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Fathers are teachers of the true and not-true, and no father ever knowingly teaches what is not true. In a cloud of unknowing, then, the father proceeds with his instruction.

—Donald Barthelme, The Dead Father


Alaska

Sunday, September 9, 2001

 

FOUR HOURS IN, HIS PLAN nearly dies. A storm whites out the sky above Icy Bay, obscuring the 18,000-foot glacial dump of Mt. St. Elias. He has piloted his secondhand DHC Beaver down from Fairbanks on a day that dawned brilliant with autumn, the wilderness a thousand-hued carpet. Now the system has stormed in from the southwest, roiling off the Pacific and blooming silver on the ridgeline of the Wrangell Mountains, the corridor of light from the retrofitted headlamps illuminating the precipitation that rattles the airframe and freezes on impact.

He is a veteran of this weather, has nearly twenty years of bush experience—has piloted this battered vessel as far north as Nome, as far south as Kodiak Island, has guided it through storms like the end of the world to set it down on strips of fireweed the size of city driveways, has logged more hours than half the so-called pilots flying commercial jets in the Lower 48. But today was the one day he had wished for calm weather, had hoped for clear skies to give him time to think.

From Juneau, he will catch a flight south to Seattle, from there on to Las Vegas and then by car east to Omaha via Denver. But first there is the process of selling his plane. A potential buyer has responded to his advertisements in the equipment trader and is meeting him today at the airport. He has already sold his pickup truck, his guns, his hunting and trapping equipment, has already foregone every possession, including the cabin and parcel of land straddling the Canadian border where he’d thought he would spend the remainder of his life. Why has he done this? He has done it at the behest of the calling that has tormented him for the past three years. He has done it for the money that will help him to procure the object that has become his preoccupation, the motive that has led him to track down and send letters to the three siblings he has not seen in over twenty years, that has led him now—in the year of his forty-first birthday—to be on his way to Omaha, Nebraska, to find and confront the man he now refuses to call Father.

It almost dies up here, in the turbulent solitude of fifteen thousand feet, impact ice in the air intake causing the engine to run rough, a drop in manifold pressure. The tachometer flickers as ice begins to form in the carburetor. The engine coughs and then is silent. He lowers the nose into the whine of wind and procession of cloud, flaps at cruise to maintain air speed, opens the throttle and primes with the wobble pump. Up ahead, invisible, is the face of a mountain, a cliff side, a spectacular death. If the restart fails, a dead engine landing is impossible. He closes his eyes and waits for it, and then, against every lesson life has taught him up to this point, the engine crackles and returns. The lights of the instrument panel dazzle. He reengages the controls and imagines he can hear the landing gear scraping the frozen peaks of the foothills.

The system passes and he is aloft in the blue dome over Glacier Bay, the archipelago speckling the golden ocean, an obscured face behind the grimy glass of this prop plane that has served him for two decades. The sun is at his back and showing purple on the snow-covered mountainside, assuring him. Yes, you were saved today. You were saved from certain destruction in order to finish what you have started. As he radios in his descent, he watches the light prism on the water and the tin rooftops of a salmon town and the icy ridge above and whispers something inaudible. Not a prayer—he doesn’t believe in God—but a pledge. To his twin sister, to his half brothers, to his estranged mother. And finally, to the man he refuses to call Father, the man whose far-off mansion on the plains marks the X-spot of this three-thousand-mile journey, the man whose life story will always serve as preamble to his own.
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Sons and Wives of Fast Food and Oil

 

IT BEGINS HALF A CENTURY earlier.

On a sun-dried day in January 1956—seventy-five degrees in mid-winter, for there were no seasons here in San Berdoo, in the arid valley that separated the city of the stars from the desert—a twenty-four-year-old delivery boy named George Hill (though he went by Georgie in those days) arrived in his four-axle delivery truck in the sandlot out back of the burger stand that was the last on his route every Friday. He was sweating. He’d worked fifty hours this week. He and his wife had had an argument the night before, an argument centered around several small things and one not-small thing. When the raised voices had proven inadequate for conveying her feelings, she’d thrown a pot at him and struck him in the face, which was why he had a Band-Aid on his forehead, the skin beneath which was itching and driving him crazy. Yet another thing that was driving him crazy. His young son, GB, was turning five in two weeks, and he was afraid he’d stopped loving him. Or maybe he’d simply stopped loving his wife, the woman who only six years previously had advanced to the final round of the country’s most prestigious beauty pageant, whose graceful promenades across the stage and runways at Boardwalk Hall could not have predicted her proficiency in pot throwing, and who’d told him, just months before, that what he’d been dreading was true. She was pregnant again.

The first time he’d heard these words from Mary it had been confirmation of his arrival. Until then, he’d been a silent, restless boy, a directionless, insecure adolescent. He had avoided mirrors throughout his youth, originally because there were none to be found in the drafty ramshackle homestead on the Oklahoma panhandle whose 160 acres of dying fields had formed the bleak backdrop of his earliest years. Later because he couldn’t bear to look at himself: despised his lank greasy hair and olive skin and heavy brow. Hated his long arms and the unavoidable slouch that was his father’s slouch, the slouch of an overworked Okie raised up in spartan conditions on the great plains, on plows and in sweltering stables, endless days of sweat and sore muscles. In his siblings he had always detected inheritances from their mother, her stern but gentle eyes, her coarse but lively hair, her soft-spoken wisdom. But not in Georgie. He was his father’s utterly graceless offspring.

He’d met Mary at a place just like this one—just like the burger joints at which he now arrived every day with his truck full of vats of grease, delivering the liquid fuel that kept this industry going. He’d been a hood in those days—or at least had tried to fashion himself as one—drove with a manufactured confidence and aggressiveness the T-bird he’d purchased from a shady friend of a friend, cash only and a stain on the passenger seat he liked to imagine was blood, the pedal to the floor as he blazed along California freeways willing the world to believe he belonged. It was an illusion he’d worked hard to craft, an illusion in whose grasp he could almost forget Oklahoma, except when he saw himself in the rearview. San Berdoo was fifty miles east of the epicenter where lived the stars and starlets he’d once watched on the big screen at the Omni in Bakersfield before he’d moved down here. He’d gone every day the summer he’d turned six, enough that he’d memorized every line of some of his favorites, Dodge City and Stagecoach, begging dimes on street corners to gain admittance to the dark, shady theater on hot days because his father never had a dime to spare, never would. A philosophy rather than an economic decision.

When they’d moved down here the summer the war ended, his father had one message for Georgie: “Never be afraid,” he’d told his young son, “to take a risk in life. You look at all the successful people in the world, I’ll tell you one thing they all have in common. They all had a chance to take a risk or sit on their ass. And not a one of them chose to sit on his ass. What do you think we did when we saw that dust bowl rising up around us? Did we sit back on our ass? No sir. We picked up and we moved on. And look at us now.”

This in his used Packard on the way south from Bakersfield, just the two of them, the rest of what had been a family of seven eradicated on the trip west over Route 66 and in the war in Europe. His father had heard of work in the newly thriving city of San Bernardino, a dusty valley in the center of a bowl at the foot of the mountains sharing the name of the same saint. He’d heard there were all sorts of jobs springing up for men willing to get up off their duff and do it. Good, honest work for a solid wage. Not this shady business on the grape farms, working like a slave for wages little better than the Mexicans’. He’d come down a week earlier and gotten them a place, had found a job cleaning swimming pools. Came home and told Georgie it wasn’t easy in this heat, wasn’t back breaking, though. Wasn’t nothing he couldn’t handle. Went back the next day and fell in the pool and drowned. Couldn’t swim. Was an Okie through and through. Nobody had been around to hear his splashing. The folks who owned the house had arrived home the next day to find a figure in a starched white uniform floating face down in their swimming pool. Had called the cleaning company, who’d come over to pick out the body.

Georgie hadn’t heard the news for two days. He’d been locked away in the new apartment by himself, thinking that his father was probably trying to impress his new employer by working a straight forty-eight-hour shift. When the knock came at the door, he didn’t open it, so they broke in, Children’s Services finding him sitting cross-legged on the floor in the still-empty two-room apartment—they’d never owned any furniture in California, Georgie and his dad, hadn’t had the chance or the dimes to spare—a dark-eyed boy eating peanut butter out of the jar with a vacant expression, the windows closed though it was another scorcher.

They’d turned him over to orphan support, operated out of a mission-style building near the Rancho Cucamonga line. Two years spent prowling those crowded hallways, waiting in line for stale food and lying in hard cots staring up at a dark ceiling, four to a room, Georgie’s bunkmates constantly changing though they were all basically the same: boisterous, scared boys full of implausible tales of one-upmanship and outrageous plans for redemption. On his fifteenth birthday, Georgie and a group of kids he’d met inside had formed a solemn pact to escape and set up on the outside, make some fast cash robbing jewelry stores and maybe some trains, then get into the sort of business that would make them some real money, the business making its way over the border from Mexico. They’d planned and executed a late-night liberation under cover of the smog-laden LA stars, had climbed into the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains, living in the wilderness for all of seventeen hours before one of their number was attacked by a coyote and had to be taken back down to the city, had to practically have his arm stitched back on, to hear him talk. Their plans for escape fizzled. The boy who’d nearly had his arm chewed off by the coyote was adopted within a month, which touched off a brief smattering of self-injury. It didn’t work. Georgie climbed up to the roof of the orphanage and stood looking down at the pavement six stories below, pictured himself executing a graceful dive to splatter on the blacktop, saw his blood, brown and dust-colored like the world he’d come from, the world he knew he belonged to though he couldn’t stand even to imagine the worthless, middle-of-nowhere people they’d been back then, working like dogs on 160 acres, twelve hours a day—even him! A four-year-old kid!—and for what? An uncertain existence that could turn like a tornado and did just that the year the rain stopped and the blowing dust swept across the plain, enveloping them all and setting in motion the events that had led to their perilous hike to the Pacific, leaving his mother and little brother and little sister dead of pneumonia and two older brothers shot to pieces on French beaches by bullets the size of bookends. What good was life if these were the sort of decisions it left you with? Whether or not to jump off the roof of a six-story orphanage, the last surviving member of your family? And what about those folks with the swimming pool? Those folks who could afford to have a tub of however-many gallons of water in their backyard—enough water for some schmoe to drown in (for this was how Georgie would ever after think of his father: a schmoe who’d drowned in a swimming pool he was supposed to be cleaning because he was nothing more than a stupid Okie trying to fit in out West). What was it that made one person like they were and another person like Georgie’s father? It sure wasn’t his father’s way. It wasn’t following a string of flyers a thousand miles west to grape country to find you were at the end of a long row of ants at an already-dry popsicle stick. It wasn’t packing your bags and moving south to some upstart city outside LA just because some Mexican told you there was honest work. But if it wasn’t any of these things, then what was it? Georgie saw the haze drift off the desert breeze and thought he caught a glimpse of the same stars he’d once seen so clearly back on the farm, sitting on the back porch with his mama or off in the fields on a retired plow with his older brother Carl and little sister Debbie. He looked at the stars so long and with such fervency that he forgot entirely what he’d come up here to do, and when he remembered where he was and why and had crept over to the edge of the roof and looked down, it filled him with such fear that he had to fold his legs up against his chest, had to wrap his arms around his knees to stop trembling.

One week after he climbed down from the roof and snuck back into his bed just hours before wakeup, he was adopted. A family from San Berdoo who’d filled out an application and waited with their fingers crossed while it was processed and reviewed and eventually approved (they’d suffered through heartache before, had lost three of their own to miscarriage and twice been denied adoptive rights by the state of California) was at last granted the right to bring a child into their home. They were called the Ambersons, Jack and Molly, and they lived in one of the long rows of houses that lined one of the identical streets that had been built along the hillsides during the past ten years—stucco in benign pastel, ranch style with a low-pitched roof and a lawn exactly the size of everyone else’s. Jack was a salesman; he sold hand soap to restaurants and businesses, soap in a mechanical dispenser, brand new and all the rage that year. Molly was a former reference librarian who was between jobs. She’d found herself so disturbed by the loss of the first child that she’d quit her job, devoting herself entirely to a new pregnancy and remaining a stay-at-home mom. Two more horrifying rounds of despondency and shock had followed. By the time Georgie arrived at their home, having ridden with them along the new freeway to park along the quiet street in Jack’s Buick, she’d been a childless stay-at-home mom for nearly six years.

They led him down the hallway at the back of the house, told him to open the door at the far end and look inside. They’d read his file, knew that he’d never once in his life had his own bedroom, had shared a room at the farmhouse in Oklahoma with three brothers, had roomed at the orphanage with a total of fifteen different bunkmates (each of them successfully placed with foster families or adopted). They’d expected him to be thrilled about the idea of his own space, his own nine-by-eleven corner of the world in which they vowed to allow him whatever privacy he needed. But Georgie had lost all sentiment for such a gift. Over the years, he’d been moved from room to room as necessity demanded, and so he’d come to consider a bed as merely a bed, a bedroom just the walls that sheltered one while one slept. He had no notion of what they meant when they said he could decorate it as he pleased, could set things up however he wished.

They’d been warned and had steeled themselves against the possibility of his being stalwart. They’d heard tales of newly adopted children who locked themselves in their new bedroom—or, worse yet, the bathroom—for hours, unwilling to accept a new landscape as their own. But what they hadn’t anticipated was the response they received from Georgie, who rolled his lower lip in a way that said, “Not bad,” then walked directly past them and over to the television—they’d had one at the orphanage, in the lobby—and turned it on and watched The Lone Ranger until it was time for lights out.

[image: image]

BY THE TIME HE WAS eighteen, the television was in his room. He watched it in the darkness of an early summer evening, his eyes black beneath blacker eyebrows, lying on his bed, his upper half propped against a stack of pillows with his head resting on the headboard, the black-and-white image throwing its eerie light over the room and his feet, which were clad in boots at the foot of the bed.

The house was silent, had been silent for hours now while he watched the shows he’d watched so many times he could mouth the cryptic dialogue along with the actors. Jack Amberson had left them, had come home one night to confess to Molly of his indiscretions involving a waitress at one of the restaurants he serviced, had apologized and wept and sought forgiveness from Jesus for his tormented and hell-bound soul. He’d never meant for it to happen, he’d said, but now the poor young girl was pregnant and what could he do? He couldn’t do anything but go off with her, for the child she would bear would be his—truly his—and so in the eyes of the Lord would be owed a greater portion of Jack’s love and support. Molly had come at him with her ironing board. Jack had barely made it out the door and roared off in his Buick, leaving her collapsed in the painted-green front lawn with her folded-up domestic contraption while Georgie sat watching from the window, feeling something like relief to watch him leave, something like esteem at his willingness to go.

He sat up, swung his legs off the bed, let his heavy boots plunk down on the floor, switched off the television, and stepped out into the warm, breeze-blown evening that smelled of smog and jacaranda. He opened the door of the T-bird he loved so well, started the noisy engine, and drove off along the wide, glinting streets of the valley. Friday nights were for cruising up and down the boulevards, stopping at the drive-in for a burger and a shake, smoking butts in the parking lots before driving into the hills at the foot of the San Bernardino Mountains, taking the 18 up to Panorama Point and beyond, up to Crestline and Moon Lake for long nights with ladies just as wayward as the boys. They all wore white dresses or skirts, as if in contrast to the dark colors of the boys’ leather and denim, hair done up stiff with gel, everybody acting like they’d just stepped off the silver screen. He saw her first through a crowd of people, his friends and their girls all gathered at the burger joint while the newest Brando film played on the immense board at the base of the bare brown mountains in the distance, a pale image squared off in the foreground of a landscape so devoid of vegetation they might’ve been on the moon. He noticed her eyes at first, looking directly at him and then turning away, then back again. A vibrant, intense blue, as if she’d been drawn here, striking and in technicolor at the drive-in theater.

Arrogance was his armor. He pursued girls with an intensity close to hate. He was an Okie. He could never forget this, no matter how hard he tried. He saw himself always from an outsider’s perspective, looked not at the girls he was attempting to woo but instead at himself attempting to woo them, wondered not what the girl was thinking but how the whole ceremony came off to the idly observant bystanders who witnessed his approach. This one looked like Grace Kelly, only sweeter. When she smiled, her lips pursed in a girlish way; she looked at him as she slurped up the last of her milkshake through a pink-and-white striped straw.

They drove out to the lake at midnight, his T-bird hurtling along the ridgeline that overlooked San Berdoo all the way to the Santa Anas and, far beyond, through the haze, the skyline of Los Angeles, obscure and eager.

“I bet you bring a lot of girls up here,” she said, the two of them looking out over the valley and the city. She’d already told him all about herself, had talked throughout the car ride because she couldn’t get anything out of him, had told him that her mother was a movie actress—“No one you would’ve heard of”—and her father a director. She’d smiled that puckered smile when he’d told her she should be in movies herself, had explained that she’d been in a few roles as a young girl, had gotten tired of it. The drama and the pressure. It was so shallow, the whole industry. Full of thugs and vapid starlets with reefer madness. Nobody cared about talent. All they cared about was money and favors. When she’d lost out on a role to the daughter of a known mobster, she’d vowed she’d never again act in a movie.

“Now I do beauty contests.”

This was one month before she’d learn she’d been selected as a finalist in the Miss California pageant, three months before she’d board a plane bound for Atlantic City, so confident in her victory that when she didn’t win it—when she finished third behind Miss North Carolina and, of all people, Miss Oklahoma—it would throw her into a shiftless state of mind in which she considered herself already washed up at the age of eighteen, already having missed out on her dream, a state of mind that would make her give up her aspirations of marrying James Dean and settle for this odd-job-working former farm boy with olive skin and a unibrow. On the night she first met him, however, she was just being playful. She knew his type, was forcibly approached by three or four of them every time she stepped out her front door, had already divided the world into two types of men: those that desired her in silence and those that had the guts to come up and talk to her. She wasn’t even attracted to him at first—though he’d grown on her by the time they’d arrived at the lake and looked out over the valley. At first she’d responded just to his manner, his confrontational arrogance. He wasn’t from here, she knew. Too uptight. Even when he was driving his fancy shmancy car, he still somehow managed to look uptight. “We should get out,” she said. “It’s such a gorgeous night.”

They walked to the picnic bench that looked out over the string of lights. Freeways and runways and a glistening rim she knew was the Pacific Ocean blending with the sky. “Now you know everything about me,” she said. “But what about you?”

She wasn’t afraid of him. She knew that whatever success he must’ve had in the past—whatever history had given him the courage to approach her—was a product of the unease his silence would evoke. But she was a soon-to-be Miss California. She ate boys like him for breakfast. Chewed them up and spit them out. Most women might have worried at the way he clenched his fists all the time, the way his brow became an angry bracket over his eyes. But she touched his leg and encouraged him to confide in her, gave her best smile and waited.

He was growing impatient with anticipation, too. Couldn’t wait to crush her small body against this picnic bench, to raise a flush on her cheeks with his urgent movement against her, to hear her making soft noises as he fought his way toward satisfaction. Now she wanted to hear his whole life story, for crying out loud! He didn’t mean to tell it to her. He started off by lying, trying to take on the identity of one of those heroes in his Westerns. He said he’d robbed a bank in Van Nuys and gotten away with it, but she laughed, which made him angry enough to tell the truth.

“Fine!” he said. “You wanna hear it? My father drowned in a swimming pool he was getting paid thirty cents an hour to clean. My mother and two of my siblings died on Route 66 and are buried somewhere in the middle of New Mexico. My two older brothers got mowed down on Omaha Beach, and I ended up in a back bedroom in a house in the middle of the worst city in the world with a job cleaning the high school. I’ve learned one thing, though. I’ve learned how you can get out. I’ve learned to watch and wait for your one chance. And that’s what I’m doing now. I’m watching and waiting for my one chance.”

She leaned toward him for the first time, causing him to part his lips and close his eyes. Finally, I’m gonna get to bang this broad! But she only gave him that puckered smile, touched his gelled but somehow still lank hair, and said through ambiguous laughter, “Oh, darling. You’re the one who oughta be in pictures!”

He drove her home, unsatisfied, taking backroads into West Hollywood. He hadn’t even kissed her, had been unable even to talk to her after he’d spilled his guts as a last-ditch effort, only to have her laugh and think him melodramatic, or flat-out lying, or whatever her comment was meant to say. She didn’t let him drop her off at her house, but instead made him stop two blocks away, between Sunset and Santa Monica, saying she’d walk the rest of the way, which made him so angry he wanted to punch the steering wheel, wanted to reach up into the sky and pull down the gray sun that was just rising over the heights, to scorch this whole city out of existence.

But he’d misunderstood her silence. He’d made an impression with his outburst, though she wasn’t yet ready to admit it. She’d never tasted defeat, and perhaps it was not until her failure at the competition in Atlantic City that she was able to understand the reality of what he’d told her that night by the white lake in the mountains high above the city of her birth. She must’ve felt something though, even then, when he dropped her off and she marched along the street, ready to disappear from him forever. Likewise, he must’ve been struggling with his simultaneous desires to kiss and kill her, for he realized only then the strangest thing about this night. His voice came to her, a cool sound out of the still-dark morning, an edge of laughter.

“Hey! By the way!” she heard him shouting. “What the hell’s your name?”

And she stopped, puckered her lips—involuntarily, for the first time that night—and even almost half turned toward him as she called back softly in the quiet, six-in-the-morning street.

“Mary,” she said. And stood for a moment, as if considering walking back to his car, which she could barely see now in the miasma of sunrise that grew glazed in the east. “My name is Mary.”
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NOW SHE WAS FAT. HER belly looked like a big barrel of worms. Georgie knew it was his offspring that made her look this way, but he wanted his slim-waisted wife back, wanted to be able to wrap his large hands around her waist and touch his fingers and thumbs together as he’d once been able to. Mary had been his mother’s name also. And in those early days he’d seen something of his mother in her, something of the pale-eyed strength of the woman who’d perished on Route 66 and been buried before he’d even known she was gone. But even his wife’s eyes had lost their luster. Her eyes were always red. She was always crying. And she’d said things lately that had made him come as close as he ever had to just walking out on her, the way Jack Amberson had walked out on Molly.

The fight last night, for instance. GB had witnessed it and had run off rubbing his eyes. So sensitive, that boy. “Try coming west on Route 66 once!” he wanted to shout to his five-year-old son who had the benefits of a roof over his head, food on the table with unfailing frequency, and a mother who babied him all day long—all of this because Georgie had taken this horrendous job as a truck driver for a grease company.

When they’d discovered she was pregnant the first time, they’d moved in with his adoptive mother. Her own parents had separated not long after she’d lost the pageant, as if they’d been hanging on for that decision before making theirs, hoping the money or the celebrity might bring a new sense of purpose to a marriage long since lacking. Her mother had moved back to New Jersey, abandoning her dreams of success, and her father had rented a cabin in the woods in the mountains of Washington state to resolve the series of missteps that had led from such promise as a young director to such resounding disappointment in middle age.

Mary had chosen to stay on. She’d always lived in California, had never understood a place the way she did these wide valleys embraced by the mountains of the Spanish saints. She’d been to Florida, where her father was from, and had no desire to go back. Nor did she wish to check out Jersey with her mother, where she’d visited once and could remember only a handful of overweight aunts cooking pasta and silent, stern-eyed uncles playing bocce on the dead lawn. So she’d taken a room, against everyone’s wishes, in Silver Lake, with three other girls trying to make their names, had run into Georgie again at the drive-in and agreed—after some flirtatious negotiation—to another drive up into the hills, and six months later she was pregnant and living with Georgie at his adoptive mother’s house in San Berdoo.

From there it had taken only another five months for Molly Amberson to realize that she had no business being there anymore, that even the idea of a grandson or granddaughter would be hollow. She and Mary simply could not get along. There was an obvious resentment that Molly carried with her, evident from the way she looked at Mary’s pregnant belly, and Mary resented Molly’s resentment. Plus, it was creepy, and so she would unwittingly instigate arguments with her comments. “I’m sorry, Molly, but is there something especially fascinating about me? Then why, I must ask, will you not stop staring at me?” It came as no surprise when Georgie had approached Molly one night just two months after the baby had been born and told her that the house was no longer big enough for all of them, that somebody had to move and that she knew as well as he did that he and Mary and young GB could not afford their own place. And did she really need all this space? Wouldn’t it be better put to use by him and his young family?

In the end, Molly had martyred herself to it, as he’d known she would, and so that was how they’d ended up just the three of them living in the ranch-style house they never could’ve afforded unless it was handed over to them, the house where they’d hoped they’d settle in and be happy, a roof over their heads and a future worth imagining.

These were the words Georgie always used; they were the words his father had used when Georgie was a young boy and they’d just arrived in California, and though he’d nodded at his father’s austere notions—and would even pass them along throughout his own sporadic career as a father, as if trying to convince himself—the simple idea of a roof over his family’s head and food on the table had always struck Georgie as pedestrian. Even on the trip out here, traveling west from Oklahoma to the coast, even when he’d watched his mother shivering beneath a frayed blanket, his father telling her that Buster and Debbie were getting better though they’d secretly buried them the day before, he’d felt not a sense of loss but the heightening of his own significance. Each tragedy that had befallen him, each rotten break and hard-fought victory had only served to reinforce the idea that he’d always harbored and kept hidden from others: that he was meant to be someone important, that he’d been endowed by his creator with certain unalienable etc., but that he’d also been granted an extra proficiency that would allow him, force him, to rise above his peers. And to make a pile of cash in the meantime.

Therefore he’d never been satisfied with any of the manual labor jobs he’d bounced around in, though some of them had earned him decent money, all the best things for GB, some nice gifts for Mary. (The marriage, incidentally, had taken place in Las Vegas, the desert outpost they’d gone to visit the summer after GB was born when Mary had stumbled into a spot on a new television program billed to be the next great comedy. But it was canceled and the most tremendous depression of her life up to that point had settled in, and they’d been left only with memories of a few dull nights in Vegas and a wedding band on her finger that, without the income from Mary’s spot on the comedy, Georgie knew he could never have afforded.) This grease job was the worst of them all, though it paid the best. Every day at five in the morning, Georgie woke and drove his car—a regular green Ford now; the T-Bird had long since blown a transmission and been totaled—out into the desert beyond Victorville, where he’d punch a time clock and take the keys to the truck off the hook, find the clipboard with his name on it containing the paperwork assembled the night before by the dispatch manager.

He was not just a deliveryman; he was also a salesman. When he arrived at the restaurants he would unload the vats of grease while the managers watched him sweating to beat hell. Then they’d lead him into their offices, sometimes air conditioned, sometimes not, occasionally ordering someone to go get Georgie a milkshake or a cola, and they’d sit and look over the figures from the previous month and last year and determine how much grease would be needed on the following week’s delivery. It was these visits with the restaurant employees that tired out Georgie the most: the condescending attitude the managers would take with him, the rotten owners who wouldn’t even offer him a drink, who’d ask him—when he requested a glass of water—if he had his own cup.

Georgie would glean their condescension from the most innocuous comments. And then, because he knew he was smarter than six of them put together, because his wife had been Miss California, because he’d known since he was eight years old that the world had something special in store for him, he would take it home and take it out on poor depressed Mary, who’d wanted nothing more than to become a movie star and had instead become housewife to a grease salesman.

“You should just hear them, Mary. The way they say my name when I arrive. ‘Well, hello there, Mr. Hill, sir! How’s the daily grind treating you today? Is it hot enough for you?’ It makes me want to punch them in the face, Mares. Why can’t anyone see it? Why can’t anyone understand that this isn’t who I am? I’m not a truck driver! There’s … there’s something good waiting out there for me … Down the road, I mean. Don’t you think? Can you see it, Mary? Please tell me you haven’t lost your faith in me!”

Had she ever had faith in him? It was something else that had brought them together. Never was there an agreement made between them that one day Georgie would pay the bills with some as-yet-unappreciated talent. Mary sat listening to his rants. Or not listening, her mind shutting down. And it was to these silences of hers that Georgie was most vulnerable. He’d watch her picking at a plate of food and infer all sorts of tales of woe. She didn’t love him anymore. Never had. Was having an affair with a movie star, was acting in blue movies, was hiding from her stupid husband the fact that their son was not his but Marlon Brando’s. He’d yell at her to speak to him and watch her fold up on herself, walk over to the sink, pick up a dish and—howling suddenly—turn and hurl it at him, always missing by a huge, anticlimactic distance, always scoring a direct hit on the adjacent object capable of creating the greatest disturbance. She’d knocked over vases and stand-alone liquor cabinets, had broken a glass table-clock and several centerpieces. But worst of all was the howl that made little GB sitting at his chair eating his peas cover his ears and kick his bare feet. She’d spin with her face toward the ceiling fan, open her mouth wide, and let loose with a sound that penetrated the core of his insecurities.

It was the memory of that sound—as much as the itching of his flesh beneath the Band-Aid on his forehead—that was driving Georgie nuts on this day in January when he stepped off his delivery truck and crossed the sandy back parking lot of the burger joint that was his most successful account. Usually he’d ring the bell for fifteen minutes, but this evening the two owners were already out back, around a corner and obscured from him, sounding like teenagers on a smoke break until Georgie went to investigate. The two owners, one fat and one slim, one clean-shaven and one with a moustache, were speaking with a man who’d come not just to deliver some milkshake machines, but also to make a sales pitch.

“It takes a special kind of individual,” the man was saying as Georgie stepped over to them, “to recognize beauty in a hamburger.”

Those were the first words he heard him say, but somehow they erased immediately the memory of Mary’s shouts. They were like something his father might have said if he’d been a little more ironic, a little more American. In that first instant, Georgie felt the same magnetism as when he’d seen Mary across the parking lot of the drive-in all those years before, felt the same sense of the spinning world slowing down, allowing him to see directly down a previously obscured corridor. The milkshake man kept talking, wouldn’t stop, though the owners—whom Georgie knew to be brothers—seemed ready to be done with him.

“Couldn’t believe it when I got the order. Eight milkshake machines! Wanted to write you all a note to make you understand that each of these babies is capable of cranking out five milkshakes at once. And you want eight of ’em? That’s forty simultaneous milkshakes! I just had to come and take a look at this place. I came all the way from Chicago because I didn’t believe it. But now I do. Didn’t believe it before but now I do. I can see through the window yonder what kind of operation this is. Hard-line efficiency. You’ve got that part down. A dozen workers all pumping out the same product. Everything measured and kept to standard. Look at that fella in there! Trying to keep up with all the shakes he’s gotta make! And here it is five o’clock in the evening. Can you imagine what this place looks like at eight? ’Course you can, you’re the owners. Can you imagine what this place looks like at eight o’clock at night? All the young fellas like yourself and their girls?”

Georgie was surprised to discover that the milkshake man was talking to him. Their eyes met for the first time. Georgie tried to speak. Failed. Cleared his throat. Glanced at his clipboard. Nodded.

“You talk about an efficient engine. You know how much energy a car engine wastes?” The man looked back and forth from Georgie to the two brothers, as if ready to field guesses. “A whole bunch,” he said at last. “A whole darn bunch. A whole heck of a lot. But you know what I see when I look in that window right there? I see no wasted energy. I see a group of workers functioning to optimum capability. I see income being generated from a minimal amount of capital. I see a reason why somebody might need eight of my milkshake machines.”

Georgie had listened to all of this with an acceleration in his heart, his mouth drying up, had felt the energy humming off this encounter and understood that there was a better life contained in it. He was amazed to discover that the milkshake man looked at him in a way he’d never been looked at in such company, that the man seemed to include him in the conversation in a way none of the restaurant owners ever had. He looked at Georgie, a slim boy in his early twenties, holding a clipboard and dressed in a sweat-stained uniform, a Band-Aid on his forehead and his hair still gelled in a style reminiscent of three years ago. But a face as rugged as you’d ever hope to see around here. A midwestern-looking boy. The milkshake salesman looked at the twenty-four-year-old grease truck driver and asked him, “What do you see?”

And Georgie knew that this was his moment. He looked at the owners, the brothers who were one type of business person, then beyond the windows to the efficient small-scale success they’d created. He looked at the middle-aged midwestern milkshake machine salesman, who’d come all the way from Chicago just to see what sort of place needed to make forty milkshakes at once. Another kind of businessman altogether.

Georgie fixed his gaze on the milkshake man and said, “I see a lot of beautiful hamburgers.”

[image: image]

WE HEARD THE STORY A thousand times, each of us, even those who weren’t born yet—especially us. It was a rally cry, our creation myth; the one thing we knew for sure about our mysterious father was that he’d stood up at the correct time, had made the right first impression on the right man, had provided for the future of us all on that hot January evening in a parking lot in San Berdoo, had sealed our success and our fates with one clever line spoken through exhausted hope with a dry mouth and aching head. It put his authority beyond question, made him our hero on the strength of one arbitrary and largely accidental instant. Our early lives were touched by that moment, blessed in a way that made us feel different. Even later, when the lying mirror that reflected only happiness and perfection had long since been shattered, we retained this marbleized view. We never had friends outside the family, only each other. The disdain our father had for other kids—their behavior, their ready assumption of their parents’ lazy habits—infiltrated our own minds. The world was a place that existed outside our own experiences; we didn’t control it (who would want to?) but we weren’t tied to it either. And it was anything but an example to us. At the center of the world was our father, the provider and patriarch, never satisfied, never relaxed, pacing on a Sunday afternoon, always caught up in some mind-consuming activity—washing his car, vacuuming the house top to bottom—always up on a ladder or occupied with some noisy lawn-maintenance machine, inaccessible. We’d watch from the edge of the yard or from a second-floor window. We existed for him in the way the neighbors’ kids existed for us. We were satellites. Our mothers included. Our mothers especially. Bound by tradition. Only two things a woman could do to get rid of her husband in those days. And we witnessed them both.
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NOVEMBER 1963. ON THE DATE of the first attempt on their father’s life, the ballplayer and his bodyguard were walking along the ravine of the dried-up Arrowhead Creek, north of Highland Avenue in San Bernardino, behind the long row of houses lined up like dominoes, one of which—the pastel yellow one over there at the end, with the swimming pool and the single maple tree rising over the fence—was theirs. They’d moved five years ago and still the boys had never gotten used to it. Five years since they’d uprooted from the house on Van Sunderland, sold it off for, in the words of their father—whom they both worshipped—more money than you could shake a stick at. Had come out here to the neighborhoods north of Highland, where the long streets held row after spiraling row of houses filled with young families like themselves, housed dozens upon dozens of kids GB’s and Jamie’s age for them to play with and plenty of young adults for their parents to invite over for cookouts, though they never did. This afternoon, in fact, was the first time either of the boys had ever witnessed any kind of community activity, and it was hardly the sort of thing you could feel good about.

GB was twelve, already built like an athlete, bearer of his mother’s extravagant eyes and heart-shaped face, her dusty blonde hair, dressed always head to toe in a pinstriped New York Yankees baseball uniform procured via mail order in response to his persistent pleas. It was the only thing he’d worn for over a year despite his father’s protests—though his mother was the one who had to wash it three times a week and she didn’t seem to mind—the uniform having become his every day attire since they’d gone to Dodger Stadium to see the team recently emigrated from Brooklyn and GB had vowed that he would one day be the greatest ballplayer ever, had stood out in the yard for the remainder of the evening, tossing a Wiffle ball in the air and cracking it toward the fence with a thin yellow bat, counting off homeruns as he hit them, approaching records like his hero Roger Maris. Jamie was seven and carried with him a toy M-16 assault rifle like the kind they’d soon be using in Vietnam, occasionally aiming it toward the woods at the sounds of invisible attacks. The dutiful younger brother, always willing to carry on the role of sidekick in someone else’s elaborate fantasy, he’d taken on the character of armed attendant to his brother. That day in the backyard, he’d played a frustrated outfielder to GB’s home run king, had chased the tailing balls until he’d run out of room, then watched them drift over the fence toward the ravine. He was a softened version of their father, with olive complexion and boyish frame, skinnier and more frail than his brother, forced by severe myopia to wear thick black-rimmed glasses that somewhat obscured his dark eyes and long lashes and the serious look that their mother adored, that made her reach forward and touch his face while he ducked away, that made her run her hands through his thick movie star hair.

They’d been let out of school early, had been informed over the intercom of what had happened. The staticky voice of Principal Cruz, whom everyone called Principal Khrushchev, informing them that the president of the United States of America had been shot as he rode in a motorcade with his wife in a convertible down a crowded street. They’d been ushered in groups past weeping adults, past tall female teachers they’d thought heartless for the punishments meted out for incomplete homework, past grim men in suits and ties, faces covered with handkerchiefs, out to the busses, which they were told to board and go home early to be with their parents.

Among the children, a festive atmosphere had ensued. GB and Jamie had watched it, sitting together in the back of the bus as always, watching the boisterous kids in the rows ahead of them. Theirs was the last stop. Far out beyond the cleared land that would soon be a freeway, the bus slowed at the entrance of their subdivision, paused at the gate that read Canyon View Estates on a sign over a yellow brick entryway, and they emerged from the bus, a string of a dozen kids aged five through twelve, and came through the entrance into the main street of their neighborhood to an amazing sight.

Everyone was outside, standing on their lawns. Not just the parents, but all the adults, all of them having been sent home from work, too, having now come out together onto the lawns and streets to await the arrival of the children, as if to derive some sense of hope from the vision of the kids coming off the bus, or perhaps uncertain that there was anything they could take for granted—that on a day like this one, gray and overcast even in California, the president shot in plain sight, anyone could disappear.

They’d watched him take the oath of office on a January day two years ago in Washington, DC, Robert Frost on hand and the forty-three-year-old man with the funny accent urging them to ask not what their country could do for them, GB and Jamie on the floor playing Monopoly while their mom and dad sat on the couch, whispering, teasing, their father imitating the accent, the long drawn-out vowels and the dropped R’s, their mother having nothing to do with it, unwilling to submit the inaugurated president to such ridicule, even on a private scale. “Who do you think you are?” she’d said to her husband. “Who are you to make fun of the president?” Their father looking reproached for a moment before letting his expression settle. “Why don’t you just admit it then, Mary? Admit that you’re in love with him. Tell the boys that you’re in love with the new president. That if you could you’d go to bed with him in a heartbeat and the hell with me and the boys.”

The evening had descended into one of their unanticipated arguments, the game of Monopoly never finished, the television soon broadcasting to an empty living room, the boys in their rooms crying, their mother in the kitchen, their father out back by the pool, chain-smoking.

For the boys it was nearly impossible to recognize these pivots in their parents’ conversations, these moments when it went from all’s well to awful in a heartbeat. It seemed to them that something fundamental had changed in the way they communicated, a change that had come when they’d uprooted from the house on Van Sunderland and moved out here to the hills north of the city as a result of their father’s hard work at the restaurant, the labor that had led him from a lowly West Coast liaison to the milkshake machine man all the way up to assistant quality supervisor for the fastest growing restaurant company in the history of the United States, a company that had begun as a single asphalt hamburger stand in San Berdoo and had been turned—through the sweat and vision and relentlessness of the milkshake man and his associates—into a multimillion-dollar business, two hundred locations in nearly half the states in the union, famous throughout the country for its already iconic symbol, its golden trademark beckoning motorists on their long trips across the country on Eisenhower’s fast-developing interstate system.

The boys still remembered the day their father had come through the door of the old house on Van Sunderland, the day he’d lifted them into his arms in the foyer and told them that it was done, that they’d finally succeeded, after endless negotiations, in buying out the two brothers, that for only 2.7 million dollars they’d secured the revenue of what he promised them would be the greatest company in the world. They’d watched him kiss their mother on the lips—the first time either of them could remember, they’d later agree in the tiny room they shared in the house on Van Sunderland—had been lured into believing that this moment really would change things, had been awestruck at the sight of their new house, their new bedrooms at the back corners, with three windows apiece and plush carpeting and a view of the ravine and the foothills, stunned by the backyard and the swimming pool, the new neighborhood that rose and dove among the dry hills and dales. And yet still, even in this new location, even surrounded by a beauty that made their old habitat seem all the more dismal, they’d found their parents to be more distant, always thinking of something else. That day he’d taken them to Dodger Stadium, had led them up the hill from the Pasadena Freeway to the new complex among palm and olive trees, they’d sought and not received some new connection with him, had hoped that today—the three of them attending a ballgame together—they might get to feel a certain warmth from their father that had been missing. Instead he’d been disinterested, unable to answer their questions about the rules, had called out to the passing vendor and urged them to be satisfied with this gesture while he turned inward, turned to contemplate the great bowl of seating, the boys sharing their box of Cracker Jacks each with one eye on the game, one eye on their silent father.

George Benjamin Hill didn’t know the rules of baseball. Didn’t care. It was a pointless game, one he would come to resent even more over the years as his oldest son became devoted to it. He had never so much as watched an inning on television, didn’t know a strike from a ball nor a Dodger from a Yankee, had reluctantly agreed to take the boys only when the milkshake machine man had all but forced the complimentary tickets upon him in the aftermath of one of their heated meetings at the office that afternoon, the latest Friday meeting in which they’d gotten together with the board to attempt to figure out a way to resolve what was so clearly wrong with their company. It was the milkshake machine man’s franchising model. From the beginning, he’d been a handshaker and a backslapper, always quick with a line like those he’d thrown out that day Georgie had met him. His mantra had been growth: expand as much as possible and get their restaurants in as many states as they could. They’d offered franchises at outrageously low start-up fees of less than a thousand dollars, had advertised enormously low kickback agreements—agreements that had helped them expand but had done nothing for the long-term well-being of the company. In his old-fashioned style, the milkshake machine man had insisted they treat all their franchisers with respect, had insisted that they think of them as business partners rather than customers. A nice gesture, certainly, but one that, it was becoming clearer every day, was driving the company toward insolvency. They were drowning in overhead, had brought in $75 million dollars in sales the previous year but had only turned $160,000 in corporate profits. The franchisees were getting rich while the franchisors were barely keeping their heads above water. There’d been conversations—at the water cooler in the corporate office, over drinks in dark bars with the air conditioners running—George Benjamin Hill and the other board members getting drunk and commiserating over the wealth they’d imagined and the disaster that seemed inevitable, the company headed straight for bankruptcy within a year or eighteen months. Two hundred restaurants packed with customers one day and closed down the next. Two hundred franchisers ruined, the milkshake man defaulted on dozens of loans, pursued by creditors, foiled by his own inability to work the numbers.

It was on that summer day in 1962, seated in the baby blue pit of Dodger Stadium with his two sons, that George Benjamin Hill had seen the answer to the company’s problem. The day he sat looking out over forty thousand people—like franchisers, really, in their cramped seats on loan from the Los Angeles Dodgers—the boys pulling on his sleeve with questions whose answers he didn’t know, their father always with bigger fish to fry. By the time forty thousand stood to sing “Take Me out to the Ballgame,” he’d ironed out most of the details, was already picturing himself not here at the ballgame with his boys but in the board room on Monday, presenting his new idea to the men with whom he’d shared late-night roundtables of gloom and desperation, watching their expressions change as he pitched it to their boss, a new plan that would use real estate as a money-making device, the same way the Los Angeles Dodgers used this bright bowl of a stadium, a plan that would eliminate the risk of day-to-day business by making them first and foremost landlords to their franchisers. First—he would tell the board members—we scout out potential sites for future restaurants. We buy or rent the land with fixed interest rates, sublet the buildings at a significant markup, force the franchisers to contribute a minimum fee or percentage of sales (whichever is greater). As sales and prices rise, the company will collect more rent and revenue, while our costs remain constant …

It was a once in a lifetime idea (he knew it immediately, as soon as it had begun to form in his brain), one he’d tried to explain to his boys in the car on their way back from the stadium, only to find them uninterested—GB already talking of his baseball dreams, asking his father for a uniform that he could wear at all times—had tried to explain it to Mary throughout the remainder of the weekend while they sat together at the pool, the annoying sound of the Wiffle ball bat and the ball occasionally drifting up to the deck, bouncing around, floating in the pool, his younger son getting in the water with his shoes on, which drove Georgie nuts. He’d tried to explain it to them and found that he couldn’t, that this life could already not hold him. That an upper-class home on a hillside was far too mundane. That contentment could never be found in this immaculate yard with a former Miss California and two bright, healthy boys.
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THEY WALKED ALL THE WAY out to the trestle bridge—a mile one way—and then turned and headed back, two brothers shielded from the world by the high brown flanks of the ravine and the chain-link fence that stood atop the ridge at the rear of the mall on San Manuel Avenue, each of them old enough, in his own way, to understand what this day meant. The president had been shot! “Do you think it hit him in the head?” Jamie asked. “Do you think his brains splattered all over the place?”

But GB would not answer. He could feel the heaviness in the air, could hear the cries coming from the open windows in the backside of the long row of houses above the fence that separated the ravine from the backyards, could sense a building anger in the world and in the clouds that curled across the normally sun-bleached hills. Jamie looked up at his older brother, trying to gauge him for a reaction, trying to copy the calm and steady expression that Jamie admired but could never emulate. Too impulsive was he, too quick to seize on whatever thought came into his mind. On the bus, he’d laughed at some of the antics of the kids in the rows of seats ahead of them, only to have GB give him a look and then train his serious face forward, as he did now, late in the afternoon, as they returned to their house to find a kitchen light on, their father’s car—it was a BMW now—parked out front, the engine still clicking as it settled, their parents’ voices already beginning to rise as the boys crouched at the window and listened with their little faces peering in from just above the window sill.

Their mother was in a rage like they’d never seen before. She’d spent all day watching the footage from the tragedy in Dallas, thinking this is what television had brought them. She’d watched this take place and had felt the emptiness of her life filling up the room in which she sat, on the couch she’d never found comfortable in the house that was drafty in the winter and stuffy in the late summer when the Santa Anas came across the valley, long days waiting at home for the two boys she barely felt were hers and the husband she hadn’t loved in years, had never loved perhaps, had simply ended up with because he was the most convenient option to settle upon when she’d needed the reassurance a husband would bring. He’d never been faithful to her; she knew this. He’d stopped loving her the instant she’d bore him a child, the instant she’d struggled to lose the weight. She’d stopped eating—one last effort to salvage the marriage, though she had no idea, even at the time, why she was doing it—yet still he was always boarding some plane, flying off to some unknown city where there were restaurants to open and hands to shake and, she knew, young women to meet.

Where else could all the money be going? Where else could he be spending all his time? He was never home. Even when he was in California, he was always claiming some important meeting to attend, was always darting off and not returning for days, looking as if he didn’t know her, spending only an obligatory afternoon or evening with the children before going to bed, sleeping eleven hours and back to the airport. But his lies were lazy. He’d tell her he’d be back in a week and return in two days with a vague smile, Mary relieved in spite of herself—for what would she tell the neighbors if he ever just left? He’d sit on the couch and put his feet up on the coffee table, would linger like that for a moment, maintaining the pose until he thought she was back in the kitchen. And then she’d watch him—watch his reflection, in fact, in the open French door that separated the kitchen from the foyer—as he swung his feet back to the carpet, leaned forward with chin on fists in an expression of indecision, of instability, angled strangely in the warped glass, his features drawn out like an image in a knife blade.

It was upon the advice of the television that she’d done what she’d done next. She’d hired a private detective. Too much television, too much Hollywood had led her to conceive the idea with embarrassment and then embrace it. She’d hired a man whose name she’d found in a half-inch ad in the classified section of the Times, had paid him an outrageous sum of money to tell her what her husband was doing on those long trips away from home. The phone had rung only six weeks ago. The raspy voice of a stranger telling her she’d better come into his office. What he had to show her—he didn’t want to do it over the phone.
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