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Chapter One

Room 301





I stood on the third-story windowsill of a hotel in a remote part of Tibet, said, “Here I go,” and jumped.


Within seconds, my body landed fifty feet below in a dusty street. My heels shattered on impact. I crumbled on the ground. Peasants and pedestrians in gray-and-blue Mao jackets and caps likely gathered around me, wondering who I was, a white-skinned foreigner, my face unshaven, my hiking boots caked in red mud, my wire-rimmed glasses unbroken but askew. Thick-tired bicycles, their wire baskets heavy with fruits and vegetables, veered wobbly around me. Vendors in the street’s open-air stalls abandoned their row of shiny apples and plums and rushed over. A handful of Tibetan monks in maroon robes, dotting the nearby green hillside like fallen rose petals, glanced up, their meditation broken. They wouldn’t have known how alike we were, that their robes and prayers were mine as a child.


It was a dry, hot August afternoon in 1999. The sun seemed unusually bright. I had been sitting on the windowsill of my corner hotel room for more than an hour, staring at the marketplace below. When I jumped I had no intention of living. I was in a terrible situation and felt like death was the only way out.


I was in the custody of Chinese authorities, unable to leave my room or make phone calls. A stocky, clean-cut security guard was stationed in the hallway. When I opened the door earlier, he put his hands against my chest and gently pushed me back inside my room. He didn’t speak English. I didn’t speak Chinese. He pointed to the bed, directing me to sit. The room was more sanitized box than comfortable hotel room. The concrete walls, floor, and starchy sheets were white. A single fluorescent tube dangled overhead. There was no phone. I turned on the television set and flipped through the four channels. All carried the same government-controlled programs denouncing a popular religious group as a cult.


I was twenty-nine years old, without any real direction in my life, and had been living in Boston. I had traveled to a remote province in China on a humanitarian mission that had gone horribly awry three days earlier, when a squad of security officers from the Chinese foreign ministry had taken me and two companions into custody. I hadn’t wanted to make the trip in the first place, because it seemed dangerous. The officers confiscated my Minolta camera, seven rolls of film, and notes.


We had come to look at the site of a proposed project, to be funded by the World Bank, that would involve bringing fifty-eight thousand mostly Chinese farmers into Tibetan areas. Our aim was to gauge local Tibetan sentiment. Since the Chinese government had promised unfettered access, I thought we would just explain to the officers what we were doing and be released.


Instead, we were loaded in separate jeeps and taken on a thirty-hour drive to Xining, a city on the northeastern border of China and Tibet. Along the way, I tried to explain that we had done nothing wrong, that we were simply interested in the project. The guards listened in stony silence. At 2 A.M., we pulled up in front of a dimly lit vacant hotel. We got out and were escorted to different rooms.


A series of interrogations followed. I felt I was being ordered to confess to crimes I didn’t know I had committed.


I was led down a tiled corridor to room 301. Inside, the curtains were closed. Against the far wall, a thin, light-skinned man in a dark green military uniform eyed me from behind a desk, where his folded hands rested. The medals pinned to his uniform glistened. Around him, a handful of men stood on chairs and tables, their faces hidden behind cameras with bright lights beaming at me. The one with the still camera moved from one corner of the room to another, snapping photos of me from different angles. Two men huddled on a couch, smoking cigarettes. A cup of black tea cooled on the table in front of me. The window was open. A hot breeze blew in. The curtains puffed.


An empty chair directly across from the officer was waiting for me. An ugly woman with cream-colored pants and deep-set eyes, the interpreter, sat next to me. The corners of her thin mouth drooped in an angry frown. A tape recorder whirred quietly.


I stared at the uniformed man, waiting. He spoke deliberately and slowly in a low, gravelly voice. The translator waited until he was done, then relayed his message.


“What is your name?”


“Daja Meston.”


“Spell it.”


“D-A-J-A M-E-S-T-O-N.”


“When did you come to China?”


“In August.”


“Why did you come to China?”


“I came to see the World Bank project site.”


“What places have you been to?”


“My flight landed in Beijing. From there I went to Xian, Xining, and Dulan.”


“What did you do in these places?”


“Not much. I went to visit the monasteries and to see the grasslands where the Tibetan nomads are.”


He paused and leaned forward. “You have broken the laws of the People’s Republic of China,” he said.


My offense, he said, was taking photos of an abandoned prison labor camp in an area that was off-limits to foreigners without a permit.


I remembered a few days earlier. We wanted to see land connected with the World Bank project and hired a local man to drive us. On the way, he stopped on the road outside the prison to stretch his legs and get a drink of water. I took some pictures because we had stopped and I was taking pictures of every place we stopped. I had no idea it was off-limits. No signs were posted. Coming back on the same road later that day, I saw a sign nailed to a tree outside the prison grounds that had not been there earlier. “Restricted Area. Foreigners without a permit not allowed beyond this point.” I wondered later whether the new sign was put up to trap us into breaking the law.


“I didn’t ask to be taken there,” I explained. Blaming the driver was a perfectly reasonable explanation and true. I was confident that this questioning was all just a formality that would end with me being scolded and sent back to the United States.


Instead, he pressed further, his tone growing angry and impatient. “Why are you really here? Who sent you?”


I lied. “No one sent me. I’m a student researcher. I came on my own.” My heart pounded. I prayed they could not tell I was lying. The organization that paid for my trip was the leading opponent of the World Bank project and well known internationally for defending Tibetan rights and criticizing China. Any association with it would incriminate me and my two companions, including an innocent, soft-spoken Tibetan man who had agreed to be our translator. He was the one I was most concerned about. I remember the terrified look on his face, his eyes widening and the color draining, when the security guards took us into custody. I knew he had a family. At least I had an American passport and a plane ticket home. He could be thrown in jail for life. In theory, according to Chinese law he could even be executed. Anything I said could be used against him. I couldn’t take any chances implicating him.


The questioning continued for six hours. A security man kept refilling my teacup to keep me awake. My muscles began tightening. Trying to be cooperative, I signed a half-dozen statements written in Chinese. My hand shook as I did so. I dipped my thumb in red ink and fingerprinted each page as they demanded. I gushed, “Thank you,” in Chinese every time they offered some tea. The video cameraman got on top of the bed with his shoes still on and directed the flood of camera lights on me. I wanted to look away but everywhere I glanced, eyes glared at me.


I had had only a few hours of sleep in the last forty-eight hours and eaten nothing but a couple of stale crackers stuffed inside my waterproof jacket. My eyes burned from fatigue. I couldn’t concentrate on my answers. In my mind, I replayed what I had said in the last three days so I didn’t contradict myself. Did I say I was an undergraduate student or a graduate student, that I was studying international development? What if one of my companions mentioned that an organization sent us? I would be caught in a lie.


As the hours passed, any sense of privilege I had, of being an American, having a passport, of being involved, albeit as a critic, with the prestigious World Bank, of being right and innocent, evaporated. My neck developed a nervous twitch, jerking sharply to the left, as if it were rebelling against my decisions. No one back home knew that I had been arrested and taken here. Everything I said or did haunted me. I began regretting the picture taken days earlier by a passing tourist: I was stupidly grinning and flashing a defiant peace sign in front of a mural of Chairman Mao at Tiananmen Square. I kicked myself for signing the papers because I had no idea what the statements really said. For all I knew, they had tricked me into admitting that I was a spy.


Scenes from the movie Red Corner played through my head. I became the character played by Richard Gere—an attorney captured in China, tortured, and thrown in a dark prison cell—with the Chinese authorities running after me. I get caught. They put me through the corrupt legal system without any legal representation. I am found guilty of espionage and spying. I imagined myself walking past the thick main gate of the prison. A guard in the prison tower above, looking down on me, watches every step I take. A metal door slams, leaving me alone in a dark, dirty cell, where I am tortured, spit upon, beaten, and forgotten. To me, it was a very real possibility. A friend of ours, a musicology student, had gone to Tibet to record folk songs three years earlier. He visited us a few months before he left. We had not heard from him since. He had been arrested on charges of espionage and was still serving an 18-year jail sentence, in spite of efforts by his family and the international community to get him out.


“Why are you treating me like a criminal?” I asked. “I am not a criminal.”


When there was no response, I made the ultimate demand. “I am an American, and I have the right to representation from the U.S. consulate. I need to make a call to my embassy.” I had scribbled the phone numbers of the U.S. consulate in Guangzhou and the embassy in Beijing on a small piece of paper and tucked them in my wallet.


The chief interrogator responded, “This is not important now. You have not told us everything. You need to think carefully and tell us everything.”


I stared at his uniform and began sweating. As a young boy, whenever a police officer walked by, I hid under benches and behind clusters of bamboo until they passed, afraid that they would arrest me. I’d forgotten how terrified I was of authority figures until that moment.


With that, the interrogation session ended and I was led back to my room. I turned off my lights and climbed into a starchy white bed, my eyes wide open staring at the dark above me.
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I had dreaded this trip. I had received a telephone call only two weeks before I left from the head of a human rights organization, asking if I was available to travel to Tibet to see whether Tibetans, as well as some Mongolians and other indigenous peoples from the area, were being pushed out of the lush, vast, flat grasslands where they fed their herds of yaks and sheep, to make room for the Chinese. By talking to Tibetans, I would find out whether they supported the World Bank project, as the Chinese claimed. I knew that having the World Bank fund a project that involved the transfer of populations from China proper into lands historically claimed by Tibet would legitimize Chinese occupation of Tibet and push Tibetans further into the margins. This wasn’t just any piece of land either. It was not far from the birthplace of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, which made it more high-profile and controversial. Trying to salvage the project, the Chinese government had promised that outsiders, like me, would be welcome and be allowed to freely see for themselves that the Tibetans were happy. That’s what I was going to do.


In the eyes of many, everything about me made me uniquely suited for the trip. I am an American who grew up among Tibetans and spoke Tibetan fluently. I had made three trips to Tibet in the last few years, acting as an interpreter for reporters and a congressman looking into human rights abuses of Tibetans. I had married a Tibetan woman, Phuntsok Dolma. Through her, I learned the hardships facing exiled Tibetans. She spent her childhood living in refugee camps in India after the Chinese made her nomadic family flee their Tibetan pasture-lands. After leaving all of their animals behind in Tibet, her father rummaged through the garbage of local Indian armies to feed his family. Although she came to Boston when she was sixteen, most of her family still lived in the camps and relied on us for money and clothing. “You’re the only one who could do this,” she had said. A soft-spoken but relentlessly persuasive woman, she rattled off several reasons why I should go: You’ve been there before. You know the people, the history, and the language. People would open up to you. They would feel safe. No one else could do that. It would be too risky for a Tibetan to go. Plus you’re American. The Chinese government wouldn’t jeopardize the project by arresting an American for talking to people. This is a golden opportunity, a chance to affect a nation and a people.


Everything she said made sense. I seemed to be the only person who wasn’t convinced that I could handle it. That had often been the case in my life. To others I seemed self-assured, calm, and capable. Little did they know that inside, I battled private demons of insecurity and fear. A friend had told me he thought those trips with the congressman landed me on a blacklist kept by the Chinese government. What made me even more edgy was that this time I was going on my own. I was not acting as someone else’s interpreter. The significance of this trip had been so drilled into my head that I was terrified of not getting the information needed or, worse yet, getting arrested. I felt totally ill-equipped. I didn’t know much of the history of this particular region of Tibet and had little time to study up or make contacts. What if I failed? If I missed a historic opportunity? I would be letting down my wife, her father, the organization, and, some people might say, the entire Tibetan nation. Yet if I backed out, who would go? It would seem to many people that China would score another victory against indigenous people because I was a coward. If nothing else, going would prove to me that I was capable of offering something worthy to the world, something I had been unable to accomplish so far.


I was almost thirty, sitting around doing nothing much except obsessing about doing nothing. I’d had a string of lousy jobs: mowing lawns, making salads, and packing and shipping boxes of fancy paper napkins. Since we couldn’t afford a place of our own, my wife and I lived in a complex for students and missionaries. We shared a communal kitchen with twenty other people. My wife worked fifty hours a week at bagel shops and a jewelry store to support us and her family in India, as well as pay for my college tuition. I got the degree I wanted and had done nothing of substance with it. I seemed incapable of accomplishing anything, as if a critical part of my body, like its motor, was broken and made me completely inoperable. At times, my arms and legs seemed too leaden to move. My wife was a doer. Why couldn’t I be like her? Get a job or even two? Work hard? I didn’t have any idea what I was supposed to do or even where I belonged.


In the days before the trip, I hoped privately that my visa from the Chinese consulate in New York would not be granted. When it arrived in the mail, I considered tearing it up. The night before I left, my wife and I were driving home from the store and had an argument in the car. I wanted to back out at the last minute. She said I was being paranoid. I tried to reassure myself. My wife was right. People could get run over by a car on their way to the supermarket, but that didn’t mean they didn’t go. Other people who were more active in the Tibet movement had managed to get in and out without being arrested. Compared to them, I was small potatoes, hardly worth anybody’s attention.


The morning I left, Phuni’s father, a deeply religious man, rose at 4 A.M. and began burning juniper incense on the fire escape of our tiny one-bedroom apartment. He strung colorful prayer flags along the railings of the fire escape for good luck and my safety. I looked at him as I walked out the door and felt unsettled, as if he knew how dangerous this was.
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Just after midnight, a man dressed in a suit and tie came into my room and flicked on the lights. I was startled, and my heart started pounding. He told me to get up and be ready in one hour for more questioning. I fumbled for my clothes, putting on a khaki shirt and baggy blue pants. Sitting on the edge of my bed, I stared blankly at my watch, growing more paranoid. Their ominous warning rang in my ear: “You need to think carefully and tell us everything.”


What would it take to satisfy them? I had already admitted I’d made a mistake, apologized, and signed confessions. Why was he all dressed up at midnight? Were they taking me somewhere? Why at one in the morning? I had no idea that interrupting sleep was a tactic in questioning. I read it as unsettling urgency.


I stared at my Casio, watching the minutes change. It was 1 A.M. I looked up at the doorknob, waiting for it to turn. No one came. Another hour passed. Still nothing. I took a small narrow spiral notebook out of my black backpack and ripped out a page. Sitting at the bottom of my bed, I wrote a letter stating I was innocent and that my captors were part of an oppressive state. Then fearing what further problems the letter might unleash, I chewed it up and swallowed it. I was too afraid to try to wash it down the sink or flush it down the toilet. When I ran water in the sink, I could hear it falling into a bucket on the floor below to collect whatever I might have tried to get rid of.


I walked around the room, trying to figure out what to do next. Inside my backpack was a Swiss army knife I had stolen from my mother when I was a boy. I picked it up and pulled the small, thin silver blade out. Sitting on the bed, I studied my wrists for the most visible vein. Clenching my teeth, I dug the blade slowly and firmly into my wrist until I bled. I did the same with the other wrist. Capturing the dripping blood on my fingertips, I smeared it on my shirt. My plan was for them to open the door, see the blood, stop everything, and take me to the hospital.


Exhausted, I lay back down in bed and waited for them to return. I kept repeating to myself: I am not a criminal. I have nothing to be afraid of. They are the ones who are wrong. Every once in a while I dozed off, only to awake in a cold sweat from nightmares of prison doors locking behind me, and of me staring through the bars of a tiny dark cell.


The next morning, a young security officer knocked on my door and handed me sticks of fried dough bought from the street vendors outside. The two small wounds on my wrist had already closed. He said nothing of the blood on my shirt and walked away.


I bit into the crunchy stick and tried to swallow but couldn’t. It felt as if I had a stone stuck in my throat. A thermos, left from the day before, still had some warm water inside. I poured it into a cup and made some black tea. I took a few sips and decided to shave, wanting to continue my regular routine and show I wasn’t so defeated that I didn’t care how I looked. I turned the razor on. The batteries were dead.


Looking for any diversion, I flicked on the television set. Images of Chinese police arresting and beating members of Falun Gong flashed on the screen. I looked at the terrified faces and began feeling sick. I paced the room and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the large mirror. I saw my neck twitching. For the first time in years, I prayed for help, asking for the blessings of the Dalai Lama and reciting the mantra of the Green Tara, the goddess of compassion. “Guide me and remove all obstacles,” I prayed.


I had recited those same prayers thousands of times when I was a young boy. My parents were quintessential hippies, living in communes in the 1960s before trekking across Europe in a green VW van. I was born along the way, and barely walking when my parents were swept up in a generational tide of young people seeking spiritual fulfillment and decided to head to India and Nepal to study Buddhism. My mother was so enraptured with the teachings that she took the full plunge and became a Buddhist nun. My father, who relied on my mother for everything, had a breakdown. I was two years old at the time and essentially parentless. My mother found a local Tibetan family with ten children, two mothers, and one father who agreed to take me in. Four years later, my mother decided I should follow in her footsteps and arranged to have me sent to the Buddhist monastery to spend the rest of my life as a monk, wearing a maroon robe and chanting mantras. From the start and throughout my childhood and teen years, I was an outsider. The little white boy in a Tibetan family. Then the white boy monk. My parents were distant figures. I really belonged to no one. After ten years in the monastery, feeling quite alone, I left and made my way to the United States to get an education. After standing out for most of my life, all I wanted was to live a quiet life.


Now I was at the center of a hostile investigation that I still didn’t understand. Naively, I had thought they would realize I’m a nice person.
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From the moment we were arrested, I had been trying to figure out how to get out of this mess. Apologizing, signing confessions, cutting my wrists, demanding a phone call to the embassy. Nothing worked.


I paced the room, trying to divine what they were thinking and anticipate their next move. Could they really be preparing to pursue a full espionage case against me? Did they have enough evidence? If they didn’t, did it matter?


The interrogations would only get worse. I knew that. They wouldn’t let up until I told them who sent me and who I talked to. I wouldn’t budge on that.


I had already failed by being arrested. I wouldn’t fail further by putting other people in danger. Most were nomads, mountain people much like my father-in-law, who slept with newborn sheep next to his skin in his sheepskin chuba, keeping both him and the baby animals warm until the sun rose. The terrified face of our Tibetan translator kept flashing in front of me. I felt like I was going to throw up.


Since I was not going to cooperate and give them the answers they were looking for, the next logical step would be prison. They would torture me to try to get me to talk. They would win because they had me in prison, where I was terrified of being. I wanted to deny them any victory.


Shouting came from the television. I glanced up. People on the screen were cowering beneath the blows of the police. As disturbing as the scenes were, I couldn’t stop watching. The government was demonizing these people just as it did the Dalai Lama and his Tibetan followers. I don’t know what I was more afraid of—prison, or failing this mission and jeopardizing innocent people’s lives.


If only I could pick up the phone and call someone. My heart ached for a friendly voice. I saw an image of Phuntsok sitting in our tiny living room, her long, dark hair and kind, heart-shaped face. I wanted her there with me. She was always stronger than I. She would move mountains for a cause. As she grew up, her father would advise her to “grow a bone in your heart”—be strong. I wanted to hear her gentle and assuring words. The more I thought of her, the more frustrated I was at my powerlessness.


I wondered if my mother knew that I was in Tibet. She was in India practicing and teaching Buddhism. We saw each other every few years and kept in touch through e-mail, letters, and phone calls. It was better that way. I had spent most of my childhood missing her, my teen years embarrassed by her robes, and my adult life angry at her for leaving me. I was in my mid-twenties the first time I remember her saying she loved me. Whether she said it before, I don’t recall. I imagined her, with her head shorn, meditating and chanting, moving more slowly with age. Though we were never close, over the years I’d send her atomizers and warm slippers. I worried about her. I always have.


Same with my father, a big bear of a man. I knew he had no idea where I was or what I was doing. On medication for schizophrenia, he lived in a Los Angeles home with older people with dementia. Medication had dulled his emotions. Our conversations were short. He never asked questions and usually answered mine with yes or no. I have only one childhood memory of him. We are playing peekaboo, his bushy, bearded face close to mine. I used to fantasize about a perfect family, sitting together around a table, talking and laughing.


My thoughts returned to the present. I was desperate to get out of there. I had already tried to leave my room and was stopped by the security guard. I couldn’t imagine myself wrestling with him, trying to take his gun or overpowering him. I’m not that strong. I’d likely get killed in the process. At one point during the thirty-hour jeep ride, I thought of jumping out the door and running like hell, but I was afraid I might get into more trouble or they might actually shoot me.


After about a half hour, I looked at the huge window. The curtains were open and the sun was pouring in. The sounds of rattling bicycles, heated bartering, and chickens squawking melted together in an indiscernible din.


It was the only way out. No one would know whether I jumped or was pushed. I didn’t expect to live. The American government would demand an investigation into why a U.S. citizen died while in Chinese custody. Tensions between the two governments would be further strained. The human rights group that sent me would protest and the World Bank would have to look more closely at the project. I had already failed by being arrested. Maybe this could make things right.


I was tired of thinking and trying to figure out what my captors would do or what I should be doing. I didn’t dwell on my body landing. I didn’t think of actually dying or of never being able to see Phuntsok again or having a family. I just thought of getting out of there.


I put on my Gore-Tex hiking boots. For some reason, it made sense. I was going out. My hands trembled as I tied the laces.


Up on the windowsill, I stared out. Blinded by the blistering sun, I took what I thought would be my final step.


Unbeknownst to me at the time, my jump that hot August afternoon marked the beginning of another journey.









Chapter Two

Roots





I took my first steps near a fishing village on the Greek island of Corfu, down a dirt path near the sea, holding the hand of a young blond village girl who told my mother it was time for me to learn to walk. The girl’s parents had a vegetable garden next to our small house near the beach. It was the first house our family had together, and the last. My mother, her shoulder-length brown hair and long print skirts blowing in the sea breeze, cooked on a propane stove on the front porch and macraméd, me at her feet, a pacifier in my mouth. My father, a self-taught artist, set up his easels at the back of the house and painted. With his thick, bushy head of hair, a beard, and thick black plastic glasses, he looked like one of his favorite poets, Allen Ginsberg. The three of us bathed in the sea and relaxed on the patios of local restaurants, eating Greek curd topped with local honey. We were a hippie version of Norman Rockwell.


The town was quiet and domestic. The men ran small shops and fished, drank wine and played dominoes on the outside patio at the beachside restaurant. The women worked in the gardens, cooked, and raised the children. They adopted our young family, bringing us huge cabbages and freshly squeezed olive oil from the trees that lined the narrow roads. The women would sit outside in the sun, taking turns holding me and lifting me up in the air, my curly mop of dirty-blond hair falling into my eyes. They taught my mother how to speak Greek and advised her on such things as what to feed me.


I knew little of our short life together as a family until I was well into my twenties. Until then I didn’t have a chance or a reason to learn more. Growing up, I didn’t sit down to eat with my parents, so I missed the stories about them growing up in California and leaving the States that would have been recounted at the dinner table or over a late-night cup of coffee. I didn’t have family pictures that could have provided three-by-five glimpses of our past. My parents and I didn’t even share a common language. By the time I learned to talk I was living with a Tibetan family. More than likely, my first words were Ama la, for Mother, and Pa la, for Father. On my mother’s occasional visits, she had to communicate with hand gestures. I had no idea where my father was and didn’t even know I should care.


Besides not having an opportunity to ask questions, I didn’t have a reason. As strange as it now sounds, I didn’t know my parents were supposed to be a part of my life and that there must be a reason why they weren’t. It was only after I left the secluded life of the monk and saw families on picnics, or a mother walking down the sidewalk holding a child’s hand, or a car pulling up at a curb and a father dropping a child off at school, that I even thought to ask why.


How my parents met, whether they were rich growing up or poor, happy or sad, whether I had grandparents or aunts and uncles—all this was unknown to me. I had no hint as to why they had left their childhood homes and country or why they decided to leave me as a small boy in a foreign land, away from any family members. I was here and didn’t know where I came from. My unconventional life was even more incongruous absent a prologue. I would have loved to hear the phrase “When I was your age” and the tales that typically follow. It would have helped. Woven into those stories are telling strands about the past that illuminate the present.


At some point in my twenties, hungry for explanations and insight, I began asking questions, reading forgotten letters, tracking down distant relatives, and reaching out to my mother and to my father. Bit by bit, I was able to reconstruct my past.


It was 1971 and I was about a year old when I took those steps in Greece. Before that, we lived in a green Volkswagen van and traveled across Europe, guided by a map in the Whole Earth Catalog and by whim. We came to Corfu, via Morocco and Tunisia, because a family in a restaurant said it was nice. A local man named Yani offered a house with a very small rent. Before that, we had lived in Spain, following the advice of an artist who made silver belt buckles and got high with my father. A bright parrot, Farly Zuba, traveled with us.


My actual birthplace was a stone house in a small Swiss town at the foot of the Alps. My parents had been sleeping in a car in a quiet neighborhood because the hotels in Geneva were too expensive. Early one morning, an older woman tapped on the car window and motioned for my parents to come into her home. Over breakfast, the woman, concerned about my pregnant mother, told them about a house near the French-Swiss border that had become a way station of sorts for a generation of flower children. My parents, Feather and Larry Greeneye, must have looked the part of wanderlust hippies. My father’s name had been Greenberg, but they officially changed it when they got married, because Greeneye sounded more poetic and was unconventional, which is what the sixties were largely about.


The large stone house, flanked by daffodils, pink-blossomed trees, and the Alps, was owned by a couple that also came from California, Stan and Louise White. The Whites weren’t exactly hippies as much as exiles, having been labeled Communists during the McCarthy Red Scare. They welcomed young travelers who likewise had left their homes, some just for a short-lived adventure, others, like my parents, for good. Louise smoked a pipe. Everyone ate at a big supper table. Couples were having babies. A sunny room upstairs with a mountain view evolved into the birthing room, reserved for women about to deliver.


My parents lived there for about a month. My mother, who all her life had told relatives and friends she never wanted to have children, crocheted a multicolored baby blanket.
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One September afternoon in 1970, my mother was sewing an olive green velvet dress. Standing in front of the mirror to see how it looked, she felt contractions and went into labor. The Swiss midwife arrived. I was born shortly thereafter and named Daja Mizu Greeneye. My mother picked Daja because she liked the sound of it. Mizu, which means “water” in Japanese, was my father’s choice. My father took dozens of pictures. My mother, not prone to sentimentality, told me later that she was lying in bed and looked down at me resting peacefully in a woven straw baby basket. Tears streamed down her face. She remembers thinking, “At last, someone to love completely.”


I had her dimples and long, narrow face, my father’s eyes and long lashes. In a photo of her carrying me like a papoose, her hands on her hips, half smiling, half squinting in the sun, she looks proud and defiant. My father handed out cigars and recited poems to me as I slept. A package of photos of me as a newborn arrived back in California to announce my birth. “I’m trying to hold my head up to SEE!” my mother wrote on the back of one, which showed her straining her head to catch a glimpse of my birth.


Over the years, distant relatives would clean out their drawers or attics and send me packets of random photos of various couples holding babies, group shots of older women squinting in the sunlight, and clusters of people hoisting champagne glasses at wedding receptions. They were meaningless. The people in them might as well have been staring out of a history textbook, their connections unknown to me.


Later, when I realized who these people were, I began looking at them more closely. I noticed that my father was sometimes cut out of a scene. So too was my grandmother Rosemary, who was my mother’s mother. In one photo, her body was crudely lopped off a group shot on a grassy lawn. In another, a black marker has colored in where Rosemary’s sculpted face should be; brown curls wreathed the black smudge. My faceless grandmother wore a striped summer dress and cradled my mother, then a chubby baby in diapers, in her arms.


Apparently, the faces were eliminated by Bernardine Szold Fritz. Bernardine, or Dena as she was often called, was my maternal great-grandmother and a bit of a snob. She didn’t like my father, who came from a poor neighborhood and seemed to have no ambition other than to paint. In her eyes, he wasn’t good enough for my mother, who was her only and treasured grandchild. That’s why he was eliminated from family shots.


As to why my great-grandmother would cut her one and only child, Rosemary, out of the picture, I can only guess. Maybe she thought it was an unflattering picture. Or she was angry at Rosemary for being such a disappointment. My grandmother Rosemary never lived up to Dena’s expectations as a star or a person. I imagine my grandmother always wanting her mother’s affirmation and never getting it. That made me feel more connected to her, as if we both shared that struggle and disappointment. Dena, my great-grandmother, thought Rosemary was self-centered and lazy. Lazy is something Dena found particularly abhorrent, industrious as she was. Dena’s achievements and high-profile connections were many. My great-grandmother was the first female political reporter for a major Chicago newspaper, and then wrote for the New Yorker from Paris and Hollywood. In print, she dismissed Marlene Dietrich’s slinky silver lamé gown as lovely but not memorable and credited Miriam Hopkins for being devastatingly witty in spite of a head cold. Dena hung out with the brilliant thinkers and writers of her day. She spent a decade in Shanghai with her fourth husband, where she founded the International Arts Theatre and developed a deep love for Eastern religion and culture. It was my great-grandmother Dena who introduced my mother to the teachings of the Buddha.


I met my great-grandmother Dena only once, and she didn’t strike me as anyone special—just an older woman, in her eighties, frail, with emphysema and a lisp. Her long hair was knotted up and held in place with chopsticks. The nails of her strong Hungarian hands were painted bright red. She had a long, sharp nose, deep dimples, and wobbly earlobes stretched thin from years of wearing heavy hoops. Even when she had no outing planned, Dena put on red lipstick and wore huge Oriental rings and necklaces. Every morning she’d take an eyebrow pencil and draw arched eyebrows in the place of her actual ones, which she had completely plucked. With her shakier hands and fading eyesight the eyebrows were crooked, often with one quite a bit higher than the other.


Apparently she had a huge impact on my mother, Feather, and by default, me. If not for my great-grandmother, my mother says, she might not have explored Eastern religions or been so open-minded. Without Dena, my mother might have ended up an alcoholic like her parents. Dena, she insists, made up completely for her own absent parents. At one point in my life, I might have agreed that it was possible not to miss a parent and to think their absence meaningless. Now I don’t. There’s no making up for the loss of parents.


Feather was the only child of John and Rosemary Meston, a handsome, well-known Hollywood couple. My grandfather John grew up riding horses and fishing for trout near his Colorado mountain home. His mother was a devout Episcopalian, uptight and conventional, who taught Feather the Lord’s Prayer and how to make fudge. His father was a successful businessman who didn’t want his son spending the rest of his life riding horses and sent him to an exclusive academy in New Hampshire for high school and then to Dartmouth and the Sorbonne, in France. My grandfather John was a gifted listener and storyteller and used those skills, along with his Western upbringing, to help him create the radio and television show Gunsmoke. When I left the monastery and came to the States as a teenager in 1987, I wanted to be an American and distance myself from my Tibetan past. I didn’t like the strange last name Greeneye and changed it to Meston on my marriage certificate to be connected to my grandfather and what I sensed was an American icon he had helped create. I had no clue what Gunsmoke was about. But other people did and I latched on to that connection, thinking it would give me some credibility in the United States.


As a young woman, my grandmother, the willowy and beautiful Rosemary, modeled for Vogue and doubled for Katharine Hepburn. She loved the beach and flirting with tanned, handsome men and could rattle off a half dozen bawdry limericks. In many ways, Rosemary had a privileged youth. Educated at the best schools, she learned to ski in France and traveled around the world. Dena—her mother and my great-grandmother—was proud of Rosemary’s beauty and talent and pushed her to be a star. In black-and-white studio photos, Rosemary’s smile is wide and her dimples deep, but her eyes look sad. Knowing what I do now, I can’t imagine she was happy.


Most of my grandmother’s childhood was spent in boarding schools, first in Chicago and then in Europe, and at summer camp, while her mother, Dena, traveled and began and ended four marriages. None of Dena’s husbands were interested in being fathers to Rosemary. Dena’s first husband, Rosemary’s biological father, left when Rosemary was two years old. Dena’s fourth, a millionaire bank executive and polo player, didn’t like children in general and Rosemary in particular because she cost so much to educate and entertain. While Rosemary was in boarding school, she confided to her diary how much she missed Dena’s attention.


I came across some nude studio pictures, perhaps taken for a modeling portfolio, of slender, undeveloped, nymphlike Rosemary when she was about ten years old. In one, she faces the camera, standing perfectly straight, her feet together, and holds a branch with a few sparse white flowers in front of her bare chest. In a second shot, her body is turned sideways, but she is looking over her shoulder directly at the camera. Her bangs are cut neatly across her forehead. The branch is slung over her shoulder. When I first saw the photos several years ago, I was shocked to think that my grandmother was posing naked in front of a camera. Now when I look at them, I think of her own mother, my great-grandmother Dena, who allowed or subjected her young daughter to being photographed like that in the name of art. Dena did the same thing to my own mother. Posing naked in front of the photographer at Dena’s request made Feather uncomfortable for a few minutes, but she insisted it had no impact on her. I suspect it did and she’s unwilling to admit it.


My grandmother Rosemary ended up in therapy for much of her short adult life. She made her first of several suicide attempts when my mother was two years old. Rosemary’s unhappy and lonely childhood didn’t necessarily make her suicidal or an alcoholic, my mother told me. Other people have lousy childhoods and don’t try to kill themselves, she says. Instead, my mother says Rosemary had bad karma. Maybe that’s true, but it didn’t excuse Dena for being an absent mother to Rosemary or for exploiting her.
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My mother’s name, Feather, had been the affectionate nickname my grandfather John gave to my grandmother.


My mother doesn’t remember instances of affection from either of her parents. They were talented and well regarded among their peers, but when it came to their only child, they were absent and cold. They spent much time going to parties and leaving my mother in the care of my great-grandmother Dena, who was my mother’s only source of love. Neither John nor Rosemary was around to teach my mother momentous childhood achievements, like how to ride a bike or swim—she learned those kinds of things on her own or at camp.


My grandfather John was an evening alcoholic. Sober, hardworking, and uncommunicative during the day, he became drunk and loud at the dinner hour. After several martinis, he would begin slurring maudlin words and stumbling around the kitchen. Rosemary drank along with him. They weren’t cruel or mean to my mother. They just weren’t there for her. The only time my mother remembers being spanked was when Rosemary, a health freak who banned desserts and candy, found out that my mother had eaten some Valentine’s Day chocolates. Rosemary put my mother over her knee and spanked her.


With no brothers or sisters, my mother was often alone, except for her blue parakeet named Beau, an amazing little bird that survived a few landings in the toilet and trips into a lit burner on the stove. In most photos my mother is by herself—sitting on the grass in the backyard or on the sand at the beach, petting the neighbor’s dog through the fence, or dressing up in Dena’s fancy capes. In a few family group shots, she is the only child, a little girl wearing cowboy chaps and a vest. She lived in nine different places growing up and never went to the same school two years in a row, which made it difficult to make friends. At the end of one year in high school, classmates wrote in her yearbook the type of messages reserved for people they don’t really know. “To a real sweet girl. Hope you like the next school you go to.”


As a little girl, she assumed that her parents were madly in love, and she remembers quite clearly the day she found out they weren’t. She was about five or six, and my grandmother Rosemary had taken her out to buy new shoes. They arrived at the store. My grandmother parked the car, turned off the ignition, and sat for a few minutes. Then she looked at my mother and said my grandfather John was moving out of the house. My mother began to cry, somehow sensing at that young age that it was an important event and a loss to what had been her family life. A few minutes passed. My grandmother asked my mother if she still wanted to buy shoes. My mother said yes.


From then on, my mother lived with my grandmother, who was then probably in her early thirties, in a series of small apartments in the Burbank area. The first was a sullen, dingy, four-room apartment with a tiny kitchen, living room, and two bedrooms. My grandmother would send my mother off on her bicycle to Bill’s Liquor Store on Riverside Drive with a note for the owner. He would put a half pint of bourbon and a pack of Pall Mall cigarettes into a paper bag. My mother deposited the bag into the front basket on her bike, and rode back to the apartment to deliver the package to her mother.


She was only six and learning how to read “Run, Jane, run” and “Sit, Spot, sit” when she began looking at her own mother as a sick person rather than a parent. My grandmother would disappear into her dark bedroom for weeks, eating little. The room had a stale, sick smell to it. One time, they were in the kitchen and my grandmother took a swig from the bourbon bottle.


My mother looked up at her. “Why do you drink that?”


“Because it feels good going down,” my grandmother answered. Most of my grandmother’s friends were also divorced women who drank too much. She had a boyfriend, too. He was a trombonist she met at a jazz bar. They had a rocky relationship that lasted eight years.


As a little girl, my mother missed her father’s attention. The only thing she felt from him was distance. On the rare occasions when he took her out to dinner, he would start and end the meal with martinis. My grandfather dated various women, including the actress who played Kitty on Gunsmoke. Later, he marred Bette Ford, a famous American bullfighter. He and Bette spent much of their time in Mexico, attending bullfights. He wrote short missives to my mother on Thanksgiving, telling her to keep up with her studies. He would visit, he promised, but was never sure when.


My mother’s happiest times were weekends. Every Friday afternoon, my great-grandmother Dena waited in front of my mother’s school in her yellow Pontiac convertible to take my mother home with her. They established a comforting routine. Dena gave my mother an after-school snack of applesauce or a sandwich, followed by a bubble bath. A heated terry cloth bathrobe waited for my mother when she stepped out of the tub. They ate dinner side by side on the couch, watching TV and holding hands. As a special outing, Dena took my mother to a small amusement park in the middle of Hollywood, and watched my mother ride a small pony and the Ferris wheel and merry-go-round, smiling and waving at each pass.


My mother adored Dena, and was understandably shaped by Dena’s own passions and beliefs, especially her love of the Far East. The two of them went through Dena’s old, heavy leather trunk filled with beautiful silk scarves and skirts from India, Bali, and Thailand, and jewelry from China and India. My mother dressed up, putting on bright lipstick and eyebrow pencil, and danced around Dena’s garden, pretending to be an Indian princess or a Balinese dancer. In the evenings, Dena read passages to my mother from the Chinese philosopher Laozi, Buddha, and Confucius and talked about reincarnation. Sometimes the two of them would get on the floor and try various yoga positions. The entire house, filled with Chinese furniture covered in beige silk and Chinese lacquer screens embossed with tiny hand-carved figurines, had a Far East feel to it. A three-foot-tall statue of Laozi with a long beard made of real hair guarded the front hallway, silently greeting Dena’s guests. Dena had an impressive list of friends—the Hemingways, Henry Miller, the nearly blind Aldous Huxley, Sherwood Anderson. Autographed photos of Anaïs Nin and Gertrude Stein and other writers and actors lined one wall in her TV room. She liked to impress, dropping names of well-known friends. Her affected British accent became more pronounced at dinner parties.


My great-grandmother often brought my mother to fancy Hollywood and Beverly Hills gatherings, introducing her to movie stars, famous directors, producers, and writers. They would include my young mother in the conversations. She was only in grade school and didn’t really know what they were talking about or care. She’d pluck fancy hors d’oeuvres from platters carried by maids dressed in black dresses and white aprons and watch people, cocktail in one hand, cigarette in the other, talking and laughing loudly. About the only time she had fun was when she played Ping-Pong at Henry Miller’s house.


With my great-grandmother Dena, my mother felt that she was the light in someone’s life, special and worthwhile. She never felt that from her own parents. Only once does my mother remember crying as a child. She was alone in her bedroom, sobbing. My grandmother Rosemary opened the door and asked what was wrong. “I’m so, so sad because I’m thinking that maybe Dena will die one day.” My mother never felt enough love from or for her own parents to cry over them, even when they died. Why Dena was such an attentive grandmother to my own mother, but such an absent mother to Rosemary, I can’t say. Maybe by the time her grandchild arrived, she was willing to settle down and give of herself.


When Sunday evening arrived, my mother would go back home with my grandmother Rosemary. During her self-conscious teen years, Feather began resenting her mother’s drinking binges. She couldn’t bring friends home. My grandmother’s jazz musician boyfriend was often snoring on the couch and my grandmother herself was locked in her bedroom, drinking. Soon my mother was spending less and less time at home and more time out with her friends, drinking wine and missing school.


At one point, my great-grandmother Dena arranged to have my mother, then about thirteen years old, sent to a posh boarding school to get her away from my grandmother. Rosemary begged my mother not to go, telling her that she needed her. My young mother, wanting desperately for my grandmother to be well and feeling guilty about abandoning her in need, agreed to stay on one condition. Rosemary had to start going to AA meetings and stop drinking.


My grandmother swore to my mother she would. Instead, Rosemary only began drinking more. The fights with her boyfriend grew more physical. When my mother was a freshman at Laguna Beach High School, she arrived home from school to find my grandmother nearly dead after trying to overdose on pills. My mother, though terrified, called the ambulance and tried to comfort my grandmother until paramedics arrived. All the promises my grandmother made to get help and stop drinking were broken. The dream that she would change was shattered. My mother felt betrayed.


It was settled. My mother had to leave my grandmother. Just fourteen years old, petite but resolute, my mother boarded the Queen Elizabeth by herself and sailed to Europe to join my grandfather John and his second wife, Bette Ford, the bullfighter. She spent the next two years in Europe, attending boarding school and traveling with John and Bette around Spain following the bullfights. Every night, the three of them would get drunk on wine and Pernod. Although she was spending more time with her father, he didn’t show much interest in her.


“All I felt from John was distance, which did make me sad and yearn for his love and attention. As I grew older, I gave up on him and his love. Totally,” Feather says. In what my mother felt was a last act of rejection, my grandfather left her nothing in his will. When she wrote letters home, they were to Dena, not to her father.


By the time my mother returned to the United States—she was in twelfth grade—she had a drinking problem. One drink was never enough. She had to keep going until she was completely drunk. To this day she doesn’t know how she managed to graduate from Occidental College with her degree in comparative literature, let alone get good grades.
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My father, Larry, grew up in Los Angeles, the youngest of the five Greenberg children.


His parents, Sam and Sarah Greenberg, were Jewish, their families coming from Eastern Europe. My great-grandfather was a rabbi and circumcised my father on the dining room table. Growing up, I didn’t know what Jewish was. I think the first time I heard the word was when I was a boy and overheard my mother describing me to one of her nun friends and saying I had a Jewish nose. I associated Jewish with undesirable big noses.


The Greenbergs lived in a poor South Central Los Angeles neighborhood. Their run-down, big-framed wooden house, with a big walnut tree out back, had holes in the walls the size of soccer balls. Stuffing oozed out the bottom of the sofa and chairs that their father brought home from his secondhand store. They slept on dark, scratchy, unbleached muslin sheets. Their clothes and food were government handouts. The boys wore the same white corduroy pants that all poor kids did. The girls wore shapeless seersucker dresses that hung on them like drapes. When they were sick, they took free streetcars to the free clinic on the other side of Los Angeles, waiting in lines for three to four hours. Red and yellow arrows on the floor herded them along proper hallways and rooms, where they would wait with other poor people, painfully aware and embarrassed that they were charity cases.


The house might not have seemed so awful if it had been clean. But my grandmother Sarah was a terrible housekeeper. Beds weren’t made. Dirty dishes sat unwashed in the sink and on the table. If the kids didn’t pick up their clothes or clean their room, she didn’t mind or even seem to notice.


The chaos was beyond carefree. Something wasn’t quite right about Sarah. On the one hand, she was witty and charming to people who didn’t have to live with her. At the bus stop, she would sit down and begin a conversation and within minutes have people laughing. A newshound, she read the newspaper and listened to the radio and could talk intelligently about nearly every subject. With little money, she knew how to make a single chicken linger through several meals—a roast one night, a stew the next, leaving only scrawny chicken feet, which had just enough flavor to make soup. Hunched over her sewing machine, she made clothes for herself and her daughters, trying to update fashionless government handouts.


But for all that apparent competence, she seemed forever on the verge of a breakdown. The youngest Greenberg daughter, Aunt Rhoda, remembers my grandmother walking around the house, saying how nervous she was and taking bromides. When the children misbehaved, or made too much noise, she seemed unable to respond in any controlled way, and began screaming wildly at them. The Greenberg children don’t know if their mother suffered from some undiagnosed mental illness, but they do know she seemed unusually fragile. “My mother was a screaming maniac,” says Aunt Rhoda.


If Sarah and Sam ever got along, it was before their children formed memories. What the Greenberg children recall is their parents slamming doors and yelling at each other about their respective shortcomings. Sarah was a nag. Sam couldn’t hold a job. The family lived on welfare. Early in their marriage, he would peddle oranges to Japanese-American fishermen repairing their nets on nearby Terminal Island and sell secondhand furniture from a storefront. Whatever wasn’t good enough to sell, he brought home. If someone wanted to buy the sofa right out from under them, he would sell it. Once, he sold the player out of the player piano. To top it off, he smoked constantly, which my grandmother hated. She nagged him on all points—money, holes in the walls, broken-down furniture, and smoking.


On more than one occasion, after an argument, my grandmother would pack a bag and storm out of the house, taking my Aunt Rhoda, then the only child at home, with her. They’d walk briskly to the nearest cheap boardinghouse, where they would stay only a night or two. My grandfather would come pick them up. My embarrassed grandmother lied to the boardinghouse owner, saying her brother was picking her up. Police came to the Greenberg house one time when my grandmother was ready to leave home with Aunt Rhoda in tow. My grandfather grabbed Aunt Rhoda’s other arm. Little Aunt Rhoda, all of five or six years old, stood between her screaming parents, her thin little arms being jerked back and forth. My grandmother called the police and insisted that they make Aunt Rhoda come with her. “Ma’am,” they said politely, “this is her home and her father. We can’t make her leave.”


As much as they argued, their children said they knew their parents loved each other and loved their children. Aunt Rhoda remembers her father lying down in bed with her and telling her stories about the little boy who slid down the hill with his shoes on and arrived at the bottom with his soles worn off. Her mother took her on daylong trips on the free streetcar, pointing out different neighborhoods and interesting buildings, to get them both out of the house on a free and fun adventure. “They loved their kids. They just didn’t know how to take care of them,” says Uncle Al, the third Greenberg child.


Education was not a big priority. They never encouraged their children to go to college and make a better life for themselves, although the oldest, Aunt Frances, did put herself through college. What motivated the Greenberg children was a desire to get away from their crazed parents and their wreck of a house. The two oldest boys enlisted as soon as they were eligible. Uncle Hal served in the merchant marine as an engineering officer. Uncle Al was a combat cameraman with the air force. Aunt Rhoda married when she was sixteen.


Though the family was essentially estranged, the children going their own ways at young ages, they were a tight band. Uncle Al and Uncle Hal went into business together. Commercials for Hal and Al’s Tires ran with such frequency on local TV and radio that they became a household name. Uncle Al was always trying to get his baby sister, my aunt Rhoda, who was six years younger, to the Jewish community center to meet people outside their poor neighborhood.


Unfortunately, by the time my father was born, his two big brothers were in the service and his oldest sister was married. The only one at home was my aunt Rhoda, then eleven. She told me later that it was too bad that she and my father were born when they were. By then, her parents were older and weary of the arguing. Two more children meant more strain on my already fragile grandmother. Aunt Rhoda was tougher, though. “I’m a survivor. Larry isn’t. He doesn’t have that push,” Aunt Rhoda said.


When my father was six months old, my grandmother left home, leaving him and eleven-year-old Rhoda with their father. Where my grandmother lived was a mystery. One night she climbed through the window of the tiny back bedroom, stepped onto the bed, and tiptoed in to check on the sleeping Rhoda and Larry. When my grandfather found out, he nailed the windows shut. After only a few weeks, my grandmother came back home. She missed her children and my grandfather couldn’t handle them on his own. But by then, the marriage was over. My grandfather moved out. My grandmother asked for a divorce. Apparently, she didn’t worry about losing my grandfather’s income because there wasn’t much anyway. My grandfather sent her $5 a week for child support. My grandmother relied on her own sisters for money.


My stubborn grandfather never spoke to my grandmother again. When he wanted to see the children, he had a code. Call and hang up after one ring. Hearing the signal, Aunt Rhoda took my father by the hand and walked him down to the corner, where their father would be waiting. Other times, she pulled my father in a wagon to Sam’s secondhand store several blocks away, where they would watch him try to repair an old couch or TV.


Aunt Rhoda ended up being like a mother to my father. Not wanting to leave him home with their increasingly agitated mother, Aunt Rhoda took him with her to the beach or to her friends’ houses. When posing for pictures, she stands close to him, holding on to his arm with one hand and resting her other hand on his shoulder, protectively.


My father didn’t have many friends. On one occasion, when he was about four or five, he went outside to play. My grandmother grew worried because he hadn’t come home, and sent Uncle Harold to look for him. Uncle Harold found my father at a neighbor’s house down the street where two older boys lived. One of the boys was holding my father down, while the other boy was hitting him. The boys’ father watched, calling my father a “dirty Jew.” The Greenbergs were the only Jewish family in the neighborhood. Most of their neighbors had come to California from the Bible Belt to work in defense plants. Jews to them were Christ killers. With a name like Greenberg, everyone knew the family was Jewish even if they didn’t tell them.
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When Aunt Rhoda was sixteen, she married, leaving my father, then five years old, alone with my grandmother. My grandfather died the following year. No one knows why, but my grandmother sent my father to live in Vista Del Mar, an orphanage for Jewish children, when he was about eight. His brothers and sisters could only speculate. Larry was a little boy, testing his limits. He got on Sarah’s already frail nerves. If she said, “Don’t bang on the piano,” he banged on it. Aunt Rhoda wasn’t in any shape to take him. She wasn’t even twenty and had two small children. Aunt Frances offered to take my father in, but my grandmother refused.


For the next several years, my father lived in one of six cottages at the orphanage, each with a housemother, sharing a room with five other boys. They ate in a mess hall with the hundred other children there. A local Jewish bakery donated pastries. Out back was a wooded area. My father would go there and play, climbing trees and exploring the hilly acres. His older brothers bought him his first bike, which he rode down a hill on a dare before crashing into a wall and breaking his wrists. At first, the orphanage was nice, my father said. But then one of the boys started beating him up, so he ran away to his mother’s house. It is hard to tell what he thought of my grandmother or how they got along. She isn’t alive. His own mental illness leaves him uncommunicative. “She was a nice person. She cooked for me, gave me a bath, sent me to school,” is all he would say when I asked about her.


A few years later, my father went to live with his older brother my uncle Harold, who had three younger sons. That didn’t work out either. My father never felt he belonged. Uncle Harold loved my father but wasn’t communicative or warm. His wife liked her home clean. My father was not. He fished at the ocean and brought home his fresh catch, thinking it would be a welcome meal. She shrieked.


As a teen, he was a loner. While other teenagers were dating, driving, and playing sports, he listened to classical music, read, and sketched pictures. Tall and thin, he had dark eyes and long lashes. His face was a little lopsided. The dentist found that half his jaw was missing and had to use bones from the other side to reconstruct it, making one side of his face smaller than the other. He has had a beard for as long as I can remember, the thick curls covering the scar and the concave side.


When he was seventeen, he dropped out of high school and joined the navy. He spent the next four years on the aircraft carrier Midway, mostly in his own little room, sketching intricate designs in black ink, of birdlike creatures and patterns for silver necklaces. After he got out of the service, Uncle Al and Uncle Hal made my father a generous offer. “Come work at Hal and Al’s Tires, and after a year, we’ll make you an equal partner at no cost or investment on your part.” It was my father’s first offer of solid work. It was a chance to settle down, maybe buy a house and start his own life. It was also a terrible fit. Cars didn’t interest him. He didn’t learn to drive until he was twenty-one. He didn’t like grease, was clumsy with tools, and too shy to be a salesman. He would confide in his sister, my aunt Rhoda, that he felt guilty being paid good money and not doing a good job.
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