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For Deb, Mike and Edna
Whose early departures marked my life with loss


And to Gangaji
Who reminded me there is no one to be,
nowhere to go, and nothing to lose





Book One



Daddy’s Girl
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Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.


Helen Keller
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Dad sharing his love of flight
Photo credit: Kitty Gray
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Children could pull lobster pots in the morning before school, peer at ships entering the port via telescope, check a nearby chart that would help them identify the shipping line, or they could swim in a large pool separated from the ocean by a rock groin. Adults could tie up boats to the long concrete pier, enjoy a cocktail in a glass-enclosed bar open to the sky, and dine in the elegant Garden Room before retiring to a brightly painted beach cottage for the night.


The world was my favorite color, and the sound of the sea was background music for my early years. I grew up on the California coastline, when tide pools teemed with life, in a cove bracketed by rounded promontories that to me were whales facing out to sea, their wide mouths spewing foam at the water’s edge. These watchful sentries loomed large, and they defined my protected part of the vast, rhythmic world.


Those blue-white days on the beach were mine, and there was salty freedom in each breath. The sun caught in glistening tubes as waves rolled in, surrounded me in lacy froth, then dragged the skittering, clicking pebbles over hardened sand as the water folded back into itself. The constant surging of the sea left treasure in its wake, and I scanned the ground for softened spirals, bits of glass, and scurrying life forms. Seaweed made hieroglyphics in the sand. I bent over rock-trapped pools that cupped orange stars, spiked purple urchins, and anemones I stuck my finger into, to feel it pulled and sucked until I jerked it back with a scream, adding my voice to the occasional seagull’s cry.


Seaside explorations took place under the casual surveillance of mothers attending to their tans like religious devotees. Painted toenails made indentations in wet sand and cigarettes were stubbed out in the nacre of abalone shells. Young, graceful, and athletic, the women surveyed the scene with satisfaction, never imagining the earth split into fissures. White sails darted in the distance, wind-propelled over the white-capped waves, over the huge creatures that lived down deep.


I was in love with the ocean, rocks, seashells, and my piano, which stood in the living room in front of a glass wall. Through the window I looked at the sea while I stretched my fingers across smooth keys and experimented with sound. I knew the water’s moods, and watched for signs of change—the way it gathered and darkened before a storm, when rain stippled the rare gray water in our mild Mediterranean climate. Sometimes, after the rain, a full arc of color hooped over Catalina Island, an arm resting its weight on the horizon.


Long before, our cove had been a smuggler’s hideaway, and also a whaling cove, and though it is horrible to think that my best memories took place on the site of such carnage, we did excavate vertebrae from the cliff side. During the whales’ seasonal migrations, we tracked the spumes of pods traversing the sea below the house.
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Residents of all ages indulged in parties on the south-facing beach that boasts a warmer and drier microclimate than areas just a few miles away.


That was the private, gated Portuguese Bend Club in what is now Rancho Palos Verdes on the Palos Verdes Peninsula. From the outset in 1948, the project cultivated an exclusive atmosphere. World War II GI pin-up Betty Grable attended the opening. Performing seals played in the pool during a 1950 Labor Day party that also featured a luau cooked by a chef flown in from Hawaii.


Our house looked nice in the LA Times Home Section as Dad’s reputation as an architect grew. We lived inside the gate on the road that sloped downhill to the clubhouse and dock and then switched back along our beach. When Dad cleared lots for construction he brought home rattles from the snakes killed, and I kept a noisy collection in a shoe box.


Dad and I walked the dock on Saturdays. I perched on top of his shoulders and bobbed and weaved with his movements through the bright, buoyant day. The old man was always there, draped in nets he repaired in front of his tackle shed. He looked up from his work, squinted, then grinned, tipped his navy cap with the silver anchor stitched in front, and said, “Good Day, Captain Jack. I see you have your best girl out.”


Dad swung me down off his shoulders, and I swayed on the grainy planks and said, “Hello.”


It looked like there was rope under the skin of the old man’s hands. They were bumpy and moved without stopping while he talked to Dad. I watched as he twisted twine into shapes that looked like letters or numbers or musical notes, and then, without looking, laced the rope in, out, and around, gave it a quick tug, and looped the finished knot through my fingers—hung it from my hand like an ornament from a tree branch.


“Would you like to learn to do that?” he asked.


“Oh, yes,” I said as Dad hoisted me up again, the knot in free fall.


“Bye, Old Salt,” Dad said, waving, and we ambled on down the dock, my hands locked under his chin, my chin on top of his head. Dad said our friend had lived his whole life on the sea. I imagined myself without a house, a floating island.


Boats full of friends came and went. They waved to us and we waved back. They arrived, secured their vessels fore and aft, making figure eights around iron cleats. Later they cast off and drifted away. We watched them get smaller, still waving, until they were wisps of white in a sapphire sea, and then Dad and I moved farther on down the dock.


Seagulls surrounded the end of the dock, wheeling high over fishermen with baited lines in the water, high over tubs of live catch swimming in circles, high over the albacore smokehouse, hoping to spot an easy bite. They flapped their wings and picked up speed; they cruised, and let the currents take them.


“Look at the birds, baby.”


“I see the birds, Daddy.”


Dad and I, our eyes trained on the vastness overhead: cottage cheese clouds, soaring birds, and a cobalt blue sky.
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Some homeowners built so close to the ocean that surf would crash against windows during storms. Amenities included access to a yacht club formed in 1948 and a clubhouse with a lounge that boasted a spectacular view of Catalina Island. Recreational activities that included tennis, volleyball, sailing and waterskiing were a community focus. It was possible to fish from some of the homes.


It was an era of swimming and dinghy races, Friday night movies and formal Sunday dinners. In 1949 the club’s two-day Independence Day celebration had a fireworks display second in size only to the annual American Legion version held at the LA Coliseum.


While my mother, Kitty, had my sister growing inside her, my care fell to my father, Jack. Dad was happiest when he moved fast, raced sports cars, flew airplanes. Everybody said he was a guy who got a big kick out of life. He played a game where he let my stroller pick up speed as it rolled downhill, then “ran like hell” to catch up before it hit the traffic.


Dad also liked to throw me up in the air and catch me outside on the patio. Up I’d go, the world somersaulting around my trajectory, and down I’d come, screaming with pleasure as those hands caught me in a giant tickle. One time they didn’t, and I fell to the concrete. But I didn’t break anything.


When I was two, Mother and Dad and I sat high in the crowded bleachers at a car race. I squeezed between Dad’s knees, his hands under my arms; my feet brushed the seat in front of him. The air was busy with flags, the loudspeaker’s crackle, burning rubber, men yelling, “Get your hotdogs, ice cold Coca Cola, Bud-weiser!”


“Do we want anything, Kitty?” Dad asked. His eyes never left the cars circling the track.


“It’s a little early, Jack,” Mother said, smoothing fabric over the mound at her middle.


Tires screeched. Engines whined in acceleration, groaned when the goggled drivers down-shifted into a turn. Cars banked to our left and roared closer. Dad let go. He jumped to his feet. He forgot I was there. I slid through the bleachers, airborne. My parents watched as I cleared the crossbars and landed in the dirt.


They scrambled down the bleachers, Mother lagging behind,


“Just GO, Jack,” she said, waving him on. She leaned on the railing as she made her way down the concrete steps. “You can get there faster,” she yelled, “just GO!”


Dad sprinted down the steps and knelt next to where I lay with the breath knocked out of me. His smiling face loomed into view. “Now that wasn’t so bad was it?”


Wide-eyed, I shook my head “No.”


“The checkered flag is up, folks.” The announcer’s voice echoed over the airwaves.


The bleachers rumbled overhead. Fans stamped their feet and cheered.


“She’s alright, Kitty,” Dad said as Mother caught up to us.


He lifted me, and pressed me to his chest, and we were on the move again. Over his shoulder, I saw Mother’s look of surprise.


“For Christ’s sake, Jack,” she said, “where are you going now?”


“We can catch the finish if we’re quick, Kitty, COME ON!”


[image: image]


Dad and I drove to the hospital to pick up my mother and sister, Carol, two weeks after her birth. That’s how long moms lolled and languished in the hospital before going home in the forties. Carol had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen and her skin felt like velvet. Mother said Carol had double tear ducts—that was why her cheeks got extra wet and her lashes clumped together when she cried. With the thumbs tucked in, her little fists looked like baby mollusks. Mother put her on my lap, facing out so I could wrap my arms around her and inhale her pansy smell. It was novel to be two, and unnerving to have my world change overnight; I stuttered for a while.


Carol grew round and blond; I, tall and thin, and my curls darkened to brunette. In 1946, when I was born, infant care was tightly regulated. Mother sat in a chair outside the closed door to my room and cried, waiting for the right time to respond to my wails. Two years later, Dr. Benjamin Spock said to pick babies up when they cry and to feed them on demand, so Mother fed Carol her bottle as they rocked back and forth in our new chair. Once, when Carol was sleeping in her crib and Mother was resting in the chair, I tried to climb up on her lap. She started, and said, “Oh no, this chair is just for babies, and you’re a big girl now.”
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Frank Vanderlip was the first of several visionaries who planned to develop Portuguese Bend as early as 1914.


‘I found myself reminded vividly of the Sorrentine Peninsula and the Amalfi Drive. Yet the most exciting part of my vision was that this gorgeous scene was not a piece of Italy at all but was here in America, an unspoiled sheet of paper to be written on with loving care.’


The Depression scotched Frank Vanderlip’s planned project for Portuguese Bend, but he built a mansion named “Villa Narcissa” where he kept an aviary which included six peacocks, a gift from Lucky Baldwin, a prominent investor, businessman, and friend. Mr. Vanderlip was visiting Mr. Baldwin’s estate in Arcadia when he admired the flock Baldwin had imported from India in 1897. Baldwin sent over six to “liven up” Villa Narcissa.


I made up stories about mermaids losing their tails, and crabs stranded without protective covering. When I walked the dock I visited the fishermen, peered into tubs at trapped creatures, and ate smoked albacore from paper cones. The Old Salt taught me to tie knots as rubber-suited men with webbed feet brought up abalone. Piles of blue-pearl shells littered the dock.


Carol and I practiced strokes and dives in the pool at the club while Jack and Kitty sat behind the glass. We waved and hoped they watched us—hoped they weren’t arguing.


For shopping trips in town, I dressed up, purse in hand, and heeled at Mother’s side. Carol, however, crawled under clothes racks, got lost, and burst into strangers’ dressing rooms.


At home our dolls lined up for play. Black cloth dolls brought back from Haiti displayed an “anything goes” fashion sense. Features stitched in yarn suggested their good moods. They grinned alongside porcelain dolls wearing ruffled gowns that reached to their ankles, where silver-buckled shoes poked out. I cut shapes in colored felt—stars, moons, and flowers—made holes in the middle, and pulled one, two, or three at a time over the dolls’ heads, molding them around their now framed faces. My hats completed their eclectic look. Our dolls were ready for the world.


Mother encouraged me to identify with an assortment of Terry Lee dolls, even though my middle name was Lynn, not Lee. I didn’t like them as much after we toured the factory in Apple Valley, where the dolls were made. It was creepy walking through rooms with naked, headless torsos, boxes of limbs, and bald heads without faces. It made me feel funny, like when I saw something I wasn’t supposed to see. Like the day I found my cat covered with ants, and I showed Dad, and he said a rattlesnake had gotten her, and she was dead. He picked her up by a back paw and she didn’t bend, and when he threw her over the cliff, she was stiff as a boomerang, but she never came back.


Mother taught me to read. Stringing the sounds of symbols together into something I recognized was thrilling. My favorite book was The Boxcar Children, a story of orphans, happy scavengers banded together in an abandoned boxcar. Then they found their kind, wealthy grandfather, and he adopted them, and moved the boxcar, now a playhouse, onto the grounds of his mansion, where they lived happily ever after.


[image: image]


The first day of kindergarten arrived in nearby Malaga Cove. The classroom looked cheerful; morning sun shone through windows that lined the far wall. My teacher approached, shiny, apple-red lipstick parted in a welcoming smile: “Hello, my name is Mrs. Maddox. Welcome to kindergarten. I’m your teacher this year.” She took my outstretched hand in hers and I said, “My name is Terry Gray, and I’m excited to be here. I will need extra help with my numbers, but I’ve been reading with Mother’s help for two years, and English is my very favorite subject.” I stopped and took a breath, expectant. Mrs. Maddox studied me a moment, then smiled. “Honey,” she said, “It’s time for you to go out and play.”


Carol seemed strong but she was allergic to cats and dogs and things that grew. That wasn’t the worst part. On Fourth of July when Carol was four, she couldn’t catch a breath. An ambulance rushed her to the hospital for an emergency tracheotomy—a slash to the throat to clear her airway. Carol had asthma.


When Carol woke up we brought her home but she stayed quiet. The bandages came off, and she covered the scar on her throat with her hand. After that Mother said I should watch out for her, and I did. I kept my hand on her shoulder now that I knew what could happen. Even a bee sting was serious. She didn’t pull away from me. Carol was no longer fearless.


[image: image]


They made a movie on our beach with swim star Esther Williams and her real-life husband, Fernando Lamas. The school bus dropped us off at the club where we watched them film scenes—the same ones for days. Esther Williams pulled on a bathing cap and flounced into the surf, over and over. She grabbed the cap and put it on backwards. Someone yelled, “CUT!” then, “ACTION!” She grabbed the cap again and pulled it on and the strap broke loose. Another “CUT!”


We had to be quiet when we laughed. Microphones on poles picked up sound. One day the makeup crew waved us over to their trailer and invited us kids inside. Paints and wigs and putty, palette knives, brushes, and powder puffs filled the shelves. They asked us if we wanted to play a joke on our parents, and of course we did. We walked home with bruises, black eyes, and splinted bones, pretending the school bus had crashed through the railing and rolled all the way downhill to the beach. Our parents screamed when they saw us at a distance, and we tried not to laugh for as long as we could.
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Miye Ishibashi sold strawberries on the side of the road and her husband, Mas, farmed Rancho Palos Verdes for over fifty years, with the exception of the Internment Years.


In 1951, The Wayfarer’s Chapel, also known as “the Glass Church,” was completed, and dedicated to the eighteenth Century mystic, Swedenborg. Frank Lloyd Wright’s son, Lloyd Wright, designed the church made of glass which became a popular tourist destination and wedding site. Anaïs Nin composed a poem for its twenty-fifth anniversary.


The playground was a minefield of hidden codes. I monitored the girls’ shifting allegiances, but boys proved more predictable. They gave me bouquets and love notes, and jewelry I had to return to alarmed mothers.


Sometimes I went to a friend’s house after school. Her father, a geologist, kept specimens in crude wooden sheds in their backyard. I wandered through the labyrinth of minerals in the dusty light. The sheds had no windows. Spaces between slats admitted pale shafts, and in the shadows, the uncut rocks and polished stones were self-illuminated worlds.


One day Nancy Ishibashi’s family invited the class to pick strawberries, peas, and flowers in the fields at the top of the cliff. They sold what they grew in a roadside stand at a bend in the winding main road. Nancy, like everyone in our class, was born in 1946, the first year of the baby boom after World War II. Her older brother, Satoshi, went to the internment camps with their parents Miye and Mas, but Nancy was born after they came home. Many Japanese families didn’t return after their imprisonment in Arizona or North Dakota—after the bombs their adopted country dropped on their native land. That stretch of coastline wouldn’t have been the same without the fields of strawberries, peas, and flowers. Mas and Miye would have been missed.


A church made of glass sat on a hill on the other side of the highway. The transparent walls of the chapel were clean and modern, the ceiling a clear lens to blue sky. The chapel hosted many weddings—my own included, later in its opulent future, when the leafed-out limbs of mature trees surrounded the glass walls and ceiling.


I was attuned to how things were made, and whether they harmonized with their environment. Dad admired Frank Lloyd Wright, and the homes he designed were distinctive and blended with their setting. He sat on the Art Jury, and decided what could be built in our area. In Palos Verdes, homes with identical red tile roofs sat a minimum of a half acre apart, sharing space with horse farms and eucalyptus groves. There was a lot of emphasis upon taste—on defining good or bad, beautiful or ugly, natural or synthetic. We drove into Los Angeles and I couldn’t believe what I saw from the back seat. Why were so many old cars on the road? I called a development of tract homes “wretched little hovels,” and Dad and Mother laughed—especially Dad, who was pleased that I had absorbed his aesthetics.


A loose web of freeways connected vast expanses of open land in southern California. Citrus groves perfumed the air. Oil derricks dotted the landscape, bobbing like strange animals drinking from the earth. We visited my mother’s parents, Herb and Marie, in a pink stucco house in a Downey residential neighborhood. Grandma grew showy stalks of gladiolas, Grandpa’s favorite flower, and Grandpa kept horses corralled in back. My mother said Grandpa quit drinking when she refused to let him hold me when I was born, but Grandma still had “crying jags” and when Dad and Grandpa left to check on the horses, they came back a lot happier than when they left.


I was afraid of the horses. When the rodeo came to town, Grandpa and Grandma wore long-sleeved shirts with curlicue piping and mother-of-pearl buttons, and matching Stetsons, to promenade around the ring. At home we brushed the horses, fed them carrots and sugar cubes, and laid down fresh hay. Grandpa showed me how to flatten my hand to avoid their big square teeth when I offered food. I closed my eyes, felt the wet tickle, and tried not to show my feelings. Horses smelled fear.


Grandma’s altars glowed red with candles. She stood before pictures of suffering Christ and sad Mary, and fingered a rosary with pale blue beads on a silver chain. I knelt by her bed and asked for everyone to be healthy before I climbed under the white chenille bedspread to nap.
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Then the land began to shift and slide. The Portuguese Bend landslide was part of an ancient Altamira event, an ice age feature more than 2,000,000 years old. The slide remained dormant until an extension of Crenshaw Boulevard cut into a layer of diatomaceous clay, destabilizing the area. In the beginning stages of construction, they placed 160,000 cubic yards of road fill at the head of the ancient landslide.


A literal erosion of the idyllic enclave’s lifestyle began when the two-hundred-acre slide began its inexorable march to the sea. In two years the earth slipped 40’ seaward and 10’ vertically. More than one hundred homes, including fifty within the Club, were destroyed, as was the pool and clubhouse.


My first grade class sat cross-legged on the patterned carpet. The topic: “How do we get answers to our questions?” Hands flew up offering conventional suggestions like:


“Ask mommy and daddy.”


“Ask a librarian.”


“Ask a policeman.”


Yes, yes, yes: validation.


Until I raised my hand and added what was obvious to me: “Or, you can sit and get the answer inside yourself.” In the scary SILENCE that ensued, I knew I’d made a mistake, and I vowed never to speak in that way again.


Dad was supposed to pick me up at school, but he was busy working and forgot. The police picked me up walking along the highway and brought me home. In class, I raised my hand to go to the bathroom, and my teacher followed me into the lavatory. She called Mother and suggested a checkup. The doctor said I was fine, maybe I had a small bladder, or it could be a nervous habit. Dad said, “Nervous? Nervous about what?”


Mother said I was high-strung, and compared me to the notes on the piano where the tightest strings stretched. I took piano lessons and played in recitals. Mother sewed a long, blue-and-white dotted Swiss dress with puffed sleeves, an empire waist, and a blue velvet sash. She brushed my dark curls, applied lipstick, and showed me how to press my lips on a tissue. I made a whole sheet of surprised-looking O’s while she retrieved a headband covered with tight blue rosebuds.


In second grade I played a Bach étude for my school.


[image: image]


Mother often rounded us up for Palm Springs weekends. The “Playground of the Stars” had a dry climate, good for Carol’s asthma. Sometimes Dad came. Sometimes it was better he stayed home. They bought a second house; Dad would commute. Jack and Kitty exchanged scary smiles with their teeth clamped tight, their voices too low for me to hear.


My parents were an attractive mismatch. Good partners on the dance floor, they jitterbugged in Sunday marathons during the war years. Kitty entered a beauty contest straight out of high school, and placed second to Donna Reed; she was convinced it was fixed, already bitter. She married a man who served after the Pearl Harbor attack. Dad, a flyboy with poor eyesight, designed aircraft at North American Aviation, where he met Kitty. After an aborted pregnancy—a big brother I missed—and while her first husband fought, Mother annulled her first marriage. At Forest Lawn, a popular cemetery with a chapel, Jack and Kitty tied the knot.


“Your arms opened wide and closed me inside, you took my lips, you took my love, so tenderly.”


Ten years later, whether Mother knew what Dad was doing or not, when Kitty stepped out, the knot unraveled.


Mother was absent, Dad morose. The piano was a solace, and not only to me. Dad sat beside me on the hard bench and asked me to play the popular love song “Tenderly,” recorded by Sarah Vaughan and Nat King Cole. The words were implied in the simple notes and chord structures I’d mastered.


“The tide rushes in, plants a kiss on the shore, then rolls out to sea and the sea is very still once more.”


I longed for stillness, for a cleansing calm. The family tumbled in something tidal, and I drowned in my father’s sorrow. My parents parried, jabbed with looks, raked flesh with sarcasm. When one advanced the other retreated, eroding the middle ground they both felt slide away. They threatened across the chasm to take their need elsewhere; they led with pride until it was too late to recant goodbye.


The sea advanced and withdrew in the dark. Dad’s arms folded over the top of the piano, his head cradled. Tears fell on the glossy black-and-white keys, slippery beneath my fingers. I played until he sobbed, and we clung to each other in the dissonance of fading chords. Dad straightened, and said, “It’s late. Let’s get you to bed.”


Carol slept undisturbed in her matching twin bed. Dad kissed me goodnight, and I closed my eyes and settled. He was there when the car hit the house. Mother was home. She pulled in too fast, overshot the carport, and hit the exterior wall, hard. I woke up crying. What thundered inside the house? Why did the room shake me awake?


“It’s okay… it’s okay. Everything is all right,” Dad said.


I looked at my Mother—framed in the doorway, one hand on her hip, the other steadying herself against the jamb. “That’s right, Jack, tell her everything is all right,” she slurred, and disappeared from sight.


A second crash broke the silence. A vase full of marbles, swept off a table, shattered. Marbles coursed across the cork-tiled floor from one end of the room to the other, hit the far wall, and pooled in the corner closest to the sea, as surf crashed against rocks in blackness below.
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An article by Point Vicente Interpretive Center docent, Sue Kersey, observed that divorce rates rose. Some took the slide in stride.


“It just didn’t seem to be anything to be frightened of; it didn’t seem tragic,” resident Kaaren Hoffman remembered.


“I know we had a wonderful crack going through the living room that was about 6” wide. We used to drop rocks down it and you could never hear where they landed. It was actually just an ideal place to grow up. The sea was marvelous. The marine life was exceptional. It was a small community so everyone knew everyone.”


Kaaren lived there from age 8-15, until the landslide caused the roof of her family’s home to collapse. Club members displayed a degree of black humor about the loss of their treasured little empire. The clubhouse’s closure was reportedly marked with a bittersweet party dubbed “The Last Days of Pompeii,” with guests dressed in togas.


We were slow to notice new cracks in sidewalks and walls. One started on the bottom of the pool at the club, and it grew every day. People said, “Don’t worry. It’s just the land settling.” Then it was inside houses, and there were open seams. Floors sat at different elevations from room to room, and people said, “Come on over. You’ve got to see this.”


I remembered the toga party, though all the theme parties ran together. Dad in a straw hula skirt, a bra filled with oranges, dancing barefoot in a wig made from a mop; my Aunt Sally, famous for her big bust, wearing a cardboard box covered with hand prints and the words, “Community Chest.” My mother in head-to-toe black body makeup, a plunging purple satin blouse, and gold high-heeled sandals, a garter peeking out through a deep slit in her tight black skirt. Halloweens at home with tunnels built across the patio that we made our guests crawl through, hung with slimy strings, and skeletons with bulging green grape eyes. Gatsby parties held at the club where women wore silk-fringed flapper dresses, men in straw boaters and striped suits. African safari parties, and toga parties, gilt wreaths in coiffed hair, bare legs and sandaled feet.


Portuguese Bend Club endured, but there were no more parties in the crumbled clubhouse, and no more holidays at our house. The pool was drained, the dock abandoned, my family broken. Carol and I became visitors where once we had belonged.


We put down tentative new roots in shallow, shifting sand.
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Jack and Kitty Gray








Book Two



Living As Sisters
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I like it when a flower or a little tuft of grass grows through a crack in the concrete. It’s so fucking heroic.


George Carlin
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Four generations: my Mother, Aunt, Cousin, Grandmother and Great-Grandmother


Photo credit: Studio portrait 1946
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Palm Springs


Mother, at thirty-one, lost the security of marriage, and became a single parent looking for work and “fun in the sun.” Dad, at thirty-four, bought his first red Jaguar roadster, cut his house in half, and moved it to the top of a 250-foot cliff. Dad’s new next-door neighbor, Clark Chittig, was quoted in THE DAILY BREEZE article saying, “The fishing isn’t as good as it used to be; the abalone are gone, but the weather has always been very nice here and I don’t want to live anywhere else.”


I didn’t either, but we three girls lived in Palm Springs now, Mother’s idea of heaven. Mom wanted a new start on the life she might have had if her marriage had never happened. Gone were the ocean, the cool breezes, the watery worlds and, though it was not addressed, Dad was gone too. The loss was wrenching. I appeared to handle it better than Carol did. I learned to camouflage my pain, to carry an air of melancholy rather than grieve, and to be private, and to perform when I felt vulnerable. I grew immune to my own emotions, and good at assessing what others needed.


But the loss of my Father was foundational. I awoke one night and went to mother’s room, upset. “I MISS Dad,” I sobbed, ready to throw myself into her arms. Instead, I froze. I didn’t know what Mother was feeling that night. She showed me her anger, hissing, “If you miss him so much, why don’t you go live with him?” I knew that wasn’t an option, and so did she. I backed out of her bedroom. There would be no more emotional displays. This was where I was now.


It was hot in the summer—fry-an-egg-on-the-sidewalk hot; run-barefoot-across-scorching-sand-to-a-spot-of-shade hot; blocks-of-ice-in-the-swimming-pool hot; roll-into-the-water-in-the-middle-of-the-night-and-fall-back-to-sleep-in-a-wet-bathing-suit hot. HOT. My feet grew calloused. My nose and shoulders flaked. “It’s a dry heat. You’ll get used to it,” Mother said, “You look cute in a bathing suit. You know you love it here.”


I never got used to it. It was thick, overpowering, and energy-stealing. Any thought or action took place in the cool early morning when I could function—before heat wrapped itself around me, got me in a choke hold, and held on tight.


Mom and Carol and I ran errands and window-shopped. We parked and I brought up the rear, sleepwalked toward the bank that resembled a Greek temple. White columns rose to the sky, lifted our gaze and dwarfed us. We pushed the glass revolving door and entered, hit by a wall of frigid air. I perked up, felt optimistic, able to speak, buoyed in my chance of surviving August. I even smiled at Mom and Carol, who I noticed had contracted into half their size, arms wrapped around their shivering bodies.


“Let’s go,” Mother said, urgent.


“Oh, no,” I thought.


“Let’s go, NOW,” she said.


She cycled through the revolving door, and I marched after her into the hot white blanket of a summer day. Carol and Mother were relieved; I, a wilted zombie, was blinded by the glare. I climbed into the back seat, trying not to touch the burning leather upholstery.


Downtown, machines lining the tops of buildings sprayed those who braved the sidewalk with a watery mist. Shoppers staggered, refreshed for a moment by the humid cloud. The windows displayed a glitzy glamour. I squinted at feathered boas in colors no bird wore, glittery gold and silvery baubles, rhinestone and sequin-sprinkled clothes that flashed on mannequins who smiled in the brazen heat. I wondered if I’d survive the temperature, the artifice, or the garish good cheer.


Odd things swept through, insect invasions, worms, very biblical, underscoring our recent expulsion from Eden. Whatever was descending at the moment piled up in the sparse shade under parked cars. When we climbed into Mother’s Ford Fairlane sedan, we were careful to sidestep the bodies in our flimsy flip-flops. The car’s tires either crunched or squished over their piled up carcasses as we backed out of our parking space.


Mother sat Carol and me down on the white leather couch in the living room of our new house. She admitted Dad was gone, and suggested we “live as sisters now.” We were an all-female offshoot of our formerly nuclear family, wobbly like a table with one short or missing leg. Carol and I prepared to wobble into a new school, Carol in first grade, I in third. Mother dressed for work and, wobbly, feigned enthusiasm for her new start. We needed time to round off the missing corner—to become a stable tripod, to forget the solid feeling of four, to be just three.





Two



Palm Springs


Within a few months Dad had already met and moved in with Casey and her children, Debbie and Roger. Our first meeting proved awkward. Casey waited in the bar of a restaurant while Dad picked Carol and me up for dinner. We walked into the darkened lounge with Dad, and he guided us to our table while our eyes adjusted to the low light. The bartender set a fresh martini on the table in front of the glamorous stranger with feathered, platinum-streaked, black hair. He picked up her empty glass, winked at her, and walked back to the bar. He seemed like he was showing off.


Dad introduced Casey. We took turns shaking her hand, and then we sat down in tufted club chairs. A waitress took our order, and when she was gone we looked around the table, unsure how to begin, or who was auditioning for what. We were all nervous—except for Dad, who was normal, as always. Carol pretended to dance under the table, unable to keep her legs still. Her shoes kicked the chair and tapped against each other. Casey had warm black eyes that looked straight into mine; I felt seen, sized-up. Her voice stretched out the way some actresses’ voices did when they were making the simplest things sound important.


“I’m sooo happy to meet you. I have two children close to your age who want to meet you too,” she said, and she took a damp drag from her Benson & Hedges cigarette, staining its tip a frosted burnt-orange.


“Really?” I asked. “Do you have any pictures?”


“Nooo, no, no, I don’t.” She exhaled through her nose in two vibrating streams like a dragon, and reached for Dad’s hand. They turned toward each other making a closed circle and kissed. Carol and I looked at each other with round eyes under raised eyebrows and stifled a giggle. Casey turned back to us and continued, “But we hope you’ll visit us soon.”


I nodded, said, “We’ll have to ask Mother, I guess, but that sounds nice.”


“OOH, don’t worry. Your faaather can handle that.” She crushed her cigarette out in an ashtray, and said, “Good then, it’s settled. I’ll reserve your flight.”


Carol and I smiled and nodded a lot; we all got through it. When we were finished eating, Dad stood, and we excused ourselves, shaking hands again with Casey who again waited in the bar for Dad while he drove us home in the roadster.


I wasn’t sure how I felt about this new and powerful presence in my life. I did cruel imitations of Casey eating French fries with a fork when we went home to make Mother feel better. Casey was theatrical where Mother was cool, affectionate where Mother was reserved, stylish where Mother was a conventional beauty. But they both liked the same type of man: the bad boy, the fly boy, the one with that mischievous promise of fun in his eyes. In love, they both became risk takers, high-stakes gamblers with nothing to lose.


Portuguese Bend Club


We visited Portuguese Bend Club. Dad picked us up at LAX; it was so good to see him waiting at our arrival gate. We couldn’t hug him enough. When we got to Portuguese Bend, we went through the gate like we always did. The guard waved his hand and raised the bar. We turned left, instead of right, and entered a short cul-de-sac. Dad used a remote, and we turned into the garage of the second house on the right. He gathered our belongings and we followed him to the front gate.


Dad pulled the gate open with a bronze seagull-shaped handle, and we stepped onto a landing over a swimming pool. He pointed out a door to our left. “Here’s my new office, girls.”


He opened the door and we looked past him at two drafting tables lined up in front of the window.


“Looks nice, Dad. You can see the swimming pool,” I said.


“That’s right. I can see everything. I can see the ocean through the house. Come on, let’s go inside. Debbie and Roger are eager to meet you.”


We followed Dad down the stairs that made a bridge over the pool, and across the decking to the open sliding glass door, and Dad opened the screen.


“Hellooo,” Casey greeted us, her arms opened wide. “Well, come on in.” She backed up out of the doorway and we followed her inside.


“OH, this is,” I said, looking out through the wall of glass at the blue world I remembered, “so beautiful.” I walked straight ahead to another open screened door.


Dad said, “Keep your sweaters on then. I’ll show you this first.” He slid the screen open onto a deck that lined the length of the house, which extended beyond the cliff’s edge. The sun sprayed rays as it sank to the horizon, and cast colored wands across the sea. I stopped and leaned against the middle bar of the railing.


Dad swept his arm across my shoulders. “I’ll show you the circle.”


I fell in behind Carol, and we walked single file to the end of the deck and down a flight to a railed circle, a solid disc surrounded by glistening ice plant, sprinkled with white daisies. We stood in the circle and watched the remaining sun set until its color and warmth faded—until the daisies withdrew their petals for night. Strategically placed lights on a timer lit up the rocks and surf below. The circle was a magic vantage point for sunrise and sunset, for whale watching; and I would soon learn that it was always the perfect place for solitude.


We headed up to the house and followed Dad across the deck. He slid the screen door open.


“Daddy, hi!”


We went in. Two children sat at the bar.


“Daddy, hi,” the boy repeated. The girl just stared.


“Hello, everyone. Terry and Carol, this is Debbie and Roger.”


Dad walked over to Casey, who was half reclined by the wrought iron fireplace at the end of the living room. She held up a wine glass to Dad and they toasted. Casey lounged across a lanai cushion, heaped with pillows that stretched from the fireplace to the glass wall on the ocean side of the room. Dad joined her. The opposing wall was paneled in walnut, lined with books punctuated by paintings and sculpture. Dean Martin sang “That’s Amore” in the background.


Debbie looked bored. Roger was talking fast to Carol who looked like she might cry.


“Want to see the playroom?” Debbie asked. “Okay,” I said, and Carol and Roger came too. We walked down a hall past the open door to the master bedroom, past Debbie and Roger’s rooms, and the bathroom with the sauna that we would share. The hall continued to the playroom where another sliding glass door led onto the patio and pool on the left. A pool table occupied the middle of the room and couches lined the perimeter. Two of them were made up into beds and our suitcases sat beside them. A third door led outside from the playroom back up to street level, the two-car garage, and Dad’s office.


“See,” said Roger, “we have our own entrance.” I nodded. Sliding panels were open to both Debbie and Roger’s rooms, and I could see his bunk beds and her frilly twin.


“I think I’ll go back,” I said.


“Me too,” said Carol.


“Why? It’s better here,” Debbie said.


“They’ll probably call us soon,” said Carol. “I’m hungry.”


“Oh yeah? Okay, go ahead. You’ll see,” Debbie said.


Carol and I padded back down the hall to the kitchen, the physical center of the house, the seam where it had been split in two for transport from the beach to the cliff top. The bar stools were empty, pushed away from the bar that bordered the kitchen. I could hear low voices in Dad and Casey’s bedroom through an open space between the rooms at the ceiling.


I wandered across soft beige wall-to-wall carpet and fell into a couch in the living room. Carol followed. We were tired and overwhelmed from our first flight and all of the changes confused and upset us. I could still hear Roger calling our Dad “Daddy” when we walked in from the circle.


Over the fireplace was a sand casting of a stylized sun and sandpiper, created by the new family. It covered half of the back wall; four handprints autographed the piece. The couches were deep, and they curled around a walnut coffee table inlaid with beveled glass. It was heaped with books and studded with silver candlesticks, cut crystal ashtrays, a decanter, a tall vase packed with blood-red roses, and crystal bowls of crisp daisies. A carved wooden chess set sat on a table by the window. The room, shrouded in the combined scent of roses and gin, burning tapers and cigarette smoke, perfume, fog and fire, was warm, sumptuous, and fully occupied. I felt adrift in Dad’s new house, unsure of my place in his new life.


Casey came out of her bedroom and sat with Carol and me on the living room couch. She looked into our eyes, saw the tears, and didn’t pretend them away. She said, “Each of us has a new life now. It’s all strange and different, but we hope it’s exciting also, to have new family.” Then she listened.


“We’re happy to have new family, but we don’t live here any more, and we miss Dad,” I said. Carol nodded; double tear ducts spilled salted tears.


“I know it must be hard,” she said.


Dad approached warily to see if the storm he sensed had passed. “Are we all set now?” he asked, hopeful.


Casey reached for him, pulled him down onto the wide couch beside her. We all smiled at him. Dad didn’t want to talk about feelings; he just wanted us to be happy for him. So we tried to get used to everything new. Casey was something very new: her exaggerated gestures, her southern manners, her Spanish fire.


We liked Debbie and Roger. Roger was sweet and goofy and his blue eyes had red rims—“granulated eyelids,” he said. I liked to run the palm of my hand over his blond brush cut; it was prickly and made us both laugh. Debbie had brown eyes and light brown hair she wore in a ducktail. Her mouth was curvy and she had a beauty mark high on her left cheek.


I was seven, the oldest and tallest. Roger was six. Carol and Debbie were both five, but Debbie seemed older, much older. The next night, without meaning to, we lined ourselves up at the bar according to age. I sat on the far end closest to the door that opened onto the deck. Roger sat between Carol and me. Debbie, last, the most reluctant to show up at all, took her place on the other end. Dad and Casey occupied two stools on the kitchen side of the bar.


“Okay,” Dad began, “we want you to know a few things. First of all, don’t expect us to be like other parents. We’ve seen how they live for their kids and we’re not going to do that.”


He put his arm around Casey and smiled at her. She beamed back and chimed in, “That’s right. We’re going to live for each other now.” She reached for Dad’s free hand and squeezed it.


Dad said, “Your lives are your own.”


We four exchanged quizzical looks. Roger shrugged. Debbie asked, “Are you going to make dinner? Maybe we could wait in the playroom.”


Dad and Casey laughed as if what Debbie had just said was hilarious.


“Yes,” Dad said, “we plan to feed, clothe, and put a roof over your heads for a while. And we wish you good luck.”


We slid off the bar stools and headed for the playroom.


But the bar was the pulsing place where the action was—where, as Casey said, “we got down to the real nitty-gritty.” Dad was breezy and Casey probed, their variation on good cop/bad cop. Casey had radar for sensitivities, blind spots, whatever made anyone wince or dissemble. She leaned into exposed nerves until they surrendered their secrets. There on the barstools we learned to deflect attention from ourselves—to duck the spotlight, the hot seat, and to offer each other up for sacrifice. We waited to see if dinner was served or abandoned as Jack and Casey drank themselves into a range of preferred moods. We read the signs, knew the exact moment we could slip away, hungry, forgotten, free.





Three



Palm Springs


Palm Springs was a natural oasis in the Coachella Valley desert, ringed by the San Jacinto Mountain range. Tall stands of palm trees grew where groundwater hit fault planes and sprang to the surface. Flash floods carved ravines that creased the desert floor and became dry washes. After a downpour, the air was pungent with creosote, acacia, and citrus. Fuzzy rods of cholla cactus, squat and spiky barrels, and stately Joshua trees and yucca shared space and what scant water there was. Funnels of dust whirled in the dry distance. Things that needed little water did well here.


Mother’s affair with a Frenchman, who had four names I still remember, was short-lived. Her new boyfriend, Dr. John Henry Scott, a chiropractor, told us how he had awoken one morning in Tahquitz Canyon in his sleeping bag, and had seen a diamondback rattler in his direct line of sight, a spiral sleeping on his chest. Dr. Scott had remained motionless until the snake awoke, flicked the air, and slowly, in the growing warmth of morning, uncoiled and slid from his bag.


Carol and I learned how to tie off, slash, and suck out venom if we were struck by a rattlesnake; we never were. We learned how to cut the top off a barrel cactus for its lifesaving drink; we never had to do that either. We made a fort under the tamarisk trees Mother said were “dirty trees, full of spiders.”


We invited the neighborhood kids, a mixed bunch of savvy nature sprites, over to play, and our new tribe showed us stone stairs embedded in the hillside behind our house, ascending partway up the mountain in perfect camouflage. American Indians had built them. They had always lived there, and their descendents still did. Some were made mega-wealthy when the area was checker-boarded, divided equally into public and tribal land. Portions of Palm Canyon Drive, the main drag, and downtown were allotted to some; others received worthless stretches of sand. It was an arbitrary assignment of gifts and deficits, as random as human birth.


We learned about lizards we couldn’t tame; a tail came off in my hand when I grabbed it. A boy pulled a plastic magnifying glass out of his pocket, held the lizard in the notch behind its front legs, and tried to burn it with the sun’s focused rays. To distract him, I suggested we search for scorpions. We sifted through sand for the translucent warriors armed for the battles he then staged. Tarantulas traveled in pairs, prodded the air with furry forelegs. Quail families hurried by, swathed in capes like 1920s Frenchwomen with feathered cloches on their heads, and herded thumb-sized chicks. Prairie dogs peeped out from tunnels, frozen in place, then dug furiously and dove into their underworld network, popping up again a few yards away. Roadrunners skimmed the sand. Chuckwallas, barely detectable, sat and glared. Fitting in so well that one disappeared was another survival skill in the desert.
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