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For SBF


“. . . I know they will remember all I said to them, that they will be loving children to you, will do their duty faithfully, fight their bosom enemies bravely, and conquer themselves so beautifully that when I come back to them I may be fonder and prouder than ever of my little women.”

Papa March in a letter home to

Mrs. March and his four daughters

—Louisa May Alcott, Little Women



BOOK



1

I GREW UP in Beverly Hills where beauty was particularly esteemed while its old partner, truth, was held in about the same esteem as anyone’s old partner was held. If I set out now to tell the truth about our family and the libel suit that made us famous, it’s not because I’m foolish enough to believe the truth will set me free. What I do hope is to find new ground to stand on.

My name is Nell Berman. I am an attorney with a strong interest in libel, dating from the suit brought against my half sister, the novelist Louisa Abrahms, as well as her publisher and the studio that made the film of her book. The court proceedings were so widely detailed and exploited that it seems almost unnecessary to review my family’s background or remind people that my father, Sam Pearlstein, was the studio’s president when the film rights were bought. On the other hand, the “facts” varied widely with their reporter, and I am better suited than most to the work of sorting out the impossible from the improbable, the reasonable-but-false from the ludicrous-but-true.

The fiction writer always seems to be breaking some contract with reality her friends and relations were sure she’d signed.

This is one of Louisa’s clever lines; I find it equally true that the fiction writer is often startled to find people living as though they owned their lives rather than as though they’d been put on this earth to provide her with material.

•  •  •

It is startling to me as I read those words to realize how much hostility toward my half sister they reflect. It was not always thus. Louisa and I didn’t even know each other while we were growing up. She was twenty-seven and I was a high-school senior in 1965, when she entered my life. I was intrigued, often captivated, by her endless stories and lively manner. And she was sufficiently interested in being my friend to pretend that her anger at our father did not extend to me.

He had left her and her mother on the East Coast when Louisa was very young. I was not even told of their existence until I was almost fourteen and he was preparing, with that extraordinary unconcern he showed for people from whom he’d disengaged, to do to my mother and me precisely what he had done to them.

His daughters by his third wife were three and six when I met them as well as Louisa, and that was under peculiar circumstances. It is difficult to see how the circumstances might have been other than peculiar.

•  •  •

All over Southern California God made rocky ledges just wide enough to drop a swimming pool into, and I was born, or driven home, to a house with a pool on one of those ledges in the year 1948. My mother was the movie star Violet Vann. Perhaps you know her history. Brought to this country from her native Holland at the age of sixteen and adopted by Abe Starr, the head of Starr-Flexner Studios, and his wife, Sylvia, Violet was supposed to become the new Garbo, and indeed she looked more like Mata Hari, her only starring role, than Garbo ever had. That is to say, Violet’s blue-black hair, olive skin and huge, dark eyes gave her a much closer resemblance than Garbo’s to the Dutch girl who called herself Mata Hari, and apparently she threw herself into the role.

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that she allowed the role to absorb her, for it is difficult to associate a verb as strong as throw with my mother, who was languid to the point of inertia. Never have I known anyone more comfortable with being done to and for without feeling the slightest compulsion to do anything in return. On the other hand, she was harmless. I was raised by maids—housekeepers, as we called them, thus suggesting that some stranger brought in from an agency and paid a salary was capable not only of feeding us and vacuuming the rugs but of holding together our very lives.

Well, perhaps they did just that, for my childhood memories are as much of them as of her. There was Anamae, who picked up a hot skillet full of frying onions without using a pot holder, dropped the skillet on the floor, splattering her legs, arms and even her face with hot fat, and then ran screaming out into the Beverly Hills, never to be heard from again. And there was Blessed Marvelous, who had been brought out from the East Coast by a family who decided upon arrival that life in the Hills required a white European maid. The agency sent Blessed for an interview, and Violet, finding her at the door with a suitcase, asked her to make a tall, cool drink. Blessed lasted, if memory serves me well, for a couple of years. Then there was a girl named Irene who wanted to be an actress. She was more than reasonably competent, but Violet had no tolerance for another pretty face around the house, and Irene was fired before my father returned from his next business trip. There were others who stayed only a little longer.

Finally there was Estella, the stolid Mexican woman who remained with us until my father left, and who taught me as much Spanish before I began high school as I would learn after. As everyone who has followed us through the media knows, Estella was extremely important to Sonny, the older of my father’s daughters with his third wife, Lynn Pearlstein.

Neither Estella nor any of the other women who cared for us had much importance in my mind. My father was the sole light of my life. If the world was involved with my mother’s looks, with comparing her to Garbo and finding neither wanting, it was my father I found beautiful. What warmth there was in our household radiated from him, and the very space around me felt different when he was away. Cooler. Gray. It was lovely to be taken out for a hamburger and a movie, heaven to accompany him to New York on one of his frequent trips that fit in with a school holiday. (In New York, away from Violet, I was a different person. Prettier, for one thing. It was generally agreed that my cute, freckled face with its frame of reddish blond hair the color of my father’s would never compete with Violet’s, but in Hollywood this was a sort of death knell, while in New York I was found to be a pleasant and attractive child.)

My sense of the movie business revolved around the financial figures that were my father’s perpetual concern. When he and his associates talked about people’s abilities and whether they could be trusted, they were walking on turf whose texture I could not gauge. The conversations I enjoyed and sometimes could follow were about money. A moment I relived happily for years occurred at a New York conference during which I’d been permitted to sit next to him at the long table. The financing of a particularly expensive epic was being discussed, and in looking at the sheet of figures in front of my father, I found a serious arithmetic error. When I put a note to this effect in front of him, I was rewarded with a great roar of laughter, a hug and a kiss and the announcement that the new treasurer had found an error in the budget.

Back home, the most fun I had was attending discussions with the man my father called Toot Suiteberg, Vice President of Stuff and Nonsense. Toot was in charge of the physical aspects of production. He arranged for horses and tomahawks for the Westerns; ice for the skating stories; sunshine and lights for park musicals; cars for car chases; lions for safari scenes; pennants and grandstands for football games. I gloried in the lists and calculations that Toot presented to my father; mathematics was a language Violet could not pretend to speak even in front of a camera.

•  •  •

My father was a very large man with curly, reddish blond hair, soft hazel eyes and a manner at once lively and sympathetic. He had been raised by his Lithuanian parents on a poultry-and-egg farm in Vineland, New Jersey, then sent as a teen-ager to live with Brooklyn relatives so he could take advantage of the free university system in New York. He had expected to practice law, but after finishing Brooklyn College he was unable, or so went the legend, to hurdle the barriers to Jews then set up by the law schools. He had a gift for mathematics and quickly became an accountant of such brilliance and ingenuity as to do for many of his accounts in effect what he would have been doing formally as a corporate lawyer. (Shortly after arriving in New York in the sixties, I met someone who had attended Brooklyn College’s law school, the existence of which my father had not seen fit to mention, and realized that this aspect of his life, like many others, was somewhat more complex than the tale he’d told me.)

In any event, it was while he was an accountant that my father met and made an impression upon Abe Starr. And it was in his capacity as the (rapidly promoted) chief accountant of Starr-Flexner that he met and fell madly in love with Violet Van Leeuw or, as she had become known during her brief movie career, Violet Vann. Violet was fond of relating the Romance of her Meeting with the Dashing Young Executive. (Being in love, after all, makes for those rare periods when life’s intensity meets our childish expectations.) I was never certain how much she knew of what he seems to have considered another life.

He had left Louisa and her mother, Esther, in New York when he entered the Navy after Pearl Harbor, and while he had never returned to them, he hadn’t legally abandoned them, either. He’d been mustered out on the West Coast and, after making desultory efforts to convince Esther to move there, found a job in the accounting office of the Los Angeles Times and proceeded to lead a bachelor’s life in Los Angeles. There is no reason to believe he had been thinking of a wife when my grandfather introduced him to Violet.

•  •  •

I understand how my father once adored Violet, needed to please her, and so on. But my memories of our years together oppose that understanding. What I remember is that when she wasn’t on the set, she was ill, or at least supine, and that when he was home, he and I were alone together—talking, playing golf or tennis when the time and the weather were right, chess or checkers, pinochle or poker when it was dark or raining. When he left us, my tennis game went to hell just as surely as though I’d been nothing but his puppet on the court, a frightening happenstance to which I reacted by spending the next decade or so looking for someone else to pull my strings.

It was several years since Violet had made a movie. The style in film stars had changed during the war years, when the women looked as though they could manage perfectly well on their own and just happened to be too adorable not to end up with Cary Grant. Lolling around the house, doing little but asking the maid for drinks and reading confession magazines (she hated movie magazines, which were full of photographs of beautiful women), Violet had gained enough weight to hide her cheekbones and give her the hint of a double chin, neither of which was in her contract with Sam Pearlstein, not to speak of the one with Starr-Flexner.

Aside from the limitations of his marriage, my father was being affected by changes occurring within the studios. This was the period when many stars were ending what they’d come to see as indenture to the studio bosses and striking out on their own. Starr-Flexner, with its cowboys and dumb-blonde bathing beauties, had paid less and exploited more and was among the first to lose its (three) most important stars. In another era the studio might have lofted new ones with relative ease. But there were other things happening that made it difficult to know how to proceed.

For many years, a movie’s being shown in a theater had guaranteed it would have paying customers. And virtually all movies were shown because the studios that made them owned the theaters. But in 1952, as automatic attendance was waning because people had grown accustomed to the magic of films, the studios were forced by the Department of Justice to sell off their theaters. During the remainder of the fifties the widespread sale of TV sets had encouraged people to stay home for their moving pictures.

In 1951 my grandfather, having made my father president of Starr-Flexner and given him half of his shares, proceeded to sell his remaining shares to PiCorp, a company with interests ranging from condoms to crude oil. PiCorp was happy with my father until 1957, when he made the mistake that led to the power struggle that eventually cost him his job.

Within Starr-Flexner he had been prime advocate of the notion that TV, with its tiny figures that failed to envelop you and make you believe in them, and with its nearly as important failure to get the housewife and her husband out for the evening, was a passing phase. As a result of this assumption he had made the deadly error of selling off Starr-Flexner’s extensive film library for television at a price that seemed increasingly ridiculous as time went on. He not only refused to be defensive or apologetic, he went to war with the new owners. On a Sunday morning in the fall of 1960 they put new locks on his office doors and had someone phone to tell him he was out.

He did not explain to me but packed a suitcase and left for what he said was New York, giving me no hint that it wasn’t just another one of his trips. There weren’t the usual phone calls nor, when I tried to find him, was he registered at any of the usual hotels. I don’t remember when and how I finally allowed myself to understand that he would not be back.

•  •  •

It would be difficult to exaggerate how disastrous the loss of my father was for me. He had been the one person in the house who did not have to rely on others for his very existence, and it often seemed that with his departure I had lost not only my model but my very self. Surely I did not know who that self was, if only because I had not yet become her. A mass of reaction and desire, I knew I was female in relation to him and to those few males of my acquaintance who were old enough to talk about interesting matters, most particularly the business of movies. Girls my age talked about boys and clothes. What it meant to be an older female I could not have fathomed, with Violet and a series of maids as my models.

In addition to maids, stars and starlets had passed through our home. I remember in particular a fifteen-year-old named Kiki Rhodes and her thirty-year-old manager-momma, Dustee, bleached-blond twins who years later would sell their story to FRemale magazine, a story of exploitation and abuse at the hands of a series of slave drivers. What I remember best about Kiki and Dustee is the breathtakingly professional way they worked our living room. I don’t know how many conversations I heard in which, at the very moment that Kiki the Younger was being pressed by some half-interested assistant director to specify her age, Kiki the Older would drift into the conversation with a resume or a business card. Until I came to New York I never understood that people occasionally enjoyed themselves at parties. Oh, yes. The other thing I remember about Kiki, the Kikis, is that they blinked if anyone talked about New York as though it were a real place. Born and raised in Hollywood and never having left it or known there was reason to leave, they both thought of Manhattan as a set someone had built for On the Town.

Males, even before consideration of their genitalia, were something else. Although few were as smart or as interesting as my father, they mostly did some work that wasn’t putting on makeup or shopping for clothes, and they had, therefore, something to talk about. (The male starlets were an exception, of course, but there were fewer of the purely ornamental ones around in those days, and my father limited their participation at his parties to those who were doing work for him at the moment.) My father teased me because at any party he gave I would head for the nearest group of business types and listen attentively to their conversation. Later I questioned him about details he found it astonishing that I should recall. We developed a routine in which he would lead the conversation around to the profits and losses on various movies and then ask me for figures, which I would proceed to reel off as casually as though he’d asked what I’d eaten for breakfast.

In those days I had little doubt that I would grow up to be an accountant. It was clear that one needed something to do with one’s time, and even if I had been able to imagine wanting a marriage and children when I was older, nothing I saw around me suggested that either occupied anyone’s time but the maid’s. Then again, I did not have an interest in them and assumed I never would. Though I liked many of the men who dealt with my father in business, and even an occasional boy from school, while I still had my father it never occurred to me that the others were good for more than casual conversation.

Remarkable. I write that phrase, while I still had my father, and tears come to my eyes as though the loss were yesterday’s. As though nothing that has happened between then and now matters. As though he hadn’t disappeared without reasonable warning and failed to contact me. But even then, as our home was sold, our servants dismissed and our belongings moved to a more modest if still pleasant house on the wrong side of the tracks in Beverly Hills, I was never angry with him.

It was clear to me that aside from Violet’s being an unsatisfactory wife, he was terribly upset about the studio. Clearly he hadn’t been able to bear to tell me what was happening and didn’t want to make promises he wouldn’t be able to keep. In my mind we had conversations in which I assured him that I understood why he’d had to do what he had done and told him not to send for me a moment sooner than it was comfortable for him to do so. (Then, and only then, would I need to decide whether Violet could manage without me.)

Actually, Violet was showing signs of managing, if only because she’d found someone new to take care of her. Tony Coletti, our neighbor at our new home on the wrong side of Wilshire, was a handsome, lively landscape gardener whose wife had died, whose children were grown, and who thought, even before he realized Violet had been in a few movies, that she was the loveliest creature he had ever seen. She was still very beautiful by reasonable standards, and she was not yet forty years old. Tony was fifty-six.

His love for Violet was beautiful to see, beginning with the day he introduced himself to us as we stood or, rather, as Violet sat on a kitchen chair and I stood in the middle of our overgrown garden, trying to tell a young Mexican who hadn’t been in California for a week and had no English at all which weeds he should pull and which Real Plants he should leave alone.

“No, no,” said this nice-looking man with a heavy Italian accent whom we hadn’t noticed watching us from the other side of the hedge. That was philoxeria, or some such name. Then he smiled at Violet. He could never look anywhere but at her when she was around, and whenever he looked at her, he smiled. He tipped his straw hat.

“Madame,” he said, “Tony Coletti at your service.”

And indeed he was, then and forever, or at least until death did them part. First he took care of our garden, then he took care of our house, and then we moved in with him, and he rented out our house to provide an income for us beyond the basics provided in the tough agreement Violet’s lawyers (who knew which of my two parents was more likely to employ them in the future) had negotiated, ostensibly on her behalf. Then, just before they were married, he made over the upstairs of his own home to accommodate us.

Everything Tony did for us, he did because he felt like it. Not because it occurred to him that there wasn’t a long line of men waiting to give Violet whatever she wanted. While I appreciated him, I did not allow my appreciation to ripen into love. He was this nice man who had taken the responsibility for my mother off my hands. I never ceased to fantasize about the day when I would leave them both because I had received the summons from my father.

The summons did not come. In fact, it sometimes seemed he had disappeared from the face of the earth. In fact, he had arranged to do precisely that as he began a comfortable new life with a different cast of characters while holding on to and expanding the fortune from his old life.

•  •  •

As time wore on I began to live something resembling the life of a normal Beverly Hills teen-ager. The caste system at Beverly Hills High School is perhaps a little more rigid than that of your average suburban high school but there is, after all, something to be said for rigidity, particularly in ladders. Being a beauty was on about the same rung as being a star’s or producer’s (directors didn’t count yet) daughter. Being a producer’s divorced daughter could be almost as good if the producer was thought to have maintained a connection to you. This would have been enough to insure that I did not convey the extent of my father’s desertion. More important, sharing the reality would have made it much harder to ignore.

In any event, I got good grades, had a few girlfriends and got along well enough with boys to have casual dates. This was the early sixties, when sex outside of the movie world had not yet become so readily available as to lose much of its interest to those poised hesitantly around its various borders. Certain boys made casual-to-earnest attempts to plumb the regions below my shoulders, but I wasn’t remotely interested. When I finally lost my virginity, as we used to call it in those days, it was to an employee of my father’s named Hugo Bernkastel, a married scriptwriter who had been dealing in the defloration of young girls since long before the time when people were willing to grant that such an activity might be an appropriate subject even for fiction.

I had accompanied my mother to a studio luncheon—one of those ceremonial events to which she was still occasionally invited when there was a need for someone of her description to fill a chair. (She wouldn’t do anything alone except shop for clothes. Tony, who was at her service in all other matters, refused to attend studio events, since he didn’t enjoy being treated as though he were a piece of baggage she’d dragged along. Further, he’d been heard to say that he worked in the daytime and thought social events should be held at night.)

Anyway, Violet was at one end of the table, and I was at the other, next to a man who was clearly neither a movie actor nor a studio executive. Tall, gangly and awkward in the manner of an adolescent boy, Hugo Bernkastel had small, bright eyes, a florid complexion, a shiny bald head, and a beard in an era when nobody had a beard except Raymond Massey as Abraham Lincoln.

At first he ignored me. There was a starlet seated to his left, and Hugo must have been perennially involved in a quest for someone who looked like Marilyn Monroe and would type his scripts for him. At a point late in the meal, when we’d all had a substantial amount of wine and he’d grown tired of pushing the conversational boulder uphill on his own, Hugo turned to me to explore my probably also-terribly-limited capacity to amuse him.

I asked if it was true that he cheated at cards.

He was surprised. Hurt. Turned on.

“Where on earth did you hear that?”

I’d overheard it said by the man sitting on my right side, but I wasn’t about to throw away my advantage by telling him that.

“If it’s true,” I asked, “what difference does it make?”

“And will you believe me,” he asked in his distinctive, soft, nasal, falsely humble manner, “if I tell you it’s not true?”

“I might believe that you believe it,” I said, thinking that I sounded rather jaunty, amazed and pleased with my ability to play with him, speculating that it might be the wine, because I certainly wasn’t like this with the boys at school. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll think it’s true.”

The glaze was gone from his eyes. I had engaged him.

“I’m Hugo Bernkastel,” he said.

“Hi.” I looked into his small, pained eyes and sensed for the first time that pain had its own attractions. “I’m Nell Pearlstein.”

“Pearlstein,” he said thoughtfully. “You’re not related to my friend Sam, are you?”

“Only by blood,” I said, adding, when Hugo seemed disinclined to press me, “He’s my father.”

“No.”

It was a yes. Long before the external stops began to come loose, Hugo had the operational advantage of not possessing internal ones.

“How is Sam doing?”

I said that he was doing just fine. I did not find it necessary to mention that I hadn’t seen him in a while.

“And you are here accompanying your mother,” Hugo said thoughtfully. “How is Violet? I’ve not had a chance to speak with her.” He glanced down the table to the place where Violet was having a brief conversation with the woman sitting across from her, who happened, as I found out later, to be Hugo’s wife. “How old are you, Nellie?” he asked.

“Well,” I said, “we’re talking statutory rape, but it goes on all the time.”

He didn’t even crack a smile.

“I have to admit . . .” The voice was even softer, incredibly seductive, and the mysterious process by which he was beginning to look better to me had been activated. “. . . I’m very pleased to have found you. These events are torture except on the rare occasion when one stumbles upon someone who can make conversation. And, of course, when she’s a lovely young woman . . .”

It is nearly impossible to describe, or at least to do justice to, the promises Hugo’s voice and manner conveyed to my fifteen-year-old ears. This will go no further than the two of us. . . . Nothing will ever go further than the two of us. . . . I am a rabbit. A soft, white bunny rabbit who won’t, who couldn’t possibly, hurt you, but can be hurt all too easily himself.

“How do you know my father?” I asked.

Well, he knew Sam because he’d worked for him on various films. Then, of course, his acquaintance with various studio lawyers had made him prey to many studio issues—such as the one a few years earlier when there had been some question of Violet’s needing outside representation in dealing with the studio, no matter whom she was married to, a question the mere posing of which had irritated Sam.

Hugo smiled tentatively, uncertain that I had the irony to appreciate this situation in the light of my father’s subsequent abandonment of Violet. I nodded to maintain the sense of communication but I wouldn’t smile; my father’s dead body was the only one I wasn’t ready to climb over with Hugo.

“When did you last see him?” I asked.

It had been at least two or three years ago. Sam and the woman he was living with had been at some dinner Hugo attended in New York. . . .

Of course he’d assumed that I knew where my father was and knew that he was, as always, with a woman. And of course I hadn’t. But I concealed my dismay from myself by focusing on Hugo’s reference to his own participation in that dinner as though it had been a solo. (Hugo always talked about himself as though he’d been alone and while he did attend functions alone, he often escorted various wives and girlfriends. Actually, Hugo’s current wife, a high-ranking studio lawyer, was the reason Hugo had been invited to this particular luncheon, as I learned later from my mother.)

It is important to understand that Hugo did not consider the matter of whether I knew he had a wife or whether the existence of this person should affect his (or my) behavior in any way. The notion that a female of any age might require protection from him (and/or from herself) was foreign to him. Women were the desirable enemy, hated in proportion to his need, which he perceived as being great; great need birthed acceptable acts.

Hugo said he hadn’t seen my father as much as he would have liked in recent years. Their schedules didn’t seem to coincide. Or maybe (a grave smile) he himself wasn’t as sociable as he’d once been.

“You seem pretty sociable,” I said, feeling people nearby rise from the table, hoping Hugo would not do the same.

“Oh, I am, I am,” he assured me. “But there are . . . I have a rather complicated life.” He glanced down the table toward the woman I later learned was Polly Bernkastel. “Aside from having children I spend time with, I’m working on a book. A rather dry treatise, I’m afraid, that wouldn’t be of any interest to most people, but it’s a project I’m deeply devoted to.”

Deeply devoted to a project! A book! How exciting! (Remember that these were the days when there were more people reading books than writing them.)

“Should I be jealous of this project?” I asked—seriously, because I was serious, if insane.

“On the contrary,” Hugo said. Briefly he laid a hand upon my hand, which rested on the table. Then he rapidly withdrew it in a manner that made it clear that failed desire was not the issue. “I think it should be jealous of you.”

So there was a God, after all. And a heaven.

In the short time remaining, he told me that the book he was writing was about the man he’d been named after, Hugo Grotius, a Dutch scholar who a few hundred years earlier had written a book called Mare Liberum—“On the Freedom of the Seas.” Grotius had argued that the Portuguese, who at that time controlled the Far Eastern spice trade, did not have the right to keep other Europeans—the Dutch, for example—from sharing in this trade. As Dutch power on the seas increased, however, Grotius’s opinion in the matter of who should have the freedom of East Indian trade altered considerably. Hugo found it nearly intolerable that a great libertarian should have become so narrow in his nationalistic interests as to undercut his own magnificently stated position.

•  •  •

Be wary of the man with a professional interest in justice. Give money to his cause but not devotion to his person. It is the creepy right wing that crawls into bed with the same wife year after year; the left is more sinister. The right wing knows that everything it learned as a child was true; the left knows what was left out in all the talk of truth and beauty, justice and virtue.

Hugo called me the next day “just to make certain I have the right number and I can find you when I get back.” He had been so pleased to meet me that the unpleasant fact of a research trip had been wiped out of his mind. He was at the airport; if he was compelled to be away for more than a couple of days, he would be in touch from the road. He had a meeting the following Monday in Los Angeles so he’d have to be back by then in any event.

On Monday he called to say that his meeting in Los Angeles had been postponed and he was going to take this unexpected opportunity to do some research where he was. When I asked where that was, he laughed and said that I wouldn’t believe him if he was to tell me. I said, and of course meant it—a condition that would not obtain for much longer—that I had no reason at all not to believe him.

“Rome.”

I giggled.

“You see?” he purred reproach. “I told you you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Of course I believe you,” I said, my voice choking slightly. “I just think it’s funny. You sound as though you’re right around the corner. I guess it’s a very good connection.”

“No,” he said, “or at least it’s not the phone company’s connection. It’s that I feel as though I’m around the corner. Not even around the corner. I feel as though I’m in the room with you, looking at your wonderful, iridescent green eyes . . . perhaps touching one of your golden-red curls . . . or just holding two soft hands between mine . . .”

Oh, my God, Oh, my God! Stop! Don’t stop! I love you! Take my hands, my curls . . . Take my eyes, if you really have use for them. Everything I have is yours. It’s been yours all along, I just didn’t know your name until now. Hugo. I love you, Hugo! Come home!

“I have to go now,” Hugo said softly. (This was the Bernkastel gavotte, two steps forward and three steps back.) “But it’s only the phone I’m leaving. Think of me, will you? Promise you won’t forget me just because I’m so far away?”

Forget him? The clear and present danger was of forgetting everything else!

“When will you be back?” I choked out.

“I don’t want to give you a date,” he said. “Not because I’m afraid of disappointing you but because if I don’t make it, I’ll be horribly upset.”

Hugo, come back to me! You are the light of my life—certainly of my imagination’s life!

Until that week, not a day had gone by when I did not think frequently of my father, wonder how I might find him and convince him to bring me to live with him in New York, or wherever he was. Suddenly it was unthinkable that I might leave L.A., except to accompany Hugo on a trip to Rome. This, I promised myself, I would do, if invited, were it Finals Week or any other week of the year. After all, what had school ever done for me? What had anyone ever done for me that Hugo hadn’t done better in two conversations?

He called from London the following week and from Hong Kong two days later. He said that he was hoping to be back within a week and that for all his traveling, he never ceased to think of me. He said that the red-blond color of my hair was more clear in his mind than the color of his children’s. I’d forgotten he had children, but that was silly of me. A man who was surely more than twenty-five years old. (He was forty-eight, actually.)

A couple of days later as I was riding down Wilshire Boulevard with my friend Jon, I saw a beat-up Volkswagen with a driver who looked remarkably like Hugo. I stared, craned my neck to see if it was he, tried to ascertain, I should say, that it was not, for he was wearing an old T-shirt and there was a woman in the car, and there was no way in the world this fellow had just gotten off an airplane.

I nearly asked Jon to follow when the Volks turned off Wilshire but then convinced myself this would be lunacy. It was entirely possible, after all, that I didn’t remember the way Hugo looked. Possibly the blank cartridge in my mind had attached itself to the first distant profile bearing some resemblance to that of the man who’d sat next to me at lunch. It was, I hardly needed to remind myself, the spirit of that man that was so much with me, the spirit of the man that was in the pillow I hugged to my bosom when I turned out the light after doing my history homework (I had a sudden desire to excel in history) and storing up questions to ask my teacher the following day.

At dinner I asked Violet if she knew that guy, Hugo Bernkastel, or whatever his name was, who’d sat next to me at the luncheon. She giggled. Oh, yes. Sam had given Hugo some work for a while, but the two of them just didn’t get along. And then of course there’d been the blacklist. If it weren’t for Polly and a pseudonym, he probably wouldn’t be getting any work at all. Polly had been sitting next to her at the luncheon. He had a couple of kids by Polly, and then, of course, there were all those other wives and children. It was astonishing, really, that someone who looked like Hugo Bernkastel could keep finding women to be crazy about him.

I went up to my room, locked the door and cried for about twenty minutes, during which time I managed to convince myself that if Hugo was still legally married, it was clearly a marriage in license only. Obviously, this woman did not make him happy. Perhaps he hadn’t cared for any of his wives but had married to please the long line of women who’d fallen madly in love with him. It was clear, in any event, that his feelings about me were crucially different from those charitable sentiments that had led him to care for the others. Nobody could look at you the way he’d looked at me and care for another woman. (I’d just become one, although I hadn’t thought of myself as a woman before, this being before the era when it was insulting to call a ten-year-old a girl.) For all my mother knew, Hugo and Polly Bernkastel didn’t even share a home!

I looked in the phone book. Hugo Bernkastel was listed at a Westwood address. Polly Bernkastel was listed at the same address, with a separate number. Then there was a listing for the children’s phone.

But the truth proved no match for the combination of Hugo’s casual will to deceive and my own intense need to believe. He called a few days later, a Monday, exhausted from his “travels.” He said he’d arrived home about ten minutes earlier but wanted to say hello before going to sleep for “at least twenty-four hours.” Would I be free to have a drink, or a cup of coffee, or whatever, with him on Wednesday at about five? Of course I was. And how did I feel about the coffee shop of the Beverly Wilshire, which was mundane, not at all the sort of place he’d like to take me, but oh, so convenient? I felt just as good about the coffee shop of the Beverly Wilshire as I would have felt about any location on the face of the earth.

I moved through the next forty-eight hours on automatic pilot, being driven to school by Tony, sitting in my classes, riding home with my friends, who accused me of not telling them something. Once in my room, I stared in the mirror, reviewed my clothes, tried on my mother’s makeup and made love to a couple of pillows named Hugo who had extraordinary praise for the looks and feel of my body. We treated our virginity in those days as though it were a person in its own right, and Hugo was finding it impossible to believe that this person had lived with me so recently.

On Wednesday, I dashed home, showered and spent half an hour trying on the three sets of clothing to which I’d narrowed down my possibilities, finally settling on a navy-and-green-striped jersey and a navy skirt that I thought were more sophisticated than the others. Makeup on, washed off, on again but less obvious. After all, I hadn’t been wearing a lot of makeup on That Day and he had liked me then!

It was a ten-minute walk to the Beverly Wilshire. (I’d clocked it the previous day.) I walked on the street parallel to ours so that if Tony should happen to be driving home, he wouldn’t see me in high heels and ask where I was going. If Hugo was going to want me around a lot of the time, I might have to make up some story about a part-time job, although then I’d have to cover about money. Furthermore, Tony didn’t like the idea of my working. He said that my job was to do well in school and nothing should interfere unless it was absolutely necessary. Also, he didn’t want people to get the idea that he couldn’t provide adequately for me and my mother. I had no sympathy at all with either of these notions, nor did I distinguish between them. I had not yet allowed myself to enjoy the benefits of having a person like Tony to care for me but still thought of him as this sweet old fellow who’d taken my mother off my hands.

•  •  •

Hugo sat hunched over a cup of coffee at a small table near the window, looking like a big toe with an ingrown nail, all red and painful. He glanced up and saw me, then smiled; the pain didn’t go away, but for a moment the pleasure seemed almost as powerful.

“Nellie!” he exclaimed, standing up, holding out his hands to clasp mine between them. “Now the sun can really shine!”

He was the first person since my father had named me to make the connection to the old song, and if he hadn’t already owned me, he would have come into possession at that moment.

He beckoned me to the seat opposite his and told me he’d ordered a hamburger. What could he get for me? I said I’d have the same, although I had no appetite at all. (He ate my burger as well as his own while I sipped at the coffee that I needed about as much as I needed a shot of adrenaline.)

“Now, let me just look at you for a moment,” he said in his soft, insinuating, sinus-whispery speech. “My, my, even lovelier than I remember.” He took both my hands across the table and around his coffee. “I have to hear what you’ve been doing . . . and thinking about . . . while my thoughts have been only of you.”

I stared at him. Mute. Helpless. God knows how long it took me to tell him that I wasn’t the one who was doing interesting things and that he should tell me where he’d been and what he’d been doing there.

“Ah, yes,” he sighed, “those of us who are not deeply interesting must find work we can talk about to those near and dear to us.”

Those near and dear to him! I knew that I was in love, but now he was confirming my most hopeful impression!

Hugo said that even if a complicated life had forced him to be a movie-business prostitute, he was by nature an academic. To be left alone to finish his work on Grotius would have been true happiness. That and perhaps teaching a course or two in some cloistered grove of academe. But he supported a lot of people and he had to make enough money for all of them. Aside from having a reasonable gift for dialogue, he’d turned out to be good at scouting locations abroad and figuring out arrangements that worked well for producers. All this required, actually, was a reasonable grasp of what was going on in the real world of governments, economics, and so on, but of course that was precisely what few people in Hollywood possessed.

Clearly, this state of affairs (aside from the matter of the blacklist, to which he never referred) caused him anguish, and as he spoke, I could only wish that we were someplace where I might comfort him. I wanted his massive—noble, as I was coming to think of it—head to rest in my lap so that I could stroke his “hair,” and bend over to kiss his high (!) forehead.

The funny-awful thing about all this, Hugo said, was that here he was, a Marxist, trapped close to the very heart of the capitalist ideal.

So there was something to be said in favor of Marxism that my social-studies teacher had neglected to mention. I would have to read Das Kapital. Fast. I would have asked Hugo what else to read if I’d been willing to display my ignorance.

“It’s not such a trap,” I said, “if it allows you to travel to fascinating places all over the world.”

He smiled sadly. “How did you become so wise at such an early age?”

It is perhaps unnecessary to mention that I did not ask what was so wise about my obvious remark. I simply basked in his approval while he finished our hamburgers and ordered a milk shake, which he drank down in one gulp. He then became restless in a way extraordinary to watch. It was as though the booth had become a cage with bars so strong that there was no point in testing them, the solution being to squirm, to take off one’s jacket, cross and uncross the legs, and so on. I was afraid that if I asked whether he wanted to take a walk, I would be signaling the end of our time together, so I remained silent.

“Do you have to be home?” he finally asked. “Or can I persuade you to take a little drive with me?”

I smiled.

There is nothing you cannot persuade me to take with you.

He got the check and paid the cashier, dropping several bills of moderate denomination on the floor as he did so. I scooped them up and handed them to him.

He smiled guiltily. Guilefully.

“I don’t want you to think I’m careless.”

I smiled back radiantly.

“You seem to be full of care, actually.”

He grabbed my hand and we walked out of the Beverly Wilshire swinging along like two teen-agers instead of one teen-ager and a man not quite old enough to be her grandfather. We walked a block and a half to the spot (illegal) where he had parked his car, a small, beat-up Volkswagen so closely resembling the one I had seen rolling down Wilshire that all the air would have escaped from the balloon that was my mind if it had been floating anywhere in the real world.

“Who drives your car besides you?”

“One of my kids, occasionally. But mostly they think it’s not elegant enough. They take my wife’s when it’s free.”

“Wife’s.” I echoed him without meaning to. So they were friendly enough to use each other’s cars.

“Mmm. It’s a station wagon and too large for their tastes, not to say, not, uh, hip enough. But this thing is an embarrassment to them.” He rested his hand on the roof, patted it gently, smiled with infinite sadness. “To me it represents a way of pretending I haven’t become just another high-priced sellout.”

We got into the car and began driving toward Santa Monica. Hugo said he had a little shack near the beach where he retreated to work. Just to keep himself sane. From what I knew of his schedule thus far, there was little time for retreat, but he explained as he drove that this year had been unusually hectic for him. The only thing that kept him going was the knowledge that it wouldn’t be like this for more than another couple of months. Then he was looking forward to settling down. Writing. Seeing me for long periods of time. Unless I had grown weary of him. He reached across the gearshift to take my hand. My heart leaped out of my chest into his palm at the moment that he had to drop my hand to shift gears.

My next question had something to do with whether he lived with his children. My adolescent-clever way of asking whether he considered himself married.

The answer, spoken with great sadness and punctuated by deep sighs, was that he and his wife were (I swear he used the phrase) married in name only and lived in a home large enough to guarantee their ability to lead separate lives. Only once in a while, when he met someone like me he could really talk to, was he forced to confront the barren quality of those lives. He was close to his son, less close, he admitted with pain, to his daughter, who had been turned against him early on by her mother. Going home to the two of them was such a strange and unpleasant experience that he often found himself circling the area where he lived before heading into the driveway. Or calling his son to see if he’d like to meet for dinner. Hugo and his wife did not share a bedroom or very much of anything else. He was extraordinarily lonely for a man with a complicated life.

Tears filled my eyes. I clutched his hand. I promised myself that if I failed to cure Hugo’s life, it would not be for want of trying. I would talk. I would listen. I would learn how to cook. I pictured a little room with a fireplace. (I’d seen fireplaces occasionally, though not with fires in them—except, of course, in the movies.) When life became difficult with the woman the world thought of as his wife, Hugo would come to our room. Our Cottage. The fire would be roaring. (It would be small, if the weather was warm.) A miraculous French dinner, or Italian dinner, or whatever he liked, would be waiting for him. He would talk. I would listen. We would Make Love.

I was going to tell my college adviser that she should stop showing me catalogues. There was no question of my going away to school. Go away? And leave Hugo with no one to care for him? Become just another in the long string of women who had disappointed him?

His little shack was just that and became a recommendation for its owner’s truth in advertising. A large room with a Pullman kitchen in one corner, a tiny bedroom, a bath. All shabby but pleasant. (I’d never seen anything shabby but pleasant before.) There was a Moroccan rug on the floor and a madras throw on the studio bed, which also held large pillows covered with an assortment of frayed Oriental fabrics. Against one wall were bookshelves, a desk and file cabinets. An Olivetti, a half-typed page in its roller, sat among papers in the midst of the desk.

The perfect setup, in a world where some things never change, for a middle-aged man to get laid.

Hugo took a large bag of potato chips from the kitchen cabinet, tore it open and began eating chips as though he hadn’t seen food in days. He looked at me, laughed at himself, offered me some chips. I shook my head. He sat down at his desk, swiveling to face me as I sat at the edge of the studio bed.

“So,” he said, his manner suggesting that he had been pursuing me for months and had caught up only now, “at last I have you to myself!”

I smiled shyly. There was something pressing against my chest. I could barely breathe. I became aware of my clothes. Office clothes. High heels! He probably thought I was some kind of idiot. Worse, a bourgeoise! A word whose modern connotation I had learned while studying the French Revolution at Beverly Hills High. (The teacher had later come under fire on various taste-related issues.) Why hadn’t I worn my jeans, dammit?

“I got dressed as though I had a job interview,” I said timorously. “I didn’t know we’d be coming here.”

“You look beautiful,” Hugo said. “I would be happy to give you a job—or anything else you wanted.”

Well, I knew what I wanted, all right. At least in its broad outline.

A self-conscious, teen-aged seductress, I kicked off my shoes, brought my feet up to the bed, rested sideways on my elbow. (If breathing had been possible, casual seductiveness would surely have been easier.)

Hugo gobbled a few more potato chips, dropped the bag and didn’t so much move over as segue to the edge of the studio bed. He placed a large, strong, hairy hand on my foot and began slowly, rhythmically, to massage it. The extraordinary sexual feeling that had visited my body in waves during the days after I’d met him returned in full force, leaving my face flushed and my hands trembling. I twisted so that I was lying on my back, hands clasped under my head, which rested on one of the big, old pillows. He stared intently at my feet as he massaged them.

“You have beautiful feet.”

Oh, my God!

I was trembling all over. He leaned over and kissed one big toe through my mother’s nylon stocking.

Oh, my God. Oh, my God.

When Hugo had kissed each toe on that foot, he moved to the other one, all the while massaging their soles . . . my soul . . . altering forever the way that I would view the world and its possibilities. And when he had kissed each toe, he kissed—more slowly and suggestively, if that was possible—the inside of one ankle, then the outside. After which he moved slowly up my shin, pushing aside my skirt, feeling the nylon on my thighs as though it were skin. Now he was playing with one of my mother’s flowery garters.

I moaned. “Aren’t they awful?” Capitalist toiles!

“They’re beautiful,” he said, “because they’re on you.”

Resting on an elbow, he slowly rolled down one stocking-cum-garter, then the other, pulling them off my feet so gently as to suggest that they were velvet and my feet the crown jewels. Five years later I’d understand the kind of practice required for such dexterity, but I was a million miles away from such thoughts now. I could barely breathe and was focused on the matter of getting enough air to stay alive. Except I was just that, and if anything, more so than I could recall having been in the recent past. Now Hugo kissed my knees, then my thighs, and lifted my skirt to kiss my mother’s lacy blue underpants and my own belly button. The rest of him followed so that he was lying on top of me and—But what was that big, hard thing between us?

Oh, my God, that was IT. The thing I’d heard about, seen in diagrams (but never in photographs, unless it was small and soft-looking) and giggled over with my friends. I looked up at Hugo’s wonderful, kind face as it moved over mine to kiss me. It was all very peculiar, really—that soft countenance (well, maybe the nose offered a hint) coupled with this big, hard, insistent thing pressing against my pelvic bones, bruising, no doubt, the soft flesh that covered them.

He kissed me sweetly, softly, wetly, a dream much better than one I might have managed on my own before now, except that It was still there. I embraced him. Maybe I could shift my weight in some way so that It wasn’t pressing down right in that spot. My belly, for example, had no bones in it that I knew of.

It was as he rested his weight on me in order to reach around with both hands to find the hook on my brassiere that I allowed myself to remember that this Massive Thing that was causing my outsides such discomfort was, unless everything I’d ever read or heard was a lie, about to penetrate my insides. Momentary disbelief as I remembered the size, the apparent size, of the available opening. And then terror. I kissed Hugo, hugging him tightly, nay, clutched at him as his free hand pulled up my sweater, pushed aside the brassiere and played with my breasts. He sucked one nipple, then the other.

Who could have known that those two things males made such a fuss over had as much pleasure to offer their possessors as their viewers? Why couldn’t we just do this for a while? Why couldn’t we just . . . He was helping me out of my sweater now. And my brassiere. He reached around my back to find my skirt zipper, pulled it down without difficulty and then, with my help, got the skirt off, too.

Fear battled with excitement; both won.

Kissing my belly button, he played with the edge of my mother’s silk underpants, finally sliding them down my legs. Not being able to breathe had caught up with me and I was truly suffocating now. I turned on my side; at least I could die gracefully.

Hugo stood up to take off his own clothes . . . and there It was—could I have hoped otherwise?—that massive tower of flesh, pointing at me like a machine gun in a war movie. Surely It would destroy me if It tried to force itself into that little hole between my legs!

Hugo lay down on his side, very close to me, facing me. He smiled reassuringly. Without having received any orders from me, my body moved itself right up against his, one leg raising itself to fit over the object of my concern. Waves of excitement crashed through me as Hugo played with my breasts and moved It back and forth between my legs. It didn’t hurt. Maybe I’d misunderstood and this was all that was going to happen.

No. His fingers were groping between my legs, looking. Finding. A finger slipped into me with miraculous ease and felt remarkably good in there, causing me to moan with pleasure, making me reach out to see what I could do to make him feel half as good as . . . Uh-oh. His finger was still massaging me but I sensed that It was awaiting its moment.

I took a deep breath, one of the few that had been available to me since the beginning of this strange and complex process, and groped for It, finding It, as you might imagine, with ease, at first just holding It, rubbing a little, and finally stroking. It was quite a remarkable object, actually. Never could I recall touching anything that possessed such a combination of opposing qualities. It was at once the softest and the hardest thing imaginable. A sword in a velvet sheath. No, not a sword, which was too slender, or a bullet, which was too small. My mind began to range toward the larger forms of ammunition, but I stopped myself. I had to push all this stuff out of my mind and concentrate on what I was doing, simply stroking and rubbing the velvet over the extraordinary bone within.

What was remarkable was that excitement didn’t leave me but existed with pain and fear in a kind of exquisite discord, the one perhaps even adding to the others as Hugo slowly, firmly, pushed his way into me, hurting me terribly at first but then, after he’d pushed and hurt me, pulling back, and as he did, letting me feel a little pleasure. Pushing and pulling back, good old Hugo, the Deflorationist Supreme, pushing and pulling until finally, mirabile dictu!, he was all the way inside. I was afraid even to moan lest he become concerned about hurting me and withdraw, a fear which is amusing only in retrospect.

His load spent, Hugo withdrew from me with what it would take me years to be able to identify as inappropriate speed, turned his back to me, and went to sleep with all the concern of an eighteen-year-old initiate for his first practiced whore.

I remained, of course, wide-awake. I turned on my side, facing his back, and gingerly placed one arm around him in such a way as to avoid disturbing his sleep. I was all right. Orgasms hadn’t hit the sports pages yet, and I didn’t know that anything else was supposed to happen to me, much less whether it was supposed to happen the first time. If his withdrawal from me had not been so abrupt, I’d probably have felt fine. As it was, I needed a little something. With extreme caution, I kissed his back. He began to snore. Thank God I hadn’t disturbed his sleep!

My body cooled. Carefully I pulled a little of the madras spread over myself. If I could move up against him and embrace him, I would be warm and happy and maybe I would even fall asleep. But the risk of disturbing him was too great, so I contented myself with looking at his broad, strong back, familiarizing myself with his moles, wondering whether he would make love to me again when he awakened and, if so, whether it would hurt as much as it had the first time.

I was served less than well, of course, by the fact that when he did awaken and make love to me again, he hurt me less than before at the beginning and not at all by the end. Thus did I learn about intense pleasure even as I was about to be deprived of it. Thus was I catapulted into that state of perpetual eagerness cum dread that was the residence of any female in emotional congress with Hugo Bernkastel.

Not that I wasn’t begging for it. Hugo, after all, did not make masochistic mountains out of the molehills of adolescent turmoil but simply utilized whatever he found when he got there. No need to sit at home reading his early edition of the Marquis de Sade; he was in natural command of the means to cause suffering. Is this not true of most of us? And, if so, is it not fortunate that many of us lack the desire?

•  •  •

I never had to be home again, but Hugo did. As we dressed, he spoke of his hope that his life was about to become more reasonable. As we finished dressing, went to the car and drove back to Beverly Hills, he talked at length about his childhood. This was a time when, even in Hollywood, people meeting at parties were slower to present autobiographical calling cards . . . Forgive me, my mother trained me always to ask people how much money they made without telling me that they’d all hate me for being nosy . . . than they would be later on. If the fact of being in therapy had become conversational currency, nobody was heard to tell anything remotely resembling the truth about what had brought him or her into it. Furthermore, if people had begun to talk about that stuff at parties, I didn’t know it because there hadn’t been any parties since my father’s departure. It seemed to me a sign of Hugo’s attachment to me that he should be willing, even eager, during the drive home, to share with me the story of his dismal upbringing, surely one of the most pathetic chapters in the Lost Boy’s Book of Rejections.

Hugo’s mother was Kathy Kastle, originally Katya Schultz, the early feminist mogul who started the Kastle Kosmetics empire with money from Solomon Bernkastel, a bachelor and an academic whom she’d met at the home of friends and who’d fallen madly in love with her. Having consented to marry him as long as he understood she wanted to start her own business and would never have children, she’d become pregnant within weeks of the marriage and spent her pregnancy setting up the company with Solomon’s help, interviewing chemists, exploring packaging and promotion, and so on. The brochures announcing the formation of the company had gone out with handwritten postscripts from Solomon informing their friends that a son had been born. Two weeks later, in April 1911, Kathy set out from their Chicago home in Solomon’s Model T with a back seat full of cosmetics, a head full of commercial possibilities, and not so much as a backward glance at her husband, her bawling two-week-old son, or the Russian immigrant woman Solomon had hired to tend the baby.

Hugo remembered a lifetime of abuse and neglect in detail I found overwhelming at the time. After Hugo, any story of a man’s life tended to terrify me.

•  •  •

We were together only once more, and that after elaborate promises that were broken and trembling protestations of love and concern and numerous phone calls, ostensibly placed from parts of the earth I hadn’t known had telephones yet. When I finally saw him I was too mindful of the past and frightened of the future to take more than physical pleasure in his presence. I was, in fact, in a frenzy of love and hate, fear and mistrust, that should have outweighed any possible pleasure and caused me to erase him from my real life, if not from my fantasy one. It could not. I was a child.

•  •  •

I cried a lot and got too skinny. My mother thought I looked better, but Tony was worried. All his years in Hollywood hadn’t convinced him that human bones looked good without flesh on them. He started cooking for me. Spaghetti, ravioli, lasagna—all the good, hearty food he’d always loved but seldom made because my mother, paranoid about her weight and not about to give up drinking, wouldn’t touch them.

Tony had always been kind to me without actually approving of the way I was permitted to live. He continued to adore my mother and would never have thought of bringing her to task over my upbringing—my lack of upbringing, you might call it—so he had settled, from what I could overhear or divine, on blaming my father for lapses in my habits, taste and so on. He seemed, perhaps with my mother’s help—though I doubt it, for in those days she didn’t care enough about anything to lie—to have settled on a version of our previous lives that included an absentee husband and a wife who cared warmly for her child until that husband’s desertion plunged her into a depression from which she never fully recovered.

Now, for the first time, I, too, was visibly sad, not to say skinny, and Tony moved to care for me. He even gave me driving lessons after school in the small, neat truck he used for delivering and picking up his men at the various gardens they tended. Evenings and weekends my lessons were in his white Cadillac. Afterward we would have a meal of spaghetti or lasagna while my mother nibbled at a piece of broiled fish or chicken.

Tony also learned me, as he put it, to appreciate opera. A man of no cultural pretensions, he loved vocal music of any kind except jazz, which he would have none of. Long before your average Beverly Hills home had a soundproofed room for movies and loud music, Tony had lined the walls of the small den near the kitchen with cork so he could listen to his music without disturbing my mother. Later he put an intercom between their bedroom and his den so her summonses were audible even if Verdi was making love to him at full volume.

I will never forget that first day when, passing the study door, which was slightly ajar, I was arrested by a beautiful tenor rendition of Di quella pira from Il Trovatore.

I poked in my head.

Tony sat in his red leather armchair, his eyes closed, his right hand directing the music. Sensing my presence, he opened his eyes and placed a finger on his lips; with the other hand, he beckoned me to join him. I tiptoed into the room, closing the door behind me, and moved to the second soft leather chair he had provided against the day when someone else might wish to listen. Relaxing into the chair, I watched him. I wanted to be part of what was going on between him and the music.

Di quella pira l’orrendo foco

tutte le fibre m’arse, avvampò!

Empi, spegnetela, o ch’io fra poco

col sangue vostro la spegnerò!

If Tony had kept his distance from me, it was not because of his nature, but because my mother’s dazed permissiveness had created some sort of impenetrable barrier between us. If he had the opinion that some trip or project or friend of mine was no good for me, and I told him my mother hadn’t objected, the issue was not joined because he wouldn’t quarrel with my mother. If he found some object around the house that he held to be worthless, and if it turned out I had picked it up at my mother’s request, no more was said about the matter. Permission he gave me to go someplace or do something was always followed by, “If it’s all right with your mama.” Or, I should say, “Ifa it’sa all right witha you mama,” for he had the classic Italian accent to his English and never showed any desire at all to alter it.

Era già figlio prima d’amarti,

non può frenarmi il tuo martir.

Madre infelice, corro a salvarti

o teco almeno corro a morir!

Not until the side was finished did Tony open his eyes again.

“Madre infelice,” I said. “What does that mean?”

He stood, stretched, turned off the record player.

“Madre infelice,” he repeated, rubbing his eyes, yawning. “Just the way it sounds. Unfortunate mother. My unfortunate mother. She’s more than unfortunate, she’s . . .” He shook his head, sighed, sat down. “This is her son who sings to her. She’s on the pyre. The stake. She will be burned for avenging her mama’s death.”

“Tell me,” I begged. He was delighted to do so.

“Manrico has to save her. Her son. He tells Leonora, the woman who loves him, ‘I was a son before I loved you. I cannot stay back when they do this to my mother. Even if I die at her side.’ ”

There were tears in my eyes. Tony was nodding. He had always suspected I possessed a soul.

“Could I hear it again?” I asked.

“Maybe we start from the beginning,” he said. “I talk, we play.”

•  •  •

That afternoon was one of the happiest of my life. My mother never summoned either of us, and we went through the entire opera, Tony talking, then playing the music, me asking questions, crying, listening, crying again.

The troubadour Manrico is in love with the Lady Leonora, who loves him in return. Count Luna is also in love with Leonora, who disdains him. The Count is determined to avenge his brother’s fate at the hands of the gypsy Azucena—who is Manrico’s mother! I could even cry for the evil Luna, who wasn’t really evil but was under the burden of avenging his brother’s death, as the Count sang:

Di geloso amor sprezzato

Arde in me tremendo il fuoco!

And then Azucena tells Manrico her dreadful secret—that in her agony and confusion she had thrown her own baby on the fire, so that Manrico is really the royal brother—only to take back what she’s said because if Manrico knew the truth, he would be unwilling to destroy Luna!

I was pulled out of myself in a way that I hadn’t been since my father was with me and I was safe and could allow myself to be immersed in fiction, in the unreal.

Ah sì, ben mio, coll’essere

io tuo, tu mia consorte.

Ah, yes, my love, when we belong to each other my courage will be greater than it is now, my arm stronger. But if it is written that I should die tomorrow, felled by the enemy’s blade, then in my dying moments, my thoughts will move to you and I will remember that I am entering heaven before you. . . .

Ah, Manrico! Ah, Hugo!

When Leonora went to Manrico to tell him he was free, and Manrico, knowing she must have promised herself to the Count to gain his freedom but failing to realize she had already swallowed the fatal poison, furiously rejected her until she fell to the floor and he understood what she had done for him, I wept uncontrollably.

Tony came and sat down on the arm of my club chair and put his arm around me, gently patting my shoulder without trying to comfort me prematurely. He allowed the opera to end and me to cry for as long as I felt like crying. When I had finally finished, I felt better than I had in days. Weeks. Years.

I raised my head from the arm of the chair and smiled at Tony. I had just decided that I loved him like a father.

“I don’t understand,” I said, “how I could have heard it all these years without really hearing.”

He shrugged. “Now you ready, now you hear.”

Now I was ready, now I heard.

In the coming weeks we went through all of Verdi, then through Puccini, Rossini and Bellini. La Bohème was his great favorite, and he was puzzled by my indifference to it. In fact, hearing the music before I knew the plot, I had responded with pleasure, but then the story had irritated me. This perfectly wonderful man in love with a dying consumptive when surely there were terrific girls all over Paris who would have wanted him . . .

When Tony one Sunday overheard me refusing to go to a movie with my friends because he and I were scheduled to listen to a new record, he began to talk about taking me to the opera when it was in Los Angeles. He said he had relatives in New York who would put us up if we wanted to go to a few performances at the Met, a point from which he quickly retreated because there was no way he could get my mother to join us and no way he was going to leave her behind. Then he began telling me about the European opera houses, most particularly La Scala, where everything was so much better than it could be at any American performance. And was, of course, infinitely safer to daydream about.

•  •  •

I still could not think of Hugo without pain and confusion. His vanishing echoed some event in a not-quite-remembered time when bliss ended in a similarly abrupt and incomprehensible way. I couldn’t simply wish for him to come back because to have him again would be to risk a similar experience. Yet I could not give up the elaborate fantasies in which I rejected him until he was able to prove to my satisfaction that he had been called to the other end of the world on a mission that did not allow for explanations.

For weeks I searched for a hypothetical version of my Hugo story—minus sex, of course, or a wife—to discuss with Tony. I had always placed a reasonable trust in him, but now I felt a filial reverence as well. If I could convey the quality of what had happened without getting bogged down in nasty details, Tony might give me advice that would be useful both now and in my future life.

“I want to ask your opinion about something,” I told him one day when we had been listening to a medley of arias sung by Ezio Pinza. “It’s about men.”

He was dusting the Pinza record. He sat in his armchair, rested the record on his trousers and continued to wipe it with the chamois cloth, but in a more deliberate fashion.

“If you like a man, and he seems to be interested in you, and you have a sort of informal date with him . . . and you think he was very nice but you don’t hear from him for a while, and then you see him again and you don’t hear from him at all when you thought he liked you even more . . . What would you think if that happened?”

Tony turned over the record and began making his circular motions on the other side.

“Man?”

“Mmm.”

“Man is too old for you. What you want is a boy.”

“Tony!” I protested. “You don’t know that. You don’t even know how old he is!”

“All right. How old he is.” It was flat. A challenge, not a question.

“Well, I don’t know, exactly, but I don’t see what difference it makes.”

“From a man to a boy makes a big difference.”

“Why?”

He paused, sighed, stood up, put away the record, returned the cloth to its place in the end-table drawer. Then he took a pencil and paper from the small desk in front of the window where he sat to pay the bills and, leaning on the end table, drew a picture, which he handed to me.

On a series of seesaws, two stick figures, a small one with long hair (girl) and a larger one without hair (man) remained in the same basic position: The large one held the ground on his seesaw seat while the small one, up high, waved her arms and legs but was unable to bring down her end.

“I don’t understand,” I lied.

“Sure you do.” He took back the paper and drew some more. When he handed it back to me, there was another series, this time with figures of equal size, so that the seesaw moved, one side up in the air and then that side down, as the pictures progressed.

“Oh.” I stood, dropped the picture in my chair. I was not so much angry with him as frustrated by his presentation of the truth in a form too simple to allow for argument.

I sat down again and began to cry.

“Uh-oh.” He came over to me, sat on the edge of my chair, patted my head. “What’s’a matter, baby? He’s a married man you’re talking about?”

Stunned, I stopped crying.

“Why did you say that?”

He shrugged. “They get to the age, they marry.”

I was silent. If the world could be so easily codified, I was far from ready to learn the code.

“What happened to that nice-looking boy you went out with last term?” Tony asked.

I shrugged.

What happened, although surely I couldn’t have said it, was that the playfulness Hugo had spurred, not to speak of the sexuality he had engaged, was absent when I went out with young boys, and they didn’t ask me a second or third time.

My affection for Tony was tinged with a new and respectful wariness. He didn’t mind. He’d raised two girls of his own and was accustomed to trying to safeguard the virginity of teen-agers over their own mixed feelings.

“So where is this guy?” he finally asked me. “The married one? He better not show his face around here.”

I smiled sadly.

“He won’t.”

“He’s gone?”

I nodded.

“That’s’a good. I know you don’t see it that way now, but I swear to you, sweetheart, it’s a good thing.”

It didn’t feel good.

What puzzled me was that Tony hadn’t been interested in any of the details. Older man. Well, now, practically everybody married men who were older, and it seemed tricky to decide at just what point an older man became an Older Man. Furthermore, it was clear to me, as it must be to Tony, that there was more than one kind of marriage. In fact, Hugo had told me he’d been determined to have a real marriage, and failing to accomplish this was his most bitter disappointment. He had been shocked and grievously upset when the mother of his children announced her intention to return to her law practice while the children were still young. Nor was she a wife-mother in other ways he might reasonably have expected. He hadn’t had to tell me that he was remaining with her For the Sake of the Children. I understood and approved mightily of his doing this against what might be his own best interests!

There were times I could believe that all of the above was true and Hugo was staying away because the attraction to me was so great as to endanger his sense that he could remain in his marriage until the children were grown. Other times when I was certain something I’d said or done or, worse still, some very basic inadequacy of mine, had been directly responsible for his loss of interest.

It was clear, in any event, that I had best stay away from males altogether, a position that, however arrived at, served me in good stead during my remaining high school years. I went to classes, did all my homework and various papers for extra credit and, during my senior year, with Tony’s encouragement, applied to UCLA as well as a couple of fancy Eastern colleges. Tony was proud of me.

•  •  •

On the third Sunday in December of 1965 I came downstairs at around eleven, thinking I would prepare my breakfast and bring it to Tony’s room, where music was already playing. It was the meltingly beautiful Ah! hello, a me ritorna from Norma. I almost went in to give Tony a kiss on the top of his head before making my breakfast but decided to heat my coffee first. He had taught me to enjoy the rich Italian coffee that he made with hot milk, but then his doctor had ordered him off it because of a heart condition I’d never heard another word about. He had stopped drinking all but a single morning cup greatly diluted with milk. This was, he said, a condition of life he could not relinquish.

Recently I had noticed there was more coffee left for me than there’d once been. I was drinking that and more, sometimes making a new pot when the first one was finished. I think I enjoyed the ceremony as much as the coffee itself, though oddly, it was one of the few habits I’d ever acquired that Violet had noticed—and deplored. On the occasional Sunday when Tony persuaded her to join us for breakfast, she invariably expressed concern about coffee as an artificial stimulant that would prevent me from relaxing. On this particular Sunday morning she was nowhere to be seen.

In the kitchen I took the strainer basket out of the percolator (Tony had failed to do it, which was unusual), turned on the light and added sugar and milk to the pot. In recent weeks he’d seemed to have lost interest in the music, and I was happy to hear it playing again. I took a cruller, filled the big white mug with his name on it, a Christmas present from me to him that I used more often than he did, and with the mug in one hand and the napkin-wrapped cruller in the other, made my way to the den.

The record was finished, but Tony hadn’t turned it over. I could see the top of his head over the back of his armchair and thought he must have fallen asleep. I kissed his bald spot, set my cup and cruller on the little table next to my chair and went to the phonograph to turn over the record. Then, as music filled the room, I sat down.

Tony’s eyes were wide open, but he wasn’t looking at me. His arms rested along the arms of the chair, palms down. His body was taut. Not a moment’s uncertainty was granted me. It was clear beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was dead.

I sat back against the chair cushions and listened to the entire side from Norma with a mind that was, at first, remarkably clear of other thoughts. When the side was finished, I turned off the record player and sat down once again, drinking my coffee and watching Tony’s face, which looked mildly surprised. It was only when the buzzer sounded—Violet summoning her faithful servant—that I began to cry.

What would happen to us now?

I thought of that day when I’d suddenly heard the music Tony was playing, and I thought of the day when we’d met, when he had distinguished the flowers from the weeds. I thought of how careful he had been not to act like my boss until the day he’d perceived that I was looking for one, and of how scrupulous he had been since that time not to conflict with Violet’s wishes.

The buzzer sounded again. I went to the wall, pulled the intercom plug from the socket. I wondered how long it would take Violet to notice that no one was responding. Perhaps, when she did, she would come downstairs.-

She had just better not touch him . . .

I was puzzled, not simply by the fierceness of the thought but by the fact that it had come at all. There had been little touching in our household since the early days of Violet and Tony’s romance, and that not by Violet, who, if Tony patted her shoulders as he passed behind her chair to get the next course, reacted with the warmth of a porcelain figure toward the housemaid’s cloth.

I walked over to Tony and closed his eyes by gently running the side of my hand down his face from the top of his forehead, one of the few acts I have ever performed that is no more difficult than it looks in the movies. Then I went to the window and stared out at the dead street.

After a while Violet drifted into the room.

“I’ve been ringing over and over,” she complained.

I turned to watch her as she came around Tony’s chair, looked at him for slightly longer than one might have expected her to, then looked back to me.

“I think he’s really gone,” I said.

“Oh, yes,” she replied in that same, small, quavery–complainy voice. “He’s been tired lately.”

Then she drifted away and back up the stairs, leaving me wondering whether she understood or whether, indeed, she had just crossed the border from barely sane to quite mad.

Tony could not remain here like this.

I could not remain here, but that was another, slightly less urgent matter.

The phone rang in the kitchen. I ignored it. It ceased to ring.

There were jobs to be done, but I didn’t know precisely what they were, or whom I should call to ask. I leaned over, kissed Tony’s forehead and whispered, “Goodbye. I love you.” Then, having deposited the cup and cruller in the kitchen, I picked up the phone to call the doctor and ask him what I should do. I decided to get the number from Information rather than search through the directory or go upstairs to deal with Violet.

But the line appeared to be dead.

I went upstairs. Violet lay in bed, her breakfast tray set aside, the usual magazines scattered around her. The receiver was off the cradle.

“Oh, there you are, dear,” she said. “My tray’s been ready for hours.”

I didn’t touch it. It was a symbolic refusal, petty but important to me, to go along for a moment with the notion that I, too, had been put on this earth to serve her. Her suggesting I should have taken care of it told me she had seen, if she hadn’t precisely registered, Tony’s death.

I asked her why the phone was off the hook.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “There’s a call for you.”

I replaced the receiver.

The address book was kept on a cord next to the phone on her nightstand.

“Dear,” she said in a voice that sounded closer to tears than her normal one, “will you just get the tray off my bed? I keep thinking it’s going to fall off.”

With an internal curse, I pulled the book and its cord from the phone, picked up the tray from the far side of the huge bed and brought both downstairs to the kitchen.

•  •  •

Dr. Summers was one of those wonderful old soap-style general practitioners to whom old-lady patients are always leaving their fortunes. He was tall and lanky with flowing white hair that hadn’t ceded any volume to time and a smooth pink face held up by impressive gentile bones. I keep wanting to put him in a black cape and top hat—Raymond Massey as Lincoln, again—but aside from his mouth’s being very different from Massey’s, reflecting neither sensuality nor dissatisfaction, he was very much of his place, which was Hollywood, and wore tropical suits all year round while making the house calls he professed not to mind in his Lincoln Continental.

I dialed Summers’s number and got one of his six silky secretary-nurses. I asked if I might speak with him, and there was a brief, incredulous silence.

“May I ask what the problem is?” the nurse inquired when she had recovered from the shock of my presumption.

“The problem is,” I said—it’s much easier to deal with bastards at times like this—“that there’s a dead person in the house.”

A pause. “Is this person a patient of The Doctor’s and is there any doubt of his or her condition?”

“Yes, the person is a patient of the doctor’s, and I don’t have any doubt, but of course I’m not a doctor.”

“Of course.” She already knew that any medical school would have been crazy to admit me.

“His name is Anthony Coletti,” I said.

She asked a few questions and told me she’d try to find the doctor, a not so easy task in those days, when there were no portable phones on the golf course. He, or someone, she said, would be there very soon.

I hung up and drank the small amount of coffee with milk that was left in my cup, then sat down at the table and began to go through my mother’s address book. In a remarkably short time an ambulance with an emergency squad had arrived, and someone had examined Tony, asked me a few questions, given me something to bring Violet to sign and taken him away. I wanted to cry some more, but it was as though I’d been put on hold.

She’d just better leave me alone for a while. She’d better not get hungry or thirsty or need someone to tidy her room.

It was odd how few names there were in the phone book that it might have been reasonable to call. I thought of my Other Father, as I’d come to think of my real father in those rare recent times when I’d allowed myself to think of him at all; We hadn’t spoken in a little over four years. To the best of my knowledge, my mother hadn’t been in contact with him since the divorce. Still, if anyone was responsible for Violet, it was he. He was the one who’d been smitten by the beautiful young Dutch orphan who wasn’t fit to be a mother and given her a baby who happened to be me.
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