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for Sara Shay




A NOTE ON THE ACCURACY OF THE TEXT


 


My mother assures me none of this happened.
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THE LAST KINGS OF SAN FRANCISCO
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for Jennifer Leung




ADDRESS UNKNOWN


I THINK YOU’RE AN ADULT when you can no longer tell your life story over the course of a first date. I might have gotten this idea from my parents, because they reinvented themselves so often. Their stories have odd turns which speak not of one life, but of many that don’t seem to match up, and of choices you’d think no one would actually make.


When I was twelve years old, I lived by myself for a while. This was the mid-1970s in San Francisco, so the rules were a little different then—and yet not so different that me living alone made much sense. When I describe what happened, people tend to ask, “But how did you end up so—” They dance around the word “normal,” then realize it doesn’t apply, and instead they say, “So nice?” I’m not nice. I’m polite. Nice is a quality and polite is a strategy. But I have ended up happy. Also, I’ve ended up something more unusual than that: autonomous.


I have a good memory but lately I’ve been looking for people who might know more, and I come up empty. Life in the 1970s led to a lot of bad luck and unexpected consequences. Perversely, I’m relieved when I learn some people I wanted to talk to are dead. But then I find one man I don’t actually want to: Peter Charming. He’s almost invisible, but I’m good at research.


He has no business licenses. He doesn’t own property in his name. The house he lived in when I knew him turns out to have belonged to somebody else, and even his 1970s phone number is assigned to a different person in old directories. I can’t find any criminal records, though those are difficult to get to the bottom of. The San Francisco Superior Court, however, provides some sheet music in a way and it’s up to me to imagine the score. There are civil lawsuits. In some, he’s the defendant and in others the plaintiff. One of them went on for seven years and struggled all the way to trial twice.


There are ways the mind pushes back against knowing too much. You research too long. You obsess over irrelevant details. Your memories tend to come in snapshots without context. You amaze the world by how unfazed, how nice you seem. You discount cruelties as if they’re anecdotes best brought out in a barroom competition. You also tend to say “you” when you mean “I.”


When I was a kid, Peter was bad to my mom. She managed to escape eventually, but at a cost. I don’t know if the damage he inflicted upon her was worse financially or emotionally. In our family, money is a convenient cipher for the wounds that are harder to qualify. Accounting for his charisma and promises, you could reduce him to an elemental force that moved my mother and me forward, then backward, then apart. My mother is much more important, but when I think of looking directly at her I reflexively retreat into research. I would rather look into Peter’s life again.


People leave San Francisco but something always gets left behind. Usually it’s gossip. I’ve mentioned his name to people who were in that social circle and it’s like he never existed. I’m sure they met him and I don’t think they’re lying when they say they don’t remember. He was of a time and a place that are gone. It’s like asking about a statue in a park now the site of a high rise. What happened to that old bronze bust? Didn’t you see it?


His picture is in the society column of the San Francisco Chronicle in the late 1960s, and he looks young. He hasn’t learned arrogance yet. Instead, he looks just shy of self-confident, asking the camera to confirm it sees him as handsome. He’s an escort for women who are older. They have their own money, and my hunch is that when they stopped seeing Peter, they still had all of it, minus what they’d given him knowingly. That was before the 1970s, the time that was made for him.


One person reacted to his name, once. At a party sometime in the 1980s, I met a novelist whom I knew by reputation—a happy bullshit artist in the way of those Beats who made careers and academic posts by riding out the ambiguity of whether they’d actually had Kerouac sleep on their couch.


I was twenty-two and the novelist was in his sixties. He was talking to a beautiful woman who held her drink with both hands and who regarded him with suspicion, like he was about to offer her candy. As I was walking by, he brought me into the conversation, which I recognized as a gambit to make her reduce her grip on her glass to one hand, to let the other settle to her hip.


“Excuse me,” he said to me. “You look part English.”


“That’s true.”


“Is the other part—Jewish? I ask that as a full Jew myself.”


“It is.”


“I’ve often thought the combination of English and Ashkenazi makes the most handsome man in the room. Don’t you think so?” he asked the girl, who was noncommittal. “This fine woman,” he said a moment later, “still hasn’t decided to leave her husband for me, but I can’t blame her.”


“The question is whether she’s going to expand her horizons or let them stay as they are,” I said.


He started to say something he’d prepared but faltered. The conversation continued the way he was driving it as before, but his interest in her—obligatory as it already was—was complicated by this: I wasn’t a chump. I’d been moderately funny but I hadn’t tried to compete. I was staying in the conversation to make him look good. That’s a set of skills that develops in unusual circumstances. After the woman left for better prospects, he wanted to know about me.


“How did you come to San Francisco?” he asked.


“My mother met a man at the Mark Hopkins Hotel.”


When that was all I said, he laughed. “What is it about the Mark Hopkins?”


“She met a man who said he wanted to buy her a balloon and take her to Paris.”


I have to stop short my writer’s memory, the desire to underline. I can’t claim that he froze his wrist just as the drink was about to meet his lips. “I think I knew that man,” he said.


“You knew Peter Charming?”


When he spoke again, it was with caution. “Do you know where he is, still? Are you friends with his people?”


“No, not anymore.”


It was unnerving to see a man like the novelist, whose identity pivoted on tall tales, sweep my eyes with conviction to see if I was telling the truth. How would he know if I was sincere? He asked my mother’s name, I told him, he squinted—vaguely, he thought he remembered her, but he wasn’t sure.


“Is your mother all right?”


“No.”


“I’m sorry.”


I’m never sure what to say when people have to say that about her.


Finally, he said, “Charming was doing terrible things.”


“I know.”


“You knew?” He looked alarmed. It was as if I were aware of atrocities but had done nothing.


No, maybe not, I realized.


“It was the seventies,” he said, “and some of us fell victim to improving ourselves in ways that turned out silly. It was a silly decade. People took advantage of that. Charming was bad. I heard bad things.”


“Like what?”


“White slavery.”


I’d seen some things but no, I hadn’t seen that. I wanted the conversation to last longer, but another woman walked by, as pretty as the last, and in mid-sentence the novelist waved her down, introducing us. He told her I was his son.


As I shook hands with her, he made up a biography for me, the spawn of his second marriage, I was out from Cleveland, I was on the crew team at my college, didn’t I look just like him? As he spun the story I went along with it. He said my mother, his ex-wife, was English, and he felt that the combination of English and Ashkenazi Jew was the most handsome on earth. Hadn’t he done right by me? Wasn’t I a wonder?


Later, I phoned my mother to tell her much of this conversation. I treated our talks back then like trips down hallways with certain rooms under lock and key, but I didn’t think about why I was so careful. I told her about the novelist introducing me as his son, which she found delightful. I didn’t say he’d asked if she was okay, or that I’d said she wasn’t.


“What did he say about Peter?” she asked.


“He said Peter was involved in white slavery?” I rarely speak with that uptick. But I was asking a question as subtly as I knew how, not very subtly at all. What exactly were Peter’s limits?


She answered in a way that I would have said I felt nothing about. “Oh, Peter. You know, it was so hard to stay mad at him. He was like a big kid.”


And there it was, that statement I felt nothing about, remembered for decades when I have long forgotten the details of birthdays and first kisses. How did I really feel? I felt a dry, hot, constricting tension that I did not allow dominion over me. I felt like I wanted the conversation to be over so I could tell people about it and read from their faces how I should feel too. Might it be disturbing that my mother had suggested human trafficking was forgivable, if not childlike? I’m not asking that rhetorically; I’m looking for confirmation. I look to you, you nod, I nod back.


“How do you feel, Glen, about a man you knew well perhaps being the worst sort of human being?”


With pride in my voice at my own detachment, I would say, “Nothing,” and upon your suggestion—probably unspoken, probably just a puzzled squint that I’m trained to look for—that someone more fully aware might feel something, I would think, “No, I’m too strong for that. Nothing can touch me.”


That reaction is what this story is about. For much of my life there has been a circuitous pathway between when something happens and when I react. This gives the illusion of stillness, when in fact it’s about trying to accommodate too much at once. I do not have feelings so much as I gauge what a loved one would want me to feel, and then I tell myself about that.


Perhaps that’s familiar to you. Have you ever used a key on the lock of an old mountain cabin, felt it stick, and tried to imagine its teeth engaging tumblers? Have you tried making friends with its unknowable history, coaxing it into unfreezing, and have you promised you will not give in to a burst of anger that could snap it in half? Then you know what it is like to be my mother’s son. It’s exhausting and it’s where art forms are born. I think Baroque draftsmen who made etchings of labyrinths were men raised by shattered women.


Peter Charming is a part of the story, but really, I’m looking for my mother, or what remains of her. There is not going to be redemption here; nor am I going to indict her as a monster. There is another way to go for those of us who can no longer love our mothers. I have learned compassion for her, what an old friend calls “compassion from a distance.” My mother’s life has been a tragedy but mine has not. And let’s be honest here. My mother isn’t the story, either.


I’d like to tell you about myself, which makes me want to apologize, the way my needing anything always does. I place a high value on autonomy. When I was so young that my memories were hardly even meant to be permanent, three or four years old, my parents and I were watching television. I saw actors talking to camera. It impressed my parents. They said there was something sophisticated in admitting that the scene had an audience. So, while I was hammering the flippers of my pinball machine, or sinking shampoo bottles in the bathtub as if they were my great-grandfather’s U-boat, I began talking to camera myself. I knew it wasn’t real, but it was also as vivid as the adventures I gave my stuffed kangaroo.


When I was alone in a room, I was never alone, for there was an audience I was meant to entertain, and after I was put to bed, time and again my mother or father had to come into the room to tell me to be quiet, because I was still telling the events of the day to my invisible confederates, whom I loved for giving me a purpose.


There was a rule I hewed to like it was superstition. In bed, lights out, I only had to talk until I’d described my day well enough that it felt true. There was a comforting assurance that if I told the story right, I could finally go to sleep. This feeling has never left me. Now, I tell myself that if what I say here is true, I will be complete and that is what I’m looking for, too.




2709 SETTING SUN DRIVE
CORONA DEL MAR, CALIFORNIA
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I KNOW SOME FACTS, but they don’t make my mother any less of a mystery. She grew up in London during the war. She told me that bombs sometimes fell on her playground. She married an American GI, moved to Hollywood, divorced him, and met my father.


When I was little, she talked about her first husband as if he’d been a tree branch fallen on a path, something she’d gotten around so she could be free to meet my dad. She told the stories of more recent times with leisure and nuance. It was as if everything that had happened in England was marked by fog and switchback trails overgrown with nettles. Everything in America was easily mapped—obstacles met and overcome, culminating, she wanted me to know, in my birth. “You were wanted,” she said often, emphasizing the first and last words of the sentence.


I grew up in Corona del Mar, south of Los Angeles, in a house that faced the sunsets. I can’t imagine how different it was for my mother from her childhood.


She didn’t fit in. She looked like she should—long blond hair, slender body, kind blue eyes, skin that tanned easily—but she was German blond, European stock, a stranger here, something her body knew well. She was a little deaf, and when she didn’t understand what someone said, she looked at them with curiosity that made her seem alien. She had a modest two-piece swimsuit of pale blue, insulated with many layers of material between its exterior and where it touched her body. Its bottom piece reached above her navel, the better to cover a mysterious curved scar on her back that, when I was very young, I would touch with my fingertips to try to understand the different ways skin could feel. When she herself was four years old, she’d been in the hospital for many months. No one had told her why. When she came to the United States, a doctor saw the scar and asked her why she’d had a kidney removed.


She didn’t know she was missing a kidney.


How disconcerting it must have been to hold in her mind both her gothic childhood and her present life of coastal breezes, sunglasses, money in the bank, her own swimming pool, going barefoot at cocktail parties, how even in wintertime her friends would pick fruit from their backyards, make bowls of sangria, and greet her at their front doors with a happy Mi casa es su casa.


Because it was Southern California we took long drives almost every day. I learned that when we went by a pasture, if you relaxed your eyes and let the fence posts rush by, the tiny flickers of the sights beyond would resolve into glimpses of the farm. That’s what it was like with my mother’s past life.


She sewed clothing for me. She made me tuna melts for lunch. When I couldn’t sleep, she sat on my bed and sang “Moon River.” She read up on ESP and decided she and I had it. I used to lie on my bed and try to send out brain waves to my mother. SOS! Sometimes, on a different day, she would come into my room and ask if I’d just been “calling” her, and I always said yes, and she would nod, significantly, admitting to a seasonal wind only she and I knew about.


I was hers then. I loved my father but I belonged to my mother. She was very funny and knew how to be silly when I was little, and witty when I was a little older. But I knew a look on her face, an expression that needed to be solved, because it wasn’t anything like ease. Under big canvas reflective hats, zinc oxide on our noses, sunscreen on our shoulders, we hiked at the beach in our swimsuits, exploring the tide pools, tipping our big toes into sea anemones for the thrill of feeling them latch on, and something was wrong. When I learned how to swim beneath an approaching swell, I popped up safely, and yet my mother’s concerned eye fell on me with a weight I didn’t understand. Back onshore, she reached for my hand as if there were a border crossing only she could see, and there were armed guards whose graces she would have to court with politeness and fear. Her silent gaze, if it could be translated, said, You don’t know what you escaped. And, because her worry lingered, It might come back.


I can see why she liked my father. His family was a block of Russian Jews, a solid, basalt-steady heredity. They were simply Russian Jews as far back as there had been deer in that particular forest. Then the Jews moved to Chicago and opened a hardware store and things got better and there was the sense that everyone was spreading out in similar directions—upward, onward. My great-grandfather had been a rabbi in a shtetl overrun by Cossacks. My grandfather ran G&M Hardware on 58th and Calumet. My uncles were lawyers. My father was an engineer. He traveled much of the year because he was making money for our future. That was a new, matching pair of gifts for her, his easy confidence that there would be both money and a future. His family’s trajectory of abundance was easier to hang on to than whatever hydra’s head of worry was on my mother’s side. It must have been seductive for a while.


When I was six, I asked my mother to explain the world map. What country fit where? It was hard to comprehend where England was in relationship to, say, Israel. When my mother pointed out their great distances both from us and from each other, I felt desolate. I had so wanted Israel and England to be next door. I couldn’t explain why.


“It’s normal,” she said. “When you’re young, you think the world revolves around you. You’ll start expanding outward. A young person thinks the world revolves around his country. When you’re grown up, you’ll see how the whole world fits together.”


“What about now?” I asked.


“You’re self-centered.”


I thought about that. “Is that good?”


“Only someone who was self-centered would ask that.”


She said this with love, I should mention. Around the same time, I’d added up a column of numbers faster than she had, then I’d said to her, “It’s okay. Mommy’s brain is slow.” So that’s what she was up against.


Our development was called Harbor View Hills. When we drove its gentle curves, it was in a new Mercedes 300 SEL on freshly poured streets that fanned out like the veins in palm fronds. When a road stubbed out in a cul-de-sac, its edges touched emptiness, scrub and raw earth. History only extended back five years or so.


In the early 1960s, in Corona del Mar, Orange County, California, the landscape was all fields and open, rolling hills, and as the seasons turned, it was like money rained down upon the earth. Ranch houses and shopping centers for people like my family grew, and the more the money rained down, the larger the houses got. There was a middle school dropped into a local dirt field before the rest of the neighborhood had grown enough to be attached to it. One afternoon, the crew poured the school a sidewalk, and the next morning they found mountain lion tracks in the concrete. This was the end for the lions. No one saw a mountain lion in Corona del Mar again.


I looked, every day. I wanted there to be a mountain lion. I loved lions.


We owned a vacant lot, the last lot in the neighborhood. I explored it for dandelions to blow apart, reeds to make whistles from. I imagined finding sacks of Morgan silver dollars smuggled from Carson City. I loved to stand on the lot and know we were holding on to it as an investment. My father told me we invested. When kids from the neighborhood tackled each other in the grass, I would find a reason to stand near them and say, “Well, you know, this lot is just an investment.”


I was an anxious kid. I was born with a job. My parents told me they wanted to be parents so they could avoid the mistakes their own parents had made. I think they said this to let me know I was loved, but it made me feel pressure. I was going to have a better childhood. I wasn’t sure what that entailed, but it suggested responsibilities.


I had insomnia. I was weaker and more fragile than the other kids, but my brain was enormous and my mother asked me to be kinder to my playmates than to keep letting them know that. I might have had allergies—they seemed to come and go. But I really loved lions. I had a pin-back button of Frasier, the lion who had fathered two dozen cubs at a local theme park. When I was too old for stuffed animals, I still had three of them, Gopa, Jespah, and little Elsa, lions named for the cubs in the Born Free sequels.


My mother and father decided to get me a kitten. He was going to be my friend. He was a Siamese seal point from our local pet store. He was just a white dot with brown tips on his nose, ears, and tail and I cried when I met him because he was so tiny and frail. He grew up lush and heavy, with blue eyes that followed me wherever I went. When I left the room, he came with me, to see what I was doing. I named him Leo.


I learned from Leo how to pet a cat. I became the best petter-of-cats anyone knew. It was a slow process, and I ended up with lots of scratches, but I never minded. Leo was teaching me how to listen. My mother was ill with migraines that lasted three days and I had to be quiet for long hours. So I played with Leo. I learned how to read the signs of changing atmosphere before he even gave them. When he fell asleep on my bed, I figured out how to curl myself around his body so that I could touch him.


On those nights, I thought as I fell asleep, “I’ll be what you need me to be,” which felt like a perfect relationship.


I asked my father what the happiest day of his life was.


He said, “The day you were born,” and I knew he had to say that.


I should mention that he was teetering toward raising a monster. Everything about me was reported to relatives as special, down to my birthday. I’d been born on both Easter and Passover, making me in their mythology a Matzo Bunny. The family legend was that I was smarter than either one of my parents, all of our relatives, and, just maybe, any other child yet born. They regarded my intelligence, whatever it actually was, like a pile of fissionable material that needed velvet ropes around it. My father wanted to send me to a gifted school. My mother, who had seen the worst of elitism in England, thought I should learn to fend for myself in public school.


My father talked her out of this. Clearly at a public school I would make other children feel bad about being idiots. They would beat me up. I would probably get into drugs, a view confirmed by the headmistress of the Eldorado School, which had an intelligence test to get in. Public schools, the headmistress explained, were dens of violence and race war and—as she’d already mentioned—drugs. My father didn’t need to be convinced, but then again he was a happy elitist. I went to Eldorado, where we taunted each other on the playground in limericks and foreign insults, the bullies being not just tough but smart.


My father truly enjoyed my brain. So of course my birth was something he would say was the happiest day of his life.


I asked, “What was the second happiest day of your life?”


“The day I met your mother.”


I was pretty sure he had to say that, too. My mother was a prize. My father had been a teenager with thick glasses, a passion for engineering, and an unashamed interest in the accordion, and there are photos to prove it. He used to make jokes about the millihelen, the amount of beauty it takes to launch one ship.


He was a smart Jewish boy who’d had enough therapy to know he should get away from his family. He’d selected a college by using a protractor to draw a circle the size of a one-day car trip around Chicago, and then he only looked at schools outside that circle. It worked—his family didn’t visit him.


He married young and divorced young, and psychoanalysis lasted exactly long enough for him to decide he would never feel guilt again. He would be amoral, cheerfully so. If something gave him pleasure, he did it. He chased women. He got contact lenses. He became a Republican. He was a unicorn, the only Jewish Republican ever born between 1910 and 1960 in the city of Chicago.


He moved to California with a Porsche like James Dean’s and got his hair cut a little like James Dean’s, which would have been effective had this not brought out his jug ears and Russian bear-baiter nose. The rest of his daily outfit—lab coat and bow tie, not quite right for a Porsche driver—showed him to be an egghead, passionate but inept, maybe a little adorable. On the second happiest day of his life, he introduced himself to my mother by shyly putting two tickets to the Hollywood Bowl and his phone number under her car’s windshield wiper. She accepted. On their second date, he brought his laundry over and he never left.


With the love of repetition that only a seven-year-old has, I plowed on: third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh happiest. And that’s when it started to get interesting. “The day I left home to go to college … the day I got out of the Air Force … the day I became a millionaire …”


I don’t recall how far down the list this was, but I made him go back to it. When had he become a millionaire? Recently. His company Certron made cassette tapes. Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass was Certron’s client. They were the biggest recording stars in the country. I danced around my room to “Tijuana Taxi” and “Casino Royale” and “A Taste of Honey.” I lay on the floor to feel how sad “This Guy’s in Love with You” sounded. If I hadn’t felt sad enough, I played it again until I got the feeling of desolation right.


When Herb Alpert signed his contract with Certron, my father became a millionaire.


“Really, a millionaire? Not just a hundred thousandaire?” I asked. Was he still a millionaire? Were we rich?


Yes. When I think of that moment, I see my father smiling behind his sunglasses. What a trajectory, from accordion-playing dork to a man with money and a gorgeous wife and, probably, so much more to come. We were driving in his 1969 Rolls-Royce Corniche and he was happy to let me know we were rich.


I remember coming home from that discussion. Spinning back from the garage, arms pumping and me skidding to a halt in the kitchen. “Mom! Mom! Did you know we’re millionaires?”


This went badly. I released those words and I instantly had the same feeling as when I’d pet Leo for one second too long. I wanted to unsay them, then I wanted to add something that would let my mother know I didn’t actually care about it in whatever way she disapproved of. I think she worried that even hearing the word “rich” was like being exposed to a virus. Being rich unnerved her. I can hear her voice saying, definitively, “You have to understand, money cannot … money cannot …” and then trailing off.


My father only smiled, in a way that seemed to annoy her. And the angrier she got, the more smug he seemed. All my mother could tell me was that the world was more of a problem than my father believed. She had a rule: she did not read me fairy tales. She said she didn’t want me to think that anyone would rescue me. The world I lived in, she told me, wasn’t real. “You’re in a plush cocoon,” she said.


My father thought my mother worried too much. Money delighted him the way his woodworking tools did, only more so. “There’s no substitute for information, except money,” he said, and only someone who loved both would have said that. He thought it was inelegant to own an object without knowing its value—not in dollars, but why it was worth having. Otherwise, it was like looking at Playboy without reading the articles. My father read the articles in Playboy. He allowed me to read his Playboys as long as I could pass the quiz he gave me every month. What had Roman Polanski said in his interview about fate?


My mother said, “You can’t let your possessions possess you,” which I thought sounded smart. She said that when she wrote her novel, it would be called Money Matters, and the title, she said, looking at my father, would be sardonic.


My father appreciated my mother for double-checking him that way. She was the one with the conscience. Once in a Beverly Hills restaurant, my mother was mistaken for the actress Linda Evans, and then she spoke, and it turned out that Oh, this beautiful woman was from England. Which in my father’s universe made her a woman with value added.


For a while, my father’s worldview won. We spent money. My parents went to an auction once. My mother came back alone that night, saying my father had stayed behind to bid on something spectacular. Her tone was reserved, in that she loved his enthusiasm and shuddered at its consequences. Around five in the morning, he came home, unshaven and triumphant as a woodsman, carrying a heavy velvet-draped case in both arms. It was a chess set.


Now it seems one part real, one part dream. You could stage a Russian aristocratic tragedy on its gold and onyx squares that were surrounded by tiny silver posts and chains as if the game within took place in palace chambers. The four-inch-thick base presented a Baroque overload of cloisonné tableaux—medieval courtship scenes taken from Flemish tapestries. The pawns were soldiers, the bishops carried torches with a flame made of real gold, the castles were crowned with filigree of crenelated silver. The capes on the kings and queens were smooth with crushed semiprecious stones.


The three of us stared at it. It was bigger than we were. My father said it was a Fabergé, or a contemporary studio’s work. We called it the Fabergé chess set. We never used it. It was too precious to do anything with except admire it. We brought friends over so we could all admire it.


We lived in a house with such fine things around us. Let me show you this, my father might say, opening up a curio cabinet, a bottle of brandy, a jewelry box. Note the maker’s mark. He had a tiny Lucite cube in which a miniature of the Certron prospectus floated, the idea being that all this—the house, the lifestyle, the future—came from what I did here.


Imagine it’s 1969 and we’re in a five-thousand-square-foot ranch house, a freshly remodeled rectangle around a courtyard of fuchsias that attracted, to Leo’s delight, hummingbirds. We had a swimming pool and a Jacuzzi. Floodlights outside, track lighting inside to show off the nail sculptures and Chinese scrollwork and the contemporary pop art and op art. The designer kitchen, with appliances in avocado green and an Amana Radarange microwave that cooked with science. The living room conversation pit with hidden television cabinet, executed by contractors who’d worked on the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland. The darkroom where my father developed and printed the color photographs he took on weekends at the local salt marshes and Japanese tea gardens.


In the recreation room is the Derby Day pinball machine rescued from a penny arcade. And the Hammond “Follow the Piper” organ with twenty-two synthesized instruments, including the twin mallet marimba, on which I would play for our guests all eight verses of “In the Year 2525” without encouragement. And here is a gift from cousin Howard, who worked at Mattel: a wildebeest head mounted like a trophy. When you pull the nylon string coming out of its neck, a tiny mechanical voice box implant within is activated and the same voice as the Ken doll murmurs risqué phrases. In sixty-nine do unto others as they do unto you. Pull that string again, buster, and we’re engaged.


And this is my bedroom, with Danish modern furniture and a collage of black light posters and psychedelic wall paints my mother had assembled during brave trips to the head shops on Balboa Island, where there were actual hippies. One whole wall was a Dennison’s Chili billboard, studded with visual puns like Op Art bull’s-eyes. Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda rode their motorcycles with a trail of balloons behind them that my mother had inserted herself. The walls told a story that leapt from place to place and hewed to its own magical logic.


Now look from the window down the hillside, past a thicket of ice plant, to see our vacant lot, the last one in the neighborhood, our investment, planed flat, with a lawn whose surface bears the architecturally perfect diagonal lines of a rider-mower that every week managed to avoid my hand-painted wooden croquet equipment.


At the other end of the house, my father’s office is all about the future. This tall plastic podium, sterile as an X-ray technician’s station, is a computer terminal. You ease the phone receiver into a soft headphone-like umbilicus and a gigantic mainframe computer downtown, a DEC-10, whistles and shrieks information stored on rolls of yellow punch tape that makes confetti in a clear plastic box jumpy with static electricity. My father works here so much, so late into the night, the maid refers to the computer as his mistress.


Linger at a side table in the dining room. My father gives a tilt of the head. “Here’s our chess set. It’s a Fabergé,” and then on to the artwork.


Here’s the mock-up of a submarine the L.A. Fine Arts Squad floated in Newport Harbor. Here’s a Frank Stella lithograph we picked up at the Jack Glenn Gallery. No, we didn’t buy any of the Peter Max paintings; they were too popular, and clearly overpriced. My father would say something like that, or I would, which either drew laughter or confused stares.


I couldn’t tell you what our guests thought. I had a tin ear for response. I did not know how to impress anyone. Sometimes, if Leo walked by, I would pick him up and announce he was a rare seal point Siamese and he had a very unusual voice.


Mostly I was excited because of the surprise at the end of the tour. Standing barefoot in the shag wool conversation pit, I would give visitors a presentation about our coin collection.


My father and I went to so many auctions at Bowers and Ruddy the auctioneer would wink at me when Dad let me raise the paddle. We had a 1794 variant cent and an 1808 described as unique in Sheldon’s Penny Whimsy. “Thomas Jefferson himself might have carried these pennies in his pocket.” I presented the half-cents, the two-cent pieces, the three-cent pieces, the proof Barber dime, the doomed twenty-cent pieces. In 1916 the Standing Liberty quarter (and here, an aside on the importance of Art Nouveau) was bare-breasted, and in 1917 America demanded a breastplate. We hadn’t even gotten to the gold pieces yet.


I read Yeoman’s Red Book by flashlight, memorizing coinage runs, mint marks, Colonial patterns, the relative values of double die errors. I was so overwhelmed by the love of knowledge I wanted to crawl inside the coins and live their histories with them. My father’s version of a fishing trip was to bring me rolls of nickels from the bank for investigation, seeding one with an AU-55 three-legged buffalo, whose discovery made me jump off my bed in shock. The story of catching that particular trout became part of my presentation.


Now I can hear my voice becoming shrill as the sun goes down and the moon comes up. I see, superimposed over my features, a cloth monkey with a key in his back, banging cymbals together until there are nothing but cheese rinds and empty Chablis bottles and the final spark and thud coming from the fireplace as the last of the logs is consumed. Our visitors watch with embarrassment a child juggling plates, counting out how much of his time playing with tiny metal cars has been appropriated by pursuing the love of his parents. The end of the tour isn’t the coins, but me—I am the big finish, the most curious gem in the collection. I tell my history stories, I actually bow for applause at the end. My father approves, my mother begins to get a migraine, I’m just a kid, I don’t understand cause and effect.


I’m sad to end that house tour. We were there so briefly. When it was already too late, my mother didn’t know. She said, “When your father cashes his Certron stock in, he can retire.” She said, “When my therapy is finished, I’ll have more time to work on my novel.” Something about how well she enunciated made me pay attention. None of that “when” was going to happen. It turned out we didn’t have money, just Certron stock.


One day, Herb Alpert would be driving down the Pacific Coast Highway in his convertible, listening to a Certron tape. It would break. He would put another tape in, and it would break, too. He would pull out of my father’s company and the stock—the basis of our fortune—would plummet. Certron would blame my father publicly for the problems, and fire him, and no audio firm in the country would hire him.


I’ve mentioned that my mother was prepared for loss. My father was not. He didn’t know how to fail. He didn’t know he could fail. That wasn’t part of his family story. Nor could he cope with how readily my mother would say it was okay that he’d lost. For her, that acknowledgment was a kindness, a pushing back of a chair at a certain sad feast familiar to her, and for him it was betrayal.


What happened to my father after that is something I can explain. What happened to my mother is different. She wanted to be a writer, and all the novel fragments and memoir fragments she showed me in the years since were kaleidoscopic attempts to explain what she saw. They are heavy with momentum, yet somehow lack direction. It’s as if she is simultaneously defending herself from an invisible judge, and yet also daring herself to make certain assertions that she can’t quite spell out, hoping someone will read between the lines and understand her.


She was going to lose everything, slowly, beginning with the material things she cared little about. Then she was going to lose her sense that anywhere in the world was safe.


Ultimately she, my father, and I rescued ourselves, but we did it at a cost, and we did it separately. I don’t think anyone would call what we managed a success.


Before all that unraveled, my mother called her family one night. It couldn’t have been her only phone call home, but it was a production, as my father would say. Mom made the call at midnight our time, eight in the morning there. Many of her siblings didn’t have phones and I imagined them all packed into a single room somewhere in a damp flat in Uxbridge to hear the voice from California. Since my mother had trouble hearing and she worried she would miss something important, my father set up a reel-to-reel tape to record the conversation on both ends.


He was always organizing things for her like that. I recently found a chart he’d made, and from its details I’d date it to when he was courting her. It’s a precisely rendered map of my mother’s family for three generations. I can imagine my father drawing it, and showing it to her and saying, “See, it’s not so terrible. It’s not so mysterious.” And her giving him that smile that understood how kind life was, sometimes.


That was what marrying my father had meant. He had promised her that by living in the sort of world that had him in it, things would make sense for her. Of course, his chart couldn’t encompass all the emotions in the single blueprint-like line that linked, for instance, my grandfather George and his wife, Elsie. There were no dotted lines for abandonment. There weren’t lines leading to suicide. The link between one box and another didn’t indicate a union made in joy versus one made under the obliteration of hope. There were no diagrams that explained how people felt, and, as was his tendency, my father stumbled, all knees and elbows, when it came to the complexities of the heart.


His chart also turned out to be wrong. My father didn’t know about the secret lovers or the bigamous husbands. He didn’t know about my mother’s missing twin. For instance.


On her side of that transatlantic phone call, her voice was slow, each phrase separated by unnatural space so she would be heard. Gradually, something else happened, something bizarre that made my skin ripple with goose bumps. As she spoke, years peeled away and she sounded much younger. Thousands of miles vanished, and she was sucked back into that room of family, where her accent returned. She sounded like a teenage girl, and she sounded helpless. Her siblings were Rosemary, Anna, Elizabeth, Ursula, Georgina, and Jonathan, and my cousins were Angela, Maria, Gary, Jimmy, Simon, Isabelle, Amanda, Christina, Peter, Paul, John, Debbie, Nicola, and Marc. I name them here not in the spirit of my dad’s chart, but the opposite. Naming them doesn’t begin to bring them under control any more than naming the elements of the northern lights allows you to guide them.


After my mother hung up, the American had shed from her, and she was weeping. Something in the call had wrecked her. She left, and closed the door to the bedroom, and a migraine began. I wouldn’t see her for days.


My father wanted to understand. But his mind organized the more difficult emotions as if they were equations in chemistry or geology, fields to which he’d never been that attuned. Before the phone call to England, what he had been the most proud of recording had been the Bob & Ray comedy show. He never really stood a chance. Whatever my father brought my mother was not going to rescue her.


Three little dots in that huge house that night: my mother in her bed, my father in his office, and me in my room. I was talking to myself, of course, as there was so much to say.


I gave up on trying to sleep. I walked quietly in my cotton pajamas the full range of the house, giving myself the tour. I mouthed the words without speaking so I wouldn’t wake my parents. In the dark, I noted the Fred Eversley Lucite sculpture, and explained to no one how it was placed so that the setting sun would illuminate its many colors.


I was aiming at one piece of art that carried its own gravity. It wasn’t part of the tour. It was hidden from easy view. I stopped just outside their bedroom. I pressed myself into a small alcove. On the wall above me was the painting, a portrait. The spotlight shined on my grandfather George.


It was unlike anything else in the house. It was hardly art as I understood it. Its background browns were oppressive, Teutonic murk meant to be folds of drapery, so dense with shadow George could have posed by gaslight. He might have been any age from twenty to forty. He wore a dark suit and a red tie. He held a cigarette loosely, as if it were natural to his class, a riding crop.


He had been the most handsome man in Germany. He was the firstborn, he spoke seven languages, he died terribly at forty-three. Since George had died so young, he would never be a success or a failure. He would always stare out at you with potential. His gaze knew everything about you, it held out a little hope, it evaluated, sympathized, and found you wanting.


When you moved, the light played over the canvas, showing restoration marks. My mother told me she’d had it repaired because it had been torn. Much later, I learned the truth, that someone had stabbed the portrait right through George’s face.


My parents’ end would be awful, but nothing to have shocked George. It was not like the nature of fate had changed since slapping him down. It’s just that it was happening so far away from him, in such a sunny place, to people with such good humor about life, that it seemed unlikely. But it turns out that no matter what you free yourself from—your family, your past, your disasters, your belief in God—you aren’t really that free. George would have known that. I used to imagine his hand reaching out of the painting to offer the cigarette, a comfort and a way of passing the baton. Here, old chap, he would say. I know what you escaped. So sorry it came back.
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TOWARD THE END, when I was nine, my mother ordered my father a 3.5-inch telescope so he could see the Comet Kohoutek. Kohoutek, which appeared every 150,000 years, was theorized to be the largest comet Earth had ever seen. Its tail would take up a quarter of the nighttime sky.


Every night for a week, my father unbuckled the leather case of his new Questar and took me onto the deck that wrapped around our house so we could prepare our observations. With the December winds whipping up our hillside, and the lights of Newport Harbor making a modest interruption of our sightings, we started with the naked eye. My father told me that the only way to see the faintest stars was to avert your eyes from them. It had something to do with how visual purple worked with the eye’s rods and cones, but the important thing was to just notice how it worked. Look north, look south, just look a few degrees away, and the dimmest, farthest, quietest objects in the sky revealed themselves.


“Look at the Big Dipper,” he said. “There are seven stars, but you can only see the seventh if you aren’t looking straight at it.” He was right.


The telescope was polished aluminum. I made sure I didn’t let my finger near the lens, which I respected as my father had rhapsodized over the necessity of retaining its perfect smudgeless clarity. I loved what he knew and the care he took. He never talked down to me. I tried to honor that. We had an instrument worthy of viewing the nighttime sky in this era that we were lucky to live in. Time magazine had put Kohoutek, “the comet of the century,” on its cover that week. It was larger than Halley’s Comet. It weighed a trillion tons. Planetariums were sponsoring parties. 747s would streak across the skies, festive with guests making champagne toasts alongside the comet at apogee.


But Kohoutek turned out to be a smudge. Even with our telescope, Kohoutek was a fleck you could brush out of the night without feeling a loss.


“I’m sorry,” my father said the first evening. This wasn’t him accepting responsibility so much as his acknowledgment that sometimes what you were promised ended up disappointing you.


And I was disappointed. But nonetheless, the skies gave you what they gave you. My parents’ marriage was suffering then, and my dad and I spent more time in our heavy coats outside, together, than we would have otherwise, as this was a chance not to return inside the house. While the comet was with us, he and I looked through the telescope, averting our eyes and hoping that playing with the focus knobs would let us see things more clearly. Sometimes one or the other of us would say, “Yeah, this is pretty crummy.” And then the comet was gone.


It turns out the most obscure things in your life are invisible when you try to look at them directly. For instance, the end of the marriage. I tend to look away.


My mother was writing a new novel then. It was narrated by a woman married to a character named Ron, who was distant and controlling. They’d become rich recently and it was ruining their marriage. The narrator was frightened by the child she and Ron had. The child was supernaturally intelligent and foresaw the problems in their marriage before they did. She showed it to me to see what I thought.


I wondered if, when it was published, people would—because people weren’t clever—think it was about her and Dad. She would have to let them know it was just fiction.


It’s probably as hard to describe any parent as it is to catch your own profile in a mirror. In my mother’s case it’s even more complicated. She had been born Cockney, within the sound of Bow Bells, but she wasn’t a Cockney, she hastened to add. “I had to take care of the boardinghouse when I was seven because Mummy …” Her mother drank. Her mother drank because she was schizophrenic. My mother had an older sister, Rosemary, but the truth was, I was old enough to know now, Rosemary was a half-sister. There had been an Italian man, a semi-Mafioso, before her father. In fact, her father and mother hadn’t been married when my mother was conceived, so she felt terribly guilty, as if it were her fault that two people so ill-matched were forced together. She felt guilty until the day her father died, and then she felt so much worse.


She was alert to other people trying to control her. My father, for instance. He was hapless when it came to emotions—he said “I love you” because he knew he should, but it came out like the Pledge of Allegiance. He was stiffening more since things were getting difficult financially. He was traveling to Chicago, sometimes for months at a time, for our futures. And when he was back, he was frosty to her.


The local consciousness-raising groups were appealing, but they were also angry, and close-minded. She tried to have a civil conversation with Judy Chicago, and came away feeling Chicago was just as bad as the society she was critiquing. What if she took another writing class? Volunteered at a women’s clinic? Made friends who weren’t so rich? What if I had a younger brother or sister?


She would say this and then, wherever we were, look at me for an answer. It was like those moments where we shared our ESP. Only now it made me nervous. And then it hit me, I was the child in her novel. I knew more than she knew about what she should do. It made me feel an electric kind of horror, like dreams in which I was supposed to be flying an airplane.


Once, fooling around with a cousin, I got my hand slammed in a car door. Within a minute it started to swell and by the time my mother had driven me to the emergency room, it looked like an apple was trying to force its way out of my palm. The technicians brought out an X-ray machine, which panicked me. “It won’t hurt,” they said, but that wasn’t what bothered me. The pain in my hand had shaken loose something primal. My life had already been asterisks and strange circumstances, and nothing about me was ordinary. I thought, “Don’t you know I’m in gifted school?” Looking inside my body had to be an awful idea. What terrible structures would they find in there?


When the X-rays however showed the normal anatomy—granted, some of it smashed—I felt relief. There were bones in my hand. Just like what anyone else had. I was not special. Thank God. This set up a little island for me to visit when I felt circumstances had gotten too strange. The island where everything was normal. I would visit often as my mother realized what she wanted her life to be like.


On a Sunday morning my parents told me they were separating, maybe they were divorcing, they weren’t sure, it was hard to know. They were going to play it by ear, my mother said. We were in the sunken conversation pit in the living room. Spread across the couch was the Sunday paper. I could see Prince Valiant’s primary colors and unwelcoming dense text. It felt unbalanced, like its weight would cause the page to fold over. I realized I was weeping and that embarrassed me, so I stopped.


I have letters between my parents from that time. My father wrote that he couldn’t believe how maturely I was handling it. My mother replied they didn’t have a child, but a thirty-six-year-old midget. The idea was that I was so smart I had placed out of having the reactions a normal kid would. None of us believed that, but it was convenient. In a crisis, you need to say and hear optimistic things when there isn’t any real hope.


I was a mouthy kid, not that pleasant, and I didn’t have many friends to talk to. There were many days where I would take the croquet set alone onto the field and play by myself in the afternoon breeze.


But the threat of divorce was a leveling influence. Classmates were one by one having family meetings on Sunday mornings, being told they were still loved just as much by each parent separately, and that nothing was their fault. Mondays at school, one gifted child or another showed up red-eyed and in a wrinkled shirt, not wanting to talk about it, getting picked up at three o’clock by a parent with a youthful haircut in a new sports car, usually a tobacco-brown Mercedes.


I witnessed these developments with a sense of awe and adventure, a line of children being forced to cross rope bridges. One weekend I stayed with Richard Lewis, whose father had the Newport Porsche dealership. They were living in the family beach house, along with a new coltish girlfriend who was some unknowable age older than us and younger than the dad. Richard’s mom had not worn bikini bottoms around the house, nor baked brownies that were explicitly not for us, nor had she made Richard’s father look so happy. I was ten years old, and my appreciation of the sights and sounds around me was starting to deepen, so the girlfriend’s presence was as magnificent to me as a mermaid’s.


In the morning, Richard and I sat in his dinghy a hundred yards offshore, fishing with bait he’d bought with quarters from a trawler in the harbor. I saw his father’s girlfriend walking from the house and diving into the ocean, and even though I’d grown up near the beach, it was like I’d never seen a woman before. Divorce could be exciting. I didn’t say this to Richard, who regarded her with dull and disgusted eyes.


Look what my dad wants, he muttered. No one can condemn an adult with so few words as a ten-year-old. I didn’t say much in return, maybe affirmed how much everything sucked—we were at the dawn of the age when everything sucked. But secretly I wondered if things could get interesting if you woke up each morning without knowing whom you might meet that day.


My father started living in Chicago. My hair was becoming greasy and I was entering the age of clothes that didn’t look right on my body, and no matter how much I showered, I smelled like stale cereal.


I stayed with Mom in Corona del Mar. She started dating. She brought a man to the house and I explained to myself she was allowed to do that. Still, when her date met me, he asked if I wanted to go hunting with him and I asked him if killing animals made him less insecure about his masculinity.


See, he wasn’t nearly as magical to me as the mermaid had been. If Mom was allowed to date men, and they were allowed to talk to me, they should be at least as smart as I was. My mother was embarrassed but not the way I thought she should be—later that night I walked past her bedroom and saw her hugging him in the doorway. I stepped back, barefoot, telling myself dating was a normal, natural, and healthy thing for her even if she was doing it with an insecure idiot.


I lay down with microwaved pizza in the recreation room, which was as far away as possible from my mother’s bedroom. KTTV was showing a marathon of Japanese monster movies like War of the Gargantuas, Godzilla vs. Monster Zero, Mothra. In one of these was a scene in which a secret agent’s boat capsizes in a storm. The next morning he washes up on a lonely beach, almost dead. And yet he’s perfectly manicured, suit dry, hair combed so well that scientists could calibrate their instruments by the line of his part.


On the floor, I pretended I’d washed up like driftwood, pummeled by the storm, skin a contour map of bruises and scrapes. I was about to be patched up for one final mission. I didn’t imagine what that mission was—just that it was final. I imagined the agony and exhaustion of being rehabilitated. There would be such terrible setbacks on my final mission. Almost extinguished but not quite. It felt good.


There was a cliché about divorcées, and my mother embraced it, telling friends she was “finding herself,” even as she made fun of the phrase. She wanted to move us from the plush cocoon into a real neighborhood. That might mean Seattle or Portland or New York. She was in touch with her sisters—maybe we would all live together somewhere. San Francisco? She was investigating it, so she put me on a plane to see my father in Chicago.


When Dad picked me up at the airport, I saw his hair was longer. He had new designer glasses. He was wearing a Steve McQueen–style turtleneck, apparel that was young and in fashion. There was a woman with him.


“This is Ann,” he said.


She nodded. I nodded back as if this were normal, meeting my father with an unannounced woman.


We walked down the concourse, toward Baggage Claim. I was hyperaware of Ann, looking for clues. I wasn’t sure why he had come to the airport with her, nor why she was still with us. My father spoke again. “I met her at the commissary at the Board of Trade. She was trying to change a two dollar bill.” A long pause. “Into a three dollar bill.”


“Uh-huh,” I said, to acknowledge that a joke had been told.


My father was forty-four years old. Ann was twenty-seven. We drove in what I remember as a Sunday-heft-of-cathedral-tunes-like silence to a downtown high-rise, McClurg Court. I didn’t know what we were doing there. Was I staying there? Was Dad? Where did Ann live?


Recently, I asked my father about his stiffness when it came to difficult moments. He told me he’d concluded he was bad at explaining awkward things and much better at just presenting them without comment. Which is why he stopped explaining things. This apparently worked better for him than it did for anyone related to him.


It turned out my father lived with Ann in her apartment. It was ultramodern and efficient in the way young, single, well-off professionals lived. I thought, “My father has the right to start his life over.”


White walls, one bedroom, a kitchenette, a living room with a fold-out couch. He did not give me a house tour. It was neither warm nor cold, but airless. The windows didn’t open. There was wall-to-wall carpeting. I sensed the dull pulse of the building’s climate control, which managed to ride tensely between sound and sensation.


My father and I still had the same sense of humor, but that was now like a valve that had rusted shut. If I happened to laugh at something, he looked at Ann to say with his eyes, “See, this isn’t so bad.” What I know now is that my father was trying to prove to himself that he wasn’t feeling guilty, and that made things uncomfortable, the way it always does when you tell yourself that you aren’t feeling what you’re feeling.


He made lists of things to do. There were foreign movies to see. We would visit museums. We would visit the Sara Lee factory. And then we did that. When there was nothing left to do, the three of us played gin rummy. Ann made butterscotch brownies, and then made them again, because we ate through the first batch in the place of conversation.


I can’t imagine what Ann thought as she opened up her one-bedroom to a ten-year-old who was paying attention to every movement she made. I doubt my father had prepared her for my arrival any more than he had prepared me. I couldn’t have told you a single personality trait of hers. She was, I now understand, nervous and far too young to know what she was doing. She read for hours at a time, mainstream fiction from the library, and she and my father did the New York Times crossword puzzle together on the couch, quietly, and I wondered sometimes if the silent occupation was a way to not volunteer anything I might use against her.


At night I lay awake on the fold-out couch in the living room. There was a clock on a bookshelf. It was silver metal, a three-dimensional, cylindrical T, like the tip of a periscope. Its round plastic face was marked with crosshairs around which a black pupil revolved, once per minute. As it moved, the face changed colors. I watched it for hours.


We saw every movie in town, from The Phantom of Liberty to And Now My Love. It was a season for difficult movies, so we saw Werner Herzog’s The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser and something with Liv Ullman that was so slow it had the rare effect of making me wish I were back in the apartment.


I wanted brownies in the afternoon, but I felt I couldn’t have one until my father did. Happily, every afternoon, and every day a little earlier than the last, my dad cut himself a brownie. I would follow. He would eat it, not looking at me. I would stare out the window. And so the week passed.


The truth was—and I can’t blame her for this—Ann didn’t want me around. This is why my dad felt guilty. It was nothing personal, just atavism, a lioness defending against the litter of a previous mate. I was certainly not charming, or plucky enough in any way I can remember.


But Ann loved him. He was in love with her, and I can see why. They had a kind of level-headedness together that he couldn’t have found with my mother. Beyond the art and movies and books, they had every section of the Wall Street Journal in common. They discussed capital the way other couples might discuss baseball, with the same passion and knowledge and humor and faith that it made the world a better place. Also, Ann was rich. That was a new kind of added value for my dad. It must have been very different than being with my mother, who so feared being rich.


I linger here because I need to explain what was going to happen. When I was in my thirties and my father in his sixties, he said with the same voice that he had used to explain George Carlin routines to me, “I sold you out.”


He added that he wasn’t sorry. He said it was just one choice among many he’d made. “I’m amoral,” he said. “You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve done.” He said, “It was too bad you got caught in the middle.”


I can’t say that my father’s late-life dabbling in explaining himself felt any better than him acting and having me guess why he’d done things. I want to credit him for taking some responsibility, but I also have to call bullshit. My father wanted to be amoral the same way I would like to be the Hulk. Cheerful amorality was his unattainable superpower.


He loved Ann. And he loved me. And he loved being rich. And those things couldn’t work together. He already wanted to marry her. A shadow would skim across a conversation, a comment about my future, a glance from Ann, and his face would show a pang of that thing he said he no longer felt: guilt.


When I returned to Corona del Mar, my mother picked me up impatiently—she had a story. She’d arrived in San Francisco and within minutes of sitting at the Mark Hopkins bar, met a man with the most unlikely name. Peter Charming. Of the Rhode Island Charmings. He had shown her his American Express card to prove it. “He had the most ridiculous pickup line,” she laughed. “‘May I buy you a balloon and take you to Paris?’”


She had stayed in San Francisco instead of visiting Portland and Seattle. She said Peter had a Victorian mansion and drove the car Steve McQueen did in Bullitt. This was a step up over my dad wearing a sweater like McQueen did. Peter didn’t just have the type of car, he had the actual car used in the movie. He played chess, and he had a café circle of interesting friends. Peter wanted to meet me.


“Is he your boyfriend?” I was ready for a new boyfriend.


He was a friend, but relationships were more organic and loose than how society defined them traditionally, she said. People didn’t really belong to each other, she said, which was news to me. Just a week in San Francisco had alerted her to how our culture put a lot of pressure to fit us into molds we didn’t naturally fit into, like “boyfriend,” or “wife.” By nature, she explained, we were actually much more complex than that.


It sounded like a paragraph of an article someone had given her that she strongly agreed with. It also sounded so sophisticated I felt the urge to already know all of this.


Besides, my mother continued, Peter had a girlfriend who lived with him, Sue, and my mother liked her. “He can be aggravating and irresponsible. And funny. He’s like a big kid.”


Still, I was pretty sure I could destroy him, if we met. I said he sounded more fun than Ann had been.


“Who’s Ann?” my mother asked.


My mother had me write letters to Peter Charming saying I was going to beat him at chess. “Go ahead and taunt him,” she said. “I’d like to see what he’s going to really do.”


My role was apparently gatekeeper now, something combining son and disapproving, pipe-smoking father. I was fine with this. Sometimes Mom dictated specific insults.


“Tell him he lacks dignity,” she said. “Tell him he’s immature.”


As I wrote him, I thought, “Peter, you can’t court me. I will impress you and I will make you want to impress me. And then I’m going to sink your ass at chess.”


I should mention I wasn’t actually good at chess. My mother assumed I was. So I assumed it, too.


On Halloween 1974, Peter visited our house in Corona del Mar. After thinking about it for a while I decided to greet him wearing a rubber Creature from the Black Lagoon mask and offering him a glass of Chablis.


He said to my mom, “You didn’t lie—you don’t have a kid, you have a thirty-six-year-old midget.”


He didn’t ask me about school or whether I liked Disneyland. Instead, he put me to work uncorking the next bottle of Chablis. As his arm moved over mine, I was awestruck by a heavy square of gold on his wrist that flashed under the candlelight. His watch! He wore a Pulsar, a digital watch. I’d heard about digital watches. They were supposed to cost two thousand dollars. When he tapped a button on the side, the time appeared in ruby digits that illuminated the hints of mind-boggling Jack Kirby–like circuitry behind them.


He was a clotheshorse, which meant expensive bell-bottom jeans faded perfectly to a sky blue, a huge brass belt buckle, Pierre Cardin patterned polyester shirt with two buttons undone, and a collar the size of a paper airplane. He smelled of just enough cologne, was fastidious about his fingernails, and wore a tiny Star of David on a chain around his neck. He had a money clip but no wallet. He wore a tight afro that he attended to with a cake cutter that jutted up from his rear pocket.


I thought he was a lawyer, or he let me think that. He didn’t mention what he did or how he’d come to have a mansion in Pacific Heights. He told me obvious lies, knowing I knew he was bullshitting me: he was a spy; he knew Groucho Marx; he was a grand master chess champion.


“You are not a grand master.”


“You’re right. When you’re right, you’re right. But I’m still going to beat you, kid. And after I beat you, you’ll wish I was a grand master, because at least then you’d have an excuse for losing.” He’d outthought me. He put his hand on my shoulder. “Now, where’s the cheese and crackers?”


I took him to the kitchen. He rummaged through the pantry as if it had been waiting for him. By now I had a comeback and was waiting to drop it into the conversation, but he was already on to something else. On his way to the crackers, he’d found a can of something. He held it behind his back.


“Kid, would you eat shit?”


I forgot what I was going to say. “What? No.”


“Even if they perfumed it and said it was nutritious? I think you would.”


I was suspicious. “What’s in your hand?”


“How do we get outside?” I took Peter to the screen door by the kitchen and he led me, hand on the back of my neck, to the deck that overlooked the street far below. It was after dark. He was looking at the view.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


He adjusted his trousers, smoothed down his shirt, and raised his arms. “Look at this. Kid, I bet you don’t even see it, do you? Corona del Mar, the Pacific Ocean, that Ferris wheel down there, all the lights. It’s fucking gorgeous. Every day of your life you should be grateful for this view. Your father, who is a genius by the way, invented cassette tapes and his hard work got you this. You are part of the charmed elite.” He showed off what he’d pilfered, a can of Spam. “You are too intelligent for this. This? This is shit.”


“Mom only got that because—”


“You’re going to blame your mom for this? That’s bullshit. What do you like to eat?”


“Macaroni and cheese.”


“Macaroni and cheese? You ever been to North Beach? The Washington Square Bar & Grill has the best macaroni and cheese in North America.”


I wasn’t sure about that. I really liked Morton’s frozen macaroni and cheese. But I knew what he probably meant, the restaurant food was more sophisticated. I wasn’t ready for that. Also, why were we outside?


“Kid, I want you to throw this Spam away, now.”


“Okay.” I didn’t move.


With a sigh, Peter took it back from me. Then, arcing his arm in a clean overhand pitch, he threw the Spam as far as he could. A few seconds later, in the darkness, there was the sound of metal tumbling over pavement far below. I couldn’t believe he’d done that.


“Do you have other cans of that?”


We did! We had a couple. I fetched them. This was fantastic.


“Now—throw them the fuck away, kid.”


There was no one around to tell me not to, and so with my throwing arm, I tossed the two cans down the hillside. They calved the ice plant.


“Are you ever going to have Spam in your house again?”


“I don’t know—Mom buys—”


“That is bullshit. Don’t let your mom take the heat. You love her, right? You want the best for her and for you. Fuck Spam. No more Spam. Now let’s go inside and eat cheese and crackers until we can’t see straight.”


When I remember Peter’s voice, I can hear his monologues as if they play on a loop somewhere independent of time or space, like there’s a station eternally broadcasting him and it’s just a matter of what’s playing when you happen to tune in.


“Do you know about lateral thinking?” he asked. “You aren’t the kind of kid who gets trapped by boundaries.” It was later, and my mother was watching, in what had been my father’s office, something unprecedented. We’d been building toward it not just that night but for the weeks since my mother had mentioned Peter was a chess master. Three chairs around a small white porcelain table, that second bottle of Chablis to the side. My father’s stereo playing something I didn’t even know we had, Joni Mitchell. She was a friend of Peter’s. Mom had bought her albums, apparently.


Peter couldn’t figure out how to adjust the volume, so he directed me to the pre-amp. He made us wait, his finger tapping empty air, until he could talk-sing along to my mother. “You know they love you when they’re there. Am I right, baby?”


Peter saw my expression. I knew immediately that he’d said something about my father. “Your mother is an amazing woman. And you’re a good kid. Tell me if this makes sense.”


I said sharply, “If what makes sense?”


“Easy there. Don’t get mad at me for talking. See, there’s rational thinking, which is about going from step A to step B, and that’s where the guys in suits, the squares so straight they step out of the shower to pee, that’s where those guys stop, endgame.” He was talking over the music, but the beat and the bass line made it seem like he was providing lyrics. “Those guys, they never get further than figuring out the easiest path that everyone sees. Then there’s where you’re at, a better place, the imagination. You, you’re reading funny books and your mom says you draw and write, and you’re in that fancy school for smart kids, right? What you need to study is lateral thinking. What looks like a boundary to some poor schmuck who follows the rules turns out to be exactly the stepping-stone you need to move ahead. Abstract thinking goes from A to Q to Z and gives B and C and D the finger. Fuck ’em if they can’t take a joke.”


So many Charming-isms. My mother must have contributed to the conversation but Peter was like a lightbulb throwing her part into shadows. No man, be he Texan or Eskimo, can stand a kick in the balls. Don’t shit where you eat. Don’t get distracted and keep your eye on what you want, kid, and don’t let someone else dictate your life.


Why all this attention from him? That’s easy—my mother was a beautiful woman. Even better, she was soon to get a divorce settlement. With a plate of cheese and crackers next to us, Peter and I were setting up our mutual future, through a game of chess.


I can’t count the number of rules that were being broken. Playing chess in my father’s study, with Peter, who that night—even I knew it, and somehow I didn’t care—was going to sleep with my mother. And he had put Joni Mitchell, an artist my father never could sign to Certron, on my father’s stereo equipment.


We were going to use the Fabergé chess set. It was like breaking into a temple to drink the wine. Peter kept turning the pieces around in his hand, asking me which was the knight, which was the bishop, claiming they were too ornate—too “bullshit”—to tell the difference between them.


“You can’t tell how exquisite this set is?” I asked.


“It’s exquisite. And it’s bullshit.”


It was a long game. My mother started remembering that there was a James Bond film on, and maybe I wanted to watch it. But Peter said he wanted to finish our match. I kept thinking about his rap on lateral thinking. If I tried too hard to beat him at chess it might mean something other than what I’d thought, like I was missing a larger point.


I checkmated him. Or he let me checkmate him.


“I’d have won,” Peter laughed, “if I wasn’t so stoned.”


He must mean drunk, I thought, even though I knew he didn’t. He was treating me like a grown-up. Not just a grown-up, but a compatriot. This was him exercising lateral thinking. Making me question whether something was or wasn’t what it sounded like was a subtle invitation to take just a tiny step further. Further where? There was only one way to find out. Come here, let me show you.
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MY MOTHER was blessed with the ability to launch new adventures with little fear. She had been the child born out of wedlock, then the resourceful girl who ran the household, then the wife of an American soldier, a divorced secretary in Los Angeles, a middle-class mother, and a rich divorcée. I don’t think she would have pointed to any of those roles to say, “That’s it, that’s when I was most like myself.”


Except now. She was fond of saying to friends that when she turned thirty-nine in 1974, she realized what she wanted to be when she grew up. “It’s so ironic,” she said, about everything in general and each circumstance specifically. She used the word “ironic” so often I started to make a little sigh every time. “Ironic” might as well have been the Latin on our family crest.


Mom explained: there was an exam in Britain, the 11+, dreaded by all eleven-year-old working-class kids because it separated the wheat from the chaff. If you passed—no one in her family did—you were elevated from the crushing life of your ancestors. You were allowed into schools that prepared you to handle the levers that made the world turn. Otherwise, upon your failure you were condemned to an education of a grayscale life, the assembly line, no better future than the occasional rueful laugh on a Saturday night at the pub. It was a cruel test, promising a rare bit of class penetration, and then dashing hopes as soon as they were raised.


And yet my mother passed. Brilliantly.


She got a scholarship to Bishopshalt, the type of school with badges and uniforms and students who would later know the catacombs of Parliament. Her sisters were jealous. She was accused of having a big head, of thinking herself above her station. And then, a family crisis prevented her from following through. For one moment she’d had a vision through a door cut into a brick garden wall, of gaiety, power, and improvement. Now she was stuck again.


What was worse, in a way, was that her crushed, guilt-inducing, poverty-stricken father had been a child of German military aristocracy, complete with summers in Calais and motorcycle trips across the continent. What that must have been like, father and daughter together, almost living up to their potential, then fate striking them both down. But they had a role model for how the family could turn out: Aunt Ingrid.


Aunt Ingrid was a journalist. She flew around the world writing articles for important magazines. She befriended movie stars and politicians. She was a member of the jet set, a passport and toothbrush and a pack of Gitanes in her overcoat and drinking dictators and publicists under the table in search of a groundbreaking interview. When she visited Uxbridge, she brought with her breezes of sophistication and kindness, but not promise. Once that scholarship was gone, there was no longer promise in my mother’s life.


And then at the age of thirty-nine, promise magically reappeared. My mother could join the smart set. She was not ignorant of how that class lived. She was never flashy or indiscreet—those were adjectives she deployed when describing how an otherwise intelligent person could be déclassé. But when she looked at herself in the mirror at I. Magnin, trying on a crème-colored Burberry trench coat, she did say it looked smashing on her. Her dream was to wake up and drive to the airport and on impulse jump aboard a flight. Unlike so many other things, she would get a chance to do that, soon enough.


My mother was in the habit then of explaining what she knew of the world, and I would say something, and she wouldn’t hear it. I would say it again, and she would fall silent, blue eyes still for one extra moment, then she would say, “Mmm?” for me to repeat myself. Sometimes she couldn’t hear me but other times she could.


Terms of the settlement were kept from me but she did have assets, as one might say discreetly. My mother claimed she got very little and my father claimed she got an enormous amount—hundreds of thousands of dollars—meant to keep her stable for the rest of her life. I’ve seen the numbers since and I think these views were clouded by their anger at each other. There weren’t hundreds of thousands of dollars. There was some cash, some corporate paper, and some property—like the art—that could be sold to get more cash, or managed as an investment. In a stern letter, my father drew a chart for her, with much more brittle penmanship than the chart he’d once done of her family tree. It showed how bonds earmarked for my college education would, though their face value was small, be bountiful when I needed them. All she had to do was leave them alone.


My mother rolled her eyes at this. How well had he done with money, exactly? He had never yet understood her needs or her desires. I think this is when I learned the word “élan,” as my mother used it with a quiet smile and a way of spreading her hands, like she was smoothing out problems by sheer force of style. Peter Charming, she said, had a kind of élan, for instance, but she said she saw through it—he had it the way someone who practiced piano long enough could almost sound born to the keyboard. Peter liked having us around because she had the real thing.


Her mother and father, and her ancestors before them, didn’t have a chance like this, but that was in the old countries, England, Germany. Here, you could make your own luck if you tried. She and I were going to show Dad what she could do. She had a story in mind, with a young Cockney girl who’d been pushed too far by a man who wanted to mold her without taking in who she really was. “Just you wait, ’enry ’iggins, just you wait,” she was fond of saying. She meant my father, or all men, or an invisible enemy force that was more amorphous than just one person.


One Friday in November, around six o’clock, our phone on Setting Sun Drive rang. My mother came into my room, eyes awake with mischief. “We’re going to San Francisco.” As in: right away. Turn off the TV. Peter Charming had bought us two tickets on the last flight PSA had that night. He was throwing a party that wouldn’t be complete without us there. We didn’t need to pack. We would stay at Peter’s Pacific Heights mansion.


I had some new comic books I wanted to read and old ones to reread, so I didn’t want to go. My mom started packing anyway. Peter called again, and my mother, deep in her walk-in closet, put me on the phone. He wanted to know what she was doing.


“She’s packing.”


“Make her stop. Go in there and get her the fuck out of her closet. Tell her to just get her purse and you and get on the plane. We’ll buy clothes tomorrow. Tell her to fucking quit the closet shit. We’ll buy her a whole new wardrobe.”


I did that, exactly, letting Peter listen in. I was laughing as I tugged my mother away from her suitcases, and she was laughing, too. I’d forgotten I didn’t want to go.


Three hours later, we were getting out of the cab in front of Peter’s house on Broadway and Laguna. It was two stories, flat-fronted and plain blue outside, nothing ornate. There were a lot of stairs involved. We could see through the front windows that the living room was packed with people. Peter was there with a glass of wine in his hand, which he handed to my mother. “You made it! You made it! You’re incredible. I can’t believe you and the midget just got on the plane. Suzie Blue will show you the place. Sue Blue! Sue Blue!”


He had more to say but it was hard for me to listen, for many reasons. For instance there were two men kissing in the hallway. They had perfect hair, Ryan O’Neal hair, tousled without being shaggy. Oh, I thought, those men must be gay.


Sue embraced my mother and kissed me on the cheek.


I had never seen anyone like Sue in person. She was a figure out of a Truffaut film. She was tall, willowy, platinum blond, with blue eyes and red lipstick that made her skin look white as plaster. I’d previously thought “skin white as plaster” was a silly exaggeration. Her voice was tranquil, as if she had been born in the middle of this party and had taken in stride everything that had happened since. She wore jeans and a silk blouse and tiny button pearl earrings, and she breezed over to hand Peter a new glass of wine, then floated back to us. She floated. I realized during the long time I stared that this was an effect—effortlessness. I’d never seen effortlessness.


As she took us upstairs, I noticed people smoking pot. The bad kids in my neighborhood smoked pot on the beach or the public stairways by the high school. Weren’t the adults here worried about the cops? No one here seemed worried about anything. In fact, that seemed to be a feature of the party. So I decided, without this being effective, that I wasn’t worried.


Upstairs was the master bedroom, with bookshelves from floor to ceiling and piles of books by Peter’s bed. The hallway was narrow, with a kind of floor I didn’t recognize (it was hardwood) and the doors had dinged-up complicated moldings that didn’t match from one room to the next. Here was Peter’s office, where someone was stretched out on the leather couch with electrodes on his head.


“Biofeedback,” Sue explained, pitching the unfamiliar words as my mom and I trailed behind. It was like acupuncture, or massage. My mother was fascinated. She wondered if it could help her migraines. I wanted her to try it. I wanted her to try everything. I was also afraid of everything, but I’d picked up on the atmosphere. If something was strange, it was new, and embracing it meant you were breaking free from something old.


Sue led me to my room, where there was a brass bed and some old white shelves overstuffed with books. The guests’ coats were piled on the bed, which Sue patted. The bed rippled. It was a water bed. Even the most spoiled of my classmates didn’t sleep on water beds. “And these are for you if you get bored,” she said, handing me some underground comic books I’d never heard of. I would never admit to being bored here. I wanted to move in and live here until I was no longer terrified by everything I saw.


A little while later, I stood in the living room, halfway behind the fronds of a potted fern, sipping a Coke, nodding to the music, and pretending I’d been to parties before. The hors d’oeuvres smelled of roasted garlic and the burgers were dressed with aioli and capers. I realized I didn’t even know what a hamburger meant on this planet.


Peter swept by with a girl on his arm, stopping at the stereo. He ignored me. The Rolling Stones’ Aftermath was playing, and Peter was explaining to her that while they were in the studio, groupies were actually blowing them. Then he took off the record and put on Joni Mitchell. “You should hear her do it in person. She’s in town later, you should come by, her voice is best around five a.m.,” and then he was gone again. I took more sips of my Coke. I pretended I wasn’t waiting for the police to arrest us all.


Sue found me. “I was looking for you. You’re the only person here who will appreciate this. Do you play pinball?”


I was amazed she was looking for me. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to find me, afraid she might take me someplace even further beyond what I knew how to deal with. Glen, here’s the harem. Glen, here’s the rifle range. Glen, let’s rob a liquor store and turn over some cars and set them on fire together. I would have done any of that with Sue. And pinball was something I knew from my old life of several hours ago.


I followed her through the kitchen—so many open bottles of wine!—how strange to have a hulking refrigerator from the 1950s, a stove from the 1920s, who had ever thought of stuffing olives with blue cheese, was that a braid of garlic hanging from the ceiling?—to a mud room, where there was a pinball machine not too different from my own.


The room’s walls were peeling so that paint chips feathered the nests of newspaper and cordwood. There were faded Art Nouveau posters tacked to the walls. Sue said the house had been built in the 1870s and that after the earthquake it had been a makeshift hospital. Survivors had brought the owners gift baskets she’d found in the attic. She was pretty sure it was haunted. My home in Corona del Mar felt inadequate.


Sue turned on the pinball machine so she could play with me. She asked if I’d read any books by Tom Robbins. Or Grapefruit by Yoko Ono? Had I heard of a comic strip called Odd Bodkins? She asked all this while rolling a joint.


I didn’t know how to talk to her. I lunged for the only thing I thought I knew. “You can play as hard as you want,” I said.


“What do you mean ‘play hard’?” she asked.


“I mean, don’t be nice or anything.”


“I’m never nice,” she said. I flushed with embarrassment. And within a few minutes she was massacring me. The joint went to embers on the edge of the pinball machine. Her long, polished fingernails were atop the flipper buttons, not so much banging on the machine as massaging it to do her bidding. “I do this for hours,” she said.


She was a potter and her kiln was behind the house in a little studio that was her private space. When she was blocked, she came in to play pinball. Her work was all over the house, thick-walled vases and tiny hanging mirrors set into subtle, color-shifting glazes. I couldn’t say whether I liked them, but they spoke of artistic confidence. She had an affinity for when to smooth the clay out and when to leave a thumbprint so it looked rustic.


When it was my turn, my eyes darted back and forth from the machine to Sue, who was pulling on her joint. “Your mom has pretty eyes. So do you.”


I didn’t know what to say about that.


“Do you like girls?” She came across as much as she could like another kid asking the question, but still I couldn’t think how to answer. “I don’t mean to embarrass you. Do girls like you?”


“I don’t think so.” It was my turn again. Flip, flip, plunk. Without warning, she laughed. I could feel my throat hurting. “You don’t have to laugh at me.”


“I’m sorry. I just realized that when you get older, girls are going to like you. Hey, look at me.”


Her eyes were huge.


“Do you believe in ESP?”


I didn’t want to sound stupid. But it wasn’t a trick question. “My mom and I have this psychic link.”


There was shuffling all around us. Hors d’oeuvres moving into the kitchen, platters moving out. Laughter. Music. Sue licked her finger and tapped at the joint to extinguish it. “Some people think I’m a witch because I can see the future. You’re going to end up very handsome. You’ll have lots of girlfriends.” I imagine being hypnotized would feel like this did. “Not yet, but when they do they’ll all be very pretty women who love you. You’re a lucky kid.”


Somewhere out there, my mother was drinking her glass of wine and having a conversation with someone. Was it like this? Did everyone in San Francisco have conversations like this? Was that what being here meant? It would be like living in a Tarot card.


Sue was calm. I finally asked, “Are you really a witch?”


“Well.” She shrugged. “I am from Wichita.”


The doorbell rang. It was now my job to answer it, as Peter thought it would be great, “decadent,” he said, to have a kid greet people and hand them glasses of Zinfandel.


When I opened the door there were two cops on the porch.


They asked for Peter, and as I remember it he was already on his way to the door. He winked at me.


I was so traumatized I have no idea how the next hour or so passed. What I remember was sitting on the stairs and looking through the wooden posts like jail bars at one of the cops. The party was still going. The cop asked how old I was. I told him I was twelve, which sounded better to my ears than ten.


I asked, “Do you care that people here are smoking pot?”


He wriggled a finger at me in a “come here” gesture. I pressed against the railing to get closer. He exhaled pot smoke into my face.


The next morning Peter, Sue, my mother, and I took a walk down to Aquatic Park, where Peter pointed out the Italian widowers playing bocce ball. My mother had a cappuccino in North Beach and the four of us sat at a café table. I didn’t know air could feel cold in the mornings. The light was sharp and crisp. That my mother ordered cappuccino so easily reminded me that she had been missing Europe since coming to California.


She struggled to explain how wonderful this all was, and Peter said San Francisco was enchanting, but not as great as it had once been. He and some friends had co-owned a nightclub by the Cannery called Arthur. Up all night, coffee in the morning on Broadway at Enrico’s, watching secretaries pass by, seeing if they could make them stop and say hello, new girls every day. His friend Ron was an opera singer with the Met, Trevor was a fashion designer, and maybe they dabbled at actually doing that stuff, but mostly they owned a nightclub.


Mom asked, “Do people have jobs here?” because it didn’t seem like anyone took anything seriously. It wasn’t frivolous. San Francisco ran on melancholy. People here knew San Francisco wasn’t what it had been. If only you’d been here a little while ago, that era when things were more festive. The attitude was, We’ll play, we’ll make life a game, but that other time we can’t quite put our finger on, that’s when you should have been here. Every boutique owner, every bearded street artisan with a booth of hammered silver rings, every cab driver loved it here, but the love came with sadness. San Francisco forgave that feeling. I know you’re sad, let’s all be sad together.
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