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			Advance Praise for Time to Thank

			“This book provides a poignant road map of life’s journey, illustrating how those who care deeply pour their everything into ensuring no one feels alone. Personally knowing Stanley, visiting each other’s homes, and witnessing the devoted care from his family, alongside Steve’s unwavering presence, has deeply influenced the memories and love for a father within this book. It promises to resonate with you, offering insight into a shared experience to which we can all relate.”

			—Woody Harrelson, 
 actor and playwright

			 

			“Steve Guttenberg has written an intensely personal story about his childhood and rise to fame as an actor in Hollywood. The journey is rich in detail and even intrigue, but mostly this beautiful memoir is a testament to the power of the love between a father and son.”

			—Holly Goldberg Sloan, New York Times 
bestselling author of Counting by 7s

			 

			“As a movie and Broadway star, Steve has always delivered. Now in his new book, Time to Thank, Steve reveals the most magnificent relationship he shared with his dad—the stories are heartwarming, hopeful, sometimes sad but always full of love. I’m confident Steve can also add bestselling author to his long, illustrious resume. Read this book! DON’T QUIT!” 

			—Jake Steinfeld, entrepreneur and fitness icon

			 

			“From the title alone, I was more than prepared to join Steve Guttenberg on his vivid journey, as he chronicles the daily rigors of caring for a beloved parent at the end of his life. What I hadn’t expected, however, was a love story—and such a thoroughly touching one at that. From the first page to the last, Guttenberg draws for us a remarkable map of how a rebellious and adventurous boy turned into a spectacular and loving man, and how that transformation brought such richness into both men’s lives. By anyone’s standard, Steve’s dad was a hero—principled, kind, a proud veteran, and a hardworking man who saw the good in everyone and brought goodness to all of his endeavors. But what Time to Thank: Caregiving for My Hero teaches us most preciously is how all that decency can be so passionately paid back—and forward. How proud Mr. Guttenberg would be to see that his loyal and devoted son is, in the end, so triumphantly a chip off the ol’ block.”

			—Marlo Thomas, actor, 
producer, and author

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-146-5

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-147-2

			 

			Time to Thank:

			Caregiving for My Hero

			© 2024 by Steve Guttenberg

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Jim Villaflores

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgments

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Mom and Dad

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			My father has kidney failure.

			It’s been building up for many years. He, like all of us, ignored the signs that health experts and his body shouted about. His doctors were more vocal; his body only discussed it in the numbers that appeared on his yearly physical—if it was yearly. And it caught up to him. And to us, his wife and three kids.

			 

			Tomorrow is my father’s eighty-ninth birthday. There’s added urgency to the four-hundred-mile drive I make each week: Los Angeles to Phoenix, straight on the 10 freeway, through the city, past the digital billboards, the new and old construction, to the first grains of desert sand. The plastic and concrete structures of Palm Springs beckon, but I stay committed until the 10 introduces the rubber of my front wheels to hotter pavement—a stretch of blacktop that leads to the desolate and solitary wilderness. A passerby might look at this as four hundred miles of nothing. To me, it has become everything.

			Maybe you’re like me, someone who loves and cares for aging parents. And maybe, like me, you’re reluctant sometimes to remember that they aren’t still the strong and vigorous people who brought you up. Who held you, bathed you, taught you to read the alphabet, ride a bike, write your name, confront a bully, face your fears, ask a girl or boy to a dance.

			For me, the days are getting shorter, and time more precious. It’s funny the way time masks itself when you’re younger. Then you turn around, and you’re not twenty anymore, and suddenly time is no longer infinite. It was a defining moment when I realized I wouldn’t be here in perpetuity. Exhilarating: I want to do as much as I can to squeeze everything from life, knowing that it’s too fast and nimble for my fingers to hold tight. And at the end of “time” is “me.” Just me.

			I believe G-d gives us spaces of time in life that can be filled with what is needed. And this time in my life is for me to give devotional attention to my parents: to embrace them, to repay them for all they’ve done for me.

			 

			When I leave the house at three a.m., my mission is to try not to wake my wife Emily and fool the dog into thinking I’m just getting up to pee.

			If I’m able, I crawl into bed the night before at seven, trying to get as near to eight hours of shut-eye as I can. That usually means a nine o’clock tuck-in—if I’m lucky—and whatever hours of Zzzs I can get. It sure feels like something is wrong when you wake up at two thirty in the morning.

			Inch by inch, I try my darnedest not to make the sheets rub together but fail to slither out unnoticed. Gracie, the family dog, has both of her Marty-Feldman-distanced Spaniel eyes open. She sleeps on my pillow, above my head. Yes, it’s odd, but I haven’t found a way to talk her out of it. She’s a small batch of fur, and resting near my noggin gives her a safe feeling—when she’s up there, me rolling over onto her isn’t a possibility.

			It’s a contest: she’s observing me, and I’m crawling across the carpet; both of us are trying to keep the other from knowing that we’ve seen them. We’re both losing at this game. She knows I’m up, and I know she knows. And she’s angry.

			I rattle around the bathroom, using the glow of my iPhone to navigate. Where are my socks? Will this shirt be warm enough for the cold and damp California morning but cool enough for the blazing heat of the desert? I gather my dopp kit, dress in the closet, and attempt again to silently creep toward the bedroom door.

			I almost make it there when I hit my toe against the doorstop.

			Gracie starts to wail, waking my wife Emily, who sees no purpose in my driving so early but understands why I go. My father started dialysis about four months after our wedding. So, with the dog howling at the ceiling, I close the bedroom door behind me.

			I half-fall down the stairs. I put on some Stan Smith sneakers, load my duffle bag into the car, and try to silently drift down the driveway without waking the neighbors. The windshield fogs up in the cold air. I try to remember the tricks about defrosting a car’s windshield. I never can remember, so I wipe the glass with my sleeve. I’m left with a soaked arm to go with a cup of black coffee and whatever was in the fridge that I could steal.

			So begins my drive. I can still hear Gracie howling, pissed off about my weekly sojourn, and that she isn’t a part of it.
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			My father used to get up early for work.

			It was 1966, and I was nine years old, living in Massapequa, Long Island. The newfangled digital clock next to my bed told me it was four thirty in the morning—two more hours to sleep—but I knew that my father was starting his day. I could hear his footsteps on the creaky emerald green shag carpeting that covers the stairs, even though he held the handrail to try to stay as quiet as he could. I snuck out of bed in time to hear him cursing out the radiator as the heat crackled its way out into the house.

			“Damn you,” he whispered to the radiator. “Be quiet—everyone is sleeping.”

			He said the same thing to the radiator every morning. It never listened.

			I watched him from the landing as he set the coffee going before creeping back upstairs and into the shower. The house was so quiet that I could make out the sound of his razor scraping against his skin; he kept the tap off in the sink as he shaved, worried it would make too much noise. He tiptoed to his dresser, put on his socks and underwear, and gingerly removed his shirt, tie, and suit from the closet he shared with my mother. I crept back into my room.

			He looked in on my sisters in the room next to mine and then looked in at me, still holding the hangers with his clothes for the day.

			“I know you’re up, Steven,” he said. “You okay?”

			“I’m okay,” I said. He turned to leave. “Dad? Why are you up so early every day?”

			“So I can feed my family. You’ll see. One day, you’ll creep around your house too.”

			I never thought it would be so I could come care for him.
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			Not a soul on the road at three a.m. on the west side of LA. There isn’t even a bakery truck. No newspaper deliveries yet, and even the streetlights turn their heads at me in disbelief.

			I am on my own.

			Los Angeles to Phoenix. My car bends along the Pacific Coast Highway to the 10 freeway. The Pacific Ocean, that old pal of mine, disappears behind me. My coffee is warm, the steering wheel cold, and I try to sip the java without scalding myself. I’ve done that plenty of times before. There are stains all over the car to prove it.

			My car pulls me like a magnet to Peoria, Arizona. To my father, Stanley Jerome Guttenberg, who waits for me. Our stories are getting more intertwined, like the vines of a money tree, holding on to each other for dear life. And that’s what it is: dear life.

			 

			He does dialysis. The system takes every drop of blood from his body and circulates it through the complex mystery of a machine. It chills his blood to thirty-four degrees, filters out the toxins that his body can’t handle anymore, and returns it to his veins through what’s called a fistula. The technical term is “challenging his system,” and it absolutely does.

			I love this machine. I love every inch of Dr. Willem Kolff, the Dutch scientist who invented it. I love that every city, every town has these marvels. They keep the blood of millions clean—the blood that built countless lives, nurtured babies, taught kids how to ride their bikes, eat with utensils, talk, write, and think. But the blood I’m searching for, that I drive fifteen hours a week to find, is my father’s.

			The cleaning is a four-day-a-week ritual. It keeps him alive. Four hours per day. Four hundred miles per rubber tire. The number four has become my rhythm, the beat of which I now live. Now one of the purposes of my life.

			My father used to watch me sleep in my bed, guarding me with his gaze. I now watch my father sleep during the circulation of his red energy, guarding him with my own gaze.

			 

			It’s always cold during these early morning drives through California—a stark reminder that everything isn’t as advertised. I’m a believer, an optimist of epic proportions; I can be fooled, on the surface at least. But it doesn’t last long. The terrible part of getting older is knowing how the song ends and trying to keep it inside. Naivete has been a friend of mine for so long. But it gets thinner every year; I can’t count on it anymore. I miss it. I miss the way it kept me blissfully unaware for so long. I miss my old pal ignorance.
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			When I first came to Hollywood, my parents gave me two weeks and $300. They believed that in my youthful endeavor, I could be trusted. Their hope for a measure of maturity meant that I could do what I dared to; my parents intended the cash for food and gasoline to shepherd me around Tinseltown.

			I spent almost the whole shebang on photos of myself.

			The third day of my sojourn, I waited at a bus stop on Second Street in Santa Monica. I was still glowing with innocence, believing in the dream of stardom. I was hoping for my own version of being discovered on a stool at the counter of the legendary Schwab’s Drugstore on Sunset Boulevard. The sunshine, the sidewalks that looked like diamond inlaid, wall-to-wall carpet, and every car held the promise of someone who might discover me. A bright red Cadillac pulled up, and a man with blond hair and the darkest sunglasses I ever saw called out to me.

			“You Gluberman?”

			Close enough, I thought.

			“Yes, that’s me.”

			“Have you got the money?” His hands were covered in gold rings, and someone with even darker glasses sat next to him.

			“Right here,” I said, pulling out my wad of green. I still had the money clip my father gave me, on the promise I wouldn’t lose it. I waved the cash like a flag on the Fourth of July.

			“Are you nuts? Put that cash away! Hop in the back, and keep quiet.”

			I did just that, and the car sped away.

			This was my photographer. Beneath me in the back seat, stacked up on the fake leather, were hundreds of stale, black-and-white headshots. Victims of his lens from days gone by. My hands caught a couple, and I took a look.

			“Are my pictures going to look like this?” I said, holding up the faces brimming with charm.

			“Gimme the two hundred. We’ll start shooting at the McDonald’s on the corner. And you’ll like what you see, believe me.”

			I handed the cash to the man with the dark glasses in the passenger seat. He counted it like a machine and looked at me over his shoulder.

			“I’m Mikey. I’ll be doing your hair and makeup. Jesus, you are young. How old are you kid?”

			I wondered if I should lie. “Seventeen, but I’ll be eighteen in three months.” I prayed they wouldn’t kick me out for being underaged.

			Jamie, the photographer, laughed.

			“You’ll age quickly youngster. This town puts lines on your face before you can change your shirt.”

			The car pulled into the fast-food parking lot. I was in a waitstaff uniform in two minutes and behind the counter in half that. Jamie’s camera flashed so many times that I had trouble making it out the door. As I stumbled to the red boat, he grabbed me.

			“Nah, let’s do the headshots and be done with this.”

			I stood against the car and he clicked away. Suddenly he handed me a folded magazine with a naked lady on the cover.

			“Here’s my address. Come see me in three days. I’ll have the proofs for you.”

			I looked at the scrawl on the margin.

			“Does that say Laurel Canyon?”

			“You can read, good boy.”

			The two hopped in the car and started to pull out. I chased them and slapped my hand on the hood.

			“I thought I was supposed to get makeup,” I said. “I didn’t get any makeup.”

			“You don’t need any color, ‘Fresh Face.’ But believe me, this town will eat your skin like an appetizer, and you’ll need pounds of makeup later. Just appreciate your youth. See you in a few days.”

			And he was gone. My introduction to the business: it doesn’t owe me anything.

			I stood at a payphone on Santa Monica Boulevard ’til the night fell on me. I waited until eight o’clock to call my parents. The rates were cheaper at night, but the street was full of characters from a zombie movie. I thought if I opened the door to the booth I would be eaten alive.

			My father answered, and my mother picked up the extension. I told them the extent of my first professional day.

			“Steven, how do you know you’ll get these pictures? You just gave him almost all the money you have.”

			“I’m okay, Dad—I have his address, and I’ll get the proofs in three days.”

			“Stanley, I knew he shouldn’t have gone out there.” My mother was mad as hell and worried to her core.

			There was silence.

			“Dad?”

			“You need to grow up, son, and you need to do it quickly.”

			The air turned cold, and the receiver felt sticky with something someone left on it. My quarter was about to run out. I was way too far from home. And way too young to be there.

			I waited for the bus to come, and I could see the ocean between the strangers who circled my bench. The water in the dark looked like a familiar face, the only face I recognized.
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			The city of Santa Monica has the look of old Brooklyn: short buildings clumped together. The people are in their beds now, some dreaming, some waiting to awaken, some sitting up and thinking in the middle of the night. Ruminating. That dreaded rumination.

			I can’t avoid it when I’m on the road. Think about all the thoughts you have during an active day, when there are other things to distract you. Then put yourself alone for six or seven hours doing one task. And thinking. Gobs of time to think.

			Have I done right in my life? When I was younger, the dream was still a dream, and anything was possible. But now I feel like I’m waking up to some stirring. It feels like life is pushing me up against a wall, but at the same time it feels like I’m being held in someone’s warm arms. I think about my dad: married at twenty-six, working like a dog for his family, not taking a vacation for fourteen relentless years with three small children in the house. He was not a man of hobbies or bars; he wanted to come home after he was done with work to be with his family. He would eat all the leftovers in the fridge, consuming what we didn’t, feeding himself with what the family put aside. And he made us shine. Sometimes I feel like I’m not a grain of sand compared to all that.
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			When we humans agree to our annual physical, we are laden down with charts and numbers. We peruse the figures to see if the numbers land between the appointed boundaries. Do we actually know what any of this means? Not a chance. But the ones that are circled catch our eyes.

			It’s creatinine levels that are important to renal patients. And you don’t even know you’re a kidney client until those numbers are circled.

			Years ago, my father’s internist suggested we visit a specialist. We didn’t listen. And slowly, year after year, my father’s creatinine went further up the scale. He felt fine, but eventually the numbers got so high that we had to visit a renal clinic. My father is a veteran of the Korean War—he’s proud of his service as a paratrooper in the Eighty-Second Airborne, his Ranger training infused from his toes to his temples. So the VA was where we went to seek out kidney expertise.

			His kidneys were loaded with cysts. We met with a doctor, Dr. Robey. That first meeting was like a carnival. A glorious hour and a half of my father telling his favorite stories: from the Army, from his business—stories that gave him comfort and allowed him to regale in his victories. I joined in, telling a few stories of my own. But I knew I was telling stories for a different reason—to avoid the reality of the meeting, why we were really there, and what it meant for my dad.

			Dr. Robey—patient saint that she is—laughed at our stories and spoke in awed tones about the determination my father had clearly shown his entire life. We enjoyed having a new set of ears to listen to us. But at the same time, she was preparing us. It was going to be a new kind of life, what lay ahead. Her suggestion: Dad does dialysis three days a week.

			Even with what we already knew heading into the meeting, it was a shock. My mom’s face fell; I could see how greatly she was affected. The dialysis was going to become a part of his life—and his family’s. We were going to build our lives around Dad’s schedule. All his food had to change. And, even more importantly, we had to carefully monitor his fluid intake—the dialysis would not only filter the toxins from his blood but also help remove the fluids that were building up in his left lung.

			The family had to commit. If Dad has dialysis, we all do.

			Once the start date for dialysis was set, we spent the days counting down to it, confronting everything we still didn’t know about what was to come. What’s down there in the river that we know not of? Is it easy to swim? The waiting was painful. My father held it in, but what were we in for? Not until they pierce your skin for the first time do you know what dialysis is like. Not until you experience your parent having a health crisis do you know what real fear is. And it comes out of nowhere.

			 

			It was 2005. I was having lunch in the Village with my friend Paul Riccio. Paulie is a foodie exemplar. I was having such a good time, watching as he delivered a sermon on every bite; we ate like food critics.

			I called my folks, as I usually did a few times a day, to see what was up.

			My father answered and could only say “no.”

			“Dad?”

			“No.”

			“Dad, are you okay?”

			“No.”

			My mother picks up the extension. “Stanley, what do you mean, ‘no’?”

			“No?”

			“Stanley! What the hell is wrong with you?”

			Already gone from the table, I switched into my Prius and flew down the 495 to Massapequa and onto Wyoming Avenue. The sun was just setting when I got to my parents’ house, and my father was in his bed. He couldn’t talk—he could only say “no.” I begged him to get out of bed—to walk, to move. My brother-in-law Bob told me Dad should get to the ER. I only managed to get him to the downstairs den, knowing all the while we would have to go to the hospital.

			But Dad didn’t want to leave the house.

			The thoughts of your parent having an episode are like spikes on the inside of your cranium. This was the first chink in my dad’s armor—at least the first I ever saw. He was always the one who stood at the vanguard, the first to take a shot, and he would stand unflinching. To see him falter was like getting hit by a load of bricks. I don’t think I blinked for a full day. This isn’t how my father is. He’s not out of control. He’s not this person. But then I looked and that was my father.

			“Dad, please come in the car.”

			“No.”

			I couldn’t get him to come with me to the hospital. My sister, my mother, my brother-in-law watched with the same pain I had. My best friend, Joe, walked into the house and didn’t say a word, which, if you know Joe, is impossible.

			We didn’t want to call 911. I didn’t want to do that to him. I knew how he would feel, the embarrassment. So he sat on the couch in his jogging suit, huddled under a blanket.

			He didn’t want to go to the hospital. What could I do? Nothing would move him. I thought fast.

			“Dad,” I said. “I have to go to the hospital.”

			“What?”

			“I think I’m having a heart attack. Will you go with me to the hospital?”

			And so, my father got up and went in the car with me. He couldn’t be moved, not one inch, when he was the one who needed to go to the hospital. But when I told him it was for me, that I needed him to help me, his parental juices started to rise into his body, through those veins and capillaries to his head and his heart. For my son, I’ll do anything. That’s a parent.

			We drove to the ER. Dad knew something was up, especially when the nurses started to tend to him. We were swept into an examination room. My father started to have a panic attack. He forced himself into a corner, which he thought was a door, and scratched at the walls, screaming to go back home, to his bed, to safety.

			Is this, Plainview Hospital, the correct hospital for my father? Do they have the equipment we need? The world was going two hundred miles per hour. My eyes saw things speeding by, then slowing, when it came to Dad.

			Noises from the next room: the ER floor, the machines, the announcements over the loudspeakers. The noise here: my heart pounding two hundred beats per minute.

			They say it’s surreal. But that wasn’t my experience. Surreal has to do with art, with moments of bliss. This was stark raving reality.

			My father was huddled in a corner, trying to reason with us. His eyes, no longer black, were red and wider than I’d ever seen.

			My mom and sister are both strong women. They projected calm and presence, but I could tell they were frightened—it was beyond anything I’ve ever seen in their eyes. I held my father as he tried to get out of the room, running from corner to corner. He was powerful, and I tell you, holding your father is a difficult thing. It makes you aware that you are interfering with someone who interfered with you. He was the one who protected me. He watched for my welfare. He took my hand every time I faltered and told me everything would be alright. He sat quietly with me when all I needed was to know someone was there. And now it was me holding him.

			I did just that. I told him everything was going to be alright. That we had to behave, to calm down, to breathe deeply. Doctors came into the room, and each seriously told us different plans and points of view. And while my father was flipping out, the rest of us—my mother, my sister, Joe, and I—were trying to fit ten thousand pounds of information into a thimble.

			It’s just another reminder about life. When it’s slow, it’s molasses. When a crisis walks in, the world spins faster, and everything comes at you. Life has balance until it doesn’t. Where did it go?

			I watched my poor father get strapped into a contraption like a lion who has gotten caught in a net. The humiliation: he didn’t know what was happening, or why he was there. The doctors didn’t have the correct diagnostic machines in the hospital. The shame I felt, telling my father what to do. It was almost disrespect. But I continued protecting him, watching for his welfare. I took his hand and whispered that everything was going to be alright.

			“Dad, I am here, and I am not going anywhere. We all are. I won’t ever leave you alone.”

			They took my dad for an MRI—I went with him and kept my promise. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. My father was strapped into a bed, the black bands keeping him from his freedom. I’m not sure if he heard us as we talked about what we were going to do. Our faces flush with emotion, we talked, not knowing what was happening with Dad and what to do. And he was right there next to us, his eyes wide, staring at the ceiling with confusion.

			Night came, and my father was still strapped down, now with thick, protective mittens on his hands so he wouldn’t hurt himself. A prisoner of this dramatic inconvenience. My family went home to get some rest. I slept on the floor at first, then a straight-backed chair. We were in a glass room, closed in with 360 degrees of observation. I laid my head on his sheets and waited for the morning. Maybe Dad would awaken, and he would be better. This was the hope bestowed upon us by the medical experts who still didn’t know what to do for him. I prayed all night.

			I woke up around five a.m., the room dreamlike around me for the first few moments of consciousness. Nurse after nurse swept in and out. The doctors started to talk outside the glass. I looked up, and my father was awake. Like a he-man Dorothy at the end of The Wizard of Oz, he was smiling. He was himself.

			A nurse came into the room with a whisper. The MRI showed it was a TIA.

			I just looked at her, bleary-eyed, not knowing what she meant.

			“It’s a small stroke, but it will have no lasting effect. He can go home in a few hours.”

			The moment you see a loved one come out of the fray, it takes a nanosecond to recognize it. But a nanosecond can be a long time. You’re waiting for your eyes to tell your brain: he’s alright. You know, but you don’t want to know, that this is another calm before more storms to come in life.

			He took my hand in his and asked, “Are you alright, Steven? You have a worried look on your face. I promise you, whatever it is, it’ll be alright.”

			This is what my father did for me, every day of my life. When I got in trouble—and it was often: landing in jail, losing a girlfriend, getting fired from a job, being turned down for a role—he was at my side. Not with a roar, but a gentle hum. He always promised me it would be alright, no matter what happened.

			It was summer 1963 in Flushing, Queens. The hydrant was open and everyone was running through it. On hot days, the kids—and parents for that matter—came from miles around. The cool water bursting from the fire hydrant creates not only puddles but also sheer delight, blossoms of happiness, and laughter for no reason other than glee. It’s an honest moment. I see it like a photograph in my mind: a kid was laughing with me, his mouth open wide and his eyes full of jewels. It was raining diamonds.

			My father called me in; it was time for supper. I was soaked, and we both walked into the elevator. It opened to the smell of food; every apartment was cooking—Indian, Italian, and in our apartment, Continental.

			My mother hurried me into the bedroom between taking the veggies out of the oven. She pulled my shirt and pants off and told my dad to put dry clothes on me. Maybe pajamas. Dad looked at my arm; there was a pimple that was infected by a ring of beige-looking ooze. He pointed to something else.

			“Steven, did you notice this?”

			It was a red line, snaking up my arm, over my shoulder, and on its way to my heart. How did my dad know to look for it? I don’t know, but he knew, and once he saw it, he jumped into action.

			“Ann!” he called to my mother. “I’ll watch Judi. You need to take Steve to Booth Memorial. He’s got an infection making its way to his heart. If it gets there, he’s dead.”

			My mother and I ran onto the nearest bus. She pulled me by my good arm up the steps to the grand hospital of Queens. By the time I was lying on a table, they lanced it. I probably spent a half hour in the waiting room bathroom, scared out of my mind, as my mother asked my father if they should open my arm up. I remember screaming; it’s kind of funny to me now. Here’s the shot: all black at first, and then the camera rises up out of my mouth to show me—this skinny wire of acid, all mouth and teeth, screaming my head off—before continuing up to a bird’s-eye view of the operating theater.

			When we got back from the hospital—another bus ride—my father held me in his arms.

			“You’re going to be alright, Steven.”
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			This period of my life has caught me by surprise. I never planned for it. And I’ve always thought ahead, even down to my younger self thinking that my older self would need help. I put away for the future, saving mementos, photos, accolades, and books that brought me memories. Never did I think my time would be so devoted to my parents’ quality of life. It’s who I have become.
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			Speaking of that former me, I did get those headshots, after all. My godfather, Michael Bell, an old Brooklyn neighborhood friend of my parents, gave me his Pacer, an ugly as hell car, to drive through the machinations of Hollywood. It was an odd-looking spacecraft; very few were on the road. I drove up and down Laurel Canyon Boulevard, looking for the hidden address. It took two hours and gallons of precious gasoline, but I found it.

			Mikey’s head leaned out the second-story window of a house covered in red bougainvillea.

			“Is that a Pacer? I didn’t think they were legal. Doesn’t it blow up if you hit it in the back?”

			“I think that’s a Corvair,” I said. My eyes were straining against the sun coming from the east.

			“Geez, I think you’re wrong; it could blow. Mind parking it down the street?”

			I did and then hiked a half mile back to the house.

			“Come on in. Don’t mind the dogs.”

			Two Rottweilers were growling behind a makeshift gate in the kitchen. He led me to a dark and musty room and shoved a magnifying glass in my hand.

			“These are the ones we chose. These two.”

			I looked at them and thought they were lousy.

			“Can I have these other two?”

			Mikey frowned and sighed.

			“You look like a dork in those. But sure. You know everything, huh, kid?”

			Screw him, I thought.

			“I know you didn’t do any makeup on me.”

			“We’ll call you when the photos are ready. How many do you want?”

			“How much are they?”

			“More than you can afford. Better have them printed in Pacoima, kid.”

			“Okay, where’s that?”

			“It’s near where your ass is. Now get outta here, punk.”

			For a year and a half, I thought Pacoima was near a town called “Yourassis.” Welcome to Hollyweird.

			 

			So I had the photos. And the other thing I managed to get, in those early days in LA, was my very own office at Paramount Studios.

			I was staying out ’til all hours, looking for something—anything—that would get me into the business. The streets of Hollywood were a badass place after midnight, but that’s when the action started. I didn’t have much cash left, but what I did have was a mouth that went faster than a locomotive. So, I talked. I talked my way into clubs, into bars, into private house parties in the Hollywood Hills.

			I even managed to talk my way right through the gates of Paramount.

			But I didn’t stop there. Once I was in, I found a deserted building: the Lucille Ball makeup building. I proceeded to clip a desk, chairs, and even a spliced telephone from the stage across the way. I set up my own office with ten days left to become a movie star. Long distance phone calls were suddenly no problem: I just asked the studio operator for an outside line.

			“Dad!” I said. “I got an office! An office in a studio!”

			“Steven, what are you talking about? What are you going to pay rent with? We gave you three hundred dollars for two weeks; you can’t spend it all on rent.”

			“I got it for free. I snuck in! I commandeered it.”

			“Steven, I’m going to tell you this just once: that office is not yours. If you get caught, you’ll never live it down.”

			“I won’t get caught. I’m going to make you proud of me. I’m going to become someone.”

			“The thing is, you already are someone. Remember that. You are my son, and you’ll always be everything to me. Is this show business really what you want?”

			“Yes, Dad. I can do it. I want it with all my heart.”

			“Then go get what you want. Know your mother and I are always here for you. And know we love you, and we worry about you.”

			I never did get caught. And I got what I wanted. Though that part took a little longer.
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			Chapter Two
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			My car pushes through a tunnel. I’m heading towards desert now. The sand blows through peach-hued buildings; the billboards all still shilling for something or another in show biz. There’s William Shatner, selling Priceline. He’s almost ninety and still at it, but he’s not on dialysis. Why is my dad? Why is he getting older and these guys are still out there making commercials and movies?

			I know he’s had a good life. I know others haven’t been as lucky as I have. But it’s still not enough for this son.

			No time to question it now, though. Just drive.

			Everyone out here knows this road as the Santa Monica Freeway. But its true name, the one on its birth certificate, is the 10. And once I’m on it, all I have to do is drive straight for four hundred miles.

			In the dark of my car, settling into the drive, I start to listen to the sermon—the cacophony of voices that come to me each time I make this trip. They’re a reminder of what I did and didn’t do in my life and a reminder, too, of what I have to do now. This drive is a battleground made of concrete and blacktop, and every time I have to win. To get to Arizona. To get to my father.

			[image: ]

			Once it became clear that my dad needed dialysis, we had two options for getting his body ready. The first was to have a port—basically a plastic cap that can be unscrewed to allow the transfer of blood to and from the artificial kidney. It’s a handy option, but it has to be kept meticulously clean and safe from outside infections since it’s a direct stretch of roadway to the bloodstream. The other, more difficult, option was to have what’s called a fistula installed. In this procedure, the surgeon bundles together a few veins and melds them together to the artery into one mega, super vein—ten times the size of a normal vein. It bulges out of the arm like a python that’s just had a meal. It’s a miracle what modern medicine has built.
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