink across to her. “Mmmmm! I’'m going to get one
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of those next time.”

A steady stream of cyclists passed by. Eric wiped his forehead with a napkin, and
enjoyed the cool drink. A welcome breeze cooled him further.

“So 1s that the Market Pond?”

“Yep. How do you know about that?”

“Oh I heard about it from some people staying at the hostel. Seems like an odd
name for a pond.”

“It’s named after the street—Oh! Abundance street was called Market Street before
the revolution.”

“Aaah”

“So, where are you staying?”

“Tweezer Towers.”

“Must be a great view. I haven’t been down there in years, but I used to hang out
in the Pyramid. I had a boyfriend living there, a long time ago.”

“Uh-huh,” he commented absently. “So, uh, what do you do?”

“Lately I've been writing a lot. Last year I was in a band, playing drums. Years ago I
did a Tryout with the Shitsys, but I didn’t like it. I can help when I need to, but it takes
care of itself. I still do Annuals on the Shitsys every year, to keep up my training. I've been
gardening in the Panhandle a bunch lately. I also work at the neighborhood radio station.”

“I haven't listened to any radio yet.What do you have on your station?”’

“Mostly it’s difterent kinds of music, but we do public interest shows and call-ins
too. I produced a half hour last month on clam and shrimp harvesting in the Bay.”

“I'll check it out. What’s the number?”

“We're 94.9 FM, JIVE 95. One of the DJ’s says it used to be called that a long time
ago.”

Eric laughed. “Well, I guess I'm as refreshed as I'm gonna be. Shall we push on?
How much further?”

“About the same distance we’ve covered, but much easier and no steep slopes at all.
This is the Wiggle, it’s the way bicyclists have always gone east to west here. See that crum-
bling wall?”” she pointed ahead a short distance where an old wall was held up by beams
and piles of rocks, crowning a long slope down to Market Pond. Across the bottom a lit-
tle ring road connected the two parts of Abundance Street. A small bridge on the road
crossed a creek bubbling down from somewhere behind the wall in the distance.

“That’s one of the oldest surviving murals in the City. It was first painted in the 1990s
and restored about 50 years ago, but the upper section has been lost forever. Its the
Wiggle, showing the Hayes River, the Panhandle and the old downtown long before the
seas rose. . .You'll see, come on!” and she bounced to her feet.

“Hey, I'm starting to like these high handlebars. It’s the dew to sit upright like
this!” she grinned, whizzing ahead.

Eric was barely rolling. He'd hiked up Telegraph Hill yesterday, and pedaled up
Nob Hill, so his legs were already smarting. At least, he hoped, he had gotten past the
hill climbing on this ride.

At the end of the wall, a pastoral creck bubbled down to the Pond below. Tanya
approached a bridge, packed with bicyclists and walkers, and he followed. She warned
him, “It steep, so try to gain some momentum. I'll warn people youre coming.” With
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that, she bolted ahead, yelling like a banshee, “WATCH OUT! BIG LOAD COMING!
CLEAR THE WAY! BIG LOAD COMING!”

All eyes turned to Eric as he pedaled onto the bridge. It was a nasty quick rise to
clear the creek, and he hit it as fast as he could. Halfway up he was straining to keep it
moving. Several people rushed to help. He hit the brakes, realizing he was about to fall
backwards. “Whoa, whoa!” called several voices. “Hey, lend a hand!” “Everyone
PUSH!” Laughing and joking, five or six people soon bunched up behind the freight
bike, teasing each other and Eric.

“Whatcha got in there? Dead bodies?”

“I think he dug up a bank and stole all the gold!”

“What is this, the whole library?”

Tanya was at the summit of the bridge, blushing deeply. Eric felt panicky, but when
the trike began inching upward he pedaled as hard as he could. He always avoided this
kind of attention, but he had no time to worry and certainly couldn’t get away. He
rolled down the other side to cheers behind him, a few folks scattering at the bottom
as Tanya raced ahead, yelling warnings, .

On the riverside veloway Eric focused on maintaining a steady pace. Tanya fell back
alongside him. “Are you okay? I’'m sorry about this. It’s way worse than I thought it
would be.”

Eric waved her off. As they reached a narrow park, they intersected with another
veloway angling in from a dense forest between houses. A steady stream of cyclists
merged into the path. “Hey Tanya, where'd you get that cute bike?” called a woman of
indeterminate age with short black hair and glasses. She sat upright on an old English
bicycle, in black slacks and boots under a long gray sweater, a leather briefcase slung
over her back. “Oh, hi Marge,” said Tanya, moving over immediately in front of Eric.
“It’s not mine, it’s his,” she gestured over her shoulder. Marge swiveled her neck. “Hi.”
To Tanya she said, “Who’s he?”

“Eric, uh, . . . Johnson? He saved me outside the Freestore.”

“Oh no! Don't tell me that’s all your stuft?!” Marge was immediately aggravated.
“Didn’t you promise to stop?”

“But—*

Marge sped away, leaving sparks of anger in her wake.

“Shit!” Tanya sank into the bike, her cheeriness gone.

“What’s twirlin’ with that?” Eric called ahead.

Morosely, Tanya confessed, “Marge is in my household. Actually, we were lovers, but
that was a while ago. Anyway, we’ve been fighting about storage space and clutter. She
thinks I'm the worst packrat, at least that’s what she called me at the meeting.”

“And? ..

“Yeah, I probably am.”

“What about this load we’re bringing?”

“No, no, this isn’t junk! It’s stuff our house needs. . . Two ceramic tubs for the gar-
den...And I grabbed a few books... Some cases of fruit juice, a few bottles of table wine,
a couple of frozen chickens. I can’t believe how heavy it all is! I'm truly sorry. You've
been so sweet. Hey I know;, after dinner maybe my housemate can give you a massage.
She owes me a favor and told me I could have one. I'll give it to you!”
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Lumbering along Eric nodded, sweat dripping from his chin.

They passed a busy corner with a velome and an “old fashioned” ice cream parlor.
Another bridge loomed ahead, again a climb, but not as steep as the previous one. They
were at Haight and Rexroth. He looked around but couldn’t find anything he’d seen
in pictures. Again, Tanya went ahead, bellowing warnings. What a set of pipes! He sur-
prised himself, making it up and over without help.

Now it wasn’t much farther to Tanya’s place. Past another iron green gateway, like
the one at the east end of the Wiggle, they entered the Panhandle. Elegant ancient trees
towered all around, raised vegetable gardens clustered along the edges near the—

“Wow!” Every house was a delight, huge turrets, curving Bay windows, ornate mold-
ings, wood designs. Some were painted wild colors, others more modestly. It was an out-
door architectural museum, framed by lush green park and farmland.

An ocean breeze rolled in. Late afternoon sunlight fell through the trees. The
breeze felt great.

“We turn here,” Tanya called, leading off the Panhandle onto Ashbury Street. They
turned into a backyard under a huge drooping eucalyptus. “Here we are,” she announced.

“And not a minute too soon, where’s your bathroom?”

He dismounted and bolted through the door as she called after him, “First door on
the right.”

10.

win was thinking about Nance. Then her face changed and she was Valentina.

)

She was the woman he’d seen through the shade in the carriage house, then she
wasn’t. Tossing and turning, he pulled the pillow over his head. He should have
gone to work today, but he didn’t feel like it.

Angus is such a bastard! He wants me out and he’s the chingin’ lifer! Nwin was nearing
the end of his 120-day commitment. Farming and gardening were okay, but he could-
n’t see working with Angus.

He lay there, running the previous day through his head, proud not to have been
trapped into any admissions. At that, he remembered what he’'d been looking for at his
parents’. He’d have to return to the Library to get the manual again.

He sat on the edge of his bed and blearily looked at sunshine bouncing off the Bay.
Scratching his armpit, he padded over and caught his own reflection in the window.
Weird. Really weird! His eyes, without eyebrows and the bleached blonde hair. Below
him, hundreds of small watercraft were streaming at cross-purposes, like ants on the
water. Further out a big cargo ship was churning toward an anchorage in the Bay;, itself
a penetrating blue in the morning sun. Treasure Island rose in the middle distance, the
rollercoaster already whipping around the island. Further still, the lush greenery of the
East Bay carpeted the hills. Homes and buildings occasionally emerged from the ver-
dant forest, which had long ago taken over the quake-devastated area.

Nwin moved slowly. He stretched, turning first left then right with hands out-
stretched to the ceiling. He bent down to touch his toes, and a sharp pain shot through
his lower back. “Aaagh!” He reached out to the nearby window ledge to catch himself.
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What the hell!? He slowly worked his way back up to an upright position, holding his
back. The pain subsided, leaving a dull ache to remind him that all was not right with
his back. He headed to the bathroom, and adjusted the shower, as hot as he could stand
it. In the shower he brushed his teeth, and leaned forward carefully, hands on thighs,
letting the jet of hot water attack the aching spot.

Back problems already?! I'm only 17! He got out, dried off, dressed, and grabbed a small
pack, making sure to shove his pipe and some reefer into it. He clattered down to the
31st floor and went into the dining room. At the buffet he grabbed pastries and waved his
hand at the espresso guy, holding up two fingers. After taking a window seat, he headed
back for his double latté.

“Mornin’, how’ it twirlin’ today?”

“Morning Franklin. It’s all a ruin! Or it’s all the dew! Just depends.” He smirked and
took his drink. “Thanks,” he called over his shoulder. He slumped into his window seat,
and bit into a bear claw, strangely comforted by the sugary rush. Washing it down with
strong coftee, he looked around.

Across the room Lupe and her friends were chattering. One woman was modeling
her Carnival costume. Like hens or something, they picked and pecked, pointing, gestur-
ing, laughing and carrying on. Nwin got up and moved to the other side of his table, turn-
ing his back on the scene.

He opened his notebook, and wrote one word: “inscrutable.” Sipping his coftee, he
thought about how good that word sounded. He wanted to be inscrutable. He fancied
himself quite philosophically developed. He could not yet know his own adolescent
self-delusion. He straddled East and West with his all-knowing detachment and rigor-
ous analytical framework. In his mind he had already transcended the paralysis that he
imagined to have held back his predecessors. He was taking action. In action, he would
forge a new synthesis, and single-handedly challenge the hypocrisy of a society grown
easy and self-satisfied.

His reverie was broken when someone slipped into the chair next to him. “Hey,
how come you’re not at work?”

It was Johnny Templer who worked as a cook in the Pyramid’s kitchen. He knew
Nwin’s parents, and tried to keep an eye on him.

“Hi Johnny”” Nwin took a drink of coffee. “Needed a day off.” He shook his head
as if to emphasize the point.

“Oh?”

“This guy Angus. Thinks I know who’s been trampling his new plantings.”

“And do you?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if it was some kids on Potrero Hill, but I've never seen
’em there, and wouldn’t finger them anyway.”

“Ah. Johnny nursed his own coftee and glanced toward the distant Golden Gate.
He took his long brown hair out of the hairnet and let it fall, running his fingers
through it. “Gorgeous day, idn’t it?”

“Sure 1.

They sat quietly. Sailboats skittered around Alcatraz, a phalanx of windmills turning
furiously on its windward side, the ruins of huge legs jutting pointlessly from the forest.
The rest of the island was a tropical paradise, palm trees and dense foliage. Deep under the
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trees, Nwin knew (from his aunt), ran a wonderful series of hot and cold baths, a spa with
all kinds of massage and hydrotherapies. Johnny wound his hair back up into his hairnet,
stood up, put his hand on Nwin’s shoulder. “Well, don’t step in any holes.”

“Thanks, Johnny,” he responded simply, grateful that Johnny never lectured or
cross-examined him.

His ruminations on inscrutability broken with Johnny gone, he thought about
Valentina and felt stupid all over again not to have approached her at Dolores Park. He
vowed next time to be ready.

He shoved his journal into a small pack and departed. Nwin walked around the
hall and entered the door marked “Poles,” one of the features that attracted a lot of
younger people to the Pyramid. He squinted as a body went hurtling past on the
express, followed seconds later by another. Grabbing one of the local poles, he wrapped
his legs around it and slid down a floor. It could take a while getting down this way,
but it was fun. Hopping to the next pole, Nwin started getting his rhythm, sliding down
faster, hopping over, grabbing a pole and sliding along. His hands and legs were start-
ing to burn from the friction. He paused to put on his gloves, but remembered he did-
n’t have them anymore. He took an express pole, shooting down three floors at once,
always a dizzying trip. Now it hurt. He took a break from the poles and ran down a
tew flights of stairs, perfecting his flying 5 steps-at-a-time leap.

“Whoa! Watch out!,” complained two women vacuuming the elegant rugs that
graced the stairway. He danced through them, unconcerned, and resumed his leaping
descent. At the 6th floor, he grabbed an express pole to plunge the last three floors to
the lobby. He hit the bottom with a thud as the padded floor absorbed his shock.
“COMING DOWN!” sent him scurrying to the side just in time, as a wild-eyed fel-
low came plummeting to earth, roly-poly in overalls and a panama hat held on by string
under his neck. He leaped to the side as a carbon copy came ripping down behind him,
obviously his twin. They laughed, breathing hard, wringing their hands. “Hi, man, sorry
if I scared you,” said the first to Nwin.

“Goes with the territory,” he smiled, and walked out to the warming morning sun.
Negotiating a catwalk around the building he came to the residential docks, found his
skiff Hot 1 and jumped in. Passing the entry, he remembered to stop by the supply shack
for fuel discs for his skift. From the cabinet conveniently attached to the outside of the
shack he pulled out two mottled green chlorophyll and sugar discs and inserted them
into the fuel slot in the skiff’s wall.

Pushing the depression in the back of the craft’s center (ifs forehead), he felt the rear
fins begin to flap steadily. He nudged the nodule at his feet leftward. Some people rigged
long handles onto the steering nodules, but Nwin was a purist and liked Hot 1 unadorned
with mechanical (artificial) attachments. Besides he steered smoothly with his feet. Arms
extended on the boat’s edge he sat back, the sun fully on him now, and steadily moved
through the dense traffic in the watery canyons of downtown. Skybridges soared over-
head between buildings, as gondolas, water taxis, regular ferry lines and skiffs all danced
in and out of the canals. Nwin crossed Sansome, shooting behind the ruins where the sea
lions had settled. He paused, noticing a thickening growth of bright green water plants
along the edge of a pool inside the crumpled building. It stunk of salt and sea lions. He
bobbed in the water, watching skeeter bugs streak across the semi-protected pool, hear-

46



After the Deluge

ing the bubbles of fish popping in and out of the seaweed and underwater ruins. A big
fish—bass? salmon? carp?—Nwin never could identify fish—surfaced just long enough to
grab one of the skeeter bugs in his ugly lips. Seagulls screeched above as they sailed
through the warm air in search of breakfasts of their own.

The Tweezer Towers soared to his south, but he continued to make his way towards
the open Bay. A long, narrow barge laden with produce was crossing ahead, so Nwin
waited behind a clot of other watercraft. Just ahead a blue peapod ferry and several
freight taxis clogged his immediate path. Nwin was looking for a seam to sneak through
when behind his right shoulder came “What’s your hurry? We’re not going anywhere
for a few minutes at least!”

Nwin wheeled around, impatient and irritated at the unsolicited advice. A long-
legged blond man crouched in his own skiff and chuckled. He had an unusually big
handlebar moustache and a reddish beard, meticulously sculpted. Nwin knew he was
right, but he scowled at him anyway.

“Well, don’t blame me!” he chortled, and turning his attention elsewhere, was imme-
diately caught up in last night’s game. “You saw that last inning? He had ’im, he had 'im
right where he wants him, and he let it get away!”

Two guys sitting on crates of tomatoes atop a small barge were the recipients of his
remarks. Dangling their feet, they passed a joint . “‘Let it, what do you mean ‘let it’?”
said one. His partner, warming to the discussion, ventured “Deford’s the best in the divi-
sion. You can’t let him swing with runners in scoring position, and not expect some
damage. The guy can flat-out HIT!”

The blond guy unfolded his long legs and stood up to face the men above him,
and leaned forward like a tall tree battered by strong wind. “Miller has been fantastic all
season. The Seals wouldn’t even be in contention if it hadn’t been for his relief pitch-
ing. But that fat, floating curveball to Deford was a gift from the gods. He hasn’t thrown
a pitch that sad all year! My grandmother could have hit THAT one!”

The first guy offered him the joint, which he accepted while adjusting his weight to
avoid falling into the crates of tomatoes. He took a long pull. The second continued, “that’s
baseball, man! No one can make the perfect pitch every time, and the good hitters jump
on mistakes. So,” he accepted the joint’s return, “who do you like to make the playofts?”

The blonde shook his head. “Obviously I'd like to say the Seals, but not if they
can’t get some hitting. And their defense has lost a few too many, too. The Oaks are a
lock for first place” The other two grinned and slapped hands. One pulled out his
Oakland Oaks hat and put it on. “Whoo-whoo, you can’t beat the mighty Oaks!”

“But the wild card is up for grabs. I guess I like the Slugs. Santa Cruz has just been
getting better and better, and theyre only 5 games behind the Gamblers. Reno just does-
n’t have the pitching. Hitting can only carry you so far, especially when you get them out
of the thin air and bring ’em down to sea level.”

“Santa Cruz! How could a team called the Banana Slugs win anything!?!” said the
Oaks fan derisively. “If Reno fades, it'll be Sonoma. The Farmers have Morris and
Gutierrez pitching, and .. .— 7

Nwin’s attention shifted back to the traffic jam. He saw his opening and shot through
it, tearing around several ferries and freight taxis, narrowly avoiding another oncoming
barge.
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Soon he had cleared the mess in the California canal and sped around Rincon Hill.
He looped down to the ballpark and around it, darted under the railroad bridge and
ripped along parallel to the Kyoto Causeway, the seawall’s official name. At the weirdly
squared corner of 7th and Kyoto, he berthed Hot 1 at the public dock, ran up the gang-
plank and over the wall. It was a busy morning. Heavy traffic filled the veloways in all
directions. He threaded his way across the intersection to the velome at the Crossroads.
The farm’ table a short distance to the side of the velome had two buckets full of fresh
flowers and a small sign saying, “Our rice harvest starts in six weeks. Training commences
on August 1. Leave your name here, or sign up over the vyne.”

Nwin barely glanced at it, thinking he might not be around for the harvest him-
self. He stepped in to the velome, looking around for his favorite. Not seeing anything
he wanted, impulsively he thought to jump a streetcar, catching one as it pulled away.
For a minute he hung on to the upright handles above the running board, old-fash-
ioned style. He shoved his sunglasses into his pocket and ran his hand through his
unnatural-feeling short stift hair, trying to catch the breeze.

Shortly he went in to take the spiral staircase to the roof. Up top and fully in the sun,
he was surprised to find himself alone. He picked up a crumpled newspaper and shook
out the wrinkles. Yesterday’s Dock of the Bay. Since it was the San Mateo section, he was-
n'’t interested except for one item which caught his attention and sent his heart racing.

Mysterious Fires Plague Flooded Neighborhoods

SAN BRUNO—Investigators are seeking help from any eyewit-
nesses who might have seen anyone near the South San Francisco hous-
es that burned last week. Early indicators are that the fires were delib-
erate, but investigators haven’t named any suspects. Uphill residents
with views of the submerged neighborhoods are urged to keep watch.
If you see any suspicious activity among the drowned houses, please
contact Emergency Services immediately.

Nwin read the short item several times. He put the paper aside and slouched back
with his arms folded across his chest. He kicked the chair in front of him, trying to gain
leg room, but it didn’t budge, so he put his feet on the seat. Why do they care about those
houses? They’re ruined anyway. Hell, they’ve been under water forever. His thoughts raced.
They should have gotten rid of ’em a long time ago! Sitting there, clogging the Bay, ugly stupid
houses. Why would anyone want to protect them?! The waters had risen decades ago and
there was no sign they were going to recede. People were shirking responsibility for
huge shoreline areas where old urban development continued to pollute the waters.

Nwin sped down the stairs to the exit, jumping off as it slowed at Abundance Street.
He ran crazily across the street, weaving in and out of bicycles, streetcars, big wagons, a few
of the old solar-powered trucks. Down into the Library’s basement he clattered, straight to
the archival desk. He grabbed a slip of paper, and wrote down what he wanted: Documents
of the Earth Liberation Front. He turned to the counter and handed his request to a pleas-
ant young woman, who disappeared for about 10 minutes, Nwin was nervously pacing,
wondering if she’d gone on break when she returned, smiling, carrying a bulging box.

“Early 21st century stuft, eh? Doing a research project?”
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“Uh, yeah, that’s right,” said Nwin. He took the box and slipped into a nearby
booth where he could sift through the contents in private. It didn’t take long to find
what he’d come for. He'd been through this before. In fact, he was probably the only
one to have gone through this material in decades. He pulled out the booklet called
“Setting Fires With Electrical Timers” and headed toward the copying machine.

“Found what you wanted already?!” called out the enthusiastic page. Nwin nod-
ded dully, hoping to discourage any further interest. In a few minutes he had his own
copies, and returned the box after burying the pamphlet in the pile..

“Earth Liberation. . . wasn’t there some kind of uprising?. . .”

“In 2032, but they were massacred. Infected "em with biological weapons.”

“Eeew,” she wrinkled her nose, far removed from the meaning of the words.

He smiled stiffly and thanked her again. A few minutes later he was huffing uphill. It
was such a fine day, he decided to vist his favorite park at the top of Russian Hill.

—\ merging from the bathroom, Eric found a hairy dog who licked his hand.
E’“ : Grimacing, he shoved both hands into his pockets while the slobbering beast

g

“Sorry, Benjie’s such a pain!” Tanya pulled him away, but looked puzzled at Eric’s

nudged his leg with its sopping wet nose.

discomfort. “Hey, are you allergic or something?”

“No, I just don’t like big wet hairy dogs. They have a way of filling up space, you
know what I mean?”

She grunted as she pushed Benjie through a door and slammed it behind him. At the
sink she washed her hands, gesturing to Eric to do the same if he desired. After such a
sweaty ride, he was delighted to rinse off.

“Would you like to take a shower?” Tanya oftered graciously.

“Man,” he slapped his forehead in a comic overstatement, “I don’t have anything
to change into.”

“We have at least three guys in this household, someone’s clothes will fit you.”

“In that case!” he grinned, and she bundled him off to the shower with a thick,
soft towel.

“I’'ll be back in a sec with some clothes.”

When he was scrubbed and dried, he found the pile of clothes she’d quietly slipped
into the bathroom. He felt kind of goofy as he emerged. The shirt flopped over his
shoulders, the pants were too big in the waist and too short.

Tanya sat at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of tea, reading a magazine. Late after-
noon sun gave the room a rosy glow. “Tea?”

“No thanks.”

She smiled, and snickered playfully, looking him up and down. “Those really fit,
don’t they?”

“At least theyre clean,” he said, far more embarrassed than he let on.

“I put your clothes into the solar oven in back. It’s really for baking bread, but it’s
great for drying clothes in a hurry.”
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“Care for a tour of our house?”

“Lead the way.”

Off the hallway from the kitchen were several rooms. The first was small and dark, a
music studio. Then came a big dining room with polished wainscoting, topped by old-
fashioned Edwardian wallpaper. Several elegant rooms completed the ground floor. As
they reached the second story a woman rushed past in a bathrobe with a towel around
her head. She barely acknowledged them, and Tanya said to her back, “That’s Monica. I
think she has a date” She knocked on the door opposite the stairs and getting no
response, slowly opened it, calling out a soft “hello?” She flipped the switch to illuminate
the bedroom.An eastern window gave some light, but the room was shadowed in the late
afternoon. A deep blue wall surrounded the door, and two small pastoral lithographs hung
in gilded frames to their left, next to a tall mirror.

“Jane’s room,” said Tanya without further comment. Opposite the bed the vyne
crossed along the molding and disappeared through a small hole in the corner. They con-
tinued along the hall, darting in and out of two other bedrooms, before reaching the sec-
ond living room overlooking the backyard.

“Let’s take the back stairs up to the third floor,” suggested Tanya, and Eric dutiful-
ly followed. Here the ceilings were lower and the back room was a porch used for stor-
age. Glumly, Tanya admitted, “This is all my stuft. I've got to sort through it and take
some to the Bart-Mart or give it away, but I just never get around to it.”

Eric read the boxes—dishes, kitchen, books (several of these), clothes, shoes (two
large boxes!), costume materials, art supplies, bike parts—all piled on some old wood-
en dressers and a desk tipped on its side.

“All this is yours?” Eric asked incredulously.

“Yeah, hard to believe isn’t it?”

Sharp steps approached from inside. The door flung open and Marge glowered at
Tanya. “Where are you going to put all that crap you just got?!” She crossed her arms
while Tanya stood before her mutely, unable to offer a response. Disgusted, Marge waved
in exasperated dismissal, turned and noisily disappeared, her elegant black boots punctu-
ating every step across the linoleum floor. A door slammed a moment later.

“Oh brother!” moaned Tanya. Pulling herself up as tall as she could, she gently
pushed Eric into the upstairs kitchen. “This is for tea, coffee, and snacks. But it’s not
used much. We prefer the big downstairs kitchen. Sometimes I like to sit here and write
in my journal,” she said, pointing to a pretty round table, granite-topped, by the win-
dow. Eric observed the tilting Dominoes and the Tweezer Towers, the orange Pyramid
and the rest of downtown. “What a view!”

Marge’s telltale footsteps echoed down the hall and the main stairs. “Oh good, she
left!” said Tanya. “C’mon.”

On the right they passed the split bathroom. On the left was Tanya’s bedroom, a
cheerful, zany cluttered space, walls jammed with pictures, paintings, posters, and hung
above the bed were a pair of menacing spears. Her bed was disheveled, clothes lay about
on the floor. The closet door was half open, clothes bulging from the rack over piles of
shoes. Her window looked out on the same view as the little kitchen, the brilliant
orange sunset lighting fires in distant windows. Tanya began straightening the bed and
pitching clothes into a laundry hamper. “Sorry about this, I'm usually pretty neat,” she
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claimed against all evidence.

“Vyne!” she called, and the green vyne on the top of the wall began unfurling its
big display leaf. “Messages?” she asked, and a list of new messages appeared along the
right side. Since she didn’t seem to mind, Eric scanned the list. “Mom, Jane, Sue, Phil,
Garden Party meeting, Radio Ignatius schedule change, house agenda. . .”

“I can’t believe it! Phil went oft to Brazil three years ago, and hasn’t sent me a mes-
sage or anything. I figured he hated me,” she said ruefully.

“Why?” asked Eric.

“Well, I think he was in love with me. He found me in bed with Marge, and it
broke his heart.”

“Hmmm.” Eric didn’t know what to say. Tanya sat on her bed now, looking sad.
Then she bounded to her closet to pull out a blue dress and matching shoes. “Give me
a sec, okay?” she said. Eric returned to the kitchen where the early evening light accent-
ed the orange hue over downtown.

Tanya emerged to break the spell, taking his arm. “C’mon, there’s still lots more to
seel”

They walked down the hall, taking a quick look into Marge’s room, austere with
a dark single bed against the window, one blue-framed black-and-white portrait of
Marge herself on the wall facing a tall thin mirror on the opposite wall.“That was taken
by Vivian West. Do you know her work?”

“Isn’t she in New York or something?”

“London. Great shot, isn’t it?” He could only agree. A small dresser with a few items
sat in one corner, and an old rolltop desk stood imposingly against the wall under the vyne.

They looked quickly into two more bedrooms, one for guests, before coming upon
a beautiful circular room at the front of the building. “This is our writing studio,” she
announced proudly. The room wasn’t completely round, but the cupola with its big curv-
ing Bay windows under a turret gave that feeling. A spiraling polished wooden staircase
ascended through a floor into the turret.“You've got to see this,” Tanya enthused. Up the
stairs they squeezed into a small spherical room, with narrow windows facing each of the
cardinal directions and thin skylight windows cut into the roof. An ancient typewriter and
a computer nearly as old sat on two shallow work tables. On the opposite side of the tur-
ret a small couch with a footstool beckoned the writer lost in thought. Two of the small
windows had been left open and wind rushed through the little room.

“This 1s the best spot yet! I'd love to hang out here.”

“Maybe you’ll get to,” said Tanya hopefully, which surprised him.

Tanya closed one window, remarking that the turret tended to get stufty without
ventilation. After taking a few minutes to admire the peach-colored clouds against the
sea of blues at sunset, they returned to the room below. A microphone/headphone set-
up lined one wall, and several sturdy tables sat in the room’s center. A huge blue Persian
rug dominated the floor beneath. There was a small library too, with books covering
the walls. “I come here to work on my radio scripts. Two of my housemates are pretty
serious writers and use this room.”

She led him to a hallway door. A blast of evening air greeted them as they stepped
on a narrow skybridge. “You've only seen one of the buildings,” she announced as they
stopped in the middle of the bridge, pausing to lean over the ornate railings. “Our
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house is one of seven of the larger cluster, called ‘Page Mews. I'd like a more artistic or
abstract name but no one ever asked me.”

Eric gazed down at the garden, partly visible between the buildings. “How many
people live in Page Mews, anyway?”

“About fifty. All seven buildings are connected by skybridges and basement hallways.
Of course the garden is an unbroken expanse—vegetables, flowers, play areas. We share the
gardening, though there are private plots, too. I found that strange when I got here, but I
guess there had been bad arguments about who used which vegetables, so. .

“It’s not like there isn’t plenty to eat!” Eric exclaimed, offended by the idea of pri-
vate plots.

“True enough, but it was more about the farmer’s pride I think. If you've nursed
along a certain tomato patch, or planted something special, then discovered someone
picking all your beans or peppers—."

“Seems like you could work that out without going all the way to private plots!”
Eric said, truly bothered.

“Well, like T said, it happened before I got here, and there haven’t been any prob-
lems since I arrived.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Almost three years now. . . Luckily we don’t meet as a whole group too much,
only four times a year, around the solstices and equinoxes. Mostly, it’s each building for
itself, sometimes each floor.”

This, too, surprised Eric. In Chicago he’d lived in a huge apartment building with
over 200 units, and there was no way to handle the place without a building-wide sys-
tem of self~management. Dividing it up by floor seemed crazy to him.

“How does it work when you need a new roof, or have to replace solar panels, or
rewire part of one building and not the others?”

“We don’t have problems with stuff like that. Everyone pitches in, and the skilled
electricians manage. Actually, our electricians are always getting called to fix other peo-
ple’s places—Oh shit! Your clothes!”

Tanya bolted into the neighboring house, confusing Eric who assumed they should
be going the other way. Tanya plunged down a two-story stairway going to the back-
yard. Eric almost ran over her trying to keep up when she suddenly stopped to take oft
her shoes. Clutching them to her chest with her left arm, she held the banister with her
right as she began leaping down two and three stairs at a time. “Man, I hope we get
there before it’s too late,” she said over her shoulder. They made a beeline for the solar
oven. Tanya threw open the door and a little wisp of smoke emerged. She grabbed the
clothes from the top rack—"“OW!”—and threw them on a nearby table top, where they
sizzled, brittle and slightly smoking. She bent over and sniffed.

“Chingo! I'm afraid we might have ruined your clothes—or I might have.”

Eric touched his shirt, stiff and slightly singed. He sniffed it. Sure enough, it had
burned. He delicately flipped it over and saw the black lines etched into the shirt from
the grill.

“I'm SO sorry,” wailed Tanya.

“It’s not a big deal,” he reassured her. He was actually glad because he had been
feeling out of place and confused by her generous spirit. Even though he’d driven her
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load up here, during the tour of the house he began to feel like he was receiving unan-
swered gifts. Now at least he could forgive her small transgression. “Really,” he touched
her shoulder, “they were nothing special. There’s plenty more where they came from.”

“Yeah, I know;” she said in a low voice. She slumped disconsolately, but in the late
dusk light she looked alluring.

“What about that dinner you promised me?” he said, feeling strangely comfortable
with this cute, smart, charming woman.

She brightened immediately. “Let’s go! There’s always something good at Trixie’s.
She’s the best chef in the Mews.” She took his hand, which pleased him, and pulled him
along through the gardens, through the little playground and into the back of the last
house in the row.

12.

ilver moonlight fell over the predawn water of Mission Bay. The campus buildings
=) were well-lit as always, and already busy with bright-eyed students. A clear, fogless

day lay ahead.

In his skiff Nwin zipped along towards the 7th and Kyoto docks on his way to the
Rice Bowl. The muddy wetlands to the west of Mission Bay were an ideal place to grow
the experimental rice from the labs at the UC campus out in the Bay. Restored creeks
around town were channeled through Mission Creek’s delta, continually flushing fresh
water through and keeping the brackish tides on the east side of the 7th street causeway.

Nwin shivered in the pre-dawn coolness as he climbed from the docks over the
Kyoto Causeway. Jumping down the stairs, he jogged slowly past the Crossroads, past
the farm’s table and the shacks along the road to the barn. Arriving, he saw signs of life
and greeted Rikky, a farm veteran who had befriended him three months ago at the
beginning of his Tryout.

“Hey Rikky,” he called, tossing his jacket and backpack into a locker.

Sliding into overalls, Rikky shot back, “How’s it twirlin’?”

Nwin did not respond while he pulled his overalls on, but looked over at Rikky
absent-mindedly, as though he were already saying the words racing through his mind.

“What is it man? You look like there’s an egg trying to get out of your throat!”

“Hubh?.. oh, sorry. Just thinkin’,... Well, to tell the truth, 'm worried about Angus.”

“Yeah, he’s been harsh hasn’t he?”

“I think he’s after me.”

“Oooh, no way,” scoffed Rikky. “He treats everyone the same.”

“I don’t know...,” Nwin trailed off, discouraged.

Rikky headed for the door. “See you at the circle,” she said evenly.

“Yeah, see ya.”

Minutes later, he was outside. Dawn had broken and he ambled into a brightly lit
circle of trees and found a seat on a wooden box in the back of the group.

“Mornin’,” he greeted no one in particular.

To the side of the long picnic table, several farmers were well into their morning Tai
Chi, others threw a disc in the field, and still others shared an early morning toke. The
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frisbee clattered into the breakfast table, knocking several coffee cups to the ground.

“Damn, man, you have to do that every pinchay morning?!?” Barry was grumpy. Liza,
too. She yelled at the culprits, ““You guys are shovelling shit for that!” not that she could
actually enforce that “suggestion,” but she probably could carry a vote if they resisted.

The sky brightened as everyone slowly gathered around the tables.

“OK, okay enough small talk! Let’s get on with it.”

As usual it was the staff curmudgeon Angus Kingston who insisted on “starting.”
Plenty of useful information about the farming was already in the air—observations,
lessons learned, and so on—but the process did have its own demands to impose.

“Oh Angus! Pull your weeds, wouldja?” came the chorus response.

Rikky, a veteran of past Rice Bowl disasters as well as the current success, jumped
in.“OK, well first off, who’s new? OK, you guys (actually two women and a man stand-
ing uncertainly at the end of the table) check in with Vicky, our official greeter this
month.”Vicky smiled and waved.

“News and views?”

Nwin drifted off into his thoughts. He was still groggy from the night before. He
sucked absent-mindedly a nasty blister on his finger. He looked forward to getting to
work, wanting to look in on the fox lair.

“Hey do you guys mind?” carped Liza to a small quartet off to the side plunking
on their guitars. They weren’t playing loudly, but it did impair the main conversation.
The regulars often had this problem with those doing their Annuals. The latter just did-
n’t have much to contribute to the morning round-robin. The regulars needed the
morning to make real plans and because it was the only time to check in. It was the
rare volunteer who could sit through the morning session every day.

Liza turned back to the meeting.“The weather department says we won'’t get any rain
until October at the earliest, so we should check up on the various pump stations. Barry,
will you get on the vyne and send out inquiries?”

“Sure, I'll do it today.”

“We need our trailers cleaned and oiled. Angus, will you take Fred and Elaine and
our three newbies and set them up?”

“Yup, and I agree that Danny and Helen and Susie should shovel shit!”

“OK, OK, sorry! I can’t believe you guys can get so bent over a harmless accident!”
Helen led Danny and Susie away, making it a point to pick up the polished bamboo
disc and toss it as they left.

Angus continued to hold the floor. “Our plantings have been trampled three times
now in the southwest corner. We have to find the culprits—"

“Or we have to fence the area,” Marco chimed in.

Nwin added quickly, “There’s a light-weight, strong fence we can get in sections
from the Bambu Factory.” Angus looked at him, stunned.

“Isn’t that a bicycle factory?” called a woman in the front.

“Yeah, but I have friends over there, and told ’em what was happening here. My
pal Jerome told me about their new modular fences.”

“Fences!!” roared Angus, slamming his shovel against the back wall. Liza intervened
before Angus took over. “I propose that we send Nwin to get a prototype that we can
check out. Any objections?”
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Angus was enraged, muttering to himself about fences and closing common lands,
but everyone else was open to it. “OK, it’s agreed. Nwin, will you take care of it?”

“Sure,” he smiled, wondering if it could be that easy.

“Nwin, you're on the flower beds, right? Marco and Sylvio, you’re out in the fields,
weeding, along with me, Bob, Jerry, Rikky, and Stefania.”

“Hold up. I've got an announcement,” said Stefania. “T got an appeal from my cousins
in Chile. They've been raided twice in the past month, the last time three people were
killed. Another one of these throwback groups homesick for the Money Era”

“Kill ’em !” said Angus with relish. “Bastards like that should be destroyed!”

“What'’s twirlin’ with the folks nearby? Can’t they get help from their neighbors?”

“Seems to me they should handle it locally, but since I got the message I thought
I should at least share it. Any other suggestions oft the tops of your heads? I'd send ’em
Angus’s advice, but they’ve probably considered it or rejected it by now,” Stefania said.

“Let’s wait and see. I'm for gettin’ to work!” said Jerry. That broke up the meeting.

Nwin grabbed a rake, a hoe, his work gloves, and headed up the road to the marsh-
es. He skirted along the causeway, following a small path through blue-flowered bush-
es. Whistling to himself in the early morning sunlight, he wondered if he might run
into Valentina at the café where he’d seen her the other day.

He came to a California buckeye sprawled out over the marsh from the causeway’s
banks. Potrero Hill rose up a short distance ahead. Behind the tree trunk he’d discov-
ered a fox lair. He didn’t want to intrude or cause a panic, so he moved very slowly. He
spotted a large outcropping at the edge of the marsh a few meters away. He climbed up
and settled on the lookout. Soon he observed the grass rustling in a steady approach to
the lair. He stood up quietly and peered as best he could at the tree’s base, where he
could make out a reddish-brown blob enter the lair and heard a cat-like mewing. He
took out his field glasses and had a good look at the mama fox as she dropped a dead
field mouse into the nest for her babies.

A red-tailed hawk circled overhead and Nwin realized he wasn’t the only outsider
to have discovered the lair. But the hawk wouldn’t be able to get at the babies in the
nest. Nwin sat impassively, enjoying the dance of nature.

He generally worked four days a week from before dawn until about noon, doing
whatever was needed around the Rice Bowl. He'd taken it upon himself to prune the
rose bushes and apply the skills he’d picked up as a child with his “Auntie” on the
Harrison rose jungle.

The old-timers, over five years, seemed to have an intuitive connection with the
job. Nwin wasn’t sure he’d ever get that, but he enjoyed the marshes and the creatures
in their natural element. It was fresh air and good honest work—he knew he was doing
something worthwhile, even if his father didn’t see it that way. And he still had plenty
of time to dabble in watercolors, metal sculpture, and go to cafés, bars and parties.

Nwin settled into his routine, weeding flower beds, cutting dahlias and lilies, roses
and geraniums, making beautiful bouquets to put out on the road. He also cut a few datu-
ra blossoms for their amazing smell, quickly dropping the cuttings into a water bucket he
had stashed a few days earlier. The hours passed quickly and as the sun grew hot and
reached its midday zenith, Nwin moseyed back to the yard, carrying his tools and buck-
et. He waved to the others still working in the rice fields.
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He cut and trimmed his bouquets, wrapping them with twine and newspaper, and
arranged them in a bucket. He wrapped the datura blossoms in a wet towel and placed
them into a waterproof pouch in his shoulder bag to take home. He took the bouquets
on a farm bike to the Crossroads where he set them on a table that had a small display
about the Rice Bowl and other agricultural zones citywide. He zipped back to the
barn, leaving the farm bike aside and changed out of his overalls.

Back at the Crossroads, he caught a streetcar heading up 7th to the Central Freestore.
He jumped oft at Abundance for the short stroll to the Civic Green.

A forest of colors filled the plaza where hundreds of people enjoyed orchestra
music from the bandshell. People were hanging out listening, talking in small groups,
reading, sampling new foods, playing chess and checkers, tossing discs. Kids made hoops
roll by keeping them up with a stick, and a few splashed in the fountain. In the far cor-
ner a small group surrounded a dais from which a lanky blond fellow was urgently
addressing them.

Nwin headed into the old Civic Auditorium, a gray classic, built in 1915 for a World’s
Fair. He had to dodge a steady stream of people leaving, clutching their bags full of house-
hold goods, clothing, and whatnot from the Freestore. This was the largest and best stocked
one, so you could always find a pair of pants that fit, pens in the right color, a radio or a
freight cart, pretty much anything “basic.” What you couldn’t find would either arrive the
next week, or was genuinely scarce.You had to go to Treasure Island to get rare items.

Nwin didn’t need much. He had plenty of clothes (his mother loved making him
clothes), and his apartment had a built-in radio along with the Vyne. But he needed
new sheets. The last set had been badly singed one night while he smoked a bowl in
bed and it tipped over. So, new sheets, his favorite mint gum, and a notebook. Food
shopping he didn’t do, since he could always eat at a communal kitchen in the build-
ing, or at a café. He was lucky that a dozen good cooks lived in his building, and they
were always looking for more mouths to feed.

He darted among the bustling “shoppers” (the word persisted, even though no
“transaction” took place anymore). He leaned away from a woman carrying a box of
new curtains down the aisle.

He found a set of sheets, black ones like he’'d read about in an old spy novel, and
grabbed an extra set in pastel yellow. In the “office” department, he settled on a hand-
made intricately bound notebook with short aphorisms in elegant calligraphy on every
tenth page or so. (“Sometimes paper is the only thing that will listen to you,”“There is
mystery in the universe, but what is it? —R enee Magritte” “Never make forecasts, espe-
cially about the future. —=Sam Golden”.)

Boxes of gum and candy stood near the food department, and he chose his gum
and freeze-dried salted peas and a jar of lemon curd, too. He went through the exit
aisles, running his goods through a scanner, which noted the items to track demand.

“Hey Nwin, whatcha doin’?” Nwin turned around and met his cousin Tho, son of
his mother’s sister.

“Just picking up some stuff. What’s twirlin’ with you?”

“Doin’ some Annuals stockin’ shelves. There’s foods I never knew about, stuff from
Brazil, China, all over! Have you ever heard of ‘cupua-¢ti’? (he pronounced it koo-pia-
so0) It’s this crazy fruit, here, knock on this.”
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He held out a strange brown fuzzy cylinder to Nwin, who dutifully knocked his
knuckles on it. It felt like metal.

“What is 1t?”

“Fruit! Ain’t it the dew? This one is being grown in a tropical hothouse in San
Mateo. Next time you go to the Real Ice Cream Parlor up on Rexroth, try some
Cupua-¢li ice cream, it’s great!”

He shoved everything into his shoulder bag and headed back outside.

The music was full of soaring strings and pounding drums, so he wandered over to
the plaza and glided onto the grass, taking out a piece of gum. He laid back and closed his
eyes in the midday sun. Before long he was dozing.

* % ¥
“Hey, wake up!”

A shoe poked him in the ribs, and he rolled away, putting his hands over his head
instinctively.

“Nwin, wake up!”

He looked up and observed three girls standing over him, hands on hips.

“Wha—?" he mumbled.

Valentina and two friends gazed down as Nwin unfurled from a near fetal position,
at their easy prodding. He sat up suddenly, brushing his clothes, embarrassed as he
looked around the Civic Green. He’d been asleep for a while, judging by the sun.

The girls giggled and whispered to each other.

He struggled to his feet, dumbfounded that Valentina was here, waking him up on
the Civic Green. Am I dreaming?

“I knew it was you,” said Valentina, “What on earth did you do to your hair?”

Her friends tittered, while Nwin unconsciously ran his hand through his hair,
struggling against the weight of the deep sleep from which he had barely emerged.

He squinted at her friends uncomprehendingly.

“Oh yeah, sorry. Nwin, this is Harmony,” and she gestured to the short, thin girl
in black shorts and an orange sports jersey, “and Shelley”” Nwin recognized Shelley as
the girl he’d seen with Valentina at the Dolores Park Café. She had long black braids
behind her round cherubic face. She offered a winning grin, clutching her elbow with
her opposite hand, and absent-mindedly fidgeting with her pocket.

“We were walking through the Green, and I spotted you lying there.We came over,
and even though you look pretty weird, I could tell...”

“Yeah, she knew it was you from over there,” Harmony added, pointing to the
fountain.

“Good eyes,” said Nwin appreciatively. “Man, I need a coffee. Feel like getting
somethin’?”

“Sure,” said the girls in unison. They had been kicking around aimlessly. Getting a
drink was what people do.

Nwin and Valentina fell in side by side, Shelley and Harmony behind. Nwin looked
sidelong at Valentina. “So, what’cha been doin’ since you quit the farm?” he asked.

Thankful for the icebreaker,Valentina bubbled,“Oh, I've been doing Annuals all over.
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Let’s see... the farm was at least a month ago. What have I done since? Hmmm... my
favorite was the transbay ferry. I worked the coftee bar on the Vallejo run, I crewed for a
Sacramento overnighter, and I was last mate to Oakland, Hayward, and Redwood City.”

“You like the water, huh?”

“It’s great! The dolphins leaping around, the fish, the birds, the sky, the smell of the
water and the sun, and all the different people. And the ferry crews are fun too... jokers!”

“My dad used to captain an ocean tug.”

“Really? I'd love to try that.You think he’d take me on a trip?” she asked eagerly.

“He’s retired,” Nwin confided softly.“He got badly hurt. He hasn’t been on a tug for
years.” He looked away, frustrated that he brought up his father.

“Sorry”

He shrugged and jammed his hands into his pockets, looking at the ground as they
continued in silence. Peeling laughter broke the spell.

Harmony sprawled on the lawn behind them and Shelley laughed uproariously.
“She... she...” pointing at Harmony. “She tripped,” and she doubled over laughing.
Harmony was gathering herself, grinning and scowling, then reaching to re-tie her
shoe. She blushed deeply and shot a wicked look at Shelley. “It’s not THAT funny,” she
said sourly.

“Just like that clown we saw last week,” Shelley explained mirthfully, “you should’a
seen her!” and she burst out laughing again, as she offered her hand to Harmony.
Harmony smiled now. She accepted the boost up, and soon they were sitting at the café
while Nwin went to order his cappuccino and iced teas for the girls.

“He’s cuuute,” Shelley whispered conspiratorially and Valentina glared, kicking her
under the table. “Owww.” Nwin returned with a tray full of drinks and sat next to
Valentina. “So, where else did you work?”

“A dentist’s office, a bakery, a signmaker’s shop. And a few days of velome too, with
basic repair lessons.”

“Wow, that’s a lot in a month!” He still couldn’t believe that she had recognized
him sleeping, and now here they were. He wished her friends would leave.

“Still at the Rice Bowl?”’Valentina asked.

“Yeah, for now. I'm coming to the end of my Tryout. I liked it okay at first, but the
cranky old lifer has been giving me a lot of shit. I don’t think I'll be able to stay unless
he gets off my case.”

“What’s his problem?”

“He blames me for everything. His plantings got trampled a few times, and he
thinks I know who’s doing it.”

Valentina raised her eyebrows, urging Nwin on.

“Do you know those kids on Potrero Hill, the Russians? Aleksy and Vlad and all
them?”

She shook her head.

“They’re a tough bunch, they like to break things. We planted a patch of swamp near
their territory, and that’s the place that keeps getting hit. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was
them but I've never seen ’em , and I would never turn them in, no matter what!”

“Not even if you saw them?” asked Harmony, incredulous. She was several years
younger than the others.
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Nwin glanced at her with silent condescension, and shook his head. He looked
into his coffee, and turned back to Valentina.

“My pal Calvin works at the Bambu Bike Factory down on 5th. He showed me
this modular fence they came up with, so I proposed we fence in that patch.” He
paused, “This morning seems like a long time ago.”

Valentina smiled sympathetically, and asked “Were you sleeping a long time?”

He returned her smile, and shrugged. “Maybe an hour or two.”

Harmony announced that it was time to head home. “C’mon Shelley, Mom said
we had to be back by 5:30.”

Shelley scowled at her little sister, blushing. The resemblance was now obvious to
Nwin. Shelley was not going to be dragged off by her younger sister, at least not right away.

Inserting herself into the conversation, she turned to Nwin. “Where is it you work
exactly?”

“At the Mission Bay Rice Bowl, off the 7th Street causeway.”

“Really? I go by there a lot. I'm taking classes at UC Mission Bay, so we have to
catch the launch at 7th and Kyoto.”

Nwin looked at her in surprise. “What are you studying?”

“I'm just starting,” she admitted hesitantly, “it’s basic stuff. 'm hoping to go into
biomorphology or maybe I'll be a doctor.”

“Biomorphology?”

“Yeah, where you design new biodevices—skiffs, shellfones. .. even the vyne.”

“I didn’t know it was called that. I've got a bioskiff.”

“Dew! Can we take it out for a flip sometime?” Valentina asked, excited.

Nwin straightened up, marveling at how everything seemed to be falling into
place. “Sure, I'd love to.”

Harmony leaned forward with excitement, “Oooh, can I come too?”

Shelley elbowed her, shaking her head like big sisters do. “There’s not room for
more than two, Harmony.”

Harmony fell back, disappointment taking over.

Nwin saw it, too, and as glad as he was to have a vague plan with Valentina, he felt
sorry for Harmony. “Hey, I'll give you a spin some time, too,” he said graciously.

“Really? You mean it?” Harmony jumped up, electrified at the prospect. Knowing
glances passed between Shelley, Nwin and Valentina, as Nwin nodded without offering
any specifics, smiling.

Valentina stood up to usher her friends home. “Hey Nwin, I'm glad we ran into
you.” She slapped his hand. “Vyne me, ok?”

“What’s your last name?”” he remembered to ask.

“Rogers, I live in the lower Haight in the Pierce Palace. You can always get me
through my grandparents, the Panduccino’s.”

Nwin looked up at her, surprised and in awe. Everyone knew the name Panduccino.
Claudia Panduccino was one of the better known revolutionaries still alive. “Is it... are
you...?” he asked unable to form a complete question.

Valentina laughed. “My mom is a direct descendent,” she said swelling with pride.
“My grandma Francesca is Claudia’s daughter. Claudia lives up in Mendocino... She’s
114 and going strong!” Turning to Shelley and Harmony, she said, “C’mon you guys!
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We’re gonna be late!”

“You guys all live in the Palace?” Nwin asked, and they nodded as they said their
goodbyes.

“Don’t forget your promise, Nwin!” urged Harmony, not fully understanding all
that had transpired at the table.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured her without conviction. They all slapped hands one
more time, and as he turned to leave, he and Valentina made eye contact one last time,
grinning happily at each other.

He floated across the Green, practically to the other side before he remembered his
pack was still at the café. He hurried back, and excused himself to some older women
who had just settled at the table. As they squirmed out of his way, he reached under and
grabbed his bag, thanked them, and retraced his steps.

He found the usual cluster of streetcars on Abundance, hopped one going down
8th and at Kyoto jumped oft again. At the corner was a common utility box with a first-
aid kit, water, a fold-up stretcher, and other emergency supplies. He grabbed three flares
and dropped them into his bag. He walked a block to the docks at the Crossroads and
found his skiff where he’d left it, and cast off. In seconds he was flying along the cause-
way, flipping toward the open Bay, the evening sun casting an orange glow on the city
as the Bay turned a deep aquamarine.

Nwin’s heart pounded as he replayed his encounter with Valentina. He dug the heel
of his hand into his thigh as he steered the skiff around the ballpark and north toward the
Pyramid. Orange sunlight on downtown towers lessened the Pyramids normal bright
contrast and soon he eased into the residential dock and tied up Hot 1 for the evening.

& ook ok

he next day was hot, so Nwin left the Rice Bowl before lunch and went for a ride.

He leaned back, absent-mindedly steering Hot 1 in and out of old ruins, ducking
under the remnants of a rusting crane. Seagulls screeched overhead and the wind sent
a loose piece of metal crashing against a support beam. Nwin ducked instinctively, and
quickly sped away.

He looked at the cranes, rooftops, and upper stories of abandoned, semi-submerged
buildings with disgust. Impatiently he accelerated around the Potrero Hill cliffs rising out
of the water. He had to stop abruptly in the face of a long fence blocking his way. The
fence was made of old marine netting, the kind used for aquaculture farming. As he drew
up alongside it, he could hear the excited chatter of children not far off.

He peered at a dozen small wooden piers extending from the shore into the Bay. A
class of eight-year-olds stood on the boardwalk with three adults, one of whom led the
group onto a narrow pier. After herding the kids into place, the leader went around to the
next adjacent pier. Reaching into the water he pulled up a pole, mussels thickly clinging
to it. Nwin started flipping further out in the Bay. He accelerated, standing to get wind
and spray in his face. His boredom gave way when he began to think about the next hit.
Two immense freighters loomed ahead, anchored in the Bay. He slowed and began veer-
ing to the south when he noticed people descending a ladder into a launch.

It can’t be. He didn’t want to get too close, but he wanted a better look. He maneu-
vered in a broad circle, disappearing briefly behind the freighter, dwarfed beneath its rust-
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ing, paint-chipped hull. He cut closely to the ship’s bow and popped back into view, much
nearer the launch. Three men and a woman were in the launch, someone else still on the
ladder. He paused and stared, sure the woman on the ladder was Nance. He reversed in
haste, hoping to remain unseen, and pulled back behind the bow before anyone spotted
him. His heart thumped. “There’s not enough hate in this world,” came rushing back,
from his first encounter with the mysterious Nance.

Who are they? What are they doing? His mind raced with curiosity and fear. He
looped in a wide arc away from the ship and its departing passengers. When he could
again see the freighter from the west, there was no sign of the launch. Staring towards
downtown he couldn’t make it out among dozens of small craft. Despite his intense
curiosity, he was afraid to go in pursuit of the launch. If they observed him, they might
come after him, and then what? A chill went up his spine.

He angled northward anyway, but made for the Precita Levee. At the Levee he
docked and scampered up the winding staircase over the Arcobolo and up the slope of
Bernal Heights. Driven by a growing sourness, he climbed steadily. He'd sent some
messages to Valentina. No response.

Thoughts of Valentina were pushed aside as he reached the crest of the hill with its
panoramic view. Far downtown the leaning Dominoes flashed morning sun from their
windows. Across the slope below him he could see his parents’ backyard. There was his
father on his knees, head down, working the soil. His straw hat quivered so slightly as
he moved from one row to the next, the red plaid workshirt setting him apart from his
prolific garden. Nwin stared, frowning.

That’s the whole world to him, that stupid garden! He threw some dirt he’d unconsciously
picked up, and wiped his hand on his leg. Suddenly a hand lay on his shoulder! He
jumped away automatically, rolling a short distance in the tall yellow grass.

“Nwin, it’s just me,” laughed Al Robledo.

“Shit Al, what are you tryin’ to do, give me a heart attack?”

“What’cha doin’ here? Watchin’ yer dad?”

“Nabh. I came up here for the view, and because .. .”

“Yeah?” Al raised his shoulders and eyebrows in an inquiring pose. “Talked to the
old man lately?”

Nwin shook his head, irritated to talk about his father. “It’s not about him!” he spat.

“Why don’t you talk to him?” Al had known Nwin since he was little, and his dad
before the injury. He'd seen him struggle through the convalescence and close down
and withdraw, failing to resume his captaincy. Once upon a time Jeffrey was one of the
gang at the Dovre Club, drinking, playing pool or poker, arguing baseball, talking about
women into the night. Not every night, mind you. He was a responsible seaman and
knew better than to tie one on before a day at sea. But he never came out anymore,
not for years. His defeated bitterness was bad enough, but when he started blaming Al
for turning people against him, well that was too much even for Al. But Al still felt
warmly towards Nwin, and tried to offer him guidance, even friendship. Not that Nwin
made it easy! When Nwin was thirteen Al had spent most of the summer helping him
with his baseball game, going to his games, oftering tips. His father had not been inter-
ested, and had even grown hostile, yelling at Nwin to “get serious.” Al encouraged
Nwin to keep playing, stunned that his father could berate a 13-year-old.
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Nwin got up stretching, more comfortable with Al now, but still fuming about his
father. “I don’t want to talk TO him, or ABOUT him!” he declared, closing the topic.

“So what’s happening?” asked Al.

Nwin looked over, struggling internally, not sure if he could confide in Al. He looked
down at the ground, sending a small rock tumbling down the hill. “Shit!... Nuthin’!”

Al didn’t say anything, just sank to his haunches, plucked a piece of grass and began
chewing it. He was in no hurry.

Nwin sat back down, too, noticeably agitated.

They sat there staring out at the city together. Precita Creek gurgled far below where
pedestrians and bicycles looped over the curving Harrison Street Bridge. Al remembered
a few times over the years when he’d run into Nwin on the hill. It didn’t help to press
him. He held things close. The boy would talk if he wanted to.

“Hey,” Al said softly, “didja hear about the plan to bring wolves here?”

Nwin looked over with curiosity. “No, what’s that?”

Al told him about the community meeting where his mother and the rest of the
neighborhood council had argued about the latest Restoration Council wild corridor
plan. Nwin shook his head, vaguely enthused, whistling his amazement. Another ten
minutes went by in silence, and then Al clapped his hand on Nwin’s back, “Come over
if you ever want to, okay?”

“Yeah, sure... thanks,” Nwin said noncommittally. They slapped hands and Al
began to labor up the hill, his 81 years slowing him down.

Nwin’s thoughts flitted about, from the hit he was planning, to Valentina, to Nance
and her mysterious associates on that freighter in the Bay. Angus loomed up, blocking
his way. That bastard! Nwin’s hate found free reign on the subject of Angus. He should
never have picked a fight with me! Chingale, I'm gonna let him have it!

Distracted by his anger, he got up, and stomped back toward the east slope from
where he’d come. He did not see his mother on the back porch, her hands on her hips,
peering through the bright sunshine, certain that it was her son who now stalked away
at the top of the hill.

Sighing, she went inside, opened the vyne with a curt command and sent a short
message to Nwin.

“Hi Nwinnie,” she said automatically. “I'm heading to Treasure Island today, so I'll
try to get your hat. Will you come for dinner next week? Vyne me. I love you.”

Meanwhile Nwin threaded his way through the spiral staircases and courtyards of
Arcobolo. Cascades of flowering vines wrapped around the railings, intensely perfuming
the air. He quickened his pace, making his way through several more labyrinthine corri-
dors before popping out on the levee, not far from the public dock where he'd left Hot 1.

Jumping in and casting off, he once again sped into the Bay. He looped around
Potrero Hill and made for Treasure Island. He knew he wouldn’t be able to land there,
but something drew him. He hadn’t been to the island for a long time. He slid around
to the east side and made out the Pink Palace. Garish lights from a century of red light
districts flashed provocatively. The sight of the Palace triggered an unfocused sexual
hunger. He began flipping away from the island, heading around the north end. Peering
ahead, he ducked suddenly as a skiff sped away from the island just 150 meters from his
own trajectory. He peeked out to see the eight-seater turn south and get up to speed.
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No mistake, it was Nance and four others.

That must be the same group that was at the Hurricane. The eight-seater had considerably
more power than his little skiff, and quickly disappeared in the distance, heading towards
the freighter he had seen them leave from earlier. He wracked his brain. What were they
up to? They’d been interested in him because of the fires. How did they know about him?
And who else knew? How did Nance find him on Bernal that time? How did they get on to Treasure
Island in their own boat? It was more than Nwin could digest.

He pointed towards the Pyramid, now straight ahead of his position north of
Treasure Island. Dolphins leaped through the waves, but easily stayed out of his way. He
tried to remember the name of the freighter they came from... Leopold Tanzania, that
was it! He headed home to do some research.

13.

rixie’s dining room did not disappoint. Eric and Tanya sat back, stufted with rata-
%‘ touille over Mission Bay wild rice, steamed Bay clams and garden salad.

Conversation buzzed around the huge regal table, ebbing during the serious busi-
ness of chewing and lip-smacking, but now boisterously rising anew with argument.
Candles flickered in chandeliers, shedding a warm glow onto cracked, peeling walls, a
faded yellow outlined with dark wooden beams. Two feet from the ceiling on a match-
ing Victorian ledge tiny sculptures gazed impassively at the crowded room.

“Wolves?! You can’t be serious!” shrilled a thin, mousy man at the end of the table.

A big woman across from him laughed. “You're just afraid you’ll get eaten!”

Angrily, the little man leaned forward jabbing his finger in the air. “That’s just stu-
pid! Look, there’s a reason cities evolved how they did. There’s not room for big wild
mammals. Sorry!”

“Oh come on,Vinnie, we can learn new ways to co-exist,” said the man next to
him in a casual green pullover.

Irritation all over his face, Vinnie glared. “I have enough trouble co-existing with
your damn dog!” to which the table guffawed approvingly.

“Hey have you heard about the MacMillan proposal?” asked a round-faced
woman, wearing a doctor’s lab coat.

“The guy must be nuts!” answered the dog-owner emphatically.

“So you don’t think there should be any research on inter-species communication
at all?”

“Don’t put words in my mouth! I didn’t say that,” he snapped. Eric thought people
knew each other’s positions already, given the quick responses and rising emotions.

The dog owner continued: “Research is one thing, but MacMillan goes way
beyond that! He wants to break down all boundaries of species integrity. 'm with the
Integritistas on this one.”

The round-faced woman looked around waiting for reinforcement. Next to her a
man leaned on his hand, his long brown hair hanging down, walling off his face from
Eric’s view. He stirred and sat back, whipping his hair out of his face. His sharply edged
jaw clenched and his mouth opened and closed as if words were trying to escape.
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Against his black sweater his pink face seemed almost luminescent.

“I think this is a hard one,” he finally said with a deep mellifluous voice. Side con-
versation ceased as he took the floor. “I am curious. MacMillan’s proposal, in itself, is
very specific and I can’t say I find it that threatening. I've always wondered what the
dolphins would tell us if they could. Imagine if they had an oral history of the last 500
years or even some new jokes! Maybe Angie’s on to something here.”

“Science is not a dirty word!” said round-faced Angie, defiant. “R esearch, under social
control, is vital. I'm not entirely convinced about MacMillan’s proposal, but on principle I
support a new openness toward scientific inquiry. We’ve been held back by fear and self-
hatred for too damn long!” Her eyes blazed, a personal edge creeping into her voice.

“Oh come on!” came the rebuke from the dog owner and others chimed in behind
him. Geri, a picture framer and mother of three small children who she had just sent
out to play, offered, “Self-hating? Do you think the Die-oft just fell in from the sky?!?
Science had to be locked up for a reason.”

“Do we have to go there? Science is not to blame, I'm sorry. It was an insane world.
Any madman could throw up a lab and the only control was a government that didn’t care
and the invisible hand of the market. Any businessman could hijack the gene pool. Business
held the reigns but science got the blame!!” Angie slumped back in her seat, frustrated at
her endless need to defend Science against a false understanding of history.

The man who had wanted to hear dolphin jokes was named Gerald. He put his arm
over her shoulder and stroked her neck lightly. Angie reflexively dropped her head onto
his shoulder before apparently deciding to resist the mood, and straightened back up.

Tanya whispered to Eric, “You OK?” and he nodded enthusiastically. He hadn’t
been in this kind of discussion for ages. Chicago catés and philosophical salons had been
far more competitive and pretentious. Tanya sat back, bored. She wanted to go back to
her room, but didn’t feel it would be okay to leave him here alone, at least not yet.
Maybe if he started talking to someone else, she could take oft. She unfolded her arms
and tried to look interested.

Now the focus moved to the other end of the table, where Trixie the cook was
holding court. “But Emmy, you don’t have to.You’ve been working more than anyone
here for months, and you don’t even have a career! C'mon, how many Annuals do you
think you’ve done since January?”

A young woman slouched very low, her head, covered in a red bandana, barely reach-
ing the top of the chair. Her eyes and white teeth flashed from deep black skin as she spoke.
“Hell, I don’t know... must be hundreds by now.”

“But why? Why do you work so much? Don’t you have any projects of your
own?” Trixie pressed her. “Haven’t you heard about the campaign to lower Annuals to
30 hours a year?”

Feeling attacked suddenly, Emmy sat upright to reveal herself as one of the taller
people around the table. “T know most people are trying to find their calling. I suppose
I am, too. But you know, I get up in the morning, and I like finding new things to try,
I like the variety. It usually doesn’t feel like work to me, it’s more like a puzzle or a
game. Besides, the appreciation I get is really gratifying,” she said in a transparent com-
plaint about household relations.

Trixie shook her head knowingly, and patted Emmy on the arm. “Hey, I guess
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you’re the person the system was designed for...wake up and decide what to do. Farm
in the morning, manufacture in the middle of the day, play Lady Macbeth at night...the
New Woman!,” she declared supportively.

Emmy snorted, and fell back into her slouch. “I don’t know about no New
‘Woman,” she said, crossing her incredibly long, slender arms. Looking defiantly around
the table, she added, “It’s boring to do the same thing every day. I don’t know why any-
one would want to!” Eric watched her from mid-table, fascinated by the mechanics of
her movements, which were dramatically heightened by the contrast between her white
stretch tanktop, her round curving shoulders, and her almost purplish skin.

A Danish woman across from her piped up,“What is duh problem wit’ 60 hours a
year? Or having a career? I read in Free Radical dat we have to fight de Work Et’ic. Dis
is crazy! People like to work, dey want to do dere share. What’s duh problem if some-
one wants to do a lot of tings... we must work to eat, to have homes. I tink we work
enough, not too much, not too little. I tink Emmy is great.”

“Annika, I hate to say it, but you come from northern Europe, the home of the Work
Ethic!” laughed the dog owner down the table. A small chorus chuckled along with him.

“Aaah!” Annika got up, disgusted, giving him the back of her hand. Glaring at him
she said, ““You! You let your dog run all over the yard, and we have to mind him, pick
up his shit! You are a mess. Who cleans your batroom?” she demanded, and without
waiting for an answer, “NOT YOU!!,” and stalked out of the room.

An uneasy silence fell over the table. William, muttering and shaking his head, start-
ed clearing, noisily stacking dishes. This seemed to be a signal and people started carry-
ing dishes back to the kitchen. On the kitchen radio a rollicking zydeco tune filled the
air. Dishes clattered as Tanya grabbed Eric’s arm, motioning towards the back door.

“Uh, shouldn’t we help?” he insisted.

“Nabh, you're a guest, and it’s not my week. C’'mon!” she urged. She pulled him out
the door as he waved back at Trixie, calling “Thanks... it was great, especially those
clams!” Trixie smiled back as if to say it was nothing special, and returned to her con-
versation with Emmy.

“That was really dew,” declared Eric.

“Yeah?” Tanya answered skeptically. “I think if you were here all the time you might
not think so.”

“Why not?”

“These fights go on for years. Ever since I got here it’s been like that. William and
his dog against Vinnie and his nerves; Angie the doctor acting like Science is an
untouchable religion, with Gerald in his shining armor rushing to defend her... it’s dis-
gusting, an endless loop!”

He remained silent as they walked through the long backyard in the cool evening.
The silence grew awkward, each of them at a loss.

“Uh, well, listen Tanya. Thanks for showing me everything. The dinner was—"

“Oh no, thank YOU, for gallantly saving me from that ridiculous load.”

They both laughed at their sudden formality.

“I think I'll take off now,” Eric announced.

“Tell me again where you're staying?”

“The Tweezer Towers Hostel, on California Canal.”
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“Oh yeah...” They came to the bike parking area “Well, here we are.”

“My clothes!”

“Oh shit, I practically forgot. Listen, I've got to get you some replacements.”

“No, forget about it. I've got too many anyway. But maybe we can find a pair of
pants that fits me better?” he suggested as he looked at his bare ankles, clutching the
waist to hold it up.

“Man, those don’t fit at alll Why didn’t you say something?” she admonished, for-
getting that he had. “Follow me.”

On the 2nd floor of her building she opened a big closet filled with clothes. “Take
anything you want.”

He thumbed through a couple of stacks.

“The bigger ones are on the left, the smaller on the right, at least that’s the idea.”
On the third try he found one that seemed promising. She stood there looking at him
as he pondered where he might go and change.

“Oh, I'm sorry! I always forget that not everyone wants to strip down in front of
strangers! Here,” she strode down the hall, “you can change in here,” opening the door
to a small room.

“Thanks,” he said sheepishly. A few minutes later he was promising to keep in touch
as he wheeled through the gate and tried to remember how to get home. “This way,
right?” he called, pointing down towards the Panhandle.

“Yep, just get into the Panhandle and follow the Wiggle to Abundance. You can
find your way from there, right?”

“I thiiiink soooo0” he yelled as he rolled away, waving.

14.

—( rom his perch among the branches of his favorite climbing tree atop Russian
i@ Hill, the city stretched out to the west. A flock of parrots crossed the sky towards
a luscious afternoon snack in the flowering gardens near Fillmore. A massive ship
stacked with metal containers chugged through the Golden Gate.The towers of the old
bridge still stood at the door of the Bay but the closer tower leaned precariously, wind-
mills spinning from its green frame. Nwin lowered his gaze and tried to find where he’d
left off reading in Free Radical before he’d started staring into space.
“We Don’t Have To!” was a column by Cameron Floyd. Floyd was one of the pro-
ponents of cutting Annuals down to 30 hours a year, and was campaigning against the
“we all have to” notion.

You would never know that we've been living in a post-Economic
world for 75 years. Incessant propaganda to “do our share” tyrannizes
us, promoting a culture of endless toil for its own sake.Why do so many
people get up and go to work every day? The world our parents and
grandparents created after the Die-off is intelligently designed.They left
us a brilliantly efficient and durable system of locally self-sufficient pro-
duction, for which we all can be thankful. Unfortunately, they also left us
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with a work ethic that has long ago become obsolete.

If anyone actually paid attention, we’'d have some revealing numbers
on how many people have already opted out of the treadmill of careers
and Annuals. Then maybe the rest of us who still head off to work
everyday, just so we can do more of what we did the day before, would
realize how often our work is actually unnecessary.

Let us leave behind for once and for all this pernicious Work Ethic.
It wrecked the world before, and still has us in its grips. There’s more to
life than work! Is there a budding Ginsberg or Picasso who has been too
busy working to smell the sea air and just while away the day, until cre-
ative lightning strikes?

His father, Jeffrey Robertson, tall but stooped, prematurely aged, the wrinkles in his
dark black skin clotted with dust from the yard, loomed large in his imagination. The same
boring lectures night after night, on and on, pull your own weight, the pleasure of work well done. . .

‘Whether gardening or fixing stuff, he could never meet his father’s standards. Nwin
grimaced, the memories pursuing him, his father’s incessant pressure: do it this way, not
that, choose a career, specialize. “Better to choose than have it chosen for you. Words to
the wise!”

His father had been a great tugboat captain before he’d been badly injured in an acci-
dent at work, when Nwin was young. They’'d amputated his foot, and his left hand was
unable to grip anything. It took 14 months to grow a new foot and more months to get
his strength back. By then he’d been away from the tugboat for almost two years. When
he tried to go back, he just couldn’t do it anymore. His passion for the work was gone,
and the old crew had scattered. He grew deeply depressed, and retired to his garden. As
Nwin reached puberty, his father, always around, had become increasingly controlling.
Nwin chafed under the lectures, the pressure, the bitterness his father took out on him.

Jennifer, his mother, watched helplessly as father and son grew estranged. She’d tried
to act like everything was fine, but by the time Nwin was 14, neither he nor his father
could relax around the other. Jennifer was on the Bernal Heights Neighborhood Council
and the local water committee. She’d been a Shitsys installer in the Great Conversion dur-
ing her early adulthood, so she knew how to repair and replace household modules. She
was one of eight neighborhood technicians on call although the system needed little
active maintenance. (Each house had its own solar collectors, gray water system, methane
gas to supplement hot water heating, and a steady output of fertilizer blocks that were
redistributed to local farms.)

The Bernal Commons across the top of the hill flourished with native plants, but-
terflies, small mammals and deer, while along the residential perimeter were gardens and
orchards, all enriched by neighborhood fertilizer. Burrowing gophers had destroyed many
gardens until a concerted trapping effort had removed them to the hills of the East Bay.
A demographic explosion of deer had pushed animals from McLaren Park into the Islais
Creck greenway and eventually they’d found their way up the Folsom greenway, past
Holly Park and to the top of Bernal for grazing. Now neighbors debated the idea of
introducing wolves to control the deer population. Studies indicated that restoring large
predators did wonders for species balance in reclaimed habitats.
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“But we can’t have wolves roaming around our backyards!” a middle-aged mom
insisted. “Do I have to lock my kids indoors?” She expected her neighborhood coun-
cil to nip this one in the bud. Jennifer had looked at her, thinking about Nwin, climb-
ing out of the garden, chasing butterflies up the hill, rolling through the tall grass. With
his friends, he had played Ecologists-and-Ranchers, built miniature veloways, scratched
in the mud during rainy days, channeling rivulets into little ponds shaped by sticks,
rocks and mud. The grass fire he’d started when he was only seven flitted uneasily across
her mind, a momentary intrusion.

She wanted to continue studying the question. A restoration expert testified that
wolves co-existed with humans without much conflict as long as they had sufficient
prey. Others pointed out that there was a limited supply of deer, fox, possum, skunks,
and other small mammals in the wild corridors and hilltops. The population explosion
was real, but it could be quickly reversed. Finding a stable state in the small range and
artificially constricted terrain would be difficult. If wolves were to be introduced, they
argued, Animal Control would have to be ready to intervene. So the debate was con-
tinued, to be taken up again after further reports from the Wild Corridors Commission
and the Restoration subcommittee.

“I don’t see how we can make a meaningful decision about this in Bernal Heights.
We need to consult with our neighboring councils, probably the entire city. Wolves are not
going to stay in one neighborhood, just like the coyotes and foxes haven’t,” concluded the
Council chair, Rhonda Delacorte, a wizened veteran of previous restoration debates.

Jennifer Robertson continued to believe in community and family, even though
her son had moved out at sixteen and visited infrequently. She assumed he was sepa-
rating like a normal adolescent. He will come back and be part of the family again when he
is ready. Nwin and Jeffrey will find a new respect for each other.

His mother’s wishes were far from his thoughts as he sat in the tree, fondling the mag-
nifying glass in his pocket. He had finished reading and felt jumpy. He clambered
down the tree and began walking downhill to the west. The street wound down, swing-
ing back and forth across dense gardens. A delivery bike struggled uphill, laden with
groceries. At Polk he hopped a passing streetcar, bounding oft after three blocks when
he spied a velome at Union and Van Ness across from a fuel dispensary, its gleaming
metal silo standing amidst dense trees on the southwest corner. He skipped downhill,
strangely energized.

At the velome he grabbed a Red Fury, a big cruiser with a high gear ratio, suitable
for speed, with a deep basket built on to the back rack. The mechanic on duty waved
his wrench at him as he pushed it outside. His choice of wheels made climbing the Van
Ness hill to Clay daunting. The high gears were twice as hard to pedal as another bike.
But soon he crested the hill, and found a major jam of people ahead, bikes and street-
cars, not unusual for mid-afternoon. Overhead the transparent “Velobrij’ carried bicy-
clists between Cathedral Hill and the upper reaches of Nob Hill. He darted through
the Sacramento Greenway to Polk, slid into a stream of bikes heading south in the
veloway, and accelerated with gravity’s assistance.

At Eddy Street he veered off towards downtown. The tree-lined sidewalks shaded
the veloway twisting down the middle. A noisy mob was parading across Eddy at
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Leavenworth, clapping and chanting, “Recall Duvalll Rat Abatement Now!”
Drummers brought up the rear, pounding out a wild rhythm. Inevitably dancers fol-
lowed, spinning and gyrating wildly.

Duwall?... Nwin tried to remember who he was. The call for rat abatement sound-
ed like a throwback to the bad old days. Why not just bring in cats, even though it had
only been a few years since the cat problem had been resolved. Humans and animals, what
a mess! He watched the last dancers spinning through the intersection.

A block and a half later he angled past dense bushes at the corner of Tailor, and
ducking under a low-hanging tree, stopped in front of a dingy shopfront, dirty win-
dows behind metal grating. Chipped gold letters arching in the window spelled out
“ABC Locks and Safes”. He leaned his bike against the front of the building and
reached for the grimy door handle. It opened without resistance and Nwin entered the
strange world of Pius Lee Wong.

‘Wong sat behind a long wooden counter, immersed in a game of Go with anoth-
er aged Chinese man, who sat with his back to Nwin, a long black braid hanging down
his back. Old locks and chains hung on the wall. Nwin approached the counter. Dusty
board games lay in a pile on a table behind the counter. Ancient dishes caked in dust
filled a glassed-in cabinet. The air felt thick with dust.

Wong stared at his next move, ignoring Nwin. His companion glanced sidelong,
his stringy uncombed goatee twitching as he chewed on a toothpick. A young woman
swept through the bead curtain separating the shop’s front from the apartment behind.
She was not much older than Nwin, and wore a customary pale blue embroidered coat
with white needlepoint trees, birds and flowers. She glided behind Wong and greeted
Nwin with a slight silent bow of her head. Her face was stark white with pancake
makeup, her mouth ruby red. The sharp colors were set off by jet black hair arranged
in a traditional round bob, chopsticks sticking out the sides.

“Hi Sue.”

“Nwin,” she replied, noncommittally. “The same?”

He nodded, “just one this time, okay?” His hands fumbled with his backpack. She
smoothly wafted oft through the bead curtain, and Nwin thought about what she must
have on her feet to move so noiselessly. Moments later she re-emerged, the two men
still impassive, concentrating on their game.

“Here.” She swung the big can around the end of the counter where it landed on
the floor with a thud. “For cleaning purposes only right?”” she said without emotion.

“Uh, yeah, yeah, that’s all... of course, cleaning. We need it for the tiller at the farm.”
He spoke while looking down at the can, glancing in her direction as he retreated through
the clutter to the door. Outside, he was hit by a wave of perfumed air. Looking up, he
identified the magnolia tree, its blossoms emitting its sensuous odor, seducer of bee, bird
and human—carriers of its genes to fresh locations. He took a deep breath, relieved to be
out of the dust and darkness. He swung the can into the big basket on the Red Fury.

Carefully he slid through the bushes to Eddy. He took the bikepath to Abundance,
jogged left a short distance and turned south on 5th Street. At Russ Gardens he circled
around to the Kyoto Causeway on his way to the Crossroads, where he entered the gar-
den gates to the Rice Bowl. Two storage sheds were near the entrance, far from the
crew’s barn. Seeing no one in the hot afternoon, he carefully placed the can inside the
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first shed, rearranging a few tools to obscure it. On a shelf he found a box of gloves,
which reminded him he needed a new pair. He stuffed one into his backpack, and
returned to the gate. He headed west along Mission Creek until he came to Harrison
Street and crossed the bridge.

Dense rose bushes created an arresting climate of humid sweetness. Yellow, white,
red and pink blossoms lay rotting across the veloway, a thorny bush protruding to snag
the unwary. Nwin wove and ducked through the rose jungle, breathing deeply, already
thinking about what he needed at the workshop.

At 22nd Street an old railroad right of way had been converted into a curving
parkway connected to Nifios Juntos Park. To the right of the parkway stood a strange
turreted structure, the “Atlas Stair Building” An immense woman sat on the porch,
smoking a cigar, wrapped in a bright orange and magenta floral print.

“Hey Nwin,” she called gruffly, waving her thick hand and pausing to inhale
deeply, “where you been?” she wheezed. “I haven’t seen you in—hell, what’s it been? A
year? More?”

“Hi Auntie,” Nwin smiled to the gray-haired mountain on the porch.“I moved to
the Pyramid.”

“Why? You lef” your house 'n Bernal? Wha'didj "er mother think? She mus’ be sad,”
she shook her head, peering down at Nwin over her heaving chest.

“Nabh, Auntie, she’s dew—Mom’s behind me all the way...really!”

“You bring her flowers?” she squinted, leaning forward.

“Uh, sure, sometimes. I'm workin’ at the Rice Bowl,” he brightened,“I've been doin’
the roses down there,” he declared proudly.

Auntie took a long puff, held it, and slowly let the smoke billow out of the sides
of her mouth. She grinned through the smoke. “Aaah... tha’s good.” She seemed satis-
fied by his response.

“I’'m heading to the shop.You think Jimmy’s gonna be there?”

“He alla the time 1s at the shop, y’know.” With that, she shoved the cigar into her
mouth, and tried to drop her hands on to her padded knees, but by the time they set-
tled over her they barely reached her upper thighs.

Nwin gave her a parting smile as he mounted up, waving. At the corner an old
Victorian stood, windows open, the sounds of sawing, sanding and hammering ringing
out. A rustic sign at an odd angle in the main window bragged, “Shotwell Community
Workshop: If You Can’t Make It Here,You Don’t Need It!” Nwin rolled the Red Fury
along the side and leaned it on the wall. He noticed some particularly ripe blood
oranges in the tree behind the building, so he went and picked a few, stuffing them into
his bag. He entered the old kitchen, now converted to a snack room and lounge. Going
down the hall, the first door on the left opened onto spools of wire, surplus circuit
boards, speakers, baskets of old chips, cables, connectors. All the useful parts to fix any
appliance or device of the past two hundred years were tidily organized into tall shelves
along walls. A big workbench spanned the wall ahead. On it were carefully arranged
diagnostic tools including an oscilloscope, voltage meters and magnetic media readers.
Dozens of tiny mid-21st century computers sat piled in a box. The left wall next to the
window