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This book was written with truth and love.


I am especially grateful to


those people with whom I’ve had difficult relationships.


For those people, and those relationships


(no matter how hard they were at the time),


helped shape me


into the person I am today
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THE RISE
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Me and Lisa at Bennington in our Banda Dratsing days


























DISNEY’S DREAM DEBASED





My face stung as my long hair whipped it repeatedly. The top was down on my grandmother’s sporty convertible Mustang. Her tiny size 3 foot slammed the pedal to the metal as we bombed down the San Diego Freeway heading south. The metallic-green car was a slice of Americana and my grandmother loved it. It made her feel young again and sassy. It was just another textbook LA day. Grandmother and granddaughter breezing along on an adventure. The age gap between us evaporated. The temperature outside, a perfect 75 degrees Fahrenheit. Our lungs expanding like bellows, sucking in California smog, orange blossom and exhaust.


My grandmother rarely called me by my birth name, Laura. She called me ‘Dolly’. I often wondered why. I guessed it was because she loved to dress me up.


Every weekend she would take me shopping to Saks or Neiman Marcus and buy me adorable outfits. Sometimes we’d get matching tops. This seemed to give her great pleasure, as it did me. My grandmother loved groovy clothes. Her favourite sweater was emblazoned with the words ‘Rich Bitch’ written across the front. Her own children had been boys. Three of them. Steve, the eldest, was my father. Then came his brothers, Gary and Fred. I suspect my grandmother longed for a little girl. When her first grandchild was born – me, a girl – she was thrilled. I was doted on and spoiled by both my wealthy Jewish grandparents, living the dream in the opulent splendour of Beverly Hills. I feel now, they spoiled me as a reaction to the guilt they felt about my father.


Steve Salenger had always been a difficult child and had now become a problematic, troubled adult. I was foisted on my doting  grandparents weekend after weekend, as my father shirked his divorced-dad duties. The fact that he was eccentric, explosively angry and undependable did not go unnoticed by his parents. In old childhood photographs of me, I have a sad, haunted look.


My grandparents forever thought of excursions and ways to take me out of my obvious misery. I depended on them for everything emotional and, though I wasn’t yet aware of it, they were also supporting me financially.


We turned off the freeway at Harbor Boulevard and took the side roads, passed seedy motor lodges and bad Mexican restaurants. Then we saw it. The Gateway to Happiness – Disneyland. My heart soared as it always did, beating a little faster with anticipation. We drove through the entry gates and, as we did so, I saw the teenage parking attendant with bad acne waving his arms frantically.


‘Grandma, I think he wants you to park over there,’ I said.


She ignored me and kept driving. I guess she knew where she wanted to park.


On we drove through the vast parking lot. Slower now, 5 or 10 mph, meandering deftly around pedestrians. She drove directly towards the front entrance. This wasn’t our usual route into Disneyland. We had a routine. We either parked under a letter/character sign, like D for Dopey or P for Pinocchio, in the main parking lot, then walked to the tram, which circled the lot and deposited us at the main entrance. Or sometimes we employed my grandfather’s tactic of parking at the Disneyland Hotel and taking the monorail straight into the park, bypassing the lines of tourists. We never needed to buy tickets anyway. My grandparents seemed to have bags and bags of them. I used to reach in and pull out fistfuls. Every one of them was an ‘E’ ticket. As many as I wanted. I never had to slum it on ‘A’ or ‘B’ rides such as the Main Street Trolley or the Swiss Family Robinson tree house. It seemed to me then, metaphorically, my whole life was an ‘E’ ticket ride. 


On this day, my grandmother had a strangely determined look on her face. A look I had never seen before. She looked hard, almost angry. This was out of character. She was normally so placid and easy-going. She never ever raised her voice at me like my father did. She was the only grown-up I could truly count on. Grandma was my safe haven, my one constant amidst the acutely neurotic behaviour of both my parents.


But, even as a small child, I knew that some of Grandma’s actions were ‘off’. I became uneasy. Her eyes were focused straight ahead, her hands white-knuckled the steering wheel.


A mini-wave of anxiety coursed through my body. My stomach tightened. ‘Grandma, what are you doing? You’ve missed all the parking spaces.’ My voice was higher in pitch than usual. My larynx was beginning to constrict with fear.


She drove right up to the entrance, and through it. Fear swept over me.


Grandma continued on her course. She drove past the topiary – hedges painstakingly clipped into Disney cartoon characters – and past the giant circular flower bed where the flowers were groomed to create the shape of Mickey Mouse’s head. She drove through the tunnel under the Disneyland railroad. My hands gripped the dashboard. We passed the Disneyland fire station where Walt Disney had his private apartment. The private residence was decorated like a garish brothel. It was from this vantage point that Walt Disney would stand and oversee the kingdom he’d created on the nights he stayed over.


We passed the town hall, where the Disneyland jail was located. The jail cells were discreetly hidden from public view, housing all manner of riff-raff including hippies, troublemakers, bad eggs and unhappy campers who misbehaved and broke the law of the mouse. We passed Great Moments with Mr Lincoln, where an audio-animatronic Abraham Lincoln would rise in his herky-jerky waxwork glory to recite the Gettysburg Address. (That was my grandfather’s favourite.) We carried on driving, careening down Main Street, USA. 


At this point I started to scream. ‘GRANDMA WHAT ARE YOU DOING? You can’t drive down Main Street! You are breaking the rules! Turn around! YOU ARE SCARING ME!’


People scattered on both sides of us. Children dropped bags of candy, which rolled into the gutters as mothers hurled their toddlers to the safety of the kerb. Baby strollers, pushed at lightning speed, were rammed up the side of the sidewalk, out of harm’s way. Shocked little fists un-clutched helium balloons. I watched them rise up on the Anaheim jet streams, escaping the chaos below. Mickey Mouse ear-hats littered the cobbles. Tourists stared open-mouthed as angry fathers shook their fists at us. I watched all of this unfold in slow motion. Embarrassment turned to panic as she drove on.


‘Maybe Grandma got a special pass?’ I prayed to myself. After all, she knew the Disneys personally. My father dated one of their daughters. I used to imagine what would have happened if they had gotten married, Sharon Disney and my father. We passed the Candy Palace and left behind the jolly strains of music coming from the Dixieland jazz band. Tomorrowland blurred on the right while Adventureland disappeared on the left. Now we were on a collision course with Sleeping Beauty’s castle. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. We circumnavigated the landmark hub of Sleeping Beauty’s castle. I only just caught the briefest glimpse of the moat and drawbridge at the foot of the castle. I could barely glance up at the iconic spire, the one Tinker Bell flies from.


On hot summer nights, Disneyland puts on a firework display of some magnitude. Children and adults alike watch in awe as Tinker Bell flies from the summit of Matterhorn mountain to the golden spire atop Sleeping Beauty’s castle. As she does this she is lit from behind by a backdrop of fireworks set to theme music from Disney movies. Both the castle and Matterhorn are aglow. The collective visual cortex of the crowd is imprinted with this ‘picture postcard’ memory, in memoriam. Matterhorn mountain is an actual 1/100th scale copy of the real thing. It’s a snow-covered bobsled ride on which  you are catapulted through internal tunnels blasted out of rock at 60 mph. It’s Alpine/Bavarian-themed, and so large you can see it from the freeway. Every kid I ever knew growing up in Southern California used the ‘sighting’ of Matterhorn mountain to gauge the distance left to travel to the Magic Kingdom. The Matterhorn is an ‘E’ ticket ride. Four people share a bobsled: two in the front and two in the back. You sit on each others’ laps. This is extra exciting when you are a teenager and you get to sit on the lap of your boyfriend or girlfriend, or someone you might have a crush on. As you wait in line, standing and inching along, you are housed in a Swiss-style wooden hut. The Matterhorn attendants are young adults, dressed appropriately in lederhosen. As you shuffle along the waiting line, yodelling music is piped through the rocks to ‘get you in the mood’. In the background you can hear the blood-curdling screams of people already on the ride, hurtling through the tunnels and tipping over the precipices. At this point, as you are waiting, your heart is pumping with anticipation and your anxiety levels are amped. Some people get so anxious they panic and take the chicken exit, but the Matterhorn is a mega-popular ride


My grandmother swerved to the right and headed towards Fantasyland. I could hardly bear to watch any more. My hands were clapped over my eyes and I was peeking through my fingers. A rational thought flickered through my brain. ‘The brakes, the brakes don’t work! She can’t stop the car!’ But as I looked down at her tiny feet I saw this was not so. Even though I was way too young to drive, I at least knew, on some simple level, how cars worked. Grandma was not pumping the brake pedal to get the car to stop. Her foot was firmly pressed on the gas.


We took another hard right and drove straight towards the Matterhorn. Again we veered right, sharply. Now we were on a collision course for Submarine Voyage.


Submarine Voyage was located roughly on the border between Fantasyland and Tomorrowland. It was one of my least favourite  rides – depressing and claustrophobic, it was inspired by the Jules Verne book that later became the Disney movie 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. The submarine itself was located in a huge water-filled lagoon. Twenty people or more at a time would board the submarine and take their seats. A klaxon would sound, the hatch would slam shut. Just sitting in those confined quarters was seriously panic-inducing. The words ‘Dive! Dive! Dive!’ would sound over the loud speaker as the submarine started its descent, sinking down below the water’s surface. Air bubbles began to rise from the water, streaming upwards over the circular porthole windows. Somehow the air pressure would make your ears pop. There was seemingly no escape. If you tried, you would drown. For most people, being in such close quarters and in a confined space triggers basic universal fears. Panic. Disney certainly knew how to tick that box. As the submarine went down below the waterline, it began to inch forward slowly. Out of the circular windows you could see all manner of sub-aquatic tableaux going on. In the dark foreboding depths, plastic fish swam past the vessel, meandering awkwardly through fake-looking, dayglo coral reefs. Ruins of shipwrecks lay like broken dreams on the bottom of the lagoon floor. Sunken treasure, partially algae-covered, was scattered haphazardly among the undulating synthetic kelp. Costume jewellery, never to be worn, glinted weakly, as the searing Orange County sun pierced the dirty water, illuminating it briefly.


Finally, after travelling at a snail’s pace around the lagoon, just when you thought you couldn’t take any more, you entered an underwater cave. This was seriously anxiety-inducing. Disney, the master of manipulation, had dished out a double helping of claustrophobia. The submarine trapped in a cave, Captain Nemo’s voice then boomed out of the loud speaker: ‘Watch out for the giant squid, watch out for the giant squid! Dive, dive, DIVE!’ And seemingly out of nowhere, a gigantic animatronic squid lurched at the submarine. It wrapped its stiff mechanical tentacles around the vessel and shook it violently. As the squid released its grip, and the  submarine began its ascent, you passed two robot mermaids perched on rocks. Only their hands moved. They were waving goodbye. They seemed to say, ‘Have a nice day. Everything will turn out fine in the end.’


I was always relieved to see those mermaids, but they also made me angry. Their gestures were too little too late. The damage to my childhood psyche was already done.


The Submarine Voyage and its menacing lagoon loomed large in the windscreen of Grandma’s Mustang. By now I had resigned myself to holding on tight for dear life. I braced myself. There was nothing I could do to stop Grandma. She drove straight ahead, hunkered down, focused and unwavering.


At this point, the thought flashed through my mind that she was trying to save me by killing me. Maybe it was like the Danny Walpee situation, still fresh in my memory. Danny was a boy in my class at Westland School. We went through kindergarten and group one together. Danny’s mother was dying of cancer. Danny had some emotional problems because of it. He often had accidents in his pants and needed to keep extra clothes at school. Sometimes children teased him when he pooped in his pants. His mother went into remission and the whole school rejoiced. Then, suddenly, she took a turn for the worse and died. Shortly thereafter I was at a classmate’s sixth birthday party. My father turned up in the middle of the party, unexpectedly. This was odd, as on this particular weekend I was due to be with my mother. My father had a serious face on. He spoke quietly. He took me into a bedroom and sat me down. Looking at the floor he told me matter-of-factly that Danny Walpee had died. He explained that Danny’s father had shot Danny with a gun. He then shot his sister Debbie, and their older brother Alan. Finally, his father turned the gun on himself. I cried.


As we neared the Submarine Voyage, I could see something was wrong. Barriers were erected in front of the lagoon, blocking off all access to the ride. They were yellow and black and written across  the front of them, next to the multiple images of Mickey Mouse, were the words, ‘DO NOT ENTER. Submarine ride closed for maintenance.’


My grandmother steeled herself and drove straight through the barrier. As the Mustang soared through the blockade, I saw with horror that the lagoon had been drained. Empty. All that was left of the basin, previously brimming with horrors, were small filthy puddles of water, evaporating at the bottom. The walls of the lagoon were nothing but rough, fake-barnacle-encrusted cement. The menacing creatures of my fears, once so animated by the shadowy depths, lay inert and forlorn like cheap carnival detritus.


Our car flew into the desolate pit, slamming us against the far side of the wall. The only thought in my head was that my grandmother’s Mustang was ruined.

















WORDS OF WISDOM





These are some of my favourite words of wisdom, sayings I like to live my life by, passed down from my elders:




1) ‘Listen to your gut instinct.’ (Mother)


2) ‘It’s about the journey, not the end result.’ (Stepfather)


3) ‘Two minds are better than one.’ (Anon.)


4) ‘Auf der Lungen. Auf der Zungen.’ (Roughly translated, ‘speaking without a filter’.) (Stepfather again)


5) ‘Nothing is better than something that’s bad.’ (Father, biological)


6) And my all-time favourite, ‘This too shall pass.’ (Grandmother)





I’ve applied these golden rules to all the artistic endeavours in my life. Songwriting being a prime example. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been asked about the creative process and how it worked between Mark E and myself. People seemed fascinated with how we came up with such Fall classics as ‘Cruiser’s Creek’, ‘Hit the North’ or ‘LA’. In fact, forget the songwriting. People just wanted to know how our relationship worked full stop. We were polar opposites yet there was a shared energy, which intrigued people on a multitude of levels. And it all started with a gut instinct (Mother).


Inspiration is a mysterious thing. It’s not so much about the environment, although this can be a stimulating factor. I feel it’s more about tapping into a free-flowing stream of consciousness, listening, channelling and trusting without censorship from the ego. (‘Auf der Lungen. Auf der Zungen.’) 


For me the quickest way to tap into that stream was to pick up a guitar and start strumming a chord sequence. Just three chords could start me off. I would put together chords in a pleasing pattern, until I felt a tingling in my body, and an emotional connection in my heart. It felt good. It made sense. It sounded good. It stirred me. I called this the skeleton of the song. Usually, this became the verse.


Then on top of these chords, I’d start singing a melody, feeling my way into a sympathetic match, or a pleasing mismatch to the chord sequence. I rarely used words at this point. That’s where Mark E came in. He was, and is, one of the greatest poets.


Sometimes words, lyrics, or more frequently song titles would pop into my mind, as in the case of ‘Terry Waite Sez’, but I never forced it. After working through the verse of the song, with the chord structure and the rough melody, I’d start on the chorus. The chorus has to rise to the occasion. It has to lift the song to a higher emotional plateau – a climax, an aural orgasm.


The final thing for me was inserting the bridge between the verse and chorus. If this was done right, the verse would become an emotionally high starting point, the bridge would then bring you down, and the big, glorious, explosive chorus would (we hoped) blow you away.


Prestwich, Manchester, was where Mark E and I resided for the majority of our married life. It was a small, semi-detached house in a working-class Jewish neighbourhood. Mark E grew up in the next street, Dorchester Avenue, where his parents and younger sister still lived. This house was the subject of the song ‘My New House’ on the album This Nation’s Saving Grace.


When we decorated the house, we decided to paint the outside a dark slate-grey, and the inside a calming dark blue-grey. I thought this was sophisticated. I seemed to have an instinctive understanding of the power and vibrational qualities of colour. This was long before I made a career of it in fashion. 


Our furniture was basic. The dining-room table and chairs were black ash. Our Wesley-Barrell sofa was beige with a floral pattern, and looked ‘posh’. Upstairs, we had two bedrooms. Well, three if you counted the tiny box room, where we kept papers, junk, microphones and instruments (including the three-string violin used on the song ‘Hotel Blöedel’ from the album Perverted by Language, my present husband’s favourite Fall song).


The box room was also the location for our cat Frau’s dirty little protests. She would pee on Mark E’s microphone to pay him back, I decided, for being away so often on tour. We only had one bathroom and it was vile. The bathroom suite was avocado colour. I spent a good many nights puking into the hideous commode, which made me want to puke more.


The final room in the downstairs of our house was the kitchen. The kitchen was white and had a faux-brick vinyl floor. The kitchen also had a back door, which led to the small, ugly, unloved garden. Because at some point the foundations of the house had shifted, there was a gap underneath the back door, and sometimes after a rainstorm we would come downstairs to find an invasion of slugs sliming all over the kitchen floor. Even the slugs hated that garden. Mark E poured Morton salt on them, and watched them shrivel. He found this funny, and endlessly fascinating. I found it cruel, but I hate slugs and couldn’t even step into the kitchen knowing they were there. So I kept mum. It was the beginning of a bad habit, keeping mum. I was soon to learn that the hard way.


Typically I would sit in the living room with Whitey, my favourite guitar. It was a white hollow-body Rickenbacker. I would start composing the skeleton of a song. Then, excitedly, I’d bring the red-hot inspiration to Mark E, who would be pacing the dining room with his headphones on. He was always pacing due to the excess energy from speed. Mark would then listen to it and offer only guttural grunting noises as comment. Like a maniac, he would then reach over to a stack of scrap paper and rifle through it until he put his hand on just the right sheet. Bingo! He would produce the perfect lyrical accompaniment. The pile of scrap paper was actually a massive collection of lyrics, poetry, cut-ups, and snatches of ideas.


How Mark E had already written the perfect words for the yet unwritten song I will never know. It was beyond coincidence. It was one of those synchronistic moments that reassure you that you truly are at the right place, at the right time, and on the right path.


We’d put together the two parts of the song and run through it. We’d do this five or six times before committing it to tape. We had a portable Sony cassette recorder. Mark E used it to grunt ideas into. That was the way he wrote, on his own, having never been taught to play a musical instrument.


All of us in The Fall became translators and interpreters of Mark E’s grunting. Although it was unintelligible to most, it made perfect sense to us. It conveyed the purity and clarity of his intentions, and it felt important to capture this pure inspiration on tape. Mark was a big believer in first takes. There’s a magic to a first take. This is one of the reasons musicians speak about ‘demo-itis’. Quite often, the demo tape of the song is the best ever version of the material. It has an excitement which can lose its raw edge in the studio. We used many demos and first takes of songs on Fall records. Mark was big into truth and obsessed with non-perfection. Often during recording, I’d make a mistake on a guitar part, and want to go back and re-record it. Mark would never let me. I can now see he was right.


With the song finished and committed to the memory of the cassette recorder, we usually went our separate ways within the house. Mark E stayed downstairs, connected by headphone wires to the stereo, drinking scotch, snorting speed and chain-smoking Marlboro reds. Jigging around until the sun came up.


At this point in our marriage, I was happy to live and let live. His addictions did upset me but I told myself he needed his space and time to be creative. So I’d take myself off to bed, collecting our cats, Frau and Oscar, along the way. I’m a woman who needs her sleep. If it got too late, I had an inner overdose alarm that would wake me and I’d go down and check on him. This seemed normal at the time. I would often find Mark E passed out and unconscious on the floor in the living room next to the stereo. The headphones were still on, and his face had a moustache of sweat and a death-calm pallor, the record rotating on the stereo, scrape-scrape-scraping against the run-out groove. I’d drag him up the stairs and tuck him in bed – thanking God every time that he was breathing.


In the morning when we finally did wake, we’d go downstairs and make a cup of Tetley tea. Mark takes it strong, with a little milk. I like it weak. Too strong and I’ll feel sick. We might pop a frozen potato waffle into the toaster or fry up a Danish back-bacon sandwich with white bread. Then we’d pack up our instruments and notes and the cassette recorder and call a taxi to take us to the rehearsal room to meet ‘the lads’.


It was in the rehearsal room that the lads would hear the new song for the first time. I would play the tape once, then play it live on the guitar. They would then improvise their own parts. While this process was going on, Mark E was always in the nearest pub.


After the songs had settled into shape we’d start getting ready to go on tour … again. The long and winding road. Drugs, food poisoning, injuries, breakdowns and antics. Exhaustion. Who knew what might happen? It could be the making or breaking of a band … or a marriage. It’s about the journey, not the end result (Stepfather).

















PEANUT





My first nickname was ‘Peanut’. It was given to me by the nurses in the hospital where I was born. I was 5lbs 3oz and looked like a peanut. Charming. I was born in Los Angeles, California, at the Cedars of Lebanon hospital at 8.30 in the morning, 12 November 1962. The name on my birth certificate said Laura Elisse Salenger.


My mother, Lucy Salenger, and my biological father, Steve Salenger, had just the one child from their union. They were divorced before I was two. I have only ethereal snatches of memories of us living together as a family unit; piecemeal tableaux of scenes and feelings that are severed from any cohesive timeline. These fragments of my memories are part of the wardrobe of my early childhood psyche.


Most days, my mother was not at home. She was holding down two jobs. She was trying to make it as a fashion model but worked a day job at a brokerage firm to pay the bills. I was left in the ‘care’ of Carmen, our Mexican maid. Carmen was the first person I remember not liking. Carmen was mean. She must have had a hard life and been very unhappy. Maybe she hated America? Perhaps she disliked children? It’s possible that she had left her own children behind in Mexico. Whatever the case, her presence facilitated my earliest memories of fear, anger and injustice.


During the day, Carmen would turn up the heat to sweltering in our small upstairs duplex apartment. Why she would put the heat on at all, since we lived in LA and it was 80 degrees outside every day, I have no idea. Perhaps she was trying to get me to sleep.


Once the heat was up, she would deposit me in my crib and shut the door. This is how I remember spending my earliest days: imprisoned behind the shiny baby-blue guard rails that surrounded my cot. I shook the bars and cried out. I kicked away my baby blankets, ‘Blue Boy’ and ‘Pinky’, to try to escape the suffocating heat. Finally I lay there for what seemed like hours, sucking my thumb, waiting for my mother to get home and rescue me. I knew that if my mother found out, she would be angry and would stop her from doing it. Somehow I knew that Carmen was going to get caught.


Occasionally my mother would ask Carmen to do some shopping for groceries. Carmen would truss me up in sweaters, shoving my little arms into the sleeve holes and angrily pulling the garment over my head. She would grab hold of my arm and virtually drag me down the street to the supermarket. Unfortunately this meant walking through a subway underpass. It was dark and it stank of human urine – the antithesis of life in the light; the shadowy underbelly of sunny California. I was especially scared of the people who ‘lived’ down there.


This was the first time I ever remember feeling the strength of my own gut instincts.


One day Carmen dragged me to the market. When we reached the tunnel, I put on the brakes. I planted my feet firmly on the ground and refused to budge. Carmen pulled and pulled but was unable to dislodge me from the imaginary anchor I had sunk into the sidewalk at the gaping mouth of the tunnel. I was using the power of my will. Even at three years old, it seemed I had a strong one. Carmen began to scream at me in Spanish but I just stood there, holding my ground. She began to make a scene. I was aware of people staring. Then Carmen lost it. She grabbed me violently and yanked down my pants. In full public view, she spanked me hard on my bare bottom.


She then proceeded to drag me kicking and screaming to the market and back.


I remember wailing with rage and humiliation. I hoped some kind person would intervene. I wanted to punish Carmen and I wanted someone to tell my mommy. 


I don’t remember my father living with us. He came periodically to collect me and take me out. I remember the energy between my mother and father as strained and fraught with tension. They spoke to each other through gritted teeth. I never remember them touching each other, let alone kissing.


I knew that they both loved me, though. I was the one thing that united them. Whenever there was some crisis in my upbringing, they came together. Later in my childhood, I spent quite a lot of time plotting ways to manipulate them into situations that would force them together. I hoped, however irrationally, to fix their marriage and unite us as a family.


Later, when I could communicate more clearly, my mother used to ask me questions about what Carmen had done to me. I told her about the tunnel incident. I also told her that Carmen forced me to eat ‘Spanish’ salad, which burnt my mouth. It transpired that she never fed me any ‘normal’ food, only radishes. I am sure my mother felt guilty about leaving me with childcare and having to work full-time. I imagine all parents must worry about what goes on behind their backs. That day in front of the tunnel, I learned a lesson that by standing my ground I could make a point.


One day my father appeared at the apartment with a present for me: a tortoise. Where he got it I have no idea. It was big. Not as big as a Galápagos tortoise but big enough. I loved my tortoise. He was slow and gentle. He looked at me with wise blinking eyes. When I touched his head, he sucked in his neck and hid deep inside his shell. His shell was his home, his safe place. I remember wishing I had a shell.


My mother asked me what his name was. Without thinking I blurted out, ‘Sammy.’ My mother took out some red nail polish and painted S A M M Y on his shell.


‘Why are you doing that, Mom?’ I asked. ‘So he doesn’t get lost.’ I would sit on a small patch of lawn in front of our 1960s duplex and watch Sammy munch contentedly on blades of grass, the arid LA heat warming his shell and my skin. One day, I ran inside quickly to grab a sandwich for my lunch and when I came back out, Sammy was gone. I never thought Sammy would leave me. I loved him so much, and we had a bond. I hoped the red nail varnish would bring him back home to us, that the person who found him would know he was my Sammy. I cried for weeks over my Sammy. Then my mother, feeling sorry for me, took me to the Farmers Market to cheer me up. I loved the Farmers Market, a historic Los Angeles landmark and tourist attraction. It is known for its fresh produce, sit-down eateries, food stalls and vendors. It dates back to 1934. It’s vibrant and full of energy and is a colourful backdrop for all manner of LA life.


There is a seedy glamour about it. It’s very old-school LA. You can see a real cross section of life there: from big Hollywood movie stars doing a spot of food shopping, to down and outs nursing their drinks in brown paper bags. Every time I go there, I can feel the desperation rising from the tarmac like a heat haze. LA is full of desperate people trying to make it in the entertainment industry. You can feel their crushed dreams raining down like the confetti from a busted piñata. Those crushed dreams are like a malaise. They hover and waft through the air. They drift like a fog. They meander through LA and shroud the Valley. They collect in the canyons and hang above the beaches, permeating the atmosphere wherever you go. For every single success story in LA, there are thousands and thousands of sad tales. Ambition and hopelessness go hand in hand, and are seemingly magnified; almost as if one were living them through the lens of a camera.


As my mother and I passed through the Farmers Market, something caught my eye: a pet store. Even then I had a deep bond with animals and couldn’t resist. I pulled my mom into the shop. The first thing I saw was a round plastic terrarium containing a mini-palm tree and two tiny turtles. I had to have them. I begged and whined. My mom relented and bought them for me, knowing how distraught I’d been after Sammy’s disappearance. I took them home and played with the turtles all day. I named them Cuff and Link. I kissed their tiny heads repeatedly. After nursery school, for the next few days, I played with my turtles all afternoon until dinner. They were all I could think about. Then one of those nights I fell asleep, like all the others. But when I woke up, two weeks had passed. I awoke to find my mother weeping tears of joy over my bed. Apparently, I had contracted salmonella from the little turtles and had nearly died. I remember nothing about it. Later my mother told me that for days I had a raging fever of over 104 degrees. I had been delirious and then unconscious. It had been so serious that, for two months after my illness, my mother had to collect specimens of my faeces to take to the California Department of Public Health. I was only four, but I felt embarrassed about my mother carrying around my poop in tinfoil.


Shortly after the turtle incident, my mother and I moved to 555 Huntley Drive in the flats of West LA. Huntley Drive is a street made up of modest single-storey bungalows lined with towering cypress trees. Our rented house was dark and gloomy. The only good thing about the house was the backyard. There was an avocado tree and two Santa Rosa plum trees. Santa Rosa plums are the sweetest plums in the world, with a delicate purple flesh. When I bit into them the juice would burst into my mouth and dribble down my chin, staining many a T-shirt.


My first fashion memory occurred in that house. For my fourth birthday, the first proper birthday party I ever remember, my grandmother bought me a groovy black patent leather swinging shoulder bag and a matching miniskirt. In that outfit, I felt like a big girl, which was great, as I was about to start kindergarten. My mother and father, to their credit, saw that I had some youthful talents. From a very young age, I had a flair and passion for the arts. I loved painting and drawing, making up stories and acting out plays that I would invent. I also loved music. Along with guns, clocks and vicious dogs, one of my father’s other fixations was banjos. He loved playing banjos, guitars and listening to bluegrass music. My father made his own banjo out of spare parts and showed me how to play it. I learned to strum and pick around the age of five. My little fingers could only hold down one string at a time.


My parents chose to put me in a ‘special’ school, the Westland School. Westland is a private independent progressive school. It is the polar opposite of the ‘normal’ LA County public schools. I’m sure my parents realised that I needed to be nurtured. I suspect that they knew I would probably flounder in a public school.


The school sits high above the LA basin, perched on a ridge on Mulholland Drive, straddling both the city of Los Angeles and the Valley. At the time, it was known as a ‘free’ school. It was called ‘free’ because there were no normal rules. You called the teachers by their first names and there were no tests. The children were encouraged to express themselves creatively. Although there were classes, which were called groups, most of the ages mingled together.


My mother had recently quit her job in the brokerage firm. She stopped modelling when her agent told her she was too smart to be a model. She got a new job. A job that would change her life. It would change mine too. Cataclysmically. But I didn’t know it yet. My mom became a researcher at CBS, on the prime-time news show Sixty Minutes. To celebrate her new job, she went out and swapped our sad old Ford station wagon for a 1963 lemon-yellow Porsche convertible.


The Porsche was technically a two-seater. In the back, behind the main seats, were two ‘dog’ seats. My mom used to cram all the kids that rode in our carpool into that tiny little spitfire of a car. One kid in the front seat and three smooshed in the back. We had to take turns. I don’t remember there being any seatbelts. Those were the days of bucket seats, TV dinners and pay phones that cost a dime. Those were the days when we would start our mornings with Instant Breakfast or Tang because the astronauts drank it. They were also the days of hippies, riots, the Vietnam War and Charles Manson.


I loved school. We were encouraged to let our imaginations run wild and to play freely. I remember one time setting up my own pretend shop. I filled it with imaginary clothes and charged imaginary money. I find it intriguing that I played shop as a kid, then when I grew up I actually did open my own shop, START, with my husband Philip Start. It makes me realise how important child’s play is, and how budding intentions can manifest into reality.


Sometimes on lovely days, our teachers took us out for hikes. Because the school was located on a mountainous ridge above LA, it was surrounded by scrubby, rocky nature trails and an abundance of wildlife. We learned the names of every plant and animal on the trail, including the century plant, the yucca plant and witch’s hair, my favourite, because it was a garish orange string-like vine that strangled all the other plants in its vicinity. We had to be careful, though. The California chaparral is rife with rattlesnakes.


I remember my father’s first new girlfriend, Ava. My father had a seemingly never-ending supply of girlfriends and then (later) wives. Most of them were nurses from the hospital where he worked as a psychiatrist. Ava was a statuesque Swedish blonde with a foreign accent. Although Ava was nice enough to me, I resented her. I wanted my father all to myself. My father spent only two days a week with me. Saturday and Sunday. He would come to pick me up from my mother’s house in his fancy convertible Morgan. It was English racing green.


My father was at the height of his masculine beauty. He was a newly certified MD, specialising in child psychiatry. He always smoked a pipe, even when driving the Morgan with the top down. He was a supreme poseur and dressed like an off duty Don Draper, wearing 1960s leisure wear, styled within an inch of its life: deep midnight navy V-neck sweaters over white turtlenecks and slacks. This was his suave Beverly Hills playboy doctor phase before his fashion went west and turned to ‘cowboy’.


I was besotted with my father. I thought he was the most handsome man in the world. He told stories in a big loud voice. Everyone was riveted and charmed by him. Beguiled, mesmerised. Especially the ladies. I loved my father and he loved me. I could tell. He called me ‘Lulu’. I don’t think he really knew what to do with me on our weekends together. So he did what so many other California divorced dads did in the sixties. He took me to theme parks. When we weren’t at theme parks he palmed me off on my doting, wealthy grandparents, Oscar and Ethel Salenger.

















SCOOTER PIE





How many gallons of blood her heart pumped each minute, I have no idea. All I know is she had a big heart. Huge, in fact. After all, she weighed half a ton. Scooter Pie was my everything: a sixteen-hand bay mare, with a white stripe down her nose and four black socks. An unlikely pair we made, this gargantuan animal able to kick, crush or trample you to death, and this six-year-old girl, weighing (a below average) 40lbs.


My father taught me to ride. According to him, it was ‘before I could walk’. My riding lessons consisted of him screaming at me, whip in hand, tears streaming down my face while I rode diligently around the ring (in our backyard) on my first pony, Maxwell. Whether or not I disagreed with his harsh methods, it matters not, I can now ride any horse, confidently. Horse riding is wonderful preparation for life. To be able to control, command and, most importantly, communicate with a beast which does not speak with words is one of the greatest lessons I have ever learned. (Later I would have to communicate with many beasts of the male human variety, and communication on this instinctual level got me through most of it.)


My father and his new wife, Maggie, moved to an area of LA called Malibu Canyon, contained within the suburb of Calabasas (today made famous by the Kardashians). We all know of the glittering glamorous Malibu Beach, which runs along the Pacific Coast Highway of LA. Well, just behind Malibu Beach are mountains and behind those mountains, tucked away, is Malibu Canyon. A winding, vomit-inducing, venomous road resplendent with twists, turns, tunnels and sheer cliffs leads you (nauseous, in my case) to an idyllic little ‘Westernesque’ community, hidden in an isolated pocket, away from the harsh klieg lights of Hollywood. Isolated communities – this one was called ‘Monte Nido’ – are weird. They usually contain eccentric people hiding from something with a bulging hornets’ nest of life’s little, and maybe not so little, secrets. This one was no different.


I spent most weekends of my childhood, between the ages of five and nine, at my dad’s and Maggie’s house in Calabasas. As I said, my father was a Beverly Hills psychiatrist. How a man so mentally unbalanced and troubled could help others unravel their demons was way beyond my comprehension. A mercurial genius, with good points as well as bad, he was a compelling master of manipulation and possessed an incredibly rich imagination – so much so, in fact, that I often wondered whether he could distinguish between fact and fantasy.


Not by chance was it that my future partners, Mark E. Smith and Nigel Kennedy, were eerily similar on so many levels to my father. It would take me many, many years and many, many shrinks to unravel this seriously unhealthy and ultimately destructive urge to form life relationships with men whom I perceived to be in my father’s mould.


My stepmother, Maggie, on the other hand, was and is a wonderful woman. Born on the Great Plains of Iowa, to a rural farming family, she has the down-to-earth wholesomeness and hard-work ethic that makes you rejoice in humanity. She was a cardiac nurse and met my father at the hospital where they both worked. Today, I thank God for her. Like a soothing balm, she dampened down the moments he became incandescent with rage, putting out the fire that would definitely have left my ‘hide tanned’.


He had a nuclear temper. Legendary, in fact. He seethed and vibrated, as if inhaling the fumes of the devil rising straight up from the bowels of hell. Standing above me, belt in hand, gritting his teeth and grinning like a coke addict coming off a three-day binge, he sucked his words through his teeth while he held the belt. It’s no wonder I spent most of my weekends trying to be ‘invisible’, keeping well out of his way.


Being an only child, I was left to my own devices 90 per cent of the time. I spent the majority of my weekends playing outside, in nature, with my best friends. My friends were everything to me. They were my protectors and my teachers. They taught me about love (the unconditional variety), they taught me patience, how to watch and listen, and they taught me about trust, helping me to appreciate honesty. They showed me how to experience joy, and what it meant to be at peace. They also took me on wonderful adventures. My friends were the animals. To this day, I have a strange obsession with kissing ‘muzzle’ fur. Nothing is so delightful as the velvety-soft, whisper-thin hair that lies between the nose and mouth of a dog or horse. As you get close to the animal, they breathe in your scent and you breathe in theirs. This requires absolute mutual trust. In that moment one feels true peace and connection on a soul level. I feel love. When we truly trust another, our fears evaporate. To live a life without fear is to know freedom absolute.


This is one of the lessons Scooter Pie taught me. She listened to all my worries, while munching away contentedly on alfalfa. Sometimes, I’d manoeuvre her next to the corral, climbing up on the fence and slipping on to her bare back. Peering out from the barn, we would spend afternoons in the narcotic California heat, watching the evolution of the changing day and just being.


My father was a collector. A collector of the bizarre. Along with the banjos and guitars, there were antique clocks (our house was always tense with ticking and bonging). Then there were the tobacco pipes. That collection included a tobacco pouch that he told us was made from a woman’s breast which I remember him claiming he stole from an anatomy class in medical school. He had many canes and walking sticks. His favourite was fashioned from a bull’s penis. It looked like a glistening, gnarled piece of brown wood, like a tree branch from a horror story. It was topped by a shining, sterling silver bejewelled grip. But his scariest collection of all was the one he was most obsessed with: his collection of weapons. He collected guns. He had a .357 Magnum, a Smith & Wesson and many, many others whose names, thankfully, I never got to know. He also had an African blow-dart gun, a nasty tube through which you’d blow poison-tipped darts, and an array of bows and arrows, including a lethal crossbow.


I’m sure my father had wished I was born a boy. He might not have said as much, but I could just tell. He taught me to ride and shoot and hunt and would force me to do hours of archery target practice in our backyard. (I can assure you that this did not come in handy later in life.) Consequently, wanting to please my father, I became a tomboy. While I adored Barbie, I hated baby dolls and anything girly-girl.


Besides the weapons, my father had his loyal henchmen: Klaus and Heinz, his beloved German shepherds. Klaus and Heinz were attack dogs ‘trained’ by my father. The dogs instilled fear in almost everyone who set eyes on them, everyone but me. I spent hours ‘communicating’ and playing with them. Together we jumped fences, played hide and seek, and often they’d accompany me on long meandering treks along the creek at the foot of our property. We spent hours playing naturalists, David Attenborough-style, investigating the wonders of the land.


One day, Maggie took the dogs to the beach in Malibu for a long walk. Apparently Heinz took a dislike to another dog walking on the beach. An ugly fight ensued, ending with Heinz ripping the eye out of the other dog’s head. Heinz had to be put down as he was deemed ‘dangerous’. Eventually Klaus went on to die of natural causes, never harming anyone.


And eventually my father replaced them with three Rhodesian ridgebacks, Simba, Bantu and Imbira. But that would happen way in the future. By then he was married to wife number five, at a time when I hardly knew him, our relationship having long since become fractured and broken beyond repair.

















CHILD OF A CHILD PSYCHIATRIST





At some point in his formative teen years my biological father, Steve Salenger, spent a summer on a dude ranch learning to be a cowboy. He learned to ride, rope and break horses, shoot guns and bows and arrows. This Jewish boy from Beverly Hills morphed himself into a Western character in the mould of Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett or the Lone Ranger. Heroes from his youth.


This also affected his fashion sense. He always wore cowboy boots, even to his psychiatric practice in Beverly Hills. He adorned himself in turquoise jewellery and Navajo rings, and wore a silver belt buckle with a steer’s head engraved on it.


Not only did he fashion himself into a cowboy, but he also decided I should be one too. At around four years old, he bought me a pair of fancy red cowboy boots and fringed suede chaps. I always wore my hair in braids or pigtails so that it fit neatly under my cowboy hat. We would wear our Western gear not just for riding but in everyday life too. I wore those red boots to school with short shorts.


I was around four or five when my dad and stepmother Maggie moved into their new house in Calabasas, off Thornhill Road, down a private driveway that ended in its own private basin – a sort of a mini-valley. It was a dark wood California ranch house that had land encircling it, and a creek running alongside.


The interior of the house was decorated in Chinese Modern – walls painted turquoise, offset with black furniture. We had four bedrooms and two bathrooms. Our living room was clad in stone – big slabs of grey boulders everywhere, like a room made of rock.


My father began to assemble a collection of horses. He began to turn our ranch house into a mini-suburban homestead. 


I loved horses from a tiny age. ‘Horse’ was my second word (‘seal’ had been my first). The first ambition I remember having was to be an expert rider. I wanted to grow up to be either a rodeo rider, show jumper or jockey. My father told me I would never make it as a jockey because I’d grow so tall ‘they’d have to cut my legs off at the knee’. I only grew to 5 feet 2 inches in the end. I’m perfect jockey height, as it happens.


First came Scooter Pie, the sixteen-hand bay mare he picked up at a county fair. He was assured by the previous owner she was safe for a small child. She cost $100. Scooter Pie was so big I had to be lifted up on to her, or else I had to climb the corral posts to get my feet into the stirrups and claw myself up into the saddle. When I fell off, which was often, I always had the wind knocked out of me.


Next came Duchess, my father’s horse, his pride and joy. A neighbour sold her to my father because she was too spirited for him to handle. Of course, this was no problem for my father, the psychiatrist cowboy. Duchess was an elegant palomino Arabian mare. She had a blonde body, a white mane and tail. I would spend hours talking to her and she would kiss and cuddle me. Whenever I cried after having been yelled at by my father she would dry my tears with her muzzle. I dreamed of riding Duchess but my father would almost never allow me to. If I did it was under his strict supervision and only as a special treat. Duchess was a highly strung animal and would jump at a piece of blowing paper or a clap of thunder. My father insisted she was too dangerous for me to ride and she probably was, but I felt such a deep connection with this animal. I believed she was my protector. My father would dress Duchess up in idiotic Western gear with a fancy rodeo saddle and golden festooned bridle, and himself like John Wayne in True Grit, while I looked like some kind of Annie Oakley effigy. Then atop Duchess and Scooter Pie we would parade around the neighbourhood.


The third equine addition to our mini-ranch was Smokey. Smokey was a greyish-black, nasty, evil, angry troll of a Shetland pony. But Smokey was darling to look at, so little and cute. You just wanted to throw your arms around him and cuddle him like a stuffed animal. God help the person that tried. No sooner would you start to sweet talk him then he would pull back his gums, bare his teeth and start kicking like a mule with his hind legs.


Smokey came into our lives cheaply. As we passed by in our car we saw a man selling him along with his adorable cart and harness. Wow. This pony could pull a cart. The ultimate party entertainment. My father and Maggie loved having the neighbours round for barbecues and yard parties at our house on Thornhill Road. Now we could give all the neighbourhood kids rides in our shiny new cart with Smokey pulling.


My father hadn’t counted on that Smokey was Beelzebub with fur. Now that I look back on it, it’s sad, as he was obviously mistreated and abused by his previous owners. Maybe once my father realised this, he thought he could ‘fix’ Smokey like he ‘fixed’ all the children he treated in his psychiatric practice.


A few months previously, there had been dreadful wild fires that swept across the Santa Monica mountains and down into Malibu. We had to evacuate our house. We packed all our belongings into our Volkswagen camper bus and headed to my grandparents’ apartment. While Maggie, who was pregnant at the time with my half-sister Karina, and I headed off to the safety of the huge mansions and perfectly shorn hedges of Beverly Hills, my father stayed behind and saved our homestead from catching fire. He told us later he used the garden hose to drench the house and keep it wet. When the water ran dry, he fetched buckets from the creek. Helicopters circled overhead dumping huge amounts of fire retardant over everything. He said the flames burnt all around the property and the ground was so hot it singed all our corral posts. He saw wild animals panicking and rabbits hopping through the brush with their tails on fire. He evacuated the horses and the dogs to the neighbour’s house, which was on higher ground and clear of brush. Many people lost their houses in that fire, including some of my school friends who lost everything. I gave some of my clothes and toys to them to help them start to rebuild. It was devastating.


Because of the fire, the entire canyon in which we lived was turned to ash. It seemed post-apocalyptic. Live electrical wires and downed phone lines lay like deadly voltage-snakes hissing among the char. All of the birds flew away. The creek running by the side of our house was the only thing unchanged. New buds and mosses appeared almost instantly after the fire. The frogs still croaked and the tadpoles still swam. Even though my father claimed, at one point during the fire, the creek boiled like a witches’ cauldron.


Although wild fires can be devastating, they are regenerative and revitalising. They help the earth to be more productive, the trees to produce more seeds. Some national parks set controlled fires periodically to keep this cycle going (although this one was caused by a careless smoker). Death, birth, rebirth, death, night, day, day, night. From the ruins of this rugged wilderness came the rebirth, reinvention – rebuilding the ecosystem into something stronger, healthier and more majestic. Little did I know, later in life, how much ‘sense’ this cycle would make to me, and how much comfort I would take from it.


After the fires were all put out, the Los Angeles County department of forestry decided to start re-seeding in earnest. Every few hours, large noisy helicopters circled overhead, scattering vast quantities of seeds for the winds to blow across the barren mountainous landscape. The helicopters came so often they went mostly unnoticed by us.


A few months after the fires, my father and Maggie had one of their now famous neighbourhood barbecues. They cooked hotdogs, and the pièce de résistance of the whole spread was a massive bowl of sangria. The adults dipped their cups into the bowl over and over again as if it were the font of eternal youth. 


Later, my father hitched Smokey to the cart. He entrusted me with the driving whip, with which I would crack or tap Smokey’s behind to keep him on the straight and narrow. I was excited to be in control of the pony rides. I felt like a big girl, a proper frontier woman, despite being about seven. I was the master of the pony and I was proud.


Beforehand, my father had given me a long lecture on responsibility, so I knew this was a big moment for me. Smokey was hitched to the gleaming red metal cart as I sat in the seat bench waiting for my first passenger to be helped into the space next to me. The kids stood in line waiting their turn. The first little girl was scared and gripped the side of the cart tightly. Off we went, Smokey trotting away like a good boy, circling the basin of charred land around our house. Back we came, safe and sound. This went on for about twenty minutes. My father was all puffed up with the pride of it all and high as a kite on his sangria. Another great party at the Salengers’.


On about my seventh passenger, a nervous little girl, we were halfway round the house, when a re-seeding helicopter chopped loud and low overhead. Smokey screamed in fury. He reared up on to his hind legs, snapping one of the harness straps securing him to the cart, then bolted. The cart unbalanced and tossed us on to the ashen yard. The little girl smacked her head on the ground. I watched in horror as Smokey made a beeline for my father’s party, heading straight for the crowd and the sangria bowl, dragging the twisted red metal cart upside down, clattering behind him.


This was my father’s chance to be a hero. This was when all his ‘cowpoke’ training came home to roost. He ran into the house and grabbed his lasso. Chasing Smokey, he ran after him swinging the rope in wide circles above his head. Even with his busted cart holding him back, Smokey outran and outsmarted my father. Finally my father trapped him between the VW bus and the garage and got that idiotic lasso around his neck. 


The party ended shortly after that. Parents took their crying children home. My father and Maggie cleaned up the scattered debris and the remnants of the festivities, while I hid in my room and waited for my father’s wrath. I was sure I was going to get all the blame for this disastrous day, and it was only a matter of time before my father, gritting his teeth, would barge through my bedroom door, cowboy belt in hand.


Somehow, I managed to escape punishment, but Smokey did not. Shortly thereafter, two men turned up. They led Smokey slowly across the creek to the big corral owned by our neighbours, the Kingmens.


‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘Where are you going? Can I come?’


‘No,’ my father said. ‘You don’t want to see this.’


Their faces were sombre and their mouths set in grim lines.


‘What are you doing? Where are you taking Smokey?’ I asked.


‘Get in the house, Laura,’ my father said.


I sat in the den watching reruns of Scooby-Doo, twisting my hands with anxiety. About half an hour later, my father re-entered the house without the two men. I heard their truck drive off into the distance. I snuck out of the house and jumped across the stones in the creek, to scramble under the Kingmens’ corral fence. Smokey was nowhere to be seen. Then something caught my eye. A small reddish-brown patch. I realised it was Smokey’s blood. It had soaked into the ashen ground of the Kingmens’ corral. In the middle of the pool of blood were Smokey’s testicles: sad grey gelatinous sacks, already starting to shrivel in the shimmering relentless heat of the soporific California sun.

















INTERVIEW WITH A VOMPIRE





I find vomiting both heinous and hilarious in equal measure. My life is splattered with vomiting stories. As I write this now I would describe myself as borderline bulimic. For instance, if I go to a swanky fashion party and drink three glasses of champagne (or more), I often go home and make myself puke. ‘Nothing is better than something that’s bad’ (Father, biological). I stick my fingers way down my throat and jiggle them against my uvula until … up it comes. I have it down to a fine art now. I hate having things in my stomach that make me feel uncomfortable and, most of all, I hate feeling out of control.


Long ago I used to vomit because I felt guilty for eating too many calories. I used to vomit as a reaction to anxiety, and before that I used to vomit in the hope that my father would love me more.


It all started back in my father’s ranch house in Calabasas. As a child I was extremely skinny. Boys in my class nicknamed me ‘Bag of Bones’. I was a finicky eater. Very fussy and annoying. I liked only what I liked. My favourite foods were chocolate milk made with Nestlé’s cocoa powder, and McDonald’s hamburgers. (A far cry from now, where I try to stick to an alkaline–organic–vegetarian diet.) My mother, worried by my thinness and pickiness, took me to see Dr Levin. He was a Beverly Hills paediatrician whom I detested because he was always looking at my vagina. ‘He’s just being thorough,’ my mother insisted. Dr Levin told my mother to let me eat whatever I wanted and not to make a big deal of it. He said I would start eating when I felt like it. Unfortunately, Dr Levin never had the same conversation with my father. 


One weekend while staying at my father and Maggie’s house, I woke up to the smell of cooking. My father had decided to let Maggie have a lie-in and had donned his chef’s apron and was all geared up to make me and himself breakfast.


Maggie was an excellent cook, having grown up on a farm in Iowa. She knew about healthy seasonal food and taught me how to cook, bake and sew, although sewing sure is no part of my skill set. I enjoyed Maggie’s cooking and homemaking. My father, on the other hand, was a ‘creative’ cook. Turning his bizarre artistic flair into culinary concoctions was the stuff of my nightmares.


On this particular morning eggs were on the menu. Eggs were not my friends. I didn’t care if they were laid by the hens out back and fertilised with Rooster Cogburn’s sperm, they were/are icky, slimy and mucoidy, with scary dark spots in their yolks. If I were going to eat eggs, they’d have to be cooked with precision: fried in butter and well done, almost crispy. If one speck of that gloopy albumen touched my mouth, my child gag reflex would kick in.


On this day my ‘iron chef’ father decided to experiment. Instead of frying the eggs in butter, he decided to use a brand-new exciting product to cook them in: PAM. PAM was an alternative to butter and oil and it was ‘non-stick’, so no mess and no scrubbing the skillet after. Happy day – not really. My father delivered the plate of shiny eggs to the table with a flourish. ‘Eat them all up,’ he ordered. ‘I want to see a clean plate.’ I cut a little piece off the white bit of the fried egg, and tentatively placed it in my mouth. Uggggggghhhhhhhhhhh! It tasted like burnt plastic. ‘Dad, this egg tastes funny, like plastic.’


He threw down his cooking utensils and stomped into the dining room. ‘Laura! I’ve had enough with you. You eat those eggs and clean your plate or I’m gonna throw you on the ground and shove them down your throat.’


With tears streaming down my cheeks, I shoved the eggs down my own throat. I swallowed them whole, without chewing. I was frightened of my father and his explosive anger and I didn’t want him to be angry with me. I wanted him to love me.


The problem was (I realised later, after much therapy) that I was angry at him. My little indignant four-year-old body was stiff with fury. ‘Nobody is ever going to make me do something I don’t want to do again,’ I reckoned. Silently, I snuck into the bathroom and, without even trying, vomited up all the eggs.


And so it began, my on-off relationship with bulimia, and my association with food as a means of control.

















SUNSET BLVD





The PCH, Pacific Coast Highway, is a glorious living monument to the glamorous LA lifestyle. A long stretch of sun-bleached highway that runs along the ocean, past Santa Monica, Pacific Palisades, Malibu beach and beyond. Beautiful people in expensive cars, living charmed lives, drive on it. It’s a great place to make you feel insecure, unless you are one of those people. I was one of those people, growing up in a privileged home.


Sandwiched between the sea and the cliffs, jaw-dropping houses sit, perched atop stilts, wedged into the mountainside. These are the houses of the ‘holy’. The Hollywood ‘holy’, that is. Power moguls both old and new. The men and women who rule the city and run the world through the movie, recording and television industries: directors, studio presidents, actresses and agents, A&R people and lawyers. The houses hang, Zen-like, above the humming highway, and seemingly defy gravity. Their owners’ eyes are drawn over the glittering expanse of Pacific Ocean blue, past the horizon … to the ends of the earth. The city of Los Angeles sits atop a multiple fault zone. At any given moment, should an earthquake occur, these modern mansions and quaint casitas could slide down the cliff and smash into dust on the road below. It’s as if the people that own these properties feel invulnerable, omnipotent and charmed.


I believe there is something magical and spectacular about this road. For me, it’s the road of dreams. It’s the road of hope and ambition. A strong energy surges from the road, sandwiched betwixt the sea and mountains. It never fails to inspire me. Anything seems possible when you drive this road, anything at all.


If you head north on Pacific Coast Highway towards Malibu and take a right on Chautauqua, going up the hill, you reach Pacific Palisades and intersect with Sunset Boulevard. If you then turn right on Sunset Boulevard going east, you will begin a journey you may recognise. This iconic drive has been captured countless times on films and television shows and depicted in many photographs documenting the Golden Age of Hollywood in all its glory and seedy opulence.


The motion of the car along the drive is sexy on the tarmac. Undulating and soothing, as if one is navigating the curves of every starlet whose collected sighs of pleasure still hover in the balmy air. The wind is sweet on Sunset Boulevard, as it wafts through your hair, in your convertible with the top down. Your radio, tuned to KROQ – all rock all the time – sets the sonic scene.


The air is an intoxicating mixture of exotic concoctions: the decaying remnants of night-blooming jasmine, combined with the morning scent of Mexican orange blossom, interspersed with the scent of the salty sea and the ever-present fug of smog. I call this ‘Eau de LA’, the smell of home. Palm trees tower over your head, sentinels at the gate, waving to you and beckoning you towards forbidden adventures. Then, of course, there are the mansions. Flanking the road on both sides, most are hidden by massive gates, leaving your imagination to run wild as to who or what lies behind them. Some of the mansions are famous, or infamous: the homes of movie stars and murderers; the scenes of drug overdoses and suicides and endless tales of Hollywood folklore.


As you carry on down Sunset, different canyons and neighbourhoods jut off either side. Soon after leaving Pacific Palisades, you pass the exit to Rustic Canyon. This is where my father and Maggie would move after the Malibu Canyon ranch house. The future scenes of my teenage dramas would play out here, at the house on Haldeman Road, including my first experience with hard drugs, the neighbourhood paedophile who assaulted my little brother, my first stalker, numerous infidelities, witchcraft and delinquencies and, finally, the violent scene that would ultimately destroy the relationship between my father and myself.


As you continue down Sunset Boulevard you will pass Paul Revere Junior High School – where I went to school for a year, in 1975 and 1976, at the age of fourteen.


Just after passing Paul Revere on the right, you will see the turn off to Mandeville Canyon on the left. This is one of my favourite canyons and where I secretly wished I could live. I’ve had many friends over the years who’ve lived there, and it is utterly spellbinding. Each house is unique. The winding road meanders through the canyon and the individual houses lie tucked away in their own mini-enclaves of foliage-rich acreage.


You might catch a glimpse of a Spanish maid dressed in a white uniform shift dress, wheeling the empty garbage cans back from the road. She enters the wrought-iron gate, leading to the pink Spanish-style haçienda, dripping in bougainvillea, owned by her employers. Passing the ferns, palm fronds and birds of paradise plants, she wheels the garbage cans by the spare silver Mercedes-Benz SLK that her employers keep just for the use of their house guests. She enters the heavy wooden double doors and pads across the reddish-brown handmade tiles that perfectly complement the rough-plastered walls with adobe finish. She makes her way to the kitchen and then to the massive built-in (custom) sub-zero fridge-freezer, which cost her employers more than she makes in a year. She reaches inside the refrigerator and pulls out a can of Lily’s Kitchen organic dog food imported from England. She scoops out two golf-ball-sized portions and pops them in a sterling silver dog bowl and places it on the tiled floor for the resident overweight black pug dog.


If you keep driving east, you reach Brentwood. Brentwood is where my aunt Susie and uncle Fred lived with my cousins Lisa and Jill Salenger. Brentwood is a community of wealth and grace. Steve McQueen and Ali MacGraw lived around the corner from my cousins’ house, which I loved, as they were both among my first fashion idols. My cousin Lisa and I used to sneak around to the McQueens’ house in the hopes of getting a glimpse of what seemed to me at the time to be the coolest couple in the world.


At least superficially devoid of the heinous brash taste and gauche trappings of wealth that pockmarked other desirable LA neighbourhoods, Brentwood felt discreet. That was until O. J. Simpson lost the plot and tarnished the land. He lived on the next block from Aunt Susie and Uncle Fred on the now infamous North Rockingham (Aunt Susie lived on Cliffwood). Later on, in the early nineties, when I was on my ‘break’ from The Fall, when all the OJ drama kicked off, Brentwood became a ‘no go’ zone; jammed with lookie-loos and endless news crews. It seemed like Brentwood had become the focal point of the world. I remember Aunt Susie grumbling and cursing OJ under her breath but I sat riveted, glued to the TV.


If you keep driving down Sunset Boulevard past Brentwood, you will then come to an area known as Bel Air, probably one of the most sought-after gated communities on this earth. Guarded 24/7 by its own security force, it takes privacy and wealth to a whole new level. After Bel Air you pass Westwood, the home of UCLA and my home when I was invited to re-join The Fall for the second time. Then if you keep going … a little further, another mile or so, you finally … reach Beverly Hills. The home of my grandparents.

















BEVERLY HILLS GRANDPARENTS





I would describe my grandfather as having a style. Much like my father, he had a very unique fashion sense. He always wore cashmere socks, every single day. He wore a knit zip-front cardigan, usually grey or olive in colour, with leather panels down the front. His trousers were wide-legged and high-waisted. His eyes were protected from the searing California sunshine by blacked-out wraparound shades. On his finger he wore a thick gold ring in the shape of a baseball glove, a diamond baseball glittering in its centre. He forever had a Cuban cigar jammed in his mouth.


Whenever my grandparents wanted to keep things secret from me, they spoke in Yiddish. My grandparents had a lot of secrets. Even to this day I cannot pin down what my grandfather actually did for a living. As a kid I must have asked him a hundred times, and I never got the same answer twice.


What I do know is he was a lawyer and in the property business. He bought and sold buildings all over LA. I heard from my uncle Fred that during the Depression my grandfather had cornered the sugar market and had been making a million dollars a year. He had been something of a celebrity. His portrait hung along with movie stars and moguls on the famed walls of the legendary restaurant the Brown Derby, in Hollywood. I had seen pictures of him in the company of Eleanor Roosevelt; Martin Luther King had been a dinner guest at my grandparents’ Beverly Hills mansion on Palm Drive. My grandfather counted some of the greatest sports team owners of the day, like baseball impresario Bill Veeck, among his friends.


One day, I remember driving with my grandfather in his silver Cadillac, on the way back to my mother’s house. He kept randomly pointing out buildings, informing me that he owned them. They were extremely nondescript buildings – nothing glamorous like a restaurant or a fancy apartment building. They were warehouses and garages, for the most part industrial. One time, he stopped in front of an old-fashioned-style car wash – the kind of car wash that Walter White buys in Breaking Bad to launder money. ‘I started the car-wash business,’ my grandfather blurted out. ‘I built the first car wash in Southern California,’ he boasted.


‘You mean you own this car wash, Grandpa?’


‘No, Kid, not any more.’ (He always called me ‘Kid’. Unless I was creating a drama and then he called me ‘Sarah Bernhardt’.)


I later found out that one of my grandfather’s companies was actually the first one to make an automatic car wash: ‘the wash mobile’. One of his other companies also made sleds for the US government to test rocket engines along a test track. And still another company made the original seaweed for Disneyland’s submarine ride.


Every morning he would get dressed and go out to his club. The Friars Club of Beverly Hills was a private showbusiness club started in 1947 by comedian Milton Berle, ‘Uncle Miltie’. It was housed in a modernist, almost windowless building designed by Sidney Eisenshtat. The building stood at 9900 Santa Monica Boulevard in Beverly Hills. The club basically shut down for lack of members in 2007 and its building was demolished in 2011. Its former members included such Hollywood luminaries as Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra, the Marx Brothers, Bob Hope, Sammy Davis Jr, Al Jolson, Judy Garland, Lucille Ball and Jerry Lewis, among others – basically ‘the Hollywood Mafia’.


When I asked my grandfather what he did all day at the Friars Club, he told me he played cards. When I asked what he played, he told me gin or gin rummy. I was confused, as I knew gin and rum were drinks. I imagined he sat in a room with all of his cronies, gossiping around a round table. A red pendulum light hung overhead, illuminating the surface of the table with a hazy circular disc of light. The table was covered with green baize cloth, the room dim and thick with cigar smoke. It was perpetually night in that room, even though outside the streets of Beverly Hills were bathed in sunshine. Maybe he did business deals there? Maybe he gambled a little? Whatever the case he obviously loved it there and always came home with a spring in his step.


The Friars Club, which was open seven days a week, seemed to me to be very much a ‘men’s’ club. They opened their doors to children and families only on Sunday mornings for brunch. These Sunday morning brunches were feasts of legendary proportions, bacchanalian in scale. The dark hallway would open up to a magnificent room. The room was angular and vast, high-ceilinged and dripping with modernist crystal chandeliers. It was dim, and opulently atmospheric. At the far end of the great cavernous space was a massive stage. This is where I supposed the fabled ‘roasts’ were held. Roasts were what the Friars Club was known for to the outside world: big lavish dinners to honour and pay tribute to a famous celebrity. The member being ‘roasted’ would sit at the head of the table, while all the guests would rip into him or her. They would tell stories and anecdotes about the celebrity’s life, all the while having a laugh at the celebrity’s expense.


On Sunday mornings, however, the room was transformed into a banquet hall on an epic scale. The brunch tables ran the length of the room and were adorned with ornate, gargantuan sculptures carved out of blocks of ice. The gaping-mouthed ice fish sculpture stood sentry over the heaping platters of ‘lox’. Smoked salmon, from both the belly and the side of the fish, gleamed under the chandeliers. Smoked white fish, bagels of every variety – poppy seed, onion, egg and sesame seed – all lay piled up. One platter of bagels even had the inside part of the dough already hollowed out. (No doubt to save calories for those Beverly Hills waistlines.) Little balls of whipped cream-cheese speared with fancy toothpicks, with furled coloured cellophane ends, were ordered in towering cream-cheese pyramids. Next to them sat the condiments, beefsteak tomatoes, red onions, capers, chopped white onions, lemons and even iced individual butter pats stamped with the Friars Club insignia. There were herrings in both cream and vinegar sauce, giant bowls of chopped liver and chicken liver, and bread of every variety, including speciality bread like matzo, rye and challah. There were copious amounts of deli platter meats – pastrami, corned beef, roast beef, smoked turkey breast and (the always to be avoided) beef tongue.


If you felt like a light bite, you could help yourself to hot or cold cereals. Mounds of every variety of fresh fruit known to mankind lay piled up on a platter for your pleasure. If you were having digestive difficulties you might partake of the stewed fruit. I remember once overhearing my aunt Susie make a comment to Uncle Fred,‘Fred, would ya look at those stewed prunes, they’re as big as my breasts!’


The food tables were manned by waiters dressed in white, each wearing a chef’s hat – those big, puffy, tall hats that remind me of soufflés risen above their ramekins. The waiters were always Mexican and the chefs were always elder African American gentleman.


At the back of the room, in front of the stage, lay another massive table for hot food. It also ran the entire length of the room. The hot food table was covered in shiny sterling silver domes, housing all manner of delicious steaming concoctions. These included eggs Benedict, French toast, pancakes of every known type (including pancakes infused with chocolate chips, strawberries or blueberries), waffles, bacon (always both smoked and Canadian), sausages (always English, and Spanish and American), omelettes (always prepared on the spot to your specifications by the tall-hatted chef), and an odd collection of Jewish delicacies like noodle kugel, knish and matzo-ball soup. 


I would sometimes completely forgo the savoury food and make a beeline for the dessert spread. And what a spread it was! Like something out of Willy Wonka’s kitchen. I was like a pig at a trough. I’d hoard the chocolate-covered strawberries, which were as big as my fist. I’d go for the biggest ones first. The strawberries were dipped in dark chocolate and then double-dipped in white chocolate. I’d layer them up with different flavours of ice cream. I’d ladle out hot fudge sauce and then smother that with whipped cream. Finally, I’d sprinkle chopped roasted nuts on top and finish it off with a maraschino cherry. I’d help myself to a slice of cheesecake and/or pecan pie. Sometimes, I was unable to stop myself. So I’d go for the chocolate mousse too.


My half-brother Jon and my half-sister Karina and I referred to the Friars Club as ‘the pig-feast’. Once in a while we oinked under our breath while we ate. We had zero control over what we consumed and seemingly no limits. We just went for it, Roman-style, and paid the price later.


Sometimes at the Friars Club we’d be lucky enough to hang out with the big guns – the now late and once great Hollywood luminaries and their progeny. Once we sat with Joel Grey (from Cabaret) and his family, including Jennifer Grey, his daughter. She was the same age as me. Of course, when she grew up she went on to star in Dirty Dancing. Nobody put Baby in the corner. (At least not in the Friars Club, anyway.) Later in life we ended up dating the same guy, but not at the same time.


I remember being taken, more than once, to meet Milton Berle. He was the big cheese at the Friars Club. My grandparents proudly led me to the table where he sat with his entourage. They grabbed me by the elbow and thrust my tiny arm out to shake the hand of Uncle Miltie, the legend. When we walked away, I heard my grandfather mutter snidely under his breath, ‘His face is so tight, it looks more like his tuchas [Yiddish for ass].’ Plastic surgery was normal in Beverly Hills. It was never talked about openly (except the obvious nose job) but everyone loved to gossip about everyone else’s ‘work’.


My grandfather was obsessed with sports. Over time, he owned two professional baseball teams. The first was the Milwaukee Brewers. Later, it was the Sacramento Solons. He was extremely proud of his baseball teams. He had a desktop photo of my father in his youth, along with his brothers, Gary and Fred, all dressed up in the Brewers uniform. They were sitting in the dug-out, ‘kibitzing’ with the players. All through my childhood, my grandparents took me to professional sports games. These were some of my favourite childhood memories. We would sit together and sing the communal fight songs. We would eat hot dogs, peanuts and crackerjacks. They had season tickets to both the Los Angeles Dodgers baseball team and the LA Lakers basketball team. Our season tickets for the Lakers were practically courtside, behind Jack Nicholson’s.


My grandparents were my only childhood constant. They were always there for me. My grounding rods amidst the growing eccentricities of my father. It seemed like I spent more time with my grandmother than I did my own mother.


My grandfather and eight of his siblings escaped from Russia in 1921. It was by all accounts a harrowing journey. They made it to the fabled shores of America, entering through Ellis Island. When they arrived, like so many other immigrants, officials changed their family name, Americanising it from Zelenger to Salenger. They made their way from New York to Chicago, where their father was already living in a two-room apartment. They were poor and spoke little English, and took turns sleeping in a bed rather than on the floor as there weren’t enough beds for all the children. They fended for themselves on the streets of Chicago, never losing faith that someday they would be living the American Dream. Years later, when they’d both made it, my grandfather, together with his brother, Uncle Jack, bought a hotel. It was an imposing vacation lodge in Minnesota called Breezy Point. They bought it from the man who owned Marvel comics. As a kid my grandparents would show me pictures of Breezy Point and tell me wistful tales about spending summers there.


To me Breezy Point looked exactly like the lodge in The Shining. It reminded me of an old-school-style summer camp, only bigger and grander. The main lodge, all three floors, was a huge log cabin. It had been crafted painstakingly with wooden pegs instead of nails. The interior boasted high peaked ceilings made out of massive tree trunks, and wood-panelled doors. Deer heads, with spiky antlers and glazed-dead eyes, hung from the walls. Ornate medieval chandeliers made from black wrought iron were suspended from gigantic overhead beams. It was quite some set-up. Besides the main lodge there were cabins and bungalows. There was also a main house where the Salenger family lived in the summer, separate from the hotel. Breezy Point was on a lake, stocked with fish, on which you could sail and canoe, complete with a sandy beach.


My uncle Jack was a real character. He was always referred to as the ‘rich one’ in the family. It seemed to me that the entire family deferred to him for all pressing matters involving money. Maybe it was because he was so generous? My father, who was always strapped for money and pled poverty at every chance (especially to my mother), always used to borrow large sums of cash from Uncle Jack. Maybe his own father, my grandfather, didn’t want to lend to him any more? Uncle Jack never had children of his own.


Back in Russia, before our family escaped the pogroms and the slaughtering of the Jews, Uncle Jack was known to have been a master forger. It was his incredible talent for forging documents that allowed our family to escape. He manufactured the false identity cards that got them past the Russian authorities and into Europe, en route to the US. As with my grandfather, I never knew what Uncle Jack did day to day. One thing I did know, he owned a printing plant. He lived in Chicago in a towering high-rise apartment on the Gold Coast overlooking Lake Michigan. He was a bachelor most of his life, and always had a Las Vegas showgirl type on his arm. He was short and stout, just like my grandpa, and looked like an ageing elf. Every time there was a family dinner, he used to slip me $100 bills under the table. Sometimes I liked to see him only for the money. (I always felt bad about that.) He used to give me boxes of bizarre joke toys, like fake vomit, plastic dog poop and wind-up chattering teeth (apparently his printing factory produced the labels for the boxes of the tacky humorous knick-knacks). I can’t tell you how many times I threw down the fake vomit on the floor of my classroom. I would stand above it, gagging and retching, hoping to be excused from school.


There was, though, something very shadowy about the history of Breezy Point Lodge. I have never managed to get to the bottom of what happened. When I asked my grandmother why we never went, why they didn’t own it any more, she told me, ‘Dolly, something awful happened. It burned to the ground, then we sold it.’
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