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Can’t You See the Walls?

“So, how’s your daughter?” 


“The usual.  Every month a different boyfriend.  Another drama.  Her cell phone?  Don’t get me started.”  Remembering their fight over the last Verizon bill, Liz set her wine glass down, eager to change the subject. “How’s Mary?”


“It’s Maria now,” Nancy Mendez scowled, leaning forward to stab a crouton.  “She’s gotten ethnic all of a sudden.  Since this Cinco de Mayo shit at school.  What the hell is that?  Cinco de Mayo?  Our parents ever celebrate it?  Our grandparents?”


“I thought Corona made it up to sell beer.  Like St. Patrick’s Day.”


“Precisely.  Anyway, she’s a La-teena now.  Started calling herself Maria and collecting all these books and DVDs.  Salt of the Earth she wanted me to watch one night instead of Mad Men.  Can you believe that?  And she gives me the whole Rita Hayworth- Raquel Welch Hispanic denial attitude.  I said something about Poncho Villa, and she went ballistic.  ‘It’s Vee-yah!, Mom!  Villa is a house.  Vee-yah was a hero.’  Get that, Vee-yah.  I told her I thought he was just a gangster like Al Capone.  She lugs home all this stuff from some bodega and tells us what we should be eating.  So, I told her, look you grew up in Short Hills.  You tell your father you expect a Lexus for graduation.  A Lexus?  I remember when she wanted me to bleach her hair so she could look like Britney Spears.  Salt of the Earth!  Let her drive her Lexus to the border and she how La-teena the wetbacks think she is.  Denial of our heritage.  You think when her great grandfather was hauling coal in Brooklyn he was celebrating his heritage?  Go figure!  Plus, she’s mad because we never taught her Spanish.  She’s lost in this ‘gringo world.’  Hell, my mother never taught me Spanish.  I only heard her speak Spanish to my grandmother, and from the sound of it, whatever it was, it wasn’t good.  When I heard Spanish in our house, I made tracks.   In high school we took French, remember?  To make us sexy.  Now, I remember just enough to order Scotch when we go to Montreal.”


“Well, it’s hard for these kids.  Ever since they started building that wall with Mexico.  And all these demonstrations on the news.  All these immigrants.  We never had that.”


“Well, you always had it easy.  You could always pass.  I mean come on, with a name like Liz Pradillo?  How many people in Westfield thought you were Italian?  Your father, a contractor?  Your mom with the catering?”


“She makes great canolli.”


“Tell me,” Nancy sighed, patting her stomach.  “I ate enough in your house.”


“Well, look at Nikki’s daughter.  Debbie.”


“The tall one?”


“Nikki says everyone at Columbia thinks she’s Jewish.  Go figure, right.  With a name like Deborah Peres.  Wasn’t there some President or Prime Minister in Israel named Peres?


“Shimon.  Why the s?”


“Who knows?  Her grandfather probably couldn’t write anyway.  They ended up with an s instead of a z when they got their papers.  So everyone at Columbia thinks she’s Jewish.”


“Well, with that Streisand nose she could pass.  Maybe that’s why she never got it fixed.  The long dark hair.  And she’s so light.  Oh, yeah, she could pass.”


“Well, she’s getting engaged.”


“Engaged, her?  Besides the nose, those glasses, and that figure?  No boobs at all.”


“You should see him. Wharton School.  Handsome.  From the city.  His parents have a summer place in the Hamptons.  On the water.”


“Marone.  Handsome and Hamptons on the water doesn’t come around too often.  He’s Jewish?”


“Presbyterian.”


“Same thing.  She could convert.  Get married.  It would be worth it to get her mother off her back.”  She lifted her glass, “More wine?”


Liz took a bite of her salad and shook her head, “No, I have to show that house on Chase at two.”


“That’s been on the market a long time.”


“Since October.  Short yard.  Bad kitchen.  And they won’t budge on the price.”


“In this market? Hey, check the new waiter.”  

Liz shook her head sadly, “Gay.”

“Sure?”

“Big time.”

“Always the cute ones.”


Nancy took a swig of wine and grew serious.  “You haven’t said anything about Michael.  How’s he doing?”


“Him I worry about.  You know he was always talking about law school.  He used to DVR Court TV when he was at school so he could watch the trials when he got home. Loved Law and Order reruns.  He would be on the phone with his friends talking about this case or that judge.  Rules of discovery.  Chain of evidence.  Allocutions.  They used go to the city and watch trials together.  They talked about football and cars.  He ran track.  Now, nothing.  He never goes out all.

“It’s like he’s so focused on school it seems obsessional.  Last semester, in English, they started these blog study groups, and each kid was supposed to write a page or two about a story they read.  You know, look up something about a character or the author to give everybody else some background.  So, everybody does one page.  Michael turned in eighteen pages.  Eighteen pages about Melville and the structural symbolism of “Bartleby the Scrivener.”  College level work.  He got all A’s last semester, but he’s so withdrawn and quiet.  He doesn’t call his friends anymore.  They don’t call him.  Weekends he reads or sits at his computer.  He seems so sad.  It’s like he has no social life anymore.”

“Doesn’t he still run?”

“He quit track.  In the middle of the season.  He said he didn’t want to be rat.”


“A rat?”


“That’s what I asked. Then he told me about this video about rats running in a maze.  Scientists time the rats to see how long it takes them to finish.  Well, supposedly the next generation of rats born in the maze runs faster, like their parents teach them or it’s in their DNA.  Mikey says we are being conditioned by society to live in a maze, to be ‘bound by walls.’”


“Bound by walls?  Sounds deep.”


She leaned closer, lowering her voice.  “He used to jog around the track, but Phil saw him  last week running up and down Kite Hill, going in all these odd angles like a crazy person, starting, stopping, doubling back, as if something were chasing him.”


“Drugs you think?”


“I haven’t found anything.  And I look.  But he’s so withdrawn from other kids.  Like he’s depressed or something.  At dinner he never says anything unless you talk to him, and then it’s just ‘Yes, No, Maybe.’  He won’t even watch sports anymore.  He told me it was too distressing.  He just reads and spends hours on the Internet.”


“Uh-oh!”


“But not in his room.  He’s not like these other kids downloading God Knows What locked in their rooms.  He sits on the deck with his laptop out in the open.  Even the back yard.  Even when it’s cold.  I ask him to come in, and he says he wants to see the trees and feel the air.  Doesn’t want to be confined.  And the websites he visits.  I looked at his computer.”


Nancy’s eyes widened.


“He’s really getting obsessed with geometry.”


“Geometry?  Sixteen-year-old boys and geometry?”


“Angles.  Rectangles.  Squares.  All these shapes and forms.  And he looks up pictures and blueprints of the World Trade Center.  The Pentagon.  Giants Stadium.  The Pyramids.  The pyramids were about teaching mankind geometry he says.  That’s why they put a pyramid on the dollar bill.   All this strange conspiracy stuff.  And Thomas Jefferson.”


“Thomson Jefferson?”

“He tells me at Monticello Jefferson invented this bed.  You wake up and pull a rope and bed disappears into the ceiling to create more space.  Well, he showed me plans for his dream house.  He wants to live out in the desert in this special house.  You wake up in the morning and push a button and all the walls slide down into the ground.  There is a canopy for shade but no walls.”

“A house without walls?  Who would want to live in a house without walls?

Hey, you’re worried.  Come on, he’s sixteen.  Be glad he’s not buying lipstick or building bombs in the basement.  Geometry.  Maybe you could get him to talk to Kelly Stein about this.  I’m sure Wendy would appreciate a little more geometry in her kid’s life.   Relax, have another wine.”


Liz glanced at her watch, wanting their monthly catch-up lunch to last all afternoon.  She had planned to check in at the office before showing the house on Chase, but she had most of what she needed in the car.


“OK, half a glass.”


“Listen, get Phil to try Levitra.  Longer lasting.”


She left Perelli’s buoyant.  Driving down Wentworth she passed a Pradillo dump truck and waved to the driver, one of her father’s original crew.  The city must have approved the repaving contract.  Her father would have two crews working all summer. Pulling onto Chase her cell beeped.


“You want me get to dinner?” Phil asked.  “We’re wrapping up early, so I can catch the 3:10.”


Great.  One less errand.  “Sure, stop at Choy’s and get salads, that chicken and shrimp combo for the kids, the stir fry for me, and whatever you want.  Oh, and get some paper towels and Diet Coke.  I forgot.”


“OK.  You want me to get the Jaguar washed on the way?  It needs it.”


“Sure.  That’s a help.”


“Felber’s back with the contract from Sony.  Gotta run.  Love you, bye.”


“Bye.”


She snapped the phone shut and thought of the cute waiter.

Levitra.


Cinco de Mayo came and went with minimal ethnic stirrings.  Pradillo dump trucks rumbled up and down Wentworth followed by Pradillo cement mixers.  Her mother called.  Another good year like this, and the beloved house down the shore she had designed and decorated for twenty years would be a tear down.  “Daddy’s architect friend showed me plans.  Three story with atrium, three car garage, pool, Jacuzzi, balconies, home theatre, four bedrooms, five baths, air-conditioned cabana and wet bar.  All under two mil.  Better than a hotel in Cancun!”  She could not wait for bulldozers to Katrina the dream home of her youth.


Cancun.  Maybe her father would come out of the closet.  Maybe that was what you were supposed to do.  Pass for Italian or Jewish until you could plant your Mexican flag on a two million-dollar house you used on weekends four months a year. Then invite all the other former outcasts – Jews, micks, wops – over for drinks on Cinco de Mayo and wave at Iranian girls in thongs chewing up the surf in their daddy’s Cigarette boat.  What had her grandfather said when she was little? “It’s a democracy if you can afford it.”  A democracy printed on dollar bills and stamped on Amex cards.


Her head was splitting.  Phil had promised to help her with the accounts, but he was working late again.  The pastrami from Melman’s Deli had given her heartburn.  Leaning back from the computer, she could hear Sandy in the next room arguing on the phone.  

 “But I said I didn’t want to go to the city and you said ‘whatever’ and I said no way but you went with Randy and Randy’s sister is friends with that bitch Barbara Gonzalez and you know I hate Barbara Gonzalez and how can you not take my call when I call and you don’t even set your cell to take a message when you are probably fucking that Barbara Gonzalez who is such a stuck up bitch because her mother knows Madonna.  How can you do that?  To me?  You fuck head!  You absolute dickless fuckhead!  Go ahead and fuck that Barbara Gonzalez whore if that’s what you want!  You dickhead!”

The door slammed.  Sandy stormed down the hall and raced downstairs, no doubt to console herself with Ben and Jerry’s.

Liz returned to the screen and looked at the figures.  She was down a half million from April.  Damn!  She needed to make bonus in May to pay for summer camp and the new porch.  Damn!


She took a Tums and two Motrin, then reviewed a condo agreement.  Sandy’s  phone rang in the next room, and she heard her daughter pounding up the stairs. She slammed her door, and after a long pause, as expected, the practiced sobs began.  


“Oh Eric.  I am sooo sorry.  I mean I love you soooo much.  I am so just afraid I am not good enough for you.  I mean I know you stay a lot in Manhattan with your Dad.  And I didn’t know that Barbara Gonzalez’s mother and your father’s cousin were best friends and worked at Lord and Taylor together before her mother bought them that agency.  Oh, it’s just that you are cute and when we go the city and hookup with your friends and all I just think that they think that I’m just this Jersey girl you go to school with.  I feel so bridge and tunnel. . . . Really?   You like my hair?  Oh Eric!  I care about you so much. . . .”  There were practiced sniffles, rehearsed sighs, and a final long operatic sob.  The phone snapped shut.  “Mom!” she yelled, “I’m going for pizza!”


She talked the owners of the house on Chase to at least paint the kitchen, get rid of the hooked rugs, and spring for some landscaping.  They took her suggestion for another Open House last Sunday in May.  They even asked her mother to cater.  


Late May.  Term paper time.  Ms. Kaufmann made the Westfield Leader for her annual diatribe against plagiarism, informing parents at conferences, on the school website, and in an email alert that they should examine their children’s papers.  This year all research papers would be submitted to Turnitin.com for a plagiarism check.


“Sandy, I want to see your history paper.  The one you said you’d have done?  By tonight?  The one you promised to finish this weekend?”


“I left my flash drive at school.”


“It’s not on your laptop?”


“No, it’s on a flash drive in my locker.”


“Can you show me the sources?  All those articles you downloaded at Sara’s when you said you were studying at her house?”


“At school.  I gotta call Eric.”


“OK, tomorrow.  I want that drive here and all your sources.  Ms. Kaufmann is serious this time.  No more warnings like last year.  Remember all those kids she wanted to flunk?”


“I’m on the phone, Mom. Have some courtesy.”


She walked onto the porch where Michael was sitting at his laptop.  He was staring at a painting of green and yellow lines and making notes in a spiral pad, deep in thought.  Deciding not to disturb him, she went to the kitchen and chopped carrots.  More salads had been her health mantra for a week.


Phil called, stuck in traffic.  She glanced at the clock, then put dinner on hold, made a sales call, and checked her email.  Walking past the porch to the kitchen, she noticed Michael still staring at the painting.


“What are you working on?” she asked from the doorway, trying to sound casual.


“Art history.  Power point presentation on an artist of our choice.”


“Oh right.  I thought you were going to do Van Gogh.  The sunflowers?  You loved those paintings.  The ones we saw in Europe last summer.”


“I love sunflowers,” he said mechanically, “but they don’t have any meaning.  Van Gogh was a mental case.  Bradley Walker Tomlin was different.  He was visionary.  He could see it all.”  He tapped his keyboard, starting a slide show of muted canvases depicting lines crossing through random numbers, strange symbols, and curved letters.


“Look at these lines.  They could be walls.  The walls of life.  They dominate the frame.  They try to enclose letters and numbers.  But the letters and numbers resist.  Letters and numbers can resist.  But people can’t.  They give into the lines, they surrender to the walls.”

The slide show continued with an aerial shot of Manhattan.  “See all those streets, criss-cross.  Criss-cross.  All life in New York has to take place in those grids.  People only think they have power or freedom.  Even Donald Trump has to obey the walls.  He even builds them.”  He tapped the screen, hitting a button to pause at a picture of Giants Stadium.  “Look at football.  The people pay to watch the tackles and interceptions.  All that random action.  But it’s only the illusion of action.  Because all the players are locked in.  Look at the field.  It’s exactly 300 feet long and 160 feet wide.  One big box.  Look at the lines.  They step out of the box, they are out.  It’s like they are playing on a chessboard or in a prison camp.  And the people watching them are sitting in numbered seats in lettered rows.  They’re all trapped.”

He tapped the keyboard, flashing through images of the Berlin Wall, the Great Wall of China, factory gates, suburban chain link fences.  “You see, all human activity is dominated by walls.  That wall with Mexico.  In Israel they have this big wall.  They say it’s supposed to keep the terrorists out, but it’s really about keeping the Israelis in.  Mr. Cohen told us more Israelis are killed by drunk drivers than suicide bombers, but they put up this wall to terrorize the people on both sides.  And look at this Tomlin painting with the number 5 caught in the lines.  Notice how it tries to resist, like a fish caught in a net, trying to get through.  And Five is significant.  Islam has five pillars of faith.  Hitler had the Fifth Column.  The Pentagon has five sides.  Tomlin could see all this.  He died in Nineteen Fifty-Three.   I think the CIA must have killed him.”


Liz swallowed hard.  What he was saying was less troubling than the dark, urgent, forlorn tone in his voice.  He sounded like a terminal patient discussing a biopsy.


“Have you shown this to Ms. Principatto?  Has she said anything?”


“No, I need to add more pictures.  Find more evidence.”


“Dinner will be late.  Have a salad first.”


She was restless all night.  Phil’s deep breathing, normally so soothing, irritated her.  She went downstairs and poured a Chablis.  Noticing Michael’s laptop on the dining table, she opened the lid and turned it on.  She read through his Bartleby notes, his latest civics paper, and watched the slide show.  Without his commentary, the paintings, stadiums, aerial shots of Manhattan, and even the Pentagon seemed as benign as a postcard collection.  She could find nothing he had written.  There was only the title page.  “Bradley Walker Tomlin:  The Man Who Could See the Walls.”  That was all.  

She went online and looked up as much as she could about Bradley Walker Tomlin, going from one museum link to another, one encyclopedia entry to another.  Her eyes grew heavy.  She shut off the computer, went upstairs, and crawled into bed.  As the cool sheets began to warm around her shoulders, she drifted off, making a mental note to call the school counselor in the morning.


As soon as the nine am. sales meeting broke, she checked her email, then 

called the school.  Mr. Brinkman was not in, but she scheduled an appointment for Wednesday at two.  Wednesday would be perfect.  She had the afternoon free. She marked her Day-Runner in red and was about to call Phil when the receptionist ducked in, waving a pink memo slip.


“Guess who called?  That couple from Scottsdale is interested in the house on Chase.  If you can get the buyers to knock off twenty grand, I think you can move it!”


She took the slip and jotted their number in her Day-Runner in green.  Her cell beeped, and she fumbled in her purse, grabbing her square compact before finding the phone.


“Mrs. Pradillo-Mandel?”  The school secretary again.


“Yes?,” she answered, puzzled. 


“Mr. Brinkman told me to call.”  


“Oh, is it about the appointment?  Do we need to change it from Wednesday?” she asked, looking at her Day-Runner.


“No, no, he told me to call you just now.  Can you or your husband come to school?  We have a situation.”


“What’s wrong?  Is Michael hurt?  Did he have an accident?”  Liz wracked her brain, trying to remember if had phy ed. on Mondays.


“I’m afraid I can’t say.  Mr. Brinkman just told me to ask you to come here if you can.  As soon as you can.  We have a situation.  That’s all I’m supposed to say.”


“Can I speak with Mr. Brinkman?”


“He’s not here right now.  He’s gone outside.  I think he’s with Michael.  We have a situation.  Can you come?”


Already standing, she scooped the keys from her desk, dumped her Day Runner into her bag, grabbed her jacket and walked down the hall.  Cupping the phone to her ear, she waved as she passed Rick and Julie in the outer office, mouthing the words “I have to go” and pointing to the door.


Jogging across the parking lot, she paused to call the school, trying to get past the secretary.  “Can I speak to Mr. Brinkman?  Is there anyone there I can talk to?  Where’s the principal?” 

“He’s at a conference today, and the vice-principal’s with the school board.  Mr.  Brinkman is trying to call them . . . .”

“OK, I am on my way.”


She jumped into her car and took off.  It was a straight shot to Broadway, then a right onto Main, and a quick left onto Mercer for two miles.  Broadway was being repaved, so she had to follow the line of cars snaking along the shoulder to the Dempsey Avenue detour.  Dempsey was a side street lined with parked cars.  Traffic stopped and started, then stopped again.  Cars trying to cross Main were backing up because Dempsey had no traffic light, only a stop sign.  And the drivers picking up speed on Main to catch the onramp to the Garden State weren’t giving anyone a break.  


She tapped the wheel and tried to call.  Just as she hit redial, the car in front of her lurched forward.  She dropped the phone and sighed as traffic began to move. The drivers in front of her, thankfully, had given up hope of crossing Main and were just waiting to make right turns.  One by one, the cars turned.  The Toyota.  The blue Volvo.  The dirty Corvette.  Finally, the Buick in front of her.


She followed the Buick onto Main and took advantage of a slow-moving delivery van to make a left onto Mercer.  She shot forward, then had to crawl behind a recycling truck.  She made a right at the mosque onto Weizmann, then cut left onto Via Veneto, drove three blocks, then made a left onto Monaghan Drive, and a right onto Mercer again, leaving the recycling truck behind.  With everyone at work during the day, Mercer was free of traffic.  She picked up speed and was going almost fifty when she saw the high school rising on her left.


She parked in the visitors’ lot and headed toward the main door.  The moment she saw a squad car, her heart clenched.  She broke into a run, her purse slapping her hip.    Before she could reach the doorway, the police car went into gear and slowly turned down the drive.  She waved, but the squad rolled down the hill and disappeared from view.  She turned and dashed into the school, rushing past the secretary in the foyer.

 
“Mrs. Pradillo-Mandel!”


“Yes, yes, what’s the problem?”  For a moment she feared she making a fool of herself, the stereotypical mother getting hysterical over a sprained ankle.  “What happened?  What’s this situation?” she asked, bending forward to catch her breath.

 
“When the boys went out for gym, they saw Michael standing on the roof.  He started waving and shouting, ‘Can’t you see the walls?’   The coach told him to come down.  But Michael wouldn’t move.  So he got Mr. Brinkman who told him to walk to the other side of the building where it’s just one story high.  They got a ladder for him, but Michael fell or jumped.  He landed on the grass, but he hit his head on the way down. We called the paramedics.  They just left.”


“Where did they take him?”


“Memorial.  Mr. Brinkman went with them.  He’s going to call as soon as he finds. . . .”


“OK, OK,” she had to shut this woman up.  She ran to her car, jumped in, turned the ignition, and squealed past a row of cars, nearly sideswiping a silver Prius.  She did not stop at the exit, but merely slowed and made a hard, fast right onto Mercer.  She raced two blocks, turned left onto Himmelweg, and floored it, taking a shortcut to Chase.  She caught a glimpse of a Pradillo dump truck.  The driver waved and tooted his horn.  She flew past, dodging a trash truck, a mail van, and a battered station wagon.  She made a fast left onto Chase, then cut right onto Santa Monica for a straight shot onto Central that would take her to Gorky Drive, then a fast turn onto Grandview to avoid the long light on Amboys Avenue to get to Marconi Drive and the hospital.


She tore up the driveway to Memorial.  A new wing blocked her view of the main building.  She saw a large marqueed entrance.  A light blue Elder Care van was just pulling out as she drove up.  She parked in the loading zone, turned on her hazards, and ran through the sliding doors.


She walked across the wide, thick carpeted lobby.  The floral arrangements, wing-backed chairs, dark wood work, and bubbling fountain reminded her of the Hilton in Cherry Hill.  She spotted a young woman in a blue smock behind a counter and ran over, waving her hand to get her attention.


“The paramedics just brought my son in.  He fell off a roof at school.  His name is Michael. . . .”


The woman raised her palm with a patient concierge smile.  “This is outpatient imaging, you need to go to emergency on the other side.  One floor up.  Just . . .”


“How do I get there?”  


“Just follow. . . .”


“Where is he?  I mean where’s emergency again?”


“OK, OK, it’s very easy.  Go to the main corridor right over there.  See the yellow line on the wall.  Just follow the yellow line, and it will take you to emergency.  Just follow that yellow line.”


Nodding thanks, she ran, following the yellow line.  She made a left beside a group of young people in lab coats, then a right.  The walls of the long corridor bore portraits of doctors and benefactors, glass cases of plaques and awards, a tasteless mural of the Jersey shore, civil defense notices.  The yellow line led to an elevator.  She pressed the yellow button, tapping her foot as the large silent elevator bore her upward and its smooth, steel doors opened onto a wide lobby.  She found the yellow line on the wall and followed it, moving right, then left, then right again.
THE END
