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To my brother, Alex,
who was there through it all





 

 

 


It’s very difficult to escape your
background. You know, I don’t think it’s
necessary to even try to escape it. More
and more, I start to think that it’s
necessary to see exactly what it is that you
inherited on both ends of the stick: your
timidity, your courage, your self-deceit,
and your honesty and all the rest of it.

—SAM SHEPARD

Hey, kiddo, what can I say?
I’m a work in progress.

—DOMINICK DUNNE
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Prologue

At 3:00 a.m., during the early hours of Halloween 1982, Detective Harold Johnston of the West Hollywood Homicide Division rang the doorbell of my mother’s house in the flats of Beverly Hills. Marina, her live-in housekeeper, woke to the sound and let the detective in. She expected she’d have to disturb Mrs. Dunne’s sleep, but when she led Johnston into her bedroom, the lights were on and Mom was already sitting up in bed, bracing herself for news that is never good at that time of night.

The first thing that caught Johnston’s eye was my mother’s wheelchair. He was a tough Irish cop who’d made countless house calls like this before, but never to a lady like Mrs. Ellen Griffin Dunne of 528 North Crescent Drive. He took in the wheelchair, the collection of glass hippos lining the shelves of an overstuffed bookcase, a bowl of rosebuds floating in water, and a black cat lying protectively on her lap, both waiting for the detective to get to the reason for his visit. The closest murder had ever come to this house was in the pages of the Georges Simenon novel the detective clocked on Mrs. Dunne’s bedside table.

Detective Johnston gently informed my mother that her daughter had been strangled by a man named John Sweeney. At this moment Dominique Dunne was still alive, though she had been placed on life support at Cedars-Sinai hospital. Glancing once more at Mom’s wheelchair, the detective asked if there was anyone she’d like to call.

My father was the first and only person who came to mind. She reached for the phone but it fell to the floor, scaring the cat off her lap. Her hands trembled so much she fumbled the numbers on the rotary dial. She gave up and handed the phone to the detective and told him Dad’s number in New York City.

“Thank you,” she said when he handed it back. “Nick, I’m here with a homicide detective named . . . I’m sorry, I forgot your name . . .”

“Detective Harold Johnston. Would you like me to speak to him?

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

That’s another thing Johnston noticed about my mother that was unusual in his line of work: even when told that her daughter was on life support, she was unfailingly polite.

After delivering the news to my father, he handed her back the phone.

“Nick,” she said, “I need you.”

“I’ll be on the next plane.”

After they hung up, Dad’s next call was to me at my apartment, three blocks from his.

“I can’t tell if I’m dreaming now or what,” he said after relaying his conversation with Johnston.

I’d had two hours of sleep and the taste of cocaine still lingered in the back of my throat, so it took a moment to focus.

“Wait . . . did you say homicide detective?” I asked, bolting out of bed.

“Griffin, get over here now. I need you.”

I was twenty-seven years old but never felt more like a lost little boy.
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One

My mother was the only child of a cattle rancher. Her father’s thirty-thousand-acre ranch was called the Yerba Buena, situated in Nogales, Arizona, a border town just north of Sonora. Tom Griffin chose to raise Santa Gertrudis cattle, a risky venture for a city slicker from Chicago, but at last he’d fulfilled his dream to return to Arizona’s high desert, where as a child he was sent to cure his weak lungs.

Tom was born into a socially prominent family that had made its fortune in the Griffin Wheel Company, which manufactured wheels for all the Pullman train cars that crossed America. His uncles were playboys and philanderers whose shenanigans often found their way into the gossip columns of the Chicago dailies. In the mid-1920s, my great-great-uncle George Griffin died of a heart attack while in bed with his mistress aboard his yacht off the coast of Palm Beach, Florida. The mistress was Rose Davies, sister of the movie star Marion Davies, who happened to be the mistress of the publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst, so elaborate measures were taken to prevent a national scandal. Ms. Davies was snuck ashore in the dead of night and caught the next sleeper car to Los Angeles, with actual Griffin wheels whirling beneath her berth. Meanwhile, George Griffin’s steadfast crew dressed him in pajamas, loaded him onto a tender, and checked his corpse into the Breakers Hotel. After tucking him in, the vice president of the Griffin Wheel Company solemnly called George’s wife to say that her husband had just died peacefully in his sleep.

His wife, my great-great-aunt Helen Prindeville Griffin was no stranger to wealth, having been a doyenne of Washington, DC, society who summered in Newport, Rhode Island. At the moment when Mrs. Griffin had been notified of her husband’s death, she was in bed with her lover at the Hotel del Coronado in California, and took the news that she was a widow rather well. She untwined herself from the arms of Admiral Paul Henry Bastedo who served under Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt, and proposed they get married in the morning so he could be her date at her late husband’s funeral. To the tabloids’ delight, the newlyweds took Helen Prindeville Griffin Bastedo’s private railway car to Lake Forest, Illinois, to attend the service. The act so outraged the Griffin family that they used their juice with Union Pacific to divert the train and the unlucky passengers coupled to Helen’s private car. The train choo-chooed deep into Wisconsin, denying the newlyweds their grand entrance to the funeral. The family were less successful trying to have Helen cut from George Griffin’s will, and she inherited every cent of his enormous fortune.

Scandal visited the next generation of Griffins a decade later, on the day of Tom’s wedding to a woman from an equally prominent family. Approaching the church in the back of a limousine, he watched the crowd of guests and photographers awaiting his arrival and told the chauffeur to keep driving, all the way to Chicago Union Station. Once there—still in top hat and tails—he boarded a Pullman car (on Griffin wheels) and headed westward to begin his new life as a rancher in Nogales.

AS KIDS, we loved when Mom took us to Nogales. My younger brother and sister and I used to cross the border into Mexico on foot with a pack of cousins, as easily as going through a subway turnstile. We rambled up a hill to reach a restaurant called La Roca, set on top of a large rock. At the bottom of the rock, a cave, once a prison, used to shelter a cantina called La Caverna. La Roca was built above only when La Caverna burned down under suspicious circumstances. Tom Griffin was long dead by then and was spared the demise of his favorite haunt, where he famously sat at his usual table, with a parrot on his shoulder who’d bite anyone who got too close. As much as he tried, he never mastered Spanish as well as his parrot, but he made up colorful words that sounded like the language, and locals always got the gist.

One of my grandfather’s favorite requests was for the mariachis to play “El ternero perdido,” or “The Lost Calf.” The song required the alto trumpeter to go outside the bar and way down the block, to toot his horn as the lost calf. A chorus of mariachis sang as the worried cows calling out for their lost calf, and then there was a solo, presumably the mother of the calf, who pleaded, “Oh where, oh where is my little lost calf?” The tension would build, and suddenly the audience would hear the lost calf somewhere far off. His trumpet sounded like a child, crying for its mother. When the patrons of La Caverna heard the lost calf, they’d go apeshit and Tom’s parrot would squawk at the top of its tiny lungs. Then the door would burst open and the alto trumpeter would wail, “I’m here, I’m here, I found you at last.” Everyone in the bar, drunk on tequila and elated that the little calf had finally found its mother, would cry in relief.

On one trip to La Roca, everyone danced on top of the rock that once housed La Caverna. Mom tried to stump the mariachis, knowing the lyrics to every cancion, which impressed the band, though they were never stumped. My little sister, Dominique, started to yawn around two in the morning, and Mom took the hint and gathered us to cross back over the border. When the mariachis saw that Mom was leaving, they begged her to stay a little longer. One of our cousins said in Spanish to the musicians, “Why don’t you guys come with us?”

We went back through the turnstiles into the United States, no questions asked, followed by the mariachis, who had to lift their giant guitarróns over the twirling bars. Our group marched on to my cousin Eddie Holler’s house, where we were staying, just across the border.

Mom put us to bed when we got there, and somehow we managed to sleep through the ruckus downstairs. Early, but not too early, the next morning, I went downstairs for something to eat and stepped over mariachis asleep on the floor, still in sombreros, clutching their trumpets and harps.

ONE LATE NIGHT in Los Angeles, in my early teens, I was watching a movie on television with my mother, as we often did back then when Alex and Dominique were asleep.

On the screen was an old Western about settlers traveling the frontier in wagon trains. They were under such constant attack from Sioux warriors that one of the homesteaders went mad, leapt from the wagon, and shrieked across the plains. His wife, not missing a beat, calmly took over the reins and snapped the horse along to keep up with the train. “That woman,” my mother said to me in the glow of the television screen, “is exactly like your grandmother.”

My mother, Ellen Beatriz Griffin, was given the middle name of her mother, Beatriz Sandoval. My grandmother—Gammer, as we called her—was one tough cookie. It was said that she’d been stung so many times by scorpions that she was immune to their pain.

The Sandoval family had been in Mexico for over two hundred years and were raised to consider themselves Mexicans, not Spaniards. Beatriz’s grandfather, José Sandoval, owned silver mines, fishing and pearl concessions in the Sea of Cortez, and major real estate in Hermosillo and Guaymas. The Sandovals were on the wrong side of the Mexican Revolution, so as the rebels closed in to seize their property, my relatives fled to the safety of Baja California, before eventually settling in Nogales, and in time managed to build their fortune all over again.

Beatriz’s family was not without scandal either; her brother Alfredo did serious time in prison, not once but twice, for embezzling from a bank the Sandovals owned. His grandfather forgave him the first time, but after the second he demanded that Alfredo’s name never be mentioned, an order Beatriz followed to the end of her life. I was perversely proud to have a jailbird in the family and tortured my grandmother with my curiosity about him, oblivious that her shame was on par with being the sister of John Wilkes Booth. My mother finally pulled me aside and told me to knock it off.

Tom Griffin met Beatriz shortly after moving to Nogales and swept her off her feet, even though she was engaged to an aristocrat from Mexico City. Tom courted and badgered her to dump her fiancé and marry him instead, and after she gave in to his charms, they soon eloped. However, her previous intended was already on an overnight train from Mexico City to Nogales for their wedding, so to be sure he didn’t arrive, Beatriz sent a telegram to every stop the train would make—and there were many in those days—to inform him that the marriage was off.

PLEASE DO NOT COME. STOP read the first message he received as the train was pulling out of San Juan del Rio. THE MARRIAGE IS OFF. STOP. By Zacatecas he held twelve more. I PLAN TO MARRY THOMAS GRIFFIN. STOP. At Hermosillo, Señor Sad Sack had a neat pile of about thirty telegrams before finally taking the hint and turning back to Mexico City.

Though my mother romanticized her parents’ relationship, she was a lonely child on the Yerba Buena, pained by her father’s absence during World War II, when he served in the Pacific as a captain in the navy. She once told me, after one too many Pinot Grigios, that when she was a little girl, she walked into her parents’ bedroom and thought her father had come home because an officer’s uniform was crumpled at the foot of the bed. Gammer shrieked in alarm as her daughter slipped out of the room, neither ever mentioning the moment except to me that night.

“Who was the officer?”

“He was an admiral.”

“The Griffin gals sure had a thing for admirals. Who was he?”

The television was on as usual in her bedroom. John McCain had just been released from the Vietnamese POW camp known as the Hanoi Hilton, and his painful walk on the tarmac to his waiting family was playing on the late-night news. She pointed to McCain, the young naval pilot on the screen, who had also been raised in Arizona, and said, “That guy’s father.”

The draft was winding down but still in effect, and since my eligibility was fast approaching, I followed the Vietnam War closely. I knew enough to know that the future senator’s father was Admiral John S. McCain, commander in chief of Pacific Command.

“You’re kidding!”

The next day I brought up what she’d told me the night before and expressed my amazement.

“I never said any such thing,” she insisted.

“Yes, you did, Mom.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

I knew not to pursue the subject and, like Mom and her mother, the sister of an embezzler, never mentioned the subject again.

MOM WAS SENT to Miss Porter’s School for girls in Farmington, Connecticut, a year before Jacqueline Bouvier would graduate. Miss Porter’s was a proving ground for young ladies to perfect their penmanship for dinner invitations and provide a suitable résumé for future husbands out of Harvard or Yale who were bound for greater things. Its theater program gave Mom the acting bug, and after graduating, she briefly attended the University of Arizona before heading to New York to follow her dream to be on Broadway.

Like most proper girls newly arrived to Manhattan, she began her stay at the ladies-only Barbizon Hotel, where curfew was enforced and men were not allowed beyond the lobby. (Her future sister-in-law, Joan Didion, also a native of the west, would find a room in the Barbizon a decade later to begin her life as a writer.)

Mother’s olive skin and dark hair were out of step with what Broadway had in mind, so she didn’t land many acting parts, though she photographed well and appeared in a few advertisements modeling designer clothes.

The longer she stayed in New York, the less likely it seemed she would ever be on Broadway or, even less likely, the cover of Vogue. But she loved the city, and she also loved children, so she felt being a mother would be the next best thing she’d be good at. If Ellen Griffin were to give up her ambitions and follow the trodden path of most young women in the 1950s, she wouldn’t just give in to the first beau who fell in love with her. She would wait, as long as it took, for the right man, which didn’t take much time after all.





Two

My father’s father was a beloved doctor in West Hartford, Connecticut. He was something of a local hero for performing the first open-heart surgery in recorded history. The patient was an eight-year-old boy who had caught a bullet, fired accidently by his father when the kid stepped between him and a twelve- point buck.

In those days, anyone brought to an emergency room with a gunshot wound to the heart was considered a hopeless case and left to bleed out rather than risk such a daring procedure and the lawsuit certain to follow. Why Dr. Richard Dunne chose this day or this boy to hold a beating heart in his hands is unknown, but his Hail Mary pass was regarded as a watershed event in coronary medicine and encouraged the advancement of open-heart surgery.

When I was about six, my grandmother, whom we called Gammer Do, brought me up to the attic of her house on Albany Avenue in West Hartford. She opened a footlocker filled with black- and- white portraits of long- dead ancestors and explained their history and how we were related. I was bored silly until she took out a little silver nugget from a yellowed envelope and placed it in my hands. It was the bullet that had killed the little boy.

At least I thought she said it killed him.

I remember her telling me that it was the first surgery of its kind, and though the boy died soon after, the operation was considered as much a success to medicine as the brief flight of the Wright brothers was to aviation. That made perfect sense to me and was the first time I considered that failure could also be looked upon as success, an insight I would draw on for encouragement when faced with future disappointments. But at the time, I just thought how cool it was that an old lady kept the bullet from a dead kid. It wouldn’t be until I was in my sixties that I found out, to my dismay, that the operation was a total success and the boy lived to a ripe old age.

When Dr. Dunne wasn’t mending hearts, he was breaking my father’s, with routine beatings from a Brooks Brothers belt. Dad was a sensitive kid and a passionate fan of movie stars, whose pictures he pasted on his side of the bedroom he shared with his older brother. The other side of the room was adorned with athletic trophies and football pennants.

My father once recalled to me that during a particularly brutal beating, when he was about the age of the kid who caught the bullet, the Doctor had worked up a sweat, calling him a sissy between blows, stopping only when their maid interrupted to say his hospital was on the phone. Dr. Dunne left the room and went into the hallway, where telephones were jacked in those days, to take the call.

“Ten ccs of corticosteroid budesonide should do the trick,” Dad heard him patiently instruct the attending nurse on the other end of the line.

“Well, thank you, Sister Shannon, for the update. Feel free to call me anytime,” said the Doctor, whose son was at that moment prone on his bed, immobile with pain and shame. The Doctor then returned the phone to its cradle, came back into the room, and picked up where he’d left off.

These bedtime assaults usually started after family dinner, likely because Dad had been warned to stop explaining the plot of Becky Sharp or whatever recent picture had moved him, which no one else at the table gave a shit about.

“And Miriam Hopkins finally gets invited to the ball—”

“All right. Enough, Nicky,” warned the Doctor.

“But they don’t know she’s from a different class—”

“I said enough!”

“But when they find out her life is ruined, and she gets so sick that—”

“Shut up!”

Dad couldn’t help himself. Tears filled his eyes and his voice broke, but he kept on in defiance and disbelief that the plot, costumes, and Ms. Hopkins’s luminescent performance would never mean as much to his family as it did to him.

Only his maternal grandfather, Dominick Burns, appreciated my father’s passion for a story well told. In the mid-nineteenth century, when he was ten years old, Burns escaped the famine in Strokestown, Ireland, and made the crossing with a card tied around his neck so his relatives on shore might recognize him. He went right to work sweeping out a grocery store in Frog Hollow, the Irish slum of Hartford. Within twenty years, he would own that grocery store and earn the nickname the Saint of Park Street for never letting a penniless immigrant leave his store empty-handed. As his wealth grew, he opened a bank that offered loans to newly arrived immigrants no other bank would dare give money to, and his philanthropy got the attention of Pope Pius XII, who made him a papal knight.

Dominick Burns was a literature lover and autodidact who compensated for his lack of education by insisting his grandchildren be well read. Dad was his prize student, though the fifty-cent pieces awarded for reciting a Shakespeare sonnet from memory was incentive enough. My father and his younger brother John would become well-known writers, and both credited their “poppa” as a major influence. Like Dominick Burns, I also lacked formal education, and though I can’t blame a famine for not getting past the tenth grade, I can credit my becoming a voracious reader to my shame as a dropout.

Dad was the second oldest in a family of six children, four brothers and two sisters. Their mother, Dorothy, was a devout Catholic and doting mother who worshipped her husband despite the routine beatings upstairs that she pretended not to hear. There was a six-year age difference between my father and John, and far more serious differences in their future, the first being that John never fully believed that their father beat Dad at all. John’s memories growing up on Albany Avenue were wistful, and though he agreed the Doctor was strict, he never considered him to be cruel.

Toward the end of World War II, Dad was drafted into the army in the middle of his senior year at Canterbury, a boarding school run by Benedictine monks. John F. Kennedy had left the year before he arrived, much like his future wife, Jacqueline Bouvier, had left just before my mother started at Miss Porter’s.

The monks were tough on my father, but they were tough on everybody, and he enjoyed not being singled out for discipline as he had been at home. Dad had been in a few plays and decided he’d like to be an actor, but with the war still raging in Europe and Asia, he feared he might not live long enough to get the chance. He was only seventeen when he was given an early diploma and sent to boot camp until he turned eighteen, when the army could ship him overseas.

His older brother, Dick, the Good Doctor’s namesake, had already enlisted in the navy and was attending Officer Candidate Training School. Richard E. Dunne Jr. was his father’s favorite and a football tackle so fearsome his nickname was Tarzan. He was everything my father was not. But while Dad couldn’t catch a football if it were stapled to his forehead, Dick didn’t know Bette Davis’s last line in Now, Voyager or how to write a cogent fan letter to Tyrone Power.

After basic training, Dad boarded a troopship called the Mariposa, bound for Southampton, England. The Germans had just killed eighty-four American POWs, in what was known as the Malmedy massacre, not far from his company’s destination in Belgium.

The first action he saw was when a train transporting him and the 95th Infantry to the front lines was strafed by a Messerschmitt. My father’s terror brought on hysterical laughter he was helpless to stop, even when his sergeant slapped him in the face, yelling at him to shut the fuck up. This caused the soldier next to him also to burst into horror-filled hilarity, and while bullets ripped into the train, the two of them hooted convulsively, each taking turns getting slapped and punched by men in their company to snap them out of it.

The other soldier was named Hank Bresky and would become Dad’s only friend while in the service. He was also the only other man whose masculinity was called into question, prompting their sergeant to nickname them the Golddust Twins.

As forward observers, Dad and Hank’s job was to go behind enemy lines in the Ardennes forest and report activity. One night, in what would come to be called the Battle of Metz, the 95th met such intense fire that they were forced to retreat. The order passed down the line, but by the time it reached Dad and Hank, they’d heard two soldiers crying for help deep into the enemy’s position. Without a word between them, they headed in the opposite direction from their retreating platoon. The soldiers were seriously wounded and possibly dying. Dad and Hank had no idea who they were or how they’d gotten there, but each put a man on his back and carried him for miles through the dark forest, lit only by shells exploding all around them. At daybreak, they finally came across a unit loading their wounded into an ambulance. When they tried to hoist the men they’d been carrying all night into the back, they were told there was no room. My father lost his shit, calling the medic every name in the book until the guy relented and let the men they’d brought join the rest of the wounded. The soldier Dad carried had not uttered a word the entire night, but as Dad loaded him into the ambulance, the wounded man reached out and squeezed two of his fingers in gratitude. Dad never knew if the guy made it, but suspected he probably did not.

The Golddust Twins rejoined their company at a German castle the army had requisitioned and were awarded Bronze Stars in front of the men who’d mercilessly mocked them. Those same men had to sleep in pup tents on the grounds while Hank and Dad were given opulent bedrooms in the castle, which had been reserved for officers.

To the astonishment of Dr. Dunne, the wrong son came home a war hero. His eldest and favored son served dutifully as an officer in the navy but never saw combat. The Hartford Courant placed Dad on its front page, praising “Corporal Dunne’s courageous performance and devotion to duty.” The household on Albany Avenue filled with his parents’ friends, eager to shake his hand, and young ladies wanting to see his Bronze Star.

A dinner dance was given in his honor at the country club Dominick Burns had founded as an alternative for Catholics restricted from Protestant clubs. Dr. Thomas Hepburn, the father of the blue-blooded Katharine Hepburn, lived across the street from Dr. Dunne, but neither wealth nor their common profession could overcome centuries of prejudice, and the two families never spoke. Those early years of being snubbed, or “high-hatted,” as Dad used to say, laid the groundwork for a social insecurity that never placed him in the right club, but just across the street from the swells who “belonged.” Horatio Alger tales embarrassed him, and he preferred to describe Poppa Burns as “a wealthy banker” rather than a grocer who fought his way out of an Irish slum.

During the dinner dance in his honor, which also celebrated his entry into Williams College, Dad looked up from a conversation he was having with a debutante to see his old sergeant, who had once cruelly christened him a Golddust Twin, busing plates from his table. When their eyes met, they both quickly looked away in mutual shame. The sergeant quit his job the next day.

When Dad came home with a medal, he sensed a grudging respect from his father, but after dodging incoming artillery, he no longer feared his Brooks Brothers belt or even cared what he thought. I once asked him if he ever felt like shoving that medal in his father’s face, yelling, “What do you think of your sissy son now, old man?” He said he didn’t feel that, because after many years, he’d finally let go of his anger toward him. I’d grown up hearing him rage against his father, but if he was feeling sanguine in that moment I didn’t want to spoil it, and I let the answer slide.

When Dad turned nineteen, his father died quite suddenly. The Wright brother of coronary exploration was felled by a heart attack that left my father numb. Rather than mourn with his family at the wake, he disappeared with a boy his age to Poppa Burns’s golf course and had sex in the back of Dr. Dunne’s Buick. The war had taught him to be reckless with his life and take risks with his reputation, especially at a time when one’s sexual preference could get you killed. This was only the beginning of a game of chicken he played all his life.

Dr. Dunne’s casket was in the living room, as was the custom, where it lay in state during the wake. When the guests had left after a boozy evening of reminiscence and song, my grandmother stood with her children over the coffin, gazing down at her husband, lost in grief. After a respectful silence, she softly said, “I wish . . . I wish we could have him stuffed.”

The Dunne siblings collapsed in laughter, rolling on the floor in hysterics as Dorothy begged them to behave themselves. If I ever wonder where my dark sense of humor comes from, I look no further than that moment.

Forty-five years after the war, Dad had become a famous bestselling author who used to gripe, half in jest, “I have to pick up another goddamn award.” He was never shy about recounting his latest accomplishment, or gleefully repeating a fawning compliment from a cabdriver, talk show host, or movie star. He once called me in New York in a fit of excitement. “You are not going to fucking believe who just recognized me in the elevator at the Chateau Marmont . . . the rock star Bone-O! Bone-O knows who I am. Do you believe it?”

So I was not only more than a little surprised to find out my father was a war hero but shocked it took until 1998 for him to tell me.

We met at one of his favorite overpriced restaurants, where the waiters always fussed over him. The day before, he’d asked to see me with such urgency that I canceled whatever I had planned. He’d recently been diagnosed with prostate cancer, and I feared he would tell me that it had spread.

After our drinks arrived, a Diet Coke for him, a martini for me, he took a breath and I braced for what he was about to say.

“Yesterday, I saw the movie Saving Private Ryan.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Did you see it?”

I had. The movie had just come out, and I was impatient to discover where this was going.

“You know, I fought in that war.”

As someone who considered himself a bit of a history buff, I suddenly realized I knew more about the evacuation of Dunkirk than I did about that part of my father’s life. I’d examined Robert Capa’s photographs and cried during The Best Years of Our Lives, but I couldn’t recall asking my father a single question about the war. I think when I was very young I sensed it was a subject best not brought up, and then, as I got older, I simply could not imagine him in uniform.

“Griffin, that movie was exactly like what it was to be in combat. I sat alone in the theater and relived every terror I ever felt then. I was sent overseas for eight months, and for every one of those days I was so . . . afraid. I remembered all the bodies and the blood I had managed to forget. I didn’t forget it, I just put it somewhere, and that movie brought it all roaring back.”

His hands were shaking, but he managed to pull something out of his blazer pocket. It was the Bronze Star.

“Did you know your old man was given a medal of honor?”

Then he told me how he got it: the two wounded soldiers, the bombardments, Hank, being called the Golddust Twins, the squeezing of his two fingers. His voice cracked and then found its footing, and cracked again throughout his telling. I thought of getting out of my seat to hug him but didn’t want to interrupt his flow.

“I don’t know where that came from, Griffin,” he told me. “That impulse to run toward the enemy for those guys, but Hank and I didn’t give it a moment’s thought. I can’t believe that was me . . . but it was. I did that. That was me . . .”

I picked up his medal and he watched me. The ribbons were crisp, the colors still vibrant, and the thick bronze metal weighted with the gravitas it deserved. I pictured my father as a boy half my age and two inches shorter, surviving in conditions I knew only from novels by Vonnegut and Mailer.

How could I have been surprised that he would defy an order to retreat to save a wounded comrade? His reporting had brought him death threats and blackmail attempts. He was an Irish terrier in a Turnbull & Asser shirt, who struck fear in the hearts of those who had it coming. An image crossed my mind so absurd that I smiled. As Dr. Dunne tries to beat the sissy out of my father, the defiant little boy yells out the last line of Now, Voyager: “Don’t let’s ask for the moon, we have the stars.”

“What are you smiling about?” my father asked.

“I was just thinking how nobody fucks with a Golddust Twin.”
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After Williams College, Dad’s first job in the early years of live television was stage- managing The Howdy Doody Show, a popular children’s program starring an overly cheerful puppet named Howdy. Dad won over the tough New York crew by doing filthy things to Howdy moments before the show went on the air. If his timing to the countdown was off by mere seconds, children all over America might be treated to watching Howdy fellate himself or get boned in the ass by my father.

Lenny, as Mom was known, was dating Dad’s best friend Howard Erskine, a Broadway producer who brought her to see his out-of-town run in Hartford of a now forgotten play called Late Love, starring Arlene Francis. Howard and my father knew each other from Williams College and were in the same acting club with Dad’s other best friend Stephen Sondheim, who played opposite him in Clifford Odets’s Waiting for Lefty. Howard asked Nick (Dad’s nickname) if his gal, Lenny, could stay the night at his mother’s house on Albany Avenue. The couple took the New Haven Railroad (with Griffin wheels), and my father met them at the station. The moment Nick laid eyes on Lenny stepping off the train, he was a goner.

After showing Lenny the guest room, my grandmother pulled Dad aside and whispered, “That is the woman you are going to marry.” I don’t know how his best friend Howard felt when my parents did just that a year later, but the two men remained close to the end of their lives.

Nick was a born raconteur and very funny fellow whose stories kept Lenny in stitches. His sexual harassment of Howdy both shocked and charmed her because she’d never known anyone to go to such lengths to get a laugh. When Nick told her he wanted to be more than just a stage manager in the burgeoning television industry, Lenny knew this was a dream he didn’t share with just anyone.

He was as different as could be from the boys she knew from Arizona, and that made her feel sophisticated. Her last boyfriend had wrestled steers in rodeos, but Nick could tell a Givenchy from a Cassini, describe the sexual perversions of Wayne Lonergan, a notorious murderer in the 1940s, and claimed to know the whereabouts of Ingrid Bergman, still in hiding after leaving her husband for Roberto Rossellini. He was her tour guide on their long walks through Manhattan: there is the subway grate where Marilyn’s skirt blew up in The Seven Year Itch; that’s the spot where a Genovese capo was gunned down; there is the love nest where the Duke of Windsor began his affair with Wallis Simpson. Nick had dated other women from swell families who considered him a catch, but he’d never followed through on their advances, leaving them hurt and confused. It wasn’t until Lenny that he met the girl who finally understood who he was and what he wanted to be. He found someone he could open his heart to, all except the part about his sexual attraction to men, which he closeted her from knowing.

Within months of the out-of-town opening of Lost Love, now playing to full houses on Broadway, Nick asked Lenny to marry him. She replied that she needed a week to think it over. A letter arrived “in her Farmington handwriting,” as Dad wrote years later, saying, MISS ELLEN BEATRIZ GRIFFIN ACCEPTS WITH PLEASURE THE KIND INVITATION OF MR. DOMINICK DUNNE TO BE HIS LAWFUL WIFE. His proposal had been another Hail Mary pass, and he couldn’t believe she had not turned him down. He chose to overlook the fact that she accepted a lifelong commitment as if agreeing to attend a dinner party, but in the next decade would see her reply as a perfect yet cruel metaphor for their marriage.

The week of their wedding, Mom brought Dad to the Yerba Buena to meet her parents. What a rancher who judged rodeos and his future son-in-law had in common, Tom Griffin was determined to find out, and he took Dad up in his new Cessna 140 from his own landing strip for a man-to-man talk. I have no idea what they discussed high above the Sonoran Desert, but I imagine my father charmed the hell out of him, just as he had his daughter.

The wedding flowed with liquor, and the Irish Catholic Dunnes from Hartford got on famously with the rancheros and cowboys of Nogales. Tom Griffin had secretly been diagnosed with a brain tumor that would kill him soon after I was born, but on that day, he was in fine form and grateful his health allowed him to give his daughter away.

Mom quickly became pregnant and readied their classic-six apartment on the Upper East Side for my arrival. Dad had left the puppet show for the far classier Playhouse 90, a groundbreaking live television series that started the careers of people like Arthur Penn, Sidney Lumet, Paul Newman, and James Dean. The Eisenhower years were a time of hope and expansion for many postwar Americans, and none were more hopeful than the young couple who would soon be my parents.

THE MORNING I WAS BORN, Dad was a wreck. Having gotten Mom safely to Doctors Hospital, he was told that she required an emergency C-section, and to sit in the waiting room until he was called. Five hours later, he’d gone through a pack of Luckies, and after making a nuisance of himself to every nurse who passed, he went to buy more smokes at a deli across the street. Walking back to the lobby, he saw the surgeon who was to perform the C-section about to step into a cab. He ran to him and practically grabbed the doctor by the lapels.

“What happened?”

“What do you mean, what happened?”

“My wife! Is she all right?”

“Which one is your wife?”

“Lenny Dunne, for God’s sake!”

“Oh, Mr. Dunne, my apologies, didn’t anyone tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“We did the C-section hours ago. She’s fine. Baby’s fine.

Someone should have told you, but it’s been a crazy day. I’ve done three since.”

More relieved than pissed, Dad let the man get in his taxi. Before it pulled away from the curb, the doctor yelled out the window, “Oh, and don’t worry about the foot!”

On the long walk back to the maternity ward, Dad pictured me growing up in a wheelchair or with a prosthetic leg, but while my right foot did curl inward when I was a newborn, it turned itself out by the time I could walk.

From the moment I was born, my father told me I was always trying to get somewhere else. My first word was taxi. I had a toy suitcase that I’d carry around the living room and raise my hand to hail a cab, yelling, “Taxi, taxi,” as if late for an important meeting.

Elizabeth Montgomery, who later played Samantha in Bewitched, was my first babysitter. She was a struggling actress with a small part in Late Love when she met my mother, and though Elizabeth was her employee, my mother and she became close friends. Elizabeth once told her, while changing my diapers, that I had a bigger dick than her husband. That marriage was, needless to say, short-lived.

There is a kinescope from an early episode of the Today show in which Arlene Francis, also from the cast of Late Love, interviews my mother, billed as the “typical New York housewife,” while a camera follows her on a routine day. (The daughter of a rancher who went to Miss Porter’s was hardly a relatable housewife, but somehow Dad got her the gig through his connections at NBC.) There wasn’t much content in the early days of morning talk shows, so this segment is a mundane, fifteen-minute blow-by-blow of the life of a young family. It begins with Dad heading to work like a character out of a John Cheever story, while Mom does household chores, runs errands, and takes me to Central Park to feed the ducks. At one point in the clip, she enters a shoe store on Lexington Avenue and leaves me in my pram on the sidewalk, as if we lived in Grover’s Corners.

When she tries to lay me down in my crib at the end of the day, I nuzzle into her neck, not wanting her to leave. Anyone tuning in that morning would have seen a little boy who loved his mother more than anything in the world. When the camera cuts back to Mom in the studio, having just watched the segment she narrated, she looks lost in the moment, as if still savoring my affection. Arlene Francis ends the interview by saying to her viewers, “We wish Lenny, Nick, and Griffin all the luck in the world as they begin their bright future.”

As it turned out, we were going to need it.
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If it wasn’t for Humphrey Bogart, we’d never have moved to Los Angeles. Playhouse 90 was going to do a live remote show of The Petrified Forest from Hollywood, and Dad was needed to stage-manage the broadcast. Bogie had specifically asked that my father be hired, based on a recommendation from Frank Sinatra, who’d worked with him earlier in New York. Dad had been to LA once before, as a child with his aunt Harriet, who shared his love of movies. They took a guided tour of movie stars’ homes, and he never forgot seeing Spencer Tracy walk a little unsteadily into the Brown Derby.

At the end of a rehearsal at CBS Studios, Bogie asked my father if he had any dinner plans. If he didn’t, he’d like to take him to a party his friends were throwing in Beverly Hills. They’d bonded over going to boarding schools when Dad told him he went to Canterbury and was surprised to learn Humphrey Bogart went to Andover. Who would have thought Sam Spade was a preppy?

That night, the kid who pasted stars’ pictures from Photoplay on his bedroom walls was paralyzed in awe as Bogie introduced him to Grace Kelly, Jimmy Stewart, Ava Gardner, and his wife, “Betty” Bacall. Judy Garland sang a piano duet with Frank Sinatra, who nodded to Dad in recognition.

“Lenny, we gotta move here,” Dad woke Mom to say when he got back to his room at the Beverly Hills Hotel.

“But Nick, we just got our apartment in New York.”

“Fuck that. We’re moving.”

When my parents left New York for California, Dad rented a beachfront house in Santa Monica from the silent movie star Harold Lloyd. Marion Davies, the sister of George Griffin’s mistress, Rose, had built the house next door as a folly to entertain guests with William Randolph Hearst, who had finally made her an honest woman. On the other side of the Dunnes lived Pat and Peter Lawford, the sister and brother-in-law of the president-to-be. When Mom first saw the seven-bedroom house her husband had rented sight unseen for their small family, she asked, “Were you drunk?” My mother had recently given birth to my brother, Alex, so now there were four of us, but still, the house, which Harold Lloyd called a “cottage,” was ridiculous in size and well beyond the means of a stage manager.

One of my earliest memories from the Santa Monica years is of a morning I still see only in flashes. It’s a jumble of details I was told and things I remember, but the images from that day remain vivid and I can’t distinguish between the two.

Alex and I had a nanny named Mrs. Leasing, who was very old. She’d been with us for only a week, but I remember her as plump and stern. In my mind’s eye she looks like Maureen Stapleton as Emma Goldman in the movie Reds. One early morning when I was four years old, I got out of bed and went into the bathroom for a tinkle. Mrs. Leasing was lying on the floor with a girdle around her ankles, so I had to step over her to reach the toilet. I hadn’t yet mastered how to pee standing up, so I sat on the seat wondering why Mrs. Leasing chose to sleep on the bathroom floor instead of her own bed. I decided she’d probably want to be woken, so after finishing up and flushing, I gave it a shot, but she wasn’t moving. I know now that she’d had a heart attack while sitting on the toilet and the red pool forming at her mouth was blood mixed with broken teeth from the fall, but at the time I was more worried she might be angry that I woke her from such a deep sleep.

I trotted down the hall and into my parents’ bedroom. Ashtrays on both sides of the bed were filled to the brim, and an empty bottle of wine was on the floor. The air was stuffy with the stink of stale smoke and my parents were out cold, half-covered under the sheets.

“Mommy, Daddy,” I called out to the two bodies. No response.

“Mommy, Daddy, Mrs. Leasing is on the bathroom floor, and she has strawberry jam all over her mouth.”

“Go back to bed, Griffin,” groaned my father through his hangover.

“But there is strawberry jam on her face.”

“Honey, please go to bed,” begged Mommy.

I was exonerated for my intrusion by a bloodcurdling scream from our housekeeper, who had just discovered Mrs. Leasing’s corpse.

A policeman was assigned to take me to the beach to distract me from seeing my nanny leave our house in a body bag. But I saw her anyway. That I remember clearly, though I also have a memory of what immediately followed that can’t possibly be true. The uniformed policeman tried to sit on the sand with me like an overgrown kid, but his holstered gun made that difficult, so he unclipped it from his belt. Clocking my interest in the weapon, he said, “You want to see it?”

“Can I hold it?” I asked.

“Sure.”

He took the gun out of the holster and handed it to me as if I’d said “Pass the butter.” No safety warning, no lecture about never pointing it at people—just, Here, kid, hold this.

The barrel was long and the pistol so heavy I needed two hands to lift it. I pointed it toward the ocean and pretended to get off a few shots at flying seagulls. It’s an incredibly happy memory, but I don’t see how it’s possible a policeman would let a four-year-old play with his gun. Maybe the sight of a dead body was a trauma I replaced with the comforts of strawberry jam, friendly policemen, and a little boy’s fascination with guns. Whatever the details of that morning, Mrs. Leasing was my first run-in with death, though far from the last.

MY BEST FRIEND’S UNCLE had just been elected president of the United States. Christopher Lawford was the son of our next-door neighbors, and his mother was the sister of the newly elected president.

Every morning his nanny or mine (I had a live one by then) drove us to kindergarten at a Catholic school called Marymount, which was run by nuns. It was also an all-girls elementary school, and we were the only boys on campus. I don’t know why the sisters made an exception for us, but we were fine with the arrangement. One of the things Chris, the new president, and I had in common was a robust attraction to the opposite sex.

The girls fussed over us, and we fell in love with a different one every week. My earliest erotic memory was a game I played with a mischievous cherub named Wendy. She told me to lie down on the lawn so she could turn me into “grass soup.” She kneeled over me and gently closed my eyes.

“I have to add the ingredients,” she whispered in my ear.

“Here comes the salt.” I felt her fingers lightly dance on my forehead and cheeks.

“This is the pepper”—followed by more finger dancing that made my brain warm and fuzzy. Next came blades of grass that she sprinkled on my face and in my hair.

“Next, we add the grass to the soup,” she said, “and we cook it all together.”

Wendy then swept the blades around my face as if she were stirring a pot. I couldn’t keep from looking at her any longer and opened my eyes. We were in the shade of a jacaranda tree, and I gazed up at her and her bossy little smirk in a corona of purple and was in heaven.

Besides our affection for five-year-old girls, Chris and I also worshipped the president of the United States and his First Lady. We talked about him constantly. Of course, Chris had been to the White House for the inauguration, and I grilled him about every detail.

One day he brought a model of a navy warship for us to play with. On its bow was written PT‑109, the name of Lieutenant John F. Kennedy’s torpedo boat.

Chris told me about the moonless night the PT-109 was cut in half by a Japanese destroyer that sailed past, unaware of what it had done. The collision nearly broke “Uncle Jack’s” back, but despite his agony, he managed to swim some of his seriously injured crew to the shore of a deserted island, where they would be stranded for over a week. Chris showed me a picture of a coconut that Uncle Jack carved an SOS into, that a Solomon native gave to the navy crew who finally rescued them.

Another photo was of the shirtless Lieutenant Kennedy in aviator shades at the helm of the PT-109. I thought he was the most handsome grown-up I’d ever seen. I loved the way his hair got thick on the top of his head and how, in other photographs, he put his hand in the pocket of his blazer with one thumb sticking out. I asked for a rocking chair for Christmas and complained of a bad back, the inference being that I, too, suffered from an old war wound.

That night I talked my head off about President Kennedy’s bravery to Mom and Dad. They were well used to my idol worship but kept their politics to themselves. What I didn’t know was that before Jack won the election, my parents campaigned for Nixon and wore straw hats with NIXON FOR PRESIDENT printed on the brim. My father even headed a group called Catholics Against Kennedy.

His feelings for the Kennedy family were a complex mingling of envy and animus. In Dad’s childhood, his family were considered “the Kennedys of Hartford,” and the Dunnes would concur. Both had large Irish American families with competitive and athletic children, both ruled under fearsome patriarchs with passive wives who were deeply religious. The big difference was that while the Dunnes were compared with the Kennedys, the Kennedys had never even heard of the Dunnes.

Before Dad moved next door to the Lawfords, there had been two interactions, one indirect, the other tenuous, that placed his family in the orbit of the Kennedys.

At the onset of the war, his older brother, Dick, was courting Jean O’Leary, to whom he would be married for fifty-nine years. When Dick brought her to meet his family, Jean held them spellbound over dinner about her father’s friendship with Joe Kennedy, which had ended in betrayal. During Prohibition, the men had been business partners running Dewar’s scotch out of Canada. When the Volstead Act was repealed, Joe sold their piece of Dewar’s to Seagram’s behind O’Leary’s back and kept the money for himself.

“What a bastard,” said Dr. Dunne, shocking his children, who had never heard him utter a profanity.

The other interaction was in 1950, when Dad was a plus-one to Robert Kennedy’s wedding to Ethel, after a young socialite invited him at the last minute. He rightly assumed he was not her first choice. He got all dolled up but was never close enough to the bride and groom to be introduced, furthering a theme of his feeling snubbed by people he loathed, yet yearning for their respect.

That bitter sensation came roaring back to Dad when Peter and Pat Lawford gave a party for the president-elect and didn’t invite him and Lenny. The sounds of raucous hilarity coming from the party next door seemed to mock my father, who watched the glamorous goings-on from the window, his face literally pressed against the glass. Once again, he fought back a nauseating anxiety that the crowd he longed to run with might never let him join. You’d think spearheading a caucus called Catholics Against Kennedy might have something to do with his not being invited, but to him, that didn’t seem reason enough.

Next morning the gossip columns said the guests included Marilyn Monroe, whom Dad had always wanted to meet, and Robert F. Kennedy, who didn’t want to meet him. The Herald Examiner shook in his hands, and an inchoate storm stirred in my father that would climb to category five in the following decades.

THE FIRST TIME I ever laid eyes on Mrs. Kennedy was on the cover of Ladies’ Home Journal, which my mother subscribed to. For a moment, I thought this graceful woman was my mother. I was an unabashed five-year-old mama’s boy who thought her the most beautiful woman in the world. Mom’s friends compared her with Elizabeth Taylor in A Place in the Sun and Jennifer Jones in just about everything.

When the First Lady gave birth to John-John, I told Mom I wanted to send them a cane so she and the president could spank John-John when he cried too much. In lieu of a cane, Mom tore off the rubber band of my bounce-back paddleball paddle and gave me tubes of oil paints from one of her short-lived hobbies. My only explanation for wishing the president’s son to be beaten so soon after being born is that I was sucking up to his ravishing mother. I imagined Jackie admiring the pains I took to color the paddle red, white, and blue, and being charmed that I wrote John-John’s name on it in my mother’s nail polish.

Mom had something else in common with Mrs. Kennedy: they both had come home empty-handed from the maternity ward. Twice. In 1955, the year I was born, Jackie miscarried a boy and, a year later, delivered a stillborn little girl the couple had planned to name Arabella. A few years after that, Mom lost two little girls, the first stillborn, the other an infant named Dorothy who lived for only twenty- four hours.

I was with Dorothy the last morning she would be floating in my mother’s amniotic fluids. On that day in 1958, I was a bossy three-year-old pushing food around my plate and making my mother get up and down for more milk. She was in a white peasant dress that barely covered her enormous belly. When she got up with a groan to reach the fridge, I saw a big red spot on her backside.

“Mommy, you sat in catsup.”

“What?” She felt the back of her dress with fingers that came back stained with blood. Her world seemed to stop for the longest time.

“Honey, get in the Bug. We gotta go. Right now. Okay?”

When Mom shifted her weight in the seat of our VW Bug, blood that had seeped into the upholstery sprayed up in a fine pink mist. She worked the gearshift in bare feet and passed slowpokes at breakneck speed. Only four miles away, St. John’s Hospital was a place she was all too familiar with, having delivered her stillborn a year before. The Bug’s horn sounded like a trained seal honking for fish, which must have made our arrival at the emergency room unintentionally cheerful. As someone came running toward us with a wheelchair, my mother grabbed my hand, even finding time to kiss it, before saying she had to rush inside but would send a nurse to come get me.

“I’m going to be okay, honey. Don’t worry. Daddy will be here soon.”

While Mom was being prepared for surgery and Dad fought his way through traffic from the 20th Century Fox lot, a young resident doctor and I played a game, where I hid under his white gown by standing on his feet and holding his legs like stilts. He would walk back and forth to the nurses’ station asking, “Where is the little boy who was just here?”

“I don’t know,” a nurse would say, “he was just here a minute ago.” They would search and search for me everywhere, and I couldn’t stop giggling.

I was still under the young doctor’s gown when I heard Dad’s voice, demanding to know where my mother was. He sounded cross but I don’t think he meant to. I came out from my hiding place, and Dad knelt and pulled me close. Behind him was our nanny, who’d rushed from the playdate with Alex to take us back to the beach house. The Bug was still parked right where Mom had left it.

A day after surgery, Mom surfaced from an induced coma to see a priest administering her last rites. Complications had led to more complications, so somebody had thought to send him over, just in case. He sprinkled her face with holy water and babbled in Latin as Dad stood dumbstruck at her bedside. She looked to her belly and noticed it no longer blocked the sight of her toes. She could tell by her surroundings that she was no longer in a maternity ward and knew, without asking, what had become of Dorothy.

“Get him out of here” were her first words.

For a moment, neither the priest nor my father knew which of them she meant. “Him,” she said, pointing at the priest. “Get him the fuck out of here.”

Dad had never heard her say the word fuck, let alone in the presence of a priest. Mom was so unfailingly polite that you’d think she might consider disrupting her own last rites, even if not dying, to be the height of rudeness. Parking attendants and bellhops were so charmed by her courteousness that they often refused her tips. But this two-bit priest, who represented the same God who’d killed Dorothy and left her for dead, was the last straw. Mom swatted the New Testament out of his hand and didn’t stop shouting until he left.

When she returned home from the hospital, drawn and frail on the arm of my father, she tried her best to place my pint-size sorrow before her own, but we both knew that after our journey to St. John’s, we shared something that would hold us together forever.

“You were so brave taking me to the hospital, Griffin,” she said. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring back Dorothy.”

“That’s okay, Mommy.” She looked so pretty.

Dad tucked my mother into bed and made sure Alex was asleep before joining me downstairs. He heated alphabet soup and we ate off trays in front of the TV watching a Million Dollar Movie about a couple who adopted a little girl.

“But Daddy, how did her parents die?”

“I don’t know, Griffin. I’ve never seen this movie.”

“But how did they die?”

The question gave him an opening to address the daunting subject of death with his three-year-old, and he began to explain to me how beautiful heaven was and how lucky Dorothy was to get in, as if she’d been drafted by the Dodgers. My fiercely Catholic grandmother had told me about a place called purgatory, where babies who weren’t christened lived in limbo. I worried that Dorothy had gone there instead but kept it to myself. I tried turning my focus back to the TV but couldn’t stop thinking about orphans.

“You know, I went in to see her,” Dad said during the commercial. Tinker Bell was flying around a jar of Peter Pan peanut butter, and I wondered if Never Never Land looked like purgatory.

“Who?”

“Dorothy. The doctor let me say goodbye . . .”

The singsong tone in which he had been speaking dropped so abruptly I thought another grown-up had entered the room. I looked around, but we were alone.

“What did she look like?” I asked, not quite sure I was following him.

“She was blue.”

“Blue?”

“Yeah,” he said finally, pushing around the letters in his soup with a spoon. “Bluish. Like the color of a Tiffany’s gift box. She was wrapped up on a metal table . . . I kissed her.”

A gift-wrapped baby came to mind. Then more images rushed in, like a cartoon that zipped around faster than Wile E. Coyote: baby Dorothy all tied up in ribbons and bows, her skin baby blue as an Easter egg, and Tinker Bell buzzing over her body like a huge mosquito.

“Griffin . . .” Dad had to say my name twice before I heard it. His eyes were moist and glassy, and his voice had a scratch in it. He reached out and pulled me onto his lap.

“I’m sorry, kiddo. That was wrong for me to say. Let’s not tell anybody that, okay?” He smelled like lemons and cigarettes, which I kind of liked.

“You know, Jackie lost a little girl. Same age as Dorothy,” my father said softly.

“You mean Mrs. Kennedy?”

“Yes, Mrs. Kennedy,” he said, properly chastised for being overly familiar with the woman I loved.

“Hmmm . . .”

“These things happen, Griffin. Bad things we don’t want, but sooner or later, they happen to everybody. Even your mommy. Even the president. Even his wife.”
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Ayear after Dorothy died, Dad moved us out of Santa Monica and into a house on Walden Drive in Beverly Hills. He’d been made vice president of Four Star Television, named after its four elegant stars, David Niven, Dick Powell, Charles Boyer, and Joel McCrea. Four Star was considered a classy production company with an output deal at CBS, or the “Tiffany Network,” as its CEO William Paley called it. But prestige television was no match for motion pictures, and a vice president’s salary was no match for a five-bedroom house in Beverly Hills, so inherited money from the Griffin Wheel Company stepped in to pay the mortgage.
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