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For Loretta



 

We may, indeed, say that the hour of death is uncertain, but when we say this we think of that hour as situated in a vague and remote expanse of time; it does not occur to us that it can have any connection with the day that has already dawned.

—Marcel Proust





AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I have used as sources for this book the times Della and I spent together, the many letters Della sent to me, and the letters she sent to Judy Ducharme, a woman whom Della considered closer to her than most. Also snapshots and photographs I took, Della took, and Judy took, telephone conversations between Della and myself, conversations with Della’s friends, and conversations and events I have taken the liberty of reconstructing, knowing Della as well as I did.

Some names have been changed to protect others’ privacy. And no doubt time has eroded my memory for some of the details.

This is the story of Della’s life, as close to the truth as I have been able to come, in memory of her. I hope my book will be read as a cautionary tale, an attempt to warn parents and their children of the mistakes my daughter Della and I made. Though I wish it wasn’t, this is a true story.

Chuck Barris
October 2008
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PROLOGUE
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My daughter Della was thirty-six years old when she died. Her death certificate said she died from an overdose of drugs and alcohol.

Starting with what Della could remember, like taking her first steps into my arms in a park in Beverly Glen, California, and throughout her short life, Della saw everything as a collection of snapshots. It’s weird, but that’s how she saw it. After a while, I saw my life the same way.

I took some of those pictures of Della’s life. Judy Ducharme, Della’s companion since her early childhood, took some too. So did Della. But according to my nonreligious daughter, God was the one who took all the ones we missed, and His photos, according to her, were the best. In her mind, God stood by her side from the day she was born, snapping pictures.

Della described it this way: “He uses His big box camera; a humongous, square black thing. God’s camera takes snapshots that don’t fall into your hand like Polaroids do. They pop right into your head and stay there forever.”

The snapshot of my dead daughter on a couch in her apartment was not a good example of great photography. And wasn’t a picture God, or Della, or I took. The snapshot was taken by a police photographer.

If Della were talking about this picture, I imagine she would have said, “I look awful don’t I? I know I’m dead, but still . . .”

She does look awful. Her skin is gray. Her body is bone thin. Her eyes have dark circles around them. Her cheeks are sunken. She looks like a Holocaust victim. Her hair had been dyed orange so many times it is beginning to fall out. Imagine, orange hair! Why did she dye her hair orange?

Della would have said, “Because it was my favorite color. Was I weird or was I weird? No, I was stupid. I mean, lying there dead at my age in a frigging police picture says it all, doesn’t it?”

Della’s three little dogs were probably nearby, sitting around her feet at the far end of the couch. They were alive and well. Just confused and scared to death. The dogs knew Della was dead. Dogs know those things. Della’s dogs always slept at her feet when she went to bed at night. If she took a nap on the couch they slept there too.

Tom-the-dog-walker found Della when he came to walk the dogs at eight in the morning. Tom told me no matter how wild Della was the night before, or how often she fell asleep on the couch, she always managed to open one eye in the morning and mumble a greeting to Tom. That morning, she didn’t mumble anything. Tom looked at Della closely, shook her shoulders, and when she didn’t move, Tom called the police.

In the police picture, the vodka bottle with a small amount of vodka at the bottom is still on the coffee table with all the other detritus. A little cocaine remains in the Ziploc baggie next to the vodka bottle. Della obviously didn’t use all the cocaine. Only enough to kill her.

My mother, Della’s grandmother, thought Della committed suicide.

“Why would she do that and leave her three dogs behind?” I asked my mother. “Della loved her dogs. I’m sure Della would have thought of her dogs before she did anything like take her life, don’t you?”

“No,” answered my mother. “Suicidal people don’t think about things like who will take care of their dogs when they kill themselves. Suicides don’t give a damn about dogs, about themselves, about their parents, about anything. Della was too inconsiderate to think about anything or anyone but herself.”

The Los Angeles coroner thought Della ingested too much vodka and cocaine.

I wish the coroner would talk to my mother.

There were two men in Della’s life at the time of her death. Tom-the-dog-walker and Strickland-the-dope-peddler. Tom-the-dog-walker was a really nice guy, and a peaceful soul. Strickland-the-dope-peddler was a scumbag and had an aura of violence about him.

Neighbors told the police they could hear Strickland and Della shouting at each other two nights before the dog walker found Della dead. Strickland was a good shouter. He was also good at scoring drugs, but not much good at anything else. I would like to have thought Strickland was guilty of something regarding Della’s death, so I could have beaten him within an inch of his life, but I don’t think the idiot had anything to do with it, other than contributing drugs, which in itself was major.

After waking up Thursday morning, the day before her death, and seeing what she saw, Della cried out for help. She called Judy Ducharme. Della was sure Judy would come to her apartment and comfort her. Judy was the only “family” Della had in Los Angeles at the time. Judy Ducharme was like a mother to Della. She was someone Della could talk to, and Della needed to talk to someone. Judy would have been able to console her. Judy was good at that.

But Judy was sick and couldn’t come.

Della was gone the next morning.

Judy never forgave herself for not coming. It wasn’t Judy’s fault. She had had the flu and was unable to come. Also, Della’s immune system was so weak, Judy would have given Della her flu, and that might have killed Della. I’m sure Della’s death, and Judy’s inability to get to Della because she was sick when Della needed her, will torment Judy for the rest of her life.

I’m told by friends that Della was very depressed just before she died. Of course she was depressed. She was sick. She was broke. And she was burdened with a low-life lover who provided her with drugs that aided and abetted her depression. Della drank too much vodka, snorted too much cocaine, and died just like the death certificate said she did, from an excessive amount of everything.

I don’t think Della wanted to die. I think she made a horrible mistake.
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Della Charlotte Barris was born at exactly four in the morning, on Christmas Eve 1962.

All the tugboats on the East River blew their foghorns to salute her birth. It was amazing.

I was sitting in the maternity waiting room of New York’s Doctors Hospital, waiting for my wife to give birth. My wife’s water broke at ten thirty in the evening, the night before Christmas Eve. A taxi driver drove us like a wild man to the hospital. My wife was taken away and I settled in at the maternity waiting room to wait. I was all alone. No other wives were giving birth that Christmas Eve.

The East River was quiet.

At exactly ten after four on Christmas Eve morning, a nurse came into the waiting room. She asked me if I was Mr. Barris. It was a strange question since I was the only man there.

I said I was.

The nurse said, “You are the father of a beautiful baby girl.”

“Ten fingers and ten toes?” I asked.

“Ten fingers and ten toes.”

“How’s my wife?”

“Wonderful.”

What a nice word, “wonderful.”

I grabbed the nurse and gave her a big hug. I may have even kissed her cheek. And just then, I swear by everything that’s holy, all the tugboats on the East River sounded their foghorns. It seemed as though there were a lot of tugboats on the East River that morning. Maybe it was a Christmas Eve tradition for tugs to gather and toot their horns. But at four in the morning? The way I figured it, all those tugs were there to pay tribute to my new daughter. It was really unbelievable. The nurse and I stood staring out the window.

When Della was older, she told me she had heard that story so many times, she was beginning to believe it.

My wife was a very superstitious woman. She didn’t want any baby things in the apartment until Della was born. She was worried baby things would jinx her giving birth to a healthy, happy infant. On the second day after Christmas, during one of the busiest shopping days of the year, and in the middle of one of the coldest winters in the history of New York City, I started running all over the place looking for baby things. I had a list that included a bassinet, a crib, diapers, diaper pins, bottles, rubber nipples, baby food, baby formula, and a selection of mobiles, among other things.

No taxis would stop for me standing in the street, holding tons of packages in my arms, a big crib and bassinet leaning against my side. I tried to hide the big items in a Bloomingdale’s doorway, then run out and hail a cab. When the cab stopped, I would run back to the doorway, grab the big stuff and the rest of the packages, and run out to the cab. But when I returned to the street, the cab was always gone. I suffered these kinds of trials and tribulations, along with freezing my butt off, until the stores closed.

The second day after Della was born I went to the hospital to visit my wife and new daughter. When I looked through the maternity nursery window, I saw Della in her crib, her little arms pinned to her sides. My daughter was laced up to her neck in a white straitjacket.

The first thing I did was bust into the nursery and check the tiny beaded identification bracelet on Della’s wrist to make sure it was my daughter. It was. Then I demanded to see a nurse. The nurse I demanded to see was standing behind me. The nurse placed her hands on my back and pushed me out of the nursery.

In the hall she yelled, “Who do you think you are walking into my maternity nursery like that? Do you know the amount of germs and disease you could be carrying? I could have you—”

I yelled back, “Why is my daughter wearing a goddamn straitjacket?”

The nurse yelled, “You just watch your language, sir. Your daughter’s wearing the little white coat because she’s scratched her cheek with her sharp fingernails. She’ll have a scar on her cheek for the rest of her life, and more scars if we—”

“First of all that’s not a little white coat, it’s a straitjacket, and second of all cut her fingernails.”

“We cannot cut the baby’s fingernails yet. She’s only two days old.”

“Then I’m taking my daughter home.”

“Oh no you’re not,” said the nurse.

“Oh yes I am.”

And that’s exactly what I did. I went down to my wife’s room, told her to get out of bed and pack her things, she and the baby were going home.

My wife said, “What?”

I went back to the nursery, walked in, and bundled Della up. The two of us went to collect my wife and another blanket for Della. Then the three of us walked out of the hospital’s main entrance and hailed a cab. We took the taxi to our apartment on East Fifty-fifth Street.

It was minus two degrees outside that morning.

There’s a framed photograph of Della taken in January or February 1962, when she was a couple of weeks old, a month at most, that used to hang on my bedroom wall. In the picture, Della is lying on top of a diaper on my lap. My legs were stretched out in front of me, crossed at the ankles. It was early on a cold winter morning. I was giving Della her five a.m. feeding. I always took the five a.m. feeding, so my wife could sleep through the night. Della’s mother was responsible for the rest of the feedings except for ten o’clock at night. I took that one too so my wife could go to bed. She was usually exhausted by ten o’clock. Babies were on a tight feeding schedule in those days.

I can still remember the horrendous alarm clock on my bedside table. It had a grotesque ring. That ring felt as though it were going off inside my ear. I dreaded that alarm. It rang at the ungodly hour of 4:45 a.m. I would wake a half hour before it went off and wait in terror for it to clang. It was catastrophic for me to get out of that warm, snuggly bed during those freezing New York winter mornings. At least I thought so while I was getting out of bed.

When the alarm went off, I would stall and stall, telling myself that I was sure kids in India and China weren’t all fed at five a.m. Think of the thousands of Chinese and Indian kids who must have missed their five a.m. feedings and survived. But I wasn’t 100 percent sure they survived, so I got out of bed, pulled a sweatshirt over my pajamas, put a woolen robe over that, and staggered to the kitchen. There I would turn the fire on under a pot of water and wait for the water to boil. I would take a bottle of Della’s formula from the fridge and stand it up in the pot of boiling water so that the bottle’s rubber nipple wouldn’t get wet. I’d wait two or three minutes, shake some of the milk on my wrist, palm up, to see if the formula was okay to drink. Then I’d go back to our bedroom, pull the soundly sleeping Della from her crib, wrap all her covers and blankets around her, and take her and the bottle to the living room, saying things like, “I don’t like this any more than you do, Della honey.”

In the living room, I’d sit down in my favorite armchair, a big, soft old green thing, hold Della in the crook of my arm, and feed her the bottle of formula. Della’s big blue eyes would lock on to mine and never look away. Never. It was the most incredible phenomenon. Once I got past the alarm clock, I remember those early-morning feedings as being some of the sweetest moments of my life.

When my daughter finished her bottle, I would turn her on her stomach, place her on my legs on a spare diaper in case she spit some up, which was usually the case, and pat her back until she burped. Eventually when she did, I’d say, “That’s a good girl,” as if she were a little dog who was paper trained, and wipe her mouth with the diaper. Then I’d sit with her for another half hour or so, patting and stroking her warm little back under her nightshirt and blankets.

The photograph is in an ornate antique frame that used to hang in my bedroom. Della had probably just burped. She looks relieved. In the picture her head is as bald as a billiard ball, her lips are concave like a toothless old man’s, and her eyes are wide as saucers. There is some drool coming out of the right corner of her mouth. Her wee chin is resting on my leg, and her cheeks are puffed out to the sides like a chipmunk’s filled with nuts.

When I looked at it, I would remember Della lying on my knee with that sweet face of hers and wonder where it all went wrong. I’d start asking myself dozens of questions that troubled me, questions like, Did it start to go wrong when Della’s mother and I were divorced? Or when Della and her mother left for Switzerland and her mother enrolled Della in the école? Or when I was awarded custody of Della? Or when I sent Della to Beverly Hills High School? Or was it when Della was sixteen and I gave her plenty of money, then threw her out of the house and told her not to come back until she was drug free? It could be all of the above, or none of the above.

After a while I grew very tired of asking myself those questions and took the picture down from the wall.

There’s a snapshot I took the time I taught Della how to walk. I guess it was late 1963 or early 1964 when Della was a year old, maybe older. I can’t remember her exact age but I can remember that day as if it happened an hour ago.

I had just transferred from New York to Los Angeles with a new job and a long title: Director of Daytime Television, West Coast Division, American Broadcasting Company. The three of us were living in an apartment building on the Sunset Strip in Hollywood. The apartment building was loaded with hookers. Nice girls, but hookers. I was a tad concerned but Della loved them and they loved Della. The hookers would lovingly pinch her, and hug her, and “kitchey-coo” her constantly with their fingers under her chin.

One beautiful Saturday morning I took Della to Beverly Glen Park. Every warm and sunny Saturday and Sunday morning the locals would stream into the park and immediately grab hunks of lawn to call their own. It was a big park with lots of people who couldn’t or wouldn’t go to the beach. Fortunately there was plenty of room.

Everyone brought beach towels, folding chairs, or small back rests. Everyone lathered themselves from head to toe with various suntan lotions. Some held reflectors under their chins. Everybody faced the sun as though the sun were Mecca. There were lots of little babies, kids, and dogs. Everyone looked average. Just working people. Same as me.

I remember taking the picture of the two of us in the park. I set the camera on self-timer, placed it on an empty bench, and walked a few feet away. I held Della in the crook of my right arm and gripped a carryall in my left hand. While we waited for the camera to snap, I told Della to say “cheese.” I remember Della looking at me with a very annoyed expression on her face.

My daughter was wearing a pair of thin fire-engine-red Dr. Denton jammies. The jammies went from her neck all the way down to the ends of her toes. The rear end of her jammies was packed with diapers. I dressed her. In the picture Della looks embarrassed. She thinks she’s the laughingstock of the park.

I carried Della to a place on the grass where we had some room and placed her on her wobbly legs. I ran a few feet away, got down on my knees, stretched out my arms, grinned from ear to ear like an idiot, and motioned for Della to come to me. Della started out, took a step or two, then suddenly sat down on her well-padded bum. I ran back to her as quickly as I could, all hyperactive and extra jolly, and said, “That’s okay, Della, that’s okay. You did great. Just great. Don’t worry about a thing. We’ll try again, okay?”

Della didn’t know what the hell I was talking about.

I lifted her up, held her close to my chest, patted her back a couple of times, whispered some mumbo jumbo in her ear, stood her on her feet again, and took off.

I ran back to where I’d come from, got down on my knees, held out my arms, grinned like an idiot again, and encouraged Della to come to me. Della grinned back. She grinned a lot lately. Della had two teeth on her bottom gum, which she loved to flaunt.

Della started walking toward me, her hands straight out in front of her, fingers splayed. She staggered along like a blindfolded drunk playing pin the tail on the donkey. She was laughing so hard her face was red as a beet. I had no idea why she was laughing.

Della took one tentative step, then another, and then she went plop on her bum again. Every time Della went plop, I would race over to her, say something stupid that I was glad she didn’t understand, stand her back up on her fat, wobbly legs, run quickly back to where I’d come from, get down on my knees again, stick out my arms again, grin, and ask her to come to me one more time. Della appeared confused at my gibberish, started out, fell down, and laughed her ass off.

That’s how we spent the morning. Della taking a few steps, falling down, and laughing her ass off. Me running to her, standing her up, running a short distance away, grinning my cretin grin, then watching her fall down.

After what seemed like a zillion failures, Della took two large steps, then three, then four, staggered a little bit, then five, then six, almost fell but didn’t . . . then seven . . . eight . . . ten steps and she was in my arms. She had just walked. My God, she walked. It was one of the happiest moments in my life. I was ecstatic. I picked Della up and whirled her around and around in a circle. Her little legs were sticking straight out behind her.

“Della,” I said, “you walked. You took your very first steps. And you did it with me! You did it with me! Always remember, honey, just like now, I’ll always be there to catch you when you fall.”

As it turned out I wasn’t.

We moved from our apartment on the Sunset Strip to a house in Encino, in the San Fernando Valley. There’s a snapshot of Della and me standing by the swimming pool of our new house. It was the first house I ever owned, and it had a swimming pool. It was a small one but it was a swimming pool just the same.

Because of my wife’s strange desire to entertain our neighbors every weekend, I would spend hours at the hardware store on Saturday afternoons, examining nails and power saws and screwdrivers and wrenches as if those things never existed before. Most Saturdays I would take Della with me to the hardware store. We would return carrying bags filled with all sorts of new tools, nails, and screws. I would place the brand-new tools beside the old (new) tools on shelves I found on one of the garage walls. Then I’d place the nails and screws in plastic boxes, label the boxes, and line them up in neat rows on those shelves. It was a whole new way of life for me.

I soon had a routine. Every Sunday I mowed the small lawn in front of our house. When I mowed the lawn I used a new power mower I’d bought at the hardware store. I’d never mowed a lawn before in my life because I grew up in center-city Philadelphia. I swore to my wife I loved mowing our front lawn. She didn’t believe me. She told me I was going to blow a gasket someday soon.

“It won’t last long,” my wife told Della. “One day he’ll explode.”

I think Della and her mother were hoping I would explode soon. I was becoming a raging bore playing Lord of the Manor.

Our house had practically no backyard. That’s mainly why the pool was so small. If you stood on the sidewalk and faced the front door, our pool was on the right side of the house toward the rear. It was an egg-shaped pool, five feet deep at the deep end. The pool was surrounded by a square of cement. Bordering the cement was a waist-high chain-link fence with a latched gate that only a mechanical engineer could open. Inside the fence were a multitude of wooden lounge chairs, with wooden footrests that hooked on to the chairs and thick pads that ran the length of the chair and footrest. The chairs surrounded the pool. I told Della’s mother we had too many lounge chairs for such a tiny pool. “Our pool looks like the deck of a cruise ship.”

My wife didn’t hear a word I said.

While I played weekend handyman and gardener, my wife enjoyed being the Hostess with the Mostess. She would entertain everyone on the block who didn’t have pools, including the obnoxious Lipshitz family, our repulsive neighbors, who did have a pool. They just didn’t want to mess it up. The Lipshitz family were at our pool every weekend. To me, the most loathsome sight of all was the Lipshitz daughters. Two teenage girls who sat on lounge chairs all day long, on either side of their portable radio, and listened to blaring rock music. The most amazing thing of all was that nobody, not my wife, not even me, ever told the pimply-faced Lipshitz sisters to turn their damn radio down or leave the radio home when they came to our pool. Being neighborly was new to us. So my wife and I just suffered.

One family had a fox terrier they actually called Bowser. They brought Bowser along every time they came to our pool. Bowser never stopped barking. Another couple, the Donnleys, had a newborn baby girl named Hester. (I didn’t think any girl had been named Hester since Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter.) Baby Hester howled when she was awake. If she wasn’t howling she was pooping. Mr. and Mrs. Donnley were forever cleaning up baby Hester’s horrendous-looking poops at poolside. This is why I would spend hours at the hardware store every Saturday and mowed my microscopic lawn as long as I could on Sunday afternoon in the scorching sun. Anything was better than cooling off in my pool with our revolting neighbors.

All through the weekends my wife would bring out piles of hot towels fresh from the dryer for our nauseating guests. My wife worked like a dog producing the hot towels all afternoon. I constantly asked her why she felt it necessary to keep the neighborhood in hot towels. Particularly when her beloved neighbors were taking advantage of her.

“How? How are they taking advantage of me?”

“I saw Mrs. Donnley use one of your fresh towels to wipe baby Hester’s behind. It was an extremely disgusting sight.”

My wife immediately cut down on her hot towel production.

When Della was two years old she was as cute as a bug’s ear. She had little bow lips, a longish nose that came from thousands of years of Jewish breeding. (I happened to adore her nose.) She had big blue eyes, a potbelly, and very fat legs with deep creases around them. She had white blond hair, so blond her eyebrows disappeared. In the picture by the pool my wife took, Della’s wearing only the blue bottoms of her bikini bathing suit. I’m bending over her so I could have my arm around her little shoulders and be in the picture. I’m in my early thirties.

One Sunday I was mowing the front lawn. The usual mob of neighbors was at our pool. Because of where the house was situated, the pool crowd was unable to see our front lawn.

Suddenly my wife sat bolt upright in her lounge chair and said, “He’s not mowing the lawn.”

She was right. The sound of the lawn mower going back and forth had stopped. The mowing sound might have stopped hours ago, but because of the Lipshitz sisters’ blaring radio, none of the guests around the pool could hear much of anything. But my wife could. Seconds after she realized there wasn’t any mowing, she picked Della up and ran to the front of our house. The lawn mower was there, but I wasn’t. Nor was my car.
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