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“By turns hilarious, wrenching, and achingly tender, this is a memoir about family that turns the whole idea of family upside down.”


—Susan Orlean, Author of On Animals and Rin Tin Tin



“A wholly absorbing page-turner that everyone will want to read. You should probably buy two.”


—Kirkus Reviews (Starred Review)


“Chrysta Bilton’s engrossing, wildly unpredictable memoir starts out as rollicking and suspenseful and only ramps up from there, becoming by turns frightening, riotously funny, and finally quite moving.”


—Robert Kolker, Author of Hidden Valley Road



“A Normal Family reads like a thriller, with its core mystery being the meaning of life itself: vividly specific but also universal, with family as protagonist and antagonist but always the hero.”


—Ry Russo-Young, Filmmaker
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And here is a doctrine at which you will laugh. It seems to me, Govinda, that love is the most important thing in the world.


—Hermann Hesse, Siddhartha
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


To write this book, I relied upon personal journals and called upon my own memory of these events. I also drew on thousands of my mother’s photos and home videos, and in-depth conversations with my mother, father, sister, and others who appear in the book. I cross-referenced their memories with my own and the memories of others whenever possible and researched facts where I could.


I have changed the names of several people, and in some cases also modified identifying details to preserve their anonymity. I occasionally omitted people and events, but only when that omission had no impact on the truth or the substance of the story.





PROLOGUE


There’s a knock on the front door.


“It’s for you, Chrysta!” my husband yells from the kitchen without having to look. It has been this way all morning: one perfect stranger after another, standing on my porch, luggage by their side, arms outstretched to hug me, their older sister.


I walk down the stairs and open the front door to greet another sibling. The first had been surprisingly warm, kind, and likable. The second, too. What will the next be like? I wonder. Will they be like him? I open the door, smiling as brightly as I can. After an awkward hug, I introduce myself.


“I’m Chrysta,” I say, trying my hardest to put this stranger at ease.


“I’m Grace,” the woman standing in front of me replies. My eyes scan hers as I laugh uncomfortably at the uncanny physical similarities between us.


“The other siblings are in the back,” I say, helping Grace with her bag as I usher her inside.


As she walks through the front door, a bit shy, I am struck by a familiar, loud braying sound. It is my own laugh, complete with the guttural gasps for air. As I wander back to find out which of them is making that sound—my sound!—I see the dozen siblings who have already arrived standing in a circle, arranging their toes in a lineup for a photo because, according to another sibling, we all share the same feet. I slip off my sandals and add my right foot to the circle, and sure enough, my big toe has found its doppelganger—a dozen of them.


I am learning that most of us share physical traits—the same dimple on our left cheek, the same prominent eyebrows, the same muscular forearms. There are some distinct personality quirks as well, like the constant spaced-out gaze that makes friends feel like we don’t care what they have to say, when really we do—we just can’t help being lost in the clouds. Or always having the battery of whatever device we’re using linger at 1 percent.


Then, again, I hear that roaring, echoing laugh.


Then, again, another knock.


“It’s for you, Chrysta!”


But this time, as I run back into the living room and open the front door, I recognize the person waiting on the other side.


“I still can’t believe you invited them here,” Kaitlyn, the one sibling I grew up with, here in Los Angeles, whispers to me with a scowl as she looks past me and toward our brothers and sisters. She is less than enthusiastic that I agreed to host this “reunion.”


“Couldn’t you have chosen a neutral spot at least—somewhere that’s not your personal space where you live with your children?” she asks.


“Kait, they are all very sweet,” I say, hoping to ease her concerns. “Just go outside and meet them.”


“These are strangers, Chrysta,” she says, hardly concealing her panic behind a dissociative gaze. “Just because we share biology with them doesn’t make them our family.” Then, as she looks past the hallway and out toward my backyard, where she can see one sibling now playing with my toddler, Kaitlyn leans in and wonders aloud, “How do you know someone won’t steal something?”


I look at her irritated expression and can’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation we now find ourselves in.


“Kait,” I say, trying to hold a straight face. “If the worst thing that comes from this weekend is that one of our siblings, who we have never met, steals something from my house, I will consider it a rousing success.”


Kaitlyn is not amused.


“I told my therapist about this,” she says as she looks at the luggage, reminiscent of the baggage claim area of a small-town airport. “And she agreed: this is very strange.”


She pauses for a moment; clearly she’d just heard our laugh, too.


“What are they like? Do they look like us?”


“A lot like us.”


“Where’s Mom?” she asks, still lingering with one foot out the door.


This reunion is my mother’s worst nightmare. We have known about the siblings—that there are anywhere between three dozen and a few hundred—for more than a decade, since the shocking day the story appeared on the front page of the New York Times. Since then, Mom’s coping strategy has been to pretend the whole thing never happened rather than face the reality that she was partially responsible for it.


My decision to meet and host the siblings is a dose of reality so vivid it threatens to completely upend all the illusions Mom has ever harbored about our family. And she wasn’t happy when I told her I was doing it.


I take a deep breath as I look out toward the street and see my mother’s navy-blue Prius pull around the corner and park, the rear jutting out at an angle and several feet from the curb. I watch with the same combination of love and anxiety my mother often inspires in people as she reluctantly makes her way out of her car; her face is red from crying. She opens the rear door to grab her sidekick, a pudgy Pekingese beagle with tiny legs and as much separation anxiety when it comes to my mother as my mother has when it comes to Kaitlyn and me.


Mom is dressed in her usual several shades of orange, head to toe, to match her orange apartment and orange dog, Gracie. Wearing orange is one of the many lingering traditions she still carries from a life she spent as a pioneer in many of the new age religions—and a few cults—to come out of Los Angeles in the sixties, seventies, and eighties.


“Hi, Mom,” I say, smiling warmly, hoping I can defuse some of the intensity of her inner world by simply refusing to acknowledge it.


She approaches, and as I open the door a bit more, she bursts into sobs.


“I pulled over and cried for an hour before coming here,” she explains.


I stand, quiet and resolute.


Her eyes dart back and forth, waiting for my reaction, perhaps hoping she can bully me into canceling my plans. I invite her in, a demonstration to signify that there is nothing she can do to stop me.


“This is a bad idea, Chrysta,” she warns, abruptly ending her display and turning irate as she walks right past me and into the house. “A really bad idea.”





PART ONE






MANHUNT


When I was three years old, my mother started a tradition she called the Golden Memory Box. At the end of every December, with the Christmas tree still sparkling in the corner of our living room and me off playing with whatever exciting new toys Santa had brought me—and there were always a lot of toys, regardless of whether the money spent on them should have been used to pay the rent—Mom would turn on Nat King Cole and ceremoniously waltz around the house collecting treasures from the past twelve months. She would carefully stack my most precious drawings, paintings, rocks, and seashells from our walks and the hundreds of photos she’d taken of my every step in a large box. Then, with a ballpoint pen and her giant, round, larger-than-life handwriting, she would label it chrysta’s golden memory box, along with the year and a few elaborately drawn hearts and stars. When my little sister Kaitlyn arrived a year and a half later, a second box was added to the tradition, though the boxes became much more disorganized, and eventually years were skipped and the tradition slowly died.


Sometimes, on a random Saturday, my mother would suggest that we “take a trip down memory lane” and slide a chance year’s box out from under her bed. On one such afternoon, a few months after learning about our extended biological family, I sat cross-legged on the floor as we dug through one labeled chrysta 1993. Unlike other tours into the past, this time I noticed something about my childhood that didn’t add up. I pulled out dozens of photos of me and my father—pictures of him hugging me at my ninth birthday party, others of me sitting on his lap while he strummed a song on his old acoustic guitar, yet more of him chasing Kaitlyn and me around the house as the “tickle monster”—and I realized I had no recollection of his being around then. Not a single memory was attached to a single photograph. I felt like a stranger looking at my life. I thought to myself, Look, he must have been there. But I could not recall him visiting even once in 1993.


I kept rummaging through the box and came upon a framed eight-by-ten photograph, professionally shot, of two little foxes snuggling in the snow. For months in 1993, I’d been obsessed with this particular animal, and upon seeing the image I was immediately taken back to the delight I’d felt when I’d unwrapped this gift. I turned the frame over, and on the back, in Sharpie in my mother’s giant round handwriting, was a note: TO CHRYSTA BEAR, LOVE MOMMY AND But it stopped there. While I did not remember the moments captured in the photographs with my father, I did recollect every minute detail of the woman whose name was now hidden in Wite-Out, erased haphazardly by my mother. (I call it haphazard because if you really looked, you could still see her name.)


Sitting on the floor now, staring down at, on the one hand, photos of Dad during times I hardly remember him being around and, on the other hand, the deliberate removal of the name of someone whose presence still felt meaningful to me all these years later, I realized these boxes weren’t memory boxes at all, but a heavily curated version of my life, the way my mother hoped I would remember it. There were no empty bags of cocaine in the boxes, or eviction notices from landlords, or photos of the father who had lost most of his teeth while living in a broken-down motor home on Pico. There was no trail of the broken hearts our mother left behind as she bounced from one girlfriend to the next to survive and provide for us. No photos of our childhood cats and dogs who we’d loved and who were later sent to live “on a farm” when we had to move into yet another friend’s home while Mom got back on her feet. And while many more handsome and put-together photographs of our father did exist, it was because, as I’d later learn, my mother had paid him to be there. A dozen times a year, Mom would clean Dad up, give him a shower, maybe send him to a dentist, and then have him appear on the stage of our lives. He would do a little guitar solo, and Mom would snap several rolls of film in the hope that any trace of our more painful memories would be replaced with these picturesque ones. The going rate for our father’s Academy Award-winning performance: a crisp twenty-dollar bill.


Staring at Sable’s name, hidden under white paint, suddenly released in me a sweep of unprocessed grief I never realized I had, followed by questions about what had really happened to her, and if she ever missed me. I realized then that if I wanted to know the whole, possibly painful truth about my life, I wouldn’t find it in my mother’s retelling. So I began digging for the details she had left out. To my good fortune, every once in a while—perhaps due to sheer exhaustion at keeping track of so many “fibs,” her tender word for bending the truth—Mom would get into a short-lived mood of openness, and the truth would spill out of her like an over-poured martini. I’d seize on these moments like a defiant child, pouncing on the crack in the sidewalk you are supposed to skip over, and ask as many pointed questions as I could because I knew that in a few minutes the conversation would be over, and any details that brought my mother pain would later be vehemently denied.


“Tell me again how you met Dad,” I would ask my mother. It was a query I’d asked five thousand times, and each time, a new fact would be gifted to me, entirely by accident and despite her best intentions.


The story of how I came into this world didn’t begin in a bedroom, or bar, or on a beach with two lovers holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes under a pink sky as they professed their mutual adoration. It began in a much more unlikely place: a hair salon called Michaeljohn’s on the corner of Camden and Brighton Way in Beverly Hills.


It was 1983, a few ovulation cycles before I would be conceived, and my mother, Debra, was in her early thirties. The Summer of Love, which she could have been the poster child for, had faded over the past decade and a half and been replaced by skyscrapers, Wall Street, and the beginnings of the Cold War, special thanks to then president Ronald Reagan, who Debra, a die-hard liberal, found “adorable” despite his political leanings.


While the world was on edge from a geopolitical standpoint, she found it as exciting a time to be alive as ever. Michael Jackson’s Thriller was pushing through the top of the album charts, a sign of sociological progress made more poignant for her because she had just fallen madly in love with a talented singer and actress named Ann Weldon—Annie for short—who was Black and twenty years her senior. On a whim, Debra had decided she would start a new career as Annie’s music manager (even though she had absolutely no idea what the job entailed and no experience in the music industry). She was enjoying a torrid affair with Annie while booking her gigs, which included opening for Jane Fonda at Paramount Studios in Hollywood and for Dizzy Gillespie at nightclubs throughout Paris.


In addition to being happily in love and enjoying the challenge of turning a straight woman bisexual (a favorite sport of my mother’s), she had a new lease on life special thanks to a program called Alcoholics Anonymous, which she’d discovered in the process of getting her little sister, Diane, off heroin. For almost a year before finding AA, Debra had done everything to get Diane clean. She’d bang on her sister’s bedroom door, begging and pleading for her to come out.


“Shhh!!! I’m studying to be a director!” Diane would shout while she put a needle in her arm and nodded out to reruns of I Love Lucy.


One afternoon Debra called the Beverly Hills Police Department for help but they said they’d come only if Diane was a “danger to herself or someone else”—heroin addiction not qualifying. So Debra planted a gun on Diane and called 911.


“She’s got a gun and just threatened to kill me!” she screamed to the operator.


From jail, Diane—furious with her sister for framing her—was given a choice between spending a month in jail or checking into a six-month recovery program. She chose the latter and began the process of withdrawal at a treatment center in Pasadena called Impact.


While Diane was in rehab, Debra wrote her a letter, interrupting midsentence as if they were having a conversation to write, “Hold on, I have to go make some carrot juice.” Debra then went into the kitchen and did a line of cocaine. In that moment, which Debra would later recall as “a powerful moment of clarity,” she realized that she was also an addict and had been in denial. Watching the miraculous transformation that took place in Diane’s life after rehab, Debra began attending AA meetings—determined to get sober herself after spending most of her teens and twenties getting high on every drug, religion, and sexual experiment to come out of the 1960s and ’70s.


My mother had always been a hedonist, yearning to overdose on everything, especially life. When the Beatles meditated in the Maharishi’s Ashram in India, Debra was there. When Bhagwan Rajneesh, later known as Osho, needed a visa to continue operating his new age cult in Oregon, Debra was the person they summoned to tap her political connections. When Warren Beatty lived in the penthouse suite at the Beverly Wilshire during the McGovern presidential campaign and the filming of Shampoo, Debra rented a suite next door—where she wrote her college thesis on communism for UCLA in between seducing women with Warren. She’d counted Jeff Bridges as her first serious boyfriend and Eva Gabor among her many high-profile closeted girlfriends. Men loved Debra, women loved Debra, and Debra loved a good adventure.


Debra was striking. She had thick blond hair, high cheekbones, and a strong, attractive face, which was softened by a childlike innocence and the mischief emanating from her deep brown eyes. She had a feminine presentation that was often confusing to men, who chased her around with little luck. Her bright red lips always matched her long, perfectly painted red fingernails. She wore an antique eighteen-karat-gold coral ring on her right pinky finger that made her look like an Egyptian goddess and that she loved because it reminded her of the ocean. She also had enormous breasts that usually roamed free under a delicate blouse because she hated to be constricted. Beyond her looks, though, it was Debra’s contagious enthusiasm for life and her unshatterable confidence that were intoxicating to everyone who met her. When they no longer excited her, they were usually just left with a broken heart while her curious dark brown eyes darted off to look for whatever shiny new thing might be waiting around the corner. Now that she was sober and done partying, the adventure she’d set her heart on was motherhood. What she wanted more than anything was a child.


The obstacle was that Debra was a lesbian. And in the early 1980s, she did not know a single gay person who had started a family. It was rare for even a single straight woman to start a family on her own—at least on purpose. The American dream still clung fiercely to the idea that the one and only healthy way to raise a child was within the nucleus of the nuclear family: father, mother, 2.5 children. It was revolutionary enough that Debra, having come of age in Beverly Hills in the 1950s in a high-society family—the prized granddaughter of a former governor of California, Culbert Levy Olson, and the daughter of a prominent judge in Los Angeles—now lived her life somewhat openly gay in the sense that she’d admitted to herself, and to a select group of trusted friends, that she preferred women.


There were zero playbooks for Debra to operate from. There were no openly gay icons or role models. No sperm banks handing out pamphlets outlining alternative routes to parenthood for gay couples. No Modern Family, Ellen, or Will & Grace television shows. As a rule, Hollywood had few story lines that dealt directly with homosexuality; gay and lesbian characters in film and print, what few there were, often died or met some other unhappy ending. The AIDS epidemic, which had been labeled the “gay plague” by a popular televangelist named Jerry Falwell, was in full swing. The atmosphere for lesbians and gay men in the early ’80s, even in liberal Los Angeles, wasn’t just uncomfortable; it was hostile.


Debra would think of having a child, then turn on the television or the radio and get a stomachache as she listened to the opinions of popular figures such as the singer and anti-gay-rights activist Anita Bryant, and Falwell saying things like “Please remember, homosexuals do not reproduce! They recruit! And, many of them are after my children and your children.”


Debra worried that having a baby as a lesbian and single mother would make life incredibly hard for a child. She was also older than most of the mothers she knew and aware that she didn’t have a lot of time before her biological clock ran out, especially if she wanted more than one child. So, when the big, pressing urge to have children first hit her four years before that fateful day at the hair salon, she did what any logical person would have done in her situation: she decided to go straight. It was not ideal, but it was doable—she hoped.


She’d met a perfect gentleman for the job: Sol West “the Third,” the handsome heir to an oil fortune. Sol was from San Antonio and on the hunt to buy an estate in Los Angeles. Debra, who at the time was building a successful career in real estate, had become Sol’s broker. The two would sit in the back seat of his black limousine and go from open house to open house through the rolling hills of Bel Air as Debra enthralled him with slivers of her life story: about the night she slept on the Sphinx in Egypt or the time she introduced Tina Turner to Buddhism. Her stories had a mythic quality—and you wanted to believe them—but sometimes they were so insane it took a real leap of faith to trust the narrator. Still, Sol’s rugged, wild, Republican heart skipped a beat as he walked from room to room, following this crazy blond Democrat from Beverly Hills. He was so captivated by her that he sent her two dozen red roses after their first date, and then bought the third property she showed him, on the spot, before even going up the driveway.


After escrow closed, Debra handed Sol the keys to his new kingdom and he reciprocated, inviting her to live with him. She had her own wing of the property, filled with designer clothes, fur coats, and an unlimited expense account. She even attended weekly therapy sessions to try to “straighten out.” Though the straightness never did take hold, Debra grew to love Sol in her own way. Like her, he had grown up in a deeply dysfunctional family. (After his older brother died of a heroin overdose, Sol’s sister-in-law, also an addict, stipulated in her will, which was made public after her own eventual overdose, that Sol could inherit his brother’s fortune only if she were buried dressed in her favorite baby-blue nightgown in her favorite blue Ferrari 330 America. Sol fought the order in court but ultimately lost. It was the most famous burial in San Antonio history.)


More important than being in love with Sol was Debra’s sense that being with him would make her parents proud, even if they were dead. Sol’s wealth and good manners—not to mention his gender—were everything her father would have wanted for her. She also felt that Sol would make a caring dad. And so, a few months after moving in, Debra convinced Sol to begin trying to get her pregnant. For two years they tried. Every month, when she was ovulating, Debra and Sol would make love, and then Debra would get on the bed in a yoga position with her feet up on the wall, to make sure the pregnancy took, as Sol lay next to her, watching the financial news on TV. A few weeks later, she would look down in disbelief at a negative pregnancy test. Eventually, she and Sol visited a fertility specialist named Dr. Cappy Rothman, who ran a new fertility clinic called the California Cryobank in Century City.


Debra found out during their meeting that, to her great surprise, Sol was the one with the fertility problem. Cappy explained that Sol had a low sperm count caused by a varicocele under his testicles, likely a result of having spent so much time in those late-seventies-era 115-degree hot tubs.


“It’s a common problem,” Cappy explained to the couple. “Luckily, a very simple surgery will fix it.”


In the months that followed, Sol refused to set a date for the operation. Debra pushed, which led Sol to confess the truth: he hadn’t had a very happy childhood, and he wasn’t sure he wanted kids.


Debra was furious. For two years, she and Sol had been trying to get pregnant. She wondered now if some part of him had known all along that he couldn’t give her children. She felt betrayed.


“Either you set a date for the surgery, Sol,” she said, “or I’m leaving you.”


“You’ll never leave me, Debra,” he replied smugly. “You’re going to be the wealthiest woman in Los Angeles. You’d be an idiot to walk away from all this.”


Sol proposed marriage to Debra soon after this exchange, during what was meant to be a romantic horseback ride at his family’s San Antonio oil ranch. She fell off the horse she’d been riding bareback and broke her knee, which my mother took as a sign from the universe that their relationship wasn’t meant to be.


After several months of soul-searching, with the financial anxiety of Debra’s childhood never far from consciousness, she eventually moved out, but not before accepting Sol’s $50,000 to jump-start her career as her secret girlfriend Annie’s “music manager.” (Debra happily spent the entire sum on what she would later refer to as her “honeymoon” with Annie, her “client,” who would become the first of my many second mothers.)


Having given up on finding the right father, Debra reached the point where she was comfortable just finding the right sperm. But it couldn’t be just any sperm. A one-night stand at Pips or the Daisy wouldn’t produce the little Buddha that Debra yearned for. She needed someone gorgeous. Talented. Someone who looked the part with brilliance and a pedigree.


Debra asked her friend the actor and notorious playboy Warren Beatty if he’d have any interest in helping her have a child.


Over the years, Warren and Debra had become close friends and sometimes lovers, bonding over their shared appreciation of women. “I’d never met anyone who loved women as much as I do until I met Debra!” Warren would boast to friends whenever introducing her. Warren politely declined Debra’s request.


She briefly moved on to what she felt was a brilliant idea: to use Annie’s brother’s sperm.


“C’mon,” she’d said to Annie. “Then it’ll really be like it’s our baby—with both of our genes.”


Annie had a family history that Debra found fascinating. Her maternal line traced back to a love affair between a plantation owner’s son and an enslaved woman in the Midwest. The plantation owner’s son (Annie’s great-great-grandfather) had fought to have the enslaved woman (her great-great-grandmother) and their children freed, then asked to be buried next to his love when he died. Annie’s father’s side, meanwhile, descended from Black Choctaw Indians. Annie used to laugh and say to Debra, “Honey, I’m the best of all worlds. I’ve got Black, white, and red blood running through my veins.”


Annie was a gorgeous, impressive woman with a radiant smile and a deep, powerful voice. She’d been raised on a farm in Oklahoma in the late 1930s. Her father, a liberal minister and farm owner, had shielded his six children from racism so fiercely that Annie didn’t know it existed until she moved to California as a teenager and began singing in nightclubs—where she was told to use a different entrance from the white patrons’. In the ’50s and ’60s, she made a name for herself performing in gay and lesbian bars like the 524 Club in San Francisco. The gay owners happily let Annie use the front entrance, and to that underground community, Annie became a star. She opened for Dinah Washington and became the first Black actress to be cast in leading roles with the American Conservatory Theater in San Francisco—before moving to Hollywood to play Mary in Shampoo. My mother had gone to see Annie perform at a women’s rights rally, falling madly in love as she’d watched Annie strut across the stage in a long beige gown, full orchestra behind her, singing “I Am Woman.”


Annie agreed to have a baby with Debra. And her brother even agreed; he was flattered. But his wife was having none of it. “No way!” she’d yelled at Debra once she’d caught wind of the plan, her eyes as inflamed as if she’d just learned that Debra was having an affair with her husband.


Debra was learning that it was not as easy as she’d hoped to get friends to father a child.


Soon Debra stumbled across an alternative solution while reading an article in the Los Angeles Times about an organization called the Repository for Germinal Choice, which was giving away the sperm of Nobel laureates with the grand intention of “advancing the human race” through their genetic generosity.


The “genius bank,” as Debra called it, consisted of a middle-aged man with a briefcase who came into her living room like a traveling salesman, but rather than peddling Bibles or Encyclopedia Britannicas, he was shilling “one-page profiles of men carrying ‘genius sperm.’ ” While there were no photos of these brilliant men (“to protect their identities”), it seemed like the best option Debra had. There was just one problem: the genius bank, like almost all sperm banks at that time, had an explicit “no gays or single women” policy, two categories that it had deemed categorically unfit to raise the next generation.


Debra managed to distract the owner of the Repository from his many prejudices by titillating him with all the genetic potential waiting to be tapped if they were to mix Nobel Prize sperm with the eggs of a California governor’s granddaughter. A week later, she sat in her kitchen next to the man with the briefcase and flipped through a dozen anonymous donor profiles, finally choosing the sperm of a “mathematics prodigy” at Stanford University.


The following week, a giant silver cocoon arrived on her doorstep. She carefully carried the metal vessel inside and opened it on her kitchen counter. Steam from the dry ice that filled the tank poured up into her face and then cleared to reveal three vials of genius sperm, with an applicator built in. Debra was ovulating, so with the help of her sister, Diane, she lay down on her dining room table and they attempted to impregnate her. Unfortunately, Diane had no idea what she was doing, and the first vial went all over the dining table.


The second try went where it was supposed to, and all Debra had to do now was wait.


When she didn’t get pregnant after the first attempt, Debra wondered if this was another sign from the universe. So, before trying the third and final vial of sperm, she hired a private investigator. A week later, she opened an envelope, pulled out a photo, and there, staring back at her, was the baldest, most unattractive professor Debra had ever seen. She stared down at the photo and envisioned giving birth to an awkward little boy with a prematurely receding hairline, and she quickly returned the silver metal tank from whence it came. Nobel Prize or not, Debra decided that she needed to know the father of her children. And he had to be good-looking.


Not knowing where to turn and ready to give up, Debra meditated. With her eyes closed, lying on her bed under a skylight in her and Annie’s shared bedroom, she recalled a moment two years earlier when she was sitting at her guru’s feet in a castle he owned in New Jersey. It was 1982 and a rare honor to get a visit with Bhagwan Rajneesh, who had taken a vow of isolation and silence while his commune in Oregon was making a daily spectacle on every news channel across the United States. Sheela, Bhagwan’s “secretary” and second-in-command, had arranged the meeting, unaware that Debra was having an affair with her nemesis on the compound, a woman named Françoise Ruddy, who now went by Ma Prem Hasya. Debra was led into Bhagwan’s private retreat in the mountains at four in the morning and then instructed to sit cross-legged on the floor among a muster of multicolored peacocks. Bhagwan sat above her on his jewel-encrusted throne, dressed in his long white flowing robes, his signature long gray beard equally commanding.


“What is it you would like to know, Debra?” he asked in a gentle, kind voice.


Debra bowed her head and then asked the question burning in her heart: “Bhagwan, more than anything, I want to become a mother. Please tell me: will I have children?”


The guru closed his eyes and sat there quietly. Debra waited, on edge. She knew that Bhagwan had instructed his followers not to have children, as he needed his women to be his “warriors” and felt that children would distract them from his larger mission to “build a new society.” He opened his eyes, smiled a warm beam of pure joy, and reached down to slowly touch various parts of Debra’s body. First, he put his hand on her head—the crown chakra. Then he moved on to her throat chakra, then to her heart chakra, and then—appropriately, given the question at hand—to her “sacral” chakra.


He smiled, looking into Debra’s eyes as his hand rested there for a moment, and then gave her his answer. “Yes, Debra, I see it very clearly. You will have two little Buddhas.”


Remembering this interaction two years later, childless, staring up at the skylight in the ceiling above her bed, Debra wondered if perhaps the guru had just been a con man as so many had believed.


“God, higher power—whoever, or whatever, you are,” she said aloud, “if you do exist, and I am meant to have children, please send me a sign.”


But no sign came. At least not that evening.


The next day, Debra, now uncharacteristically forlorn over her assumed fate, walked into a hair appointment at the Michaeljohn Salon in Beverly Hills, put on a robe, and sat in a chair. Her stylist started to untangle Debra’s thick blond hair.


“Any luck with the manhunt?” the stylist asked.


Debra shook her head no.


The little bell on the salon’s front door rang. As it did, Debra glanced over her shoulder.


Standing at six feet tall, the stranger in the doorway was the most physically beautiful man Debra had ever laid eyes on. He had intense, ocean-blue eyes, a sun-kissed olive complexion, and a thick head of sandy-brown hair that he kept brushing away from his face. He was dressed in a crisp white button-down, neatly tailored tweed slacks that showed off his muscular, lean physique, and gently worn-in brown leather loafers. The sunlight from the giant glass doors behind him streamed in, framing his body so he almost glowed; he looked like a god who had just descended from heaven straight into Michaeljohn’s.


Debra couldn’t help but stare at this handsome man as he sat in the chair next to her. She carefully observed his ears, his profile, his large, capable-looking hands, and she knew, with absolute certainty, from that second, that she had found him. The One. Not the man she would fall in love with and marry and live happily ever after with, but the man she would convince to jerk off into a cup so she could go home, pull out a turkey baster, and impregnate herself.


“I’m Debra,” she said, a big sparkle in her eyes as she reached over to shake his hand. “Who are you?”


The answer to that question carried more weight than Jeffrey Harrison could ever have imagined. During the course of his haircut, Debra found out that he was twenty-five years old and single, and had just moved to Los Angeles from Hana, Maui, where his wealthy mother and stepfather had retired after raising Jeffrey on the East Coast. He was modeling and working as a waiter while trying to find a gig playing guitar, as he was a songwriter and a musician. Debra’s eyes widened. Aesthetic beauty and artistic talent! Immediately, her nightmare of a balding scientist was replaced with a dream of a violinist. She learned that Jeffrey had rejected his parents’ offer to pay for college in favor of studying Transcendental Meditation in Italy and surfing the beaches of Hawaii. His father had gone to Yale and Harvard and his mother to Wellesley. His uncle was the chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York.


“Oh,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “My great-uncle was Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.”


Debra’s heart palpitated.


“You know, I know everyone in the music business,” she said, turning up her notorious Debra charm. “I’ll help you any way I can. You should give me your phone number.”


If Jeffrey’s gift in life was his looks, Debra’s was her ability to talk people into things. Over lunch the following week, Jeffrey found himself agreeing to give a woman he barely knew a cup of his sperm to fulfill her lifelong dream of having a child.


In return, she’d give him $2,000.


“There’s just one other thing,” she said as she laid a deposit of $1,000 on the table.


“Sure. What’s that?” he asked.


“Jeffrey, I want you to swear on your soul, or to God, or whoever you pray to, that you will never do this for anyone else but me.”


Jeffrey tried not to laugh. He had a job. He wasn’t trying to make a living by going up to women on the street and offering to sell them his sperm. It seemed like a strange request, but he looked at Debra with a very serious expression and shrugged his shoulders.


“Sure. No problem.”


“If you want to have your own kids one day, fine. But no one else like this. Do you understand? This is very important to me.”


“I swear,” he said, “that I will never do this for anyone else.”





PERFECT SPERM


Millions of tiny glass-like beads slid back and forth, their tails propelling them frantically in every direction, in search of something solid to grip on to.


“He’s a good one!” Cappy Rothman, the head of the California Cryobank fertility clinic, said to Debra as he looked up from his microscope with a grin. “He has plenty of sperm!”


Debra let out a huge sigh of relief. For the past week, she had lain awake every night with the almost debilitating fear that Jeffrey, like Sol, would be infertile.


“Normal sperm count is between twenty million and a hundred and fifty million sperm per milliliter,” Cappy continued. “This guy has well over two hundred million sperm per milliliter. That’s like half a teaspoon.” Then, with a smile, he asked Debra, “Do you want to see it?”


“Of course I want to see it!” Debra said, quickly taking Cappy’s seat in front of the microscope. She stared in awe at two hundred million tiny sperm swimming around the glass dish, each one the seed of a living being.


She lifted her head from the eyepiece and exhaled a deep guttural breath filled with hope. Everything about this decision felt right. When she’d sat in this exact chair with Sol two years earlier, nothing had felt right. The genius bank had certainly not felt right. Warren hadn’t even felt right. It felt like all along, the universe had been guiding her to this moment, and Jeffrey’s extraordinary sperm count was just one more confirmation that he was the man meant to be the father of her children.


“Do you want to see something else fascinating?” Cappy said, eyebrows raised. “You’re ovulating, right?”


Debra thought she was and became excited by whatever Cappy had up his sleeve. He instructed Debra to go to the bathroom and get a small sample of her own cervical mucus. When she returned, he carefully switched Jeffrey’s sample with hers under the microscope.


“Right before you ovulate,” Cappy explained, “a fernlike pattern appears in the cervical mucus. It’s called ferning. For the entire rest of the month, the fern just disappears, and there is no discernible pattern.”


Cappy closed one eye and peered into the device, rotating its dials like a mad scientist until the image was in focus. “Look—there it is!”


Debra took Cappy’s place once again and then let out a gasp at the pattern she saw in the prism of the lens. Her mind drifted to the awe she had felt as a child, looking at the spirals inside seashells, or staring at the stars in the sky while she sat nuzzled in her father’s arms. She felt that life was all too organized, too brilliant, to be just coincidence, that there must be some higher purpose or form of existence out there, some bigger plan we didn’t have insight into. She wondered what the plan for her was. And for the first time since she had started this long journey to become a mother, she felt sure that whatever it was, it involved Jeffrey.


Jeffrey, meanwhile, was having a much less mystical experience as he sat next door in a small, sterile room, arm stretched out as a Russian woman took his blood to make sure he had no STDs and was HIV-free.


He tried his best not to look as the large needle went into his arm, so he looked away, and when he did, he saw something strange through the cracked-open doorway: a line of college-age men walking back and forth.


“Who are they?” Jeffrey asked the nurse, curious.


“Oh, they’re the regular donors,” the nurse said matter-of-factly.


“Do they get paid for that?” he asked, stupefied, suddenly forgetting all about the needle in his arm.


“Of course,” she said.


Jeffrey sat quietly for a moment, taking it in. From the minute he had been ushered into a tiny alcove to retrieve his “sample,” Playboy, Penthouse, and Hustler magazines laid out on a small table, until now, when he was being poked and prodded to have his blood analyzed, he’d felt like he had taken mushrooms and was on some kind of psychedelic trip where he had suddenly morphed into a prized horse being tested for breeding. It was wild enough that a stranger had come up to him in a hair salon offering to pay him for a little jar of semen so she could have a baby with it; that there was an entire business—which, by the looks of the lineup of men, was doing quite well—built around this concept just floored him. Now he understood why Debra had made him swear that he would never do this for anyone else.


Just as he was about to ask for more details, Debra entered the room.


“How’s it going over here?” she asked with a big smile on her face. Jeffrey quickly snapped out of his stupor and pretended not to have seen the men through the doorway.


In the coming weeks, Jeffrey got to know the staff at the California Cryobank quite well.


He’d cleared the fertility hurdle with flying colors, and his first batch of blood work had come back HIV-negative, but he still needed to go in several more times. Debra had arranged for Jeffrey to make ten separate frozen donations. She was planning on using his fresh sperm, since she had a superstition that fresh sperm was of higher quality, but the frozen samples were her backup plan in case Jeffrey got cold feet. So, in typical Debra fashion, she arranged to take Jeffrey to the Cryobank each time he donated, paying him in $200 installments and using the drive over as an excuse to get to know the future biological father of her child. Jeffrey was learning quickly how Debra operated: she always thought ten steps ahead and usually didn’t involve other people in her planning process, even if they were meant to play the starring role in said plan.


Ten donations later, once fifty vials—or ampules, as they were called—had been stored safely in a cryo chamber, it was time to get to baby making.


Debra had many friends who’d been through horrible custody battles with children. She wanted to ensure that this baby was 100 percent hers. To do that, she’d been told by a lawyer that it was important to be inseminated at a doctor’s office; otherwise Jeffrey could theoretically claim the baby as his. Debra also really wanted her samples fresh.


She switched her new lunch spot to a fancy restaurant on Robertson Boulevard called the Ivy, which had just opened and where Jeffrey worked as a waiter, shuffling soft-shell crab and chardonnay among the celebrities and Hollywood agent types. She confirmed when she was ovulating with her doctor and then drove over, walked in past the restaurant’s white picket fence, and requested a seat in Jeffrey’s section. She slipped a warm coffee mug out from under her silk blouse and placed it on the table in front of her, next to her purse and keys.


“Hello, ma’am,” Jeffrey said as he approached the table, sneaking the cup into his waiter apron. “What can I get you today?”


“How about an iced tea and a pastry?” Debra replied with a mischievous grin.


Jeffrey placed Debra’s order and then ran to the bathroom to retrieve a sample. A few minutes later, he returned with Debra’s cup; it was sitting next to her iced tea and a croissant on a tray in his right hand.


“Here’s your beverage, ma’am,” he said as he placed the tea and croissant on the table in front of her. “And here’s your cute little baby,” he whispered.


Debra placed the cup back under her shirt to keep it warm, like a hen sitting on an egg. She gulped her iced tea and then reached into her purse, dropping two hundred-dollar bills on the table before driving her white Jaguar XJ12 a few blocks west to her gynecologist’s office, where the doctor used a small syringe to inseminate her.


Debra’s genius plan was not working. Every month, she’d find Jeffrey wherever he happened to be when she was ovulating—once they met at a gas station parking lot—but after three months of trying, she wasn’t pregnant.


Debra started to wonder if the problem might be the drive from Jeffrey to the doctor’s office. Perhaps his sperm got damaged on the way, she thought, or perhaps her new baby’s soul just didn’t like the idea of being brought forth in a gas station.


“Look, Jeffrey,” she said one afternoon when she’d offered to drive him to work so he could skip the bus that day. “This clearly isn’t working the way we are doing it. Why don’t we just do it the old-fashioned way?”


She smiled flirtatiously and Jeffrey became visibly uncomfortable. Already he was starting to feel that, like most women who encountered him, Debra was falling in love with him. (She wasn’t.) If he slept with her, what would stop her from later claiming he was the actual father and demanding financial help with the baby?


“No, no, no. Definitely not!” Jeffrey said, shaking his head. Then he took a second look at Debra, to see if he should reconsider. No, he would not be sleeping with her and then be on the hook for this child, he decided. Yet he saw how desperately Debra wanted this baby, and he wanted to help, not just for the money anymore. He’d started to see Debra as a friend; he was impressed by her wheeler-dealer, confident persona, and he shared her spiritual outlook on life. He felt that he was doing a good thing by helping this woman fulfill her lifelong dream of having a baby, and hoped that the universe would repay him with good karma.


As the sun set over a mildly chilly December evening in Los Angeles, Debra went to the nearby Canyon Country Store in Laurel Canyon and purchased a plastic turkey baster. She headed to pick up Jeffrey in Benedict Canyon, where he was staying with a friend, and then drove back up Laurel, onto the cul-de-sac where she was living with Annie. She parked in the driveway. Silently, both nervous, she and Jeffrey got out of the car and walked through the front door of the modest contemporary home. (Annie was, thankfully, off filming for her new recurring role in a TV series executive-produced by Jane Fonda called 9 to 5, so the house was empty.)


While Jeffrey sipped on a beer in the kitchen, Debra lit some candles in the bedroom and placed an empty water glass on the counter. Once Jeffrey felt adequately buzzed—he couldn’t have gone through with this insane plan unless he had something to take the edge off—he grabbed the glass, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.


A few minutes later, he emerged, the glass in hand containing his sperm. Debra was lying on her bed and motioned for Jeffrey to come lie next to her, which he did, uncomfortably, as close to the edge of the bed and away from Debra as he could get without falling off.


Debra grabbed the turkey baster and the cup and inseminated herself, then they both closed their eyes and chanted three Hindu oms.


A few moments later, Debra opened her eyes.
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