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For Cathy






The only true satisfaction comes from doing good.

—ALICE CROWE



It was just after eleven at night. I was pacing around the darkened courtyard outside the Old Globe Theatre in San Diego, my former hometown. Eleven was the time I usually called my mom to check on her and say good night. She was still razor-sharp at ninety-seven, the gift of a life without smoke or drink. We were then less than ten days away from the first previews of Almost Famous: The Musical, the stage adaptation I’d written, based on my own autobiographical film. Inside the theater, a lively cast was still rehearsing. I could hear them singing as the sweet smell of gardenias wafted through the night air. It should have all felt so promising. But let’s be honest. I mean, that should be our arrangement here. I knew the brutal truth. The play was not going to work, and I didn’t want to talk about it.

“How’s the play?” she asked immediately. It was more like a demand. My mother had never been a fan of small talk.

“It’s like trying to speak in a different language,” I said. “It’s nothing I’m used to. It’s—”

“It’s going to be great,” she declared.

I had to tamp down her expectations fast. Soon there would be live audiences, reviews, and more. “It’s not going to be great. Good is the best we can hope for.”

“Stop it,” she said. “Mind is in every cell of the body! What you say will make it so.” She lived on aphorisms. “Now, I want to hear you say, ‘The play is going to be great.’ ”

She was obsessed with the play. And not just because the show-stealing part was the character based on her. For the last few years, every attempt at a conversation about other subjects had served only as a tiny distraction from the subject at hand—How is the play? The play! Almost Famous, the film, was an almost exact replica of our family life, particularly the difficult relationship between my sister and mother. The movie was never successful in the multiplexes, but audiences caught up to it later. I won an Academy Award for the screenplay. I’m still as surprised today as when Tom Hanks called out my name. It was a gentle story about music and family, not a blockbuster. But something about that intimate tale, and the way music can serve as an emotional guide throughout your life, caused people to discover and rediscover it over the years. The idea of turning it into a musical was a pipe dream that had gone from a possibility to a show booked in the very theater across the street from our old apartment. The whole unwieldy idea had been fueled by my mom’s desire to see it on the Broadway stage.

It had not been a breeze. The director, Jeremy Herrin, was a flinty character who’d made some great theater back in England and also in New York, where we hoped the play would move after our run in San Diego. He’d not directed a musical before, but I trusted his musical taste. We cooked up a lot of good ideas, along with our celebrated composer Tom Kitt. Kitt’s writing and arranging often lit up Broadway with a Brian-Wilson sense of emotion. Still, I grew up with Led Zeppelin and was worried that the play was summoning too much Billy Joel and not enough “Kashmir.”

Then there was the case of the lead actor. He was a lively kid with a great voice. If you squinted you might even believe him as fifteen years old, despite the thick chest hair that had begun to sprout from under the neckline of his T-shirt. But with six weeks left until the first preview, he quit our musical to be the third lead on a cable TV show.

A whirlwind search had turned up a kid named Casey Likes from Arizona, a runner-up in a national high school musical theater contest. The more I explained these foreboding events to my aging mother, the more she defended her predictions of greatness like they were the beaches of Normandy. History had proven her strange psychic ability to see just around the corner. And so our conversations went round and round. I was the doomsayer, and she blasted me with rah-rah enthusiasm. As long as I didn’t interrupt her nightly appointment with Rachel Maddow, she was fine to continue our usual tradition.

“It’s going to be great!” she declared again. I could picture her in the grand reclining chair in her apartment, just a few miles from where we were rehearsing. “Opportunity favors the prepared mind!” She added one more aphorism, because she always did. “I’ve seen it in my mind, just get out of the way. The play”—she paused dramatically—“will be great.”

“I have to go.” I actually didn’t, except I really did.

“Doubt is the devil!” It was another one of her favorites.

This was the point when, I’m ashamed to admit, I erupted. “I’m telling you the truth! I don’t know why I’m here! I thought it would be a good idea! But all I can think now is that the only thing worse than embarrassment is embarrassment in my old hometown.”

“Stop it,” she said.

I couldn’t downshift. My own ridiculous voice was echoing off the walls of the courtyard. It felt so good to say it, to proclaim it. “I WANT MY OLD LIFE BACK!” I shouted.

Immediately, I felt a creeping sensation that I was no longer alone. I turned slowly to behold the play’s costumer, Abby, quietly smoking a cigarette in the darkness ten feet away. She nodded to me with her cigarette. I nodded back darkly. She’d heard everything. Suddenly we knew each other too well.

“I have to go,” I said to my mother. “Let me talk to Ruthie.” Ruthie was her friend, her hairdresser, and lately her caretaker.

“I told her to go home. I needed a break.”

“Ruthie should be there. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Ruthie makes too much of a fuss,” she said. “I can take care of myself. I’m worried about you.”

“Why are you alone?”

“Because you didn’t want me to come live with you!” Now we were on to another issue, far less blissful to her than the promise of the play. “I’ve outlived my welcome,” she said. “Nobody wants me anymore. And you want to put me in a nursing home!”

She’d just separated from her second husband, Gary, a few months earlier. He was twenty-two years younger than she was, but they had a chemistry only they truly understood. How anybody could leave their wife at ninety-seven, I still didn’t know. The play had become her obsession, followed only by her fear of being put in an assisted-living facility.

“I’m not trying to put you in a nursing home,” I said.

“No, you are,” she said quietly. “I’ve seen it.”

My earliest memories involved her mysterious gift of prophecy. She could often predict events long before they happened. Of this she was sure: her life would be a battle against the weakening of the American spirit. All around her, she could see the signs. America was lacking in moral values. The similarities were shocking to her. It was only a matter of when. Just around the corner was the fall of the Roman Empire.

“Be positive,” she said. “There’s enough negativity in the world! Stay focused on the light. That’s what people love about your work! Stay positive and you’ll attract positivity.”

“I wish you were right,” I said.

“Relinquish your fears,” she said. “Thoughts are actions!”

Nearby, Abby crushed out her cigarette and left me alone to argue with my mother. Her sneakers slapped against the concrete courtyard.

“I’m hanging up now,” my mom said. “Do the play for me, and for your sons. Get out of the way or you’ll ruin everything.”

I hung up and stared at the flickering lights on the edge of the still-lit marquee. It was the best of Southern California at night, a lush late-summer evening. The scent of our old neighborhood. Suddenly it all came back in a blast. I was fifteen again. Except I wasn’t. I was now decades older, trying to figure out my life in the shadow of a musical about me being fifteen, trying to figure out my life. If only I were as diabolical a writer as life itself.






Put some goodness into the world before it blows up.

—ALICE CROWE



“Tell me a secret about how to play this character. Something nobody else knows.”

We were in New York, a month earlier, trying to save the musical with our new lead actor, Casey Likes, and he was asking me for help. He was seventeen and struggling with the part. I was impressed by his question.

I told him a story I hadn’t told anybody else. The secret to Almost Famous was the empty chair at the dining room table. Understanding that involved knowing our family story, a story that began years earlier in another time and another country.

They met in an elevator in Kyoto, Japan. James Crowe was a rising star in the military. He was from Stanton, a small town in central Kentucky. His acceptance into the West Point Academy was celebrated on the front page of his local newspaper, The Clay City Times. Jimmy, the hometown hero, blazed through the tough four-year program in only three years. Stationed overseas, he was destined for service in the Korean War when he met a dark-haired schoolteacher from California. She was in Japan on a teaching assignment. She had a striking figure and a consequential nose. She was a seeker who collected the best ideas of all the philosophers she’d studied and brewed them into her own blend of strong-minded positivity. She had a shatteringly loud sneeze and a skittish, hyperintelligent mind. He was a soft Southern charmer, a mint julep in summer. They married the next year, and all the hometown girls shed a tear. They still carried a torch for the charming young man with a quick laugh and a winning smile.

Alice George was the opposite of those girls, the ones with names like Bitsy or Anna Sue. The Southern way was rife with the unspoken. Bless your heart usually meant just the opposite. Look at you, while said admiringly, was a suggestion you were overweight. My mother found such nuance a waste of time. Straight-up bluntness was her default mode.

“Why come in the back door,” she would say, “when the front door is open?”


[image: James and Alice Crowe in wedding attire walking under an arch of crossed swords held by uniformed men.]
James and Alice Crowe get the full military wedding. Miyako Hotel, Kyoto, 1952.



As a young elementary school teacher, the long-limbed Alice George had decided to teach her way around the world. A strange sense of intuition had ruled her life. She called it a “third sense.” The only reason she was even in Japan was because she’d demanded a transfer from the ‘Iolani School in Honolulu, Hawaii. ‘Iolani was an exclusive school, proper, with a regular tea service. She and a girlfriend taught preteens. They also shared an apartment near the beach. One day Alice developed a sudden sense of doom. Trouble was coming. Her roommate dismissed the premonition as mere worry. Alice hurriedly arranged to be sent to another school, in Kyoto. Two months later the largest tsunami in Hawaiian history killed 150 people, destroyed hundreds of homes, and left my mother with a lifelong ache. Her skeptical (disbelieving?) roommate was swept out to sea.

After their marriage in 1947, my father landed a choice assignment. He was sent to Governors Island, in New York, to serve as aide to Major General Roscoe Woodruff, commander of the I Corps overseeing the Pacific Theater. They lived the social life for a time, helping the general and his wife with their events and exploits. Once he was admonished by Woodruff’s wife for the stale peanuts at their cocktail party. My mother chafed at such ridiculousness. The Stale Peanut Incident loomed large in our family’s mythology. Soon pregnant with their first child, my mother and father came to a crossroads. Alice was not built for the cookie-cutter role of military wife. It was family vs. the military.

Jimmy Crowe asked for an honorable discharge from the 40th Infantry, where he’d been activated in the Korean War. It was a company known for intense short-term combat skirmishes. We never discussed the specifics of his service. Only once did I pop the question: Did you ever kill somebody? He laughed softly at the question. I took it to mean military discretion. Probably yes. Or maybe it was just the way I phrased it.

Many years later I found a yellow Kodak box of color slides in his belongings. Some covered his time staging near Kyoto, preparing for deployment. Others were taken by a fellow officer on the front lines of the Korean War. The photos were spectacular. And there was my father, arms pulled behind him, in front of command bunkers, at the 38th Parallel, the main line of resistance, the tip of the spear. You could almost hear the gunfire. He’d seen the best and the worst of the war. He’d clearly seen the victories and the bloodshed. All I’d imagined and more. All of it, just behind the gentle laugh at my question. It was all there in Kodachrome slides, rich with color, vivid portraits of a time long before he’d decided to move to California, a time when a single gunshot would have made the decision for him.

I often felt a phantom limb for the glittering military future that my father left behind. I can sometimes imagine him with a chest full of medals and the same perfect posture, hands clasped behind his back. The same pose I see in every photo of him. I was the result of Jimmy Crowe leaving that glittering life behind and becoming a full-time family man. I was the last child. If it weren’t for the Stale Peanut Incident, I wouldn’t exist.
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Commanding officer’s bunker. Korea, 1953.








Opportunity favors the prepared mind.

—LOUIS PASTEUR



I was raised in the desert. My father came to Palm Springs in the late fifties and staked his claim on civilian life as a real estate man. We lived in a small house with a rock garden for a lawn. The local businessmen embraced my dad and his military record. It was a city on the rise, a sunbaked town with a thousand swimming pools and the constant hum of air conditioners. I’m one of the few people you’ll ever meet who was born there. Mostly, Palm Springs is a place people visit and leave.

In 1970, when I was thirteen, we moved to San Diego. My dad stayed in the desert as a real estate man. He also owned an answering service business in Palm Desert. There were some ghosts left behind in the desert; I’ll tell you a little bit about that later. My father commuted from the desert on the weekends to be with us, while my mother and I lived in a basement apartment next to the I-5 freeway entrance, just across the street from Balboa Park.

Tucked into the park was a local landmark—the Old Globe Theatre. It was a stirring replica of Shakespeare’s original populist theater in London. I was just starting to fall in love with music, from Marvin Gaye to Led Zeppelin, but my mom, a beloved professor and counselor at the nearby inner-city San Diego Community College, was adamant about one thing. She hated rock and roll. It was all about brain cells. Rock was inelegant and, worse, obsessed with base issues like sex and drugs. The intellectual excellence of theater was much more her style.

The casts for the Old Globe Theatre productions often roomed in our apartment building. I would hear the actors going over lines while washing their clothes in the laundry room next to our basement apartment. Years later, I learned that a particularly expressive skinny guy in a paisley shirt who was always pacing and acting out scenes with an invisible partner was Christopher Walken.

One day my mom announced, “We’re going across the street to see Henry VIII.”

“I don’t want to go.”

“One day you’ll brag about it.”

“I will never brag about it.” I wanted to stay home and secretly listen to rock radio, which she had banished from our home.

I could rarely say no to her in any way she understood. And so we trudged across the bridge to the theater, where men in tights took the tickets and spoke to us in crisp British accents, and we watched the meticulously rendered words of William Shakespeare. I was bored… until the elixir of the characters began to kick in. Afterward we talked about the nature of good and evil, yin and yang, and how Shakespeare rarely strayed from examinations of entertaining but flawed characters.

Chances are, if you were quiet around my mom for any length of time, she’d soon be teaching you a lesson or quoting a Greek philosopher. Watching the evening news, she would study Richard Nixon with squinting eyes and a deep sense of history. To her, American politics had become a Shakespearean play still in search of its tragic ending. “ ‘Envy no man until he is safely dead,’ ” she might cry out. “Herodotus said that!”

Richard Nixon was the enemy. Ralph Nader, Cesar Chavez, and JFK were the heroes. Rock music, especially the kind that was sexually provocative, was the enemy. The slowness of the American educational system was also an irritant. By the time I arrived, the youngest of three children, my mother had streamlined her teaching approach. She skipped me through kindergarten and put me in first grade when I was just five.

“Kindergarten is just babysitting,” she said. “In Europe they don’t even have kindergarten.” When my school later mistakenly skipped me over fifth grade, she convinced me to stay in sixth. “Nothing happens in the fifth grade,” she confided. “Maybe fractions.”

What she didn’t warn me about was that skipping grades in these key adolescent years would create serious land mines in my life, and they weren’t academic. They were physical.

“You have no pubic hair, you little cunt.” I had drawn the attention of a tall demon of a schoolkid named Tom Tobin. I’d been trying to turn away in the locker room showers, so my schoolmates wouldn’t see I hadn’t grown any, uh, hair down there. “Where are your pubes, little cunt?! Where are they?!”

To my horror, more kids gathered. My lack of pubic hair had become a subject for study and now ridicule.
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J. D. Atkinson: the youngest and oldest lawyer in the country. Lexington, Kentucky, 1956.



“Yeah,” demanded another kid. “Where are they?”

“He’s a little baby girl!” Tobin shouted at me, twisting his head to the right and left like a fun house clown. He was wearing large Clark Kent glasses and nothing else. “WHERE. ARE. YOUR. PUBES?!”

“I had ’em,” I said. “I shaved ’em off.”

The strangeness of my reply weirded Tom Tobin out. Frankly it weirded us all out, even me. I escaped with my dignity, but just barely. Humor was my best shot at deflection. Privately I was haunted by the rejection. I would disappear into the world of music, where my favorite songs were often written from the hearts of similarly rejected songwriters. For two or three minutes, I felt understood. Only time could solve my physical issues. In the meantime, I was stuck with the demonic presence of Tom Tobin and his Clark Kent glasses.

“Put on your magic shoes,” my mom would say. “Just get through it. One day you’ll be a great success, and those kids will be in the dustbin of your memory. They’ll be stuck in town, and you’ll be like your great-grandfather, who was both the youngest and longest-practicing lawyer in the country. How about them apples?”






Life is 10 percent what happens to you and 90 percent how you react.

—CHARLES SWINDOLL



Even back when we lived in the desert, my sister Cindy was a neighborhood icon. In the middle sixties, we’d moved to Indio, a smaller town nineteen miles up the I-10 freeway from Palm Springs. Down the street was a wild-eyed kid who’d been to juvenile hall and back. He was seventeen and lived alone with his father. The word was he’d been arrested and kicked out of school in another town for an incident involving arson. Our neighborhood criminal was also known to have a crush on my sister. There was a fleet of them with crushes, really. Cindy had a smoky, independent persona. In other words, she was cool, and to hear some of the other kids talk, she was bitchin’.

Sometimes on a Saturday night, a car might slow down outside our house, and some heartsick kid would call her name and speed off. Her boyfriend, Steve Dagnan, was a star on the Indio High swim team, and even in my neighboring grade school, he was the stuff of legend.

Steve Dagnan had blond hair cut like Prince Valiant and heavy sideburns trimmed sharply at his jaw. He looked like summer and smelled like chlorine. Dagnan stood out in any crowd. I first spotted him on our lawn, from a distance. He was with a group of my sister’s friends. He whispered in her ear like I did. It was always strange to see your older sibling with her friends, the mysterious people you were not meant to know as the goofy younger brother. They were from her world, and she liked it that way. My dad was often busy doing fieldwork, “sitting on houses,” real estate slang for hosting an open house. I was usually surrounded with women. I didn’t even know it, but I was harboring a pang for an older brother, someone I could talk with after-hours, perched on the edge of his bed, like Chip from My Three Sons.

My sister Cindy yearned for a normal life. I was sure she’d have given anything for us to only live one street over, on Bliss Avenue. Yes, that was the name. Bliss Avenue was where the upper-middle-class neighborhood began. One block away, where all the families were more cheerful and complete. Bliss Avenue, where the kids all seemed to live freely without parental supervision. If only we lived on Bliss Avenue.

Once, when my sister arrived home from a swim meet with Steve Dagnan, my mom was waiting for her. She stepped forward and carefully studied my sister’s lips with curious precision, like a jeweler examining a suspicious diamond.

“You’ve been kissing,” she announced.

“No I haven’t.”

She studied her lips for a moment. Just in case. “Yes you have.”

“How can you tell?”

“I can tell.”

My sister changed tactics. “Nobody wants to come to our house because there’s never anything good in the refrigerator!”

“The fact that I’m not a good cook has nothing to do with you making out in cars with Steve Dagnan.”

It was moments until I heard my sister’s door slam. I often wondered how my mother was able to detect lips that had been kissing. Was it an extra ripple in the lips? Or was it the guilty defiance on my sister’s face? My sister had too much pride to lie well. And there was also the curious case of our mother’s ability to sometimes read minds, as well as predict the future. Slam! All I really knew was that my cool sister couldn’t wait to get out.

There was another sister. Cathy was three years older and no longer lived with us. Sometimes we would visit her on weekends. She lived in a special place an hour and a half away, just past all the car dealership billboards in Covina, down a long lane of trees, inside a gray building that looked like a hospital, except for the barbed wire at the top of the gates that surrounded the place.






Sometimes the thing you worry about most doesn’t come about.

—ALICE CROWE



“Mom has her hooks in you,” Cindy said. It was too hot to stay indoors, so we were sitting underneath our grapefruit tree. Across the street, the neighborhood kids were playing Slip ’N Slide. “You’ll never be cool if you’re trying to perform for her, always showing off, always trying to butter her up.”

“What if making her happy makes me happy?”

“She wants you to be a lawyer.” Cindy stared at me. “Do you want to be a lawyer?”

“Maybe. If it makes me happy.”

“You don’t know what makes you happy. Not yet.” She leaned forward with a hushed voice. “She doesn’t even let you have a bike.”

It was true. The lack of pubic hair was nothing compared to the scarlet letter of not owning a bike. All around me, the kids had Schwinn Stingray bikes, with swooped handlebars. They weren’t even that expensive; it wasn’t that. It was a symbol of freedom. With a bike, you could go anywhere. But my mom had had a premonition that I would be in a terrible bike accident, and of course, after the Hawaiian tsunami, she held firm on her premonitions.






Only begin and the mind grows heated.

—GOETHE



Our house in Indio smelled like woodchips, hamster pellets, and wilted cabbage. My passion for raising these friendly and wildly horny rodents—the golden hamster—had spilled out of my bedroom and now occupied part of the kitchen. Hamster cages lined the wall. No wonder Cindy wanted to escape. There was no kissing, nothing delicious in the refrigerator, and no rock music allowed in the house. Just the wheezing sound of my hamsters trotting on their treadmills in the kitchen. Cindy, my cool sister, was in teenage hell.

Tending to my menagerie, pretending not to listen to my parents talking in the kitchen late at night, I heard them fretting about my sister’s relationship with Steve. Cindy and Steve Dagnan had already discussed marriage.

“If they get married,” my mom said, “she’ll be stuck in the desert forever.”

“You can’t tell her not to be involved with him,” my dad parried. “You’ll drive her into his arms even more.”

“She doesn’t realize all the world has to offer past Steve Dagnan,” said my mom. Nobody ever just called him Steve. He had a brand name, like James Bond or Paul McCartney. “That’s the power of sex!”

My mom would often blame problems on sex. The sex drive. The corruption of a society that used sex to sell everything. Sex in songs. Sex on television. If there was a problem, sex was never far behind as the cause.

“How do you know they’ve had sex?” my dad said.

My mom narrowed her eyes, as if picking up the information from a distant radio tower. “They’ve had sex,” she said.

“But you don’t know—”

“She needs to see the world,” my mom said. “That’s what I did. And that’s how I met you.”

I could feel that Steve Dagnan was up against powerful forces. My sister felt unloved at home, and Steve took all that time to get to know her, to hear her problems, and to offer his own family as a refuge. When Steve looked at my sister, it was with the gaze of a surfer on an endlessly perfect wave. Plus, he was nice to her hamster-loving little brother, me. I sadly listened as my parents hatched a plan to pool their resources and send Cindy on World Campus Afloat, the college on a boat. She would visit Shanghai, Hong Kong, Manila, Bangkok, Bombay, Haifa, Venice, Gibraltar, Lisbon, and Oslo.

Steve Dagnan stood next to me at her graduation. He vowed to wait for her, and she for him, but we both knew what might happen out there in the world beyond the desert. Shanghai, Hong Kong, Manila, Bangkok, Bombay, Haifa, Venice, Gibraltar, Lisbon, and Oslo. She might become a different person. He would still be the swim team captain with the perfect sideburns. And I would lose my first potential big brother.






Mind is in every cell of the body. Thoughts are everything.

—ALICE CROWE



We were on our way to see Josephine Kellerman, the renowned psychic. My mother brought me along for the early-morning drive. Mrs. Kellerman lived in Yucaipa, a colorless city an hour up the road from Indio.

Yucaipa was known as “the jewel of the Inland Empire,” but I wasn’t buying any of it. Even at ten, I was suspicious. No one looked young in Yucaipa. I was sure that people automatically aged fifteen years just crossing the city line. As we grew closer on the I-10 freeway, the billboards grew more deeply conservative. We passed one sign that shouted: SAVE OUR REPUBLIC—JOIN THE JOHN BIRCH SOCIETY!

“The Birchers,” my mom rumbled. She was never one to squander an opportunity to teach. “Watch out for the John Birch Society. One day they’ll take over. They’ll disguise themselves as Republicans and put all the teachers in jail!”

She was a nervous driver who hugged the steering wheel and seemed to be surveying all of the other cars as if looking for a sniper. She’d asked me to create a homemade sign for freeway-intensive drives like this. One side read: THANK YOU. The other side said: YOU BASTARD. Depending on the kindness (or lack thereof) of the fellow drivers, my mom might instruct me to “hold up the sign.”

It was 1967, a troubled year for our family. My mom saw dark clouds on the horizon. She collected psychics like baseball cards. Many were quacks; some seemed more authentic. The authentic ones spoke highly of Mrs. Kellerman, the shy Hungarian woman who was a connoisseur’s psychic. She was a seer. She could hold someone’s hand or even a piece of their clothing and—bam!—she’d start receiving urgent messages from the beyond. Her popularity was all word-of-mouth. On the several days of the week when she accepted visitors, a line of cars was waiting outside her home by 6:30 a.m., when she conducted her first reading.

Most of her clientele were average people, but some were celebrities. Nancy Reagan, wife of then-governor Ronald Reagan, was a frequent visitor. So were Bob Hope, Liberace, and Gomer Pyle himself, Jim Nabors. An original Bob Hope painting hung above her small piano, the only decoration in her austere living room. The painting was signed with his catchphrase: Thanks for the memories.

Kellerman’s advice and predictions were nearly 100 percent accurate, according to a study made by a group of experts from Redlands. She’d been born in a veil, which meant she was delivered in a completely untouched embryonic sac. This happens in one out of every eighty thousand births. A veiled birth was supposed to be extreme good luck, a sign of someone remarkable. Kellerman, it was said, had the Gift. She asked only for a three-dollar donation.

We arrived at our scheduled time and Mrs. Kellerman ushered us into her tiny sitting room. She had ten cats that scurried underfoot. She took my mother’s hand as they sat at her table. Kellerman shut her eyes. Almost immediately, her strong Hungarian features erupted in shock. Her eyes popped open.

“You have my gift,” she said.

“I know!” my mom said. “I’ve known it most of my life.”

“It’s a burden, but it doesn’t have to be,” said Mrs. Kellerman. “Think of it as an angel on your shoulder.”

My mother nodded.

“Come work with me,” said Kellerman.

“I can’t. I just got my teacher’s raise.”

“Please think about it.” She was studying my mom like a football coach who’d just discovered a future Heisman Trophy winner. “You can live here and work with me.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Kellerman began her reading. “The first half of your life will be painful,” she told my mom as she rubbed her hands. Visions were coming to Kellerman. “The second will be spent helping people.” She paused and then continued. “You will outlive two husbands. One of your children makes up stories. He’s a liar.” I was instantly mortified. “Another child feels neglected, and the third is a karmic child.”

“How will my husbands die?” my mother asked.

“I don’t see it clearly,” said Kellerman. “But death is just a passage. We pass into another realm. Our loved ones are all still with us. Just on the other side.”

Afterward, Kellerman followed us to our car. “You have the gift,” she repeated to my mother. “Think again about coming here. I’ll teach you, and you can take my business when I retire.”

“I’ll come back,” she answered. “But I can’t leave my family.”

My mom climbed in the car, and now Kellerman had me alone for a moment. She fixed me with her gaze. “Start telling the truth and you won’t break any more bones.”

I hadn’t broken any bones yet. That came later.

My mom drove us home in near silence. I could tell she was concerned. What is a karmic child? Suddenly she realized she’d almost missed our exit, and as she quickly tried to change lanes, she was blocked by a driver who angrily leaned on his horn, loud and long.

“Give them the sign,” my mom instructed.

“Which side?”

“The bastard.”






If it wasn’t this, it would be something else.

—JAMES CROWE



My dad found comfort in sayings. An aphorism is meant to cheer you on, to summon greatness. A saying is different. A saying usually carries this gentle message: Just deal with it. Sayings kept my father’s rudder in the water. They kept the ship going forward. In all his photos he looked the same, the rigid posture that came from West Point topped off with a cheerful can-do smile. I wondered how he was able to keep the same expression, whether sitting on a tree stump in the Korean brush or wearing a sweater in the hot desert air, posing for a family photo. He had a sunny disposition, with a wide Irish forehead like the actor Gene Hackman. People liked my father, and if one of the kids needed their allowance early, or if an air-conditioning repairman was leaving the house after fixing one of our units, he’d press a five-dollar bill into their hand.

“Here’s that money I owed you,” he’d say. And for a second there would be a slightly confused but happy look on the receiving end. Then they’d get it. And in that moment, well, that was the delighted look that lit up the faces of friends and family whenever they saw Jimmy Crowe coming their way.

I guess I always knew there was more to my dad than the infectious laugh and the easygoing manner. Years ago, I read a book about the hidden fishing streams and lakes of the Northwest. In it was a sumptuous description of a deep, turquoise-green watering hole, lined with lush low-hanging branches. The exact spot was hard to find but worth searching for. It was filled with fish. “But beware if you swim,” read the description, “the dark shapes below are the bigger anadromous fish.” I often think about that line when I encounter unexpected darkness. My mind can’t shake that one memorable description. There they are. The bigger anadromous fish.

I once sat next to a psychiatrist on a flight. He was pissed off that he’d lost his seat in first class. He was churning with nervous energy, trying out innumerable positions in the seat, until he finally surrendered to the discomfort. He was stuck sitting next to me in coach, and somewhere after his second Jack Daniel’s and soda, he told me the secret to the world.

The secret, he said, twisting toward me in the seat. The secret to the world. Is simple.

“None of us,” he said, “are that special.” He went on to elaborate. Everybody fell into one of five different categories. Once you knew that, you could free yourself. You’re not the first person in the world to go through this or that, to feel agony or joy. No. You were just one of five people.

I asked him how quickly he could determine which kind of person someone was.

“Within three minutes,” he answered.

“Do you know what kind of person I am?”

He nodded. “But you don’t. And that’s what you get to spend your life figuring out.”

He was, of course, full of shit. The nuances within the five types—if there really were only five types—were everything. But don’t we all secretly know that we are absolutely unique, one of a kind, never to be duplicated? Anybody who denied it was wrong, because the fact is we are all born unique and worthwhile.

But did my sister Cathy know that?






Silence is golden.

—THE TREMELOES




[image: Cathy holding Cameron on a slide in a sunny backyard.]
Slidin’ in the backyard: Cathy and me.



I’m not sure when things began to reveal themselves with Cathy. She was born in a military hospital in upstate New York, where my father was stationed. There was a backlog at the hospital that day. There was a theory that the doctor was to blame. He’d shot up my mom with a heavy tranquilizer to delay the birth. There was another theory that Cathy had slipped from the tall steel hospital table, hitting her head after being born. All my parents knew was that she was an emotional kid, and somewhere around first grade Cathy came home with the words that changed everything.

“The kids are teasing me about not being normal,” she said.

At that moment, all their lives would change. My father’s career in the army had been a mostly glittery ascent. With the first child came the sense that all would be storybook excellent. Then came the high-flying moods, the outbursts, the despair, and finally the words that leave a parent feeling helpless.

“Am I not normal?” Cathy asked.

The world of happy/sad soon permeated our life in the desert. In the summer of ’67, radio supplied the soundtrack. My oldest sister, in her glasses with the butterflies in the corners, fell in love with “Yummy, Yummy, Yummy” by Ohio Express. “Silence Is Golden” by the Tremeloes spoke to her happy/sad soul. Her favorite was the undisputed king of sweet teenage melancholy, Brian Wilson, and the Beach Boys. “Surfer Girl” gave her two and a half minutes of a blissful life she could only visit. Perhaps she dreamed of running into the waves, a shiny blue surfboard under her arm.

The year before, my mom had gone to the mailbox and seen the cover of Time magazine: “Is God Dead?” She yelped when she saw it, an involuntary shout. Everything she suspected was coming true.

“It’s the dark ages,” she said. “They’re coming.”

My parents’ lives had become a quest for Cathy’s diagnosis. Her emotions could swing wildly from sweetness to deep sadness. Her fellow students were cruel to her. The cruelest blow was just around the corner. Her own grade school rejected her midsemester. Cathy was asked to take special classes in a trailer. She longed for the kind of romance she loved in all those deep and innocent pop songs. She loved Motown too. Always, the songs were her touchstones. We often went to Custom Classics, the only store in our little desert town that sold records. As songs like “Apple, Peaches, Pumpkin Pie” ran through her head, she’d order the records she’d heard on the radio. Her life was a serenade of sunny classics, but her inner struggle was mounting.

My mother wrestled with her own emotional equilibrium. The desert was a petri dish for her anxiety. My two sisters were increasingly hard for her to manage. One day I noticed that my mom and dad now had separate bedrooms. I had asthma, and a weak immune system, but figured I could help out by working on a jokey personality. I could learn magic tricks. I could come up with funny routines. I could be a class clown, right in my own home.


[image: Hand-drawn flyer for an April 12, 1969 event taking place Saturday from 1&#8211;2 at Cameron Crowe&#8217;s house. It says, &#8220;Worth Every Cent! Showtime! Something for Everone! Magic! Prizes! Slot Car Races! Rock + Mineral Show!&#8221; There will be refreshments, dog tricks, and fun (not guaranteed), for 10 cents.]
“Doubled money back!” Magic in 1969.



Sometimes we’d travel up to Los Angeles, to one of the big medical operations in Westwood. I’d race around the cool clinical hallways of the big hospitals while my mom and dad would disappear into a room. I slid around the shiny floors and waited for them to exit, stooped with worry. It felt scary to me, like a space-age purgatory where small-townish people like us were told whether we went to heaven or elsewhere.

The ride home usually started off with silence. My mom would soon pull out something from a plastic bin where she carried teaching materials. She might read a story about the hereafter, or a tale from Greek mythology, or passages from Carl Jung’s Memories, Dreams, Reflections.

“Why waste time looking out the window,” she’d say, “when you can learn?” My dad listened with a pleasant smile. Years later, I have a better idea what he was thinking. I didn’t see the complexity in our family’s struggles. I didn’t have anything else to compare it to. I was loved. Wherever I turned, I felt it. And wherever there was stress, I would just work harder on my jokes.






Wear Tight Shoes



“I bought us tickets to see a kid named Bob Dylan,” my mom announced one day. Tickets were $1.50. The ad in the college newspaper had a small picture of young Dylan, with the description “Singing Folk Poet in Concert.” Several weeks earlier, he’d released an album called The Times They Are A-Changin’. It was April 1964.

I was seven, Cindy was twelve. On our way to the concert, my mom pointed out the Barry Goldwater campaign posters that hung on the lampposts. “The John Birch Society finances all those posters,” she noted. “I worry that I brought you into this world.”

Bob Dylan was clearly an intellectual’s delight. My mom carried a blanket, and we camped out on the cold gymnasium floor. The gym was a little over three-quarters filled. It was still the early sixties, and the audience was mostly curious types still stuck in the fifties. But the college kids, the ones with the growing beards and the solemn sense of simpatico, were the ones who made me feel… older, cooler. We sat on our blanket on the outskirts of the main floor. There was no “show,” no screen projections, barely any lights. Just a microphone at the center of the stage.

After a few minutes, Bob Dylan, then just shy of twenty-three, took the stage in jeans and a white work shirt. He had an announcement to make. Minutes before the doors opened, the young underdog Cassius Clay, later to be Muhammad Ali, beat the heavyweight champion Sonny Liston in a sixth-round decision. Dylan, swaying and often looking down at his boots, dedicated his first song, “Who Killed Davey Moore?,” to Cassius Clay.

I loved his sense of humor. Dylan had an impish persona; he bobbed and weaved as he played his political songs, mixed with a few wistful tunes about girlfriends back home. Soon we were all on his side. The chilly gymnasium had become a gathering of a tribe. It was that rare feeling that we were all exactly where we all belonged. So, this is what a concert is like.

Sometimes I think about an alternate reality. What if someone from the future had taken me aside and shared the scenario of what was to come? That I would become a music journalist. And that twenty-one years after that night on the gymnasium floor, Bob Dylan would be sitting in my small living room at a red table, scanning his memory to answer my detailed questions about some of his greatest songs. He’d arrived on a motorcycle, looking like the cover of Highway 61 Revisited. All for the liner notes of his upcoming box set, Biograph.

“You are a part of everyone else’s sixties experience, including mine,” I said. “Did you feel like you had one of your own?”

It was then the summer of 1985. He’d just performed at Live Aid a few weeks earlier. Dylan looked down into a cup of tea and answered the question with that same impish smile I recognized from my first concert experience with my mom and sister.

“In the sixties,” he said, “it could have been the twenties. Nobody really figured it out until the late sixties that something had happened. I remember Joe Strummer [from the Clash] said that when he first heard my records, I’d already been there and gone. It was like a flying saucer landed. You were there, but you didn’t see it. That’s what the sixties were like. Everybody was there, but only a few people saw it.”

On that night in 1964, I wouldn’t have been able to wrap my head around such a scenario. I was seven years old, and I was going to be a lawyer, like my great-grandfather. Like Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird. But I did know this: I sure wanted to go to another concert.

“Did you enjoy Bob Dylan?” my mom asked as we filed out of the gymnasium.

“It was so good!”

My sister agreed.

“Well, someday the Republicans are going to ruin all of this,” my mom said, “for everybody.”






Who killed Davey Moore, why an’ what’s the reason for?

—BOB DYLAN



“What’s wrong with Cathy?” I asked.

My parents, who were probably as confused about her condition as I was, would struggle to explain it to me. They used the phrase “emotionally disturbed.”

There were other names bandied about for her so-called condition. None of them carried the kind of empathy you might hear today. The message was clear. Cathy had to be careful out there in the world. She’d get looks of sympathy mixed with ridicule whenever she stepped outside the bubble of our family. Our family had been hit by the crack of a dark whip.

She had a big heart to go with her roller-coaster moods, but like my other sister, her relationship with our mother was not an easy one. Alice Crowe was skittish about the domestic stuff, never comfortable with the traditional fifties stereotypes of June Cleaver from Leave It to Beaver. Cathy’s despair increased until one day she cut her wrists, crosswise not lengthwise. The doctors called it a desire for attention. Cutting your wrists lengthwise, they said, usually meant the patient was truly suicidal.

“A cat scratched her arms,” was what I was told. Not too long after that, she was sent to the place with the barbed-wire gate. I was overjoyed when she came home for the summer of 1967. I was nine years old and ready to soak up all the wisdom she had to offer. Our age difference was a plus for both of us. I felt older. She felt safe.

This being the late sixties, the concept of mental illness carried a lot of luggage. My mother was a perfectionist. She had her own issues with emotion and anger. She was headstrong, and so was Cathy. I could feel the jagged rhythms between them when Cathy was in the house. It was hard for me to fathom how deep the problems went because whenever I saw Cathy in the hallway she stroked my hair and purred like a cat. I loved seeing her without the butterfly-cornered glasses. She looked thoughtful and beautiful, like the chorus of a Brian Wilson song. Music and fantasy gave her joy, they were her protection, and she loved the faraway world of romance.

“Do you have a crush on anybody at school?” she asked one day.

I admitted that I did.

“Who?”


[image: Portrait of Cathy, Cindy, and Cameron. Cathy and Cindy are in white dresses, and Cameron is in a Western shirt.]
“Should we trust him?” Cathy and Cindy and me. Palm Springs, 1962.



I told her about Brenda Zeckley, the funny girl in my class who wore cool floral muumuus. She had bobbed hair with bangs that swooped across her forehead. She was also two years older than me, like everybody, because my mom had skipped me.

“You should dedicate a song to her,” said Cathy. “And later, maybe even ask her to the Date Festival.”

[image: A billboard with a knight holding a shield that says Shields reads &#8220;Just Ahead! See &amp; Hear Romance &amp; Sex-Life of the Date. Continuous Showing in Color and Sound. Also One of California&#8217;s Largest Rose Gardens.&#8221;]

The Date Festival was the social event of the season, an annual carnival-like celebration held at the Riverside County Fairgrounds. Dates were the fruit the town was known for. They grew on date palm trees that lined the streets and flourished in the blinding heat. Everything in Indio was tied to that sticky-sweet missile-shaped fruit. Dates made me squeamish. They were the exact color of the American cockroach, a fact that seemed to bother no one in Indio but me.

Cathy and I went to Custom Classics after school and tried to decide the perfect song for me to buy for Brenda. “Sunshine Girl” by the Parade was a possibility, as was “Yellow Balloon” by the Yellow Balloon. Cathy had a special feeling about “Silence Is Golden” by the Tremeloes. She also liked the Grass Roots’ “Let’s Live for Today.” Plus, there was “Georgy Girl,” the wistful song by the Seekers. We decided on “Silence Is Golden.” Feeling like bandits, we bought the single for eighty-seven cents. Cathy also ordered some Beach Boys records the store didn’t stock. She’d heard them on our local station, KREO, which she listened to on a turquoise transistor radio she loaned to me so I could listen late at night under my pillow.

“Give her the record and tell her, ‘I’ve been thinking about you.’ ” Cathy instructed me to do it after school the next day, so Brenda Zeckley could go straight home and play it. “And down the line, you can ask her to the Date Festival.”

I was nervous about the choreography of all these big-league moves. Luckily, I felt fortified by my sister’s romantic sense. She’d experienced plenty in her eighteen years, even if a lot of it had been spent shuttling between unsympathetic doctors.

“Brenda,” I said the next day, “I’ve been thinking about you.”

Her face lit up. I handed her “Silence Is Golden.”

“How sweet of you!”

“And I want to go to the Date Festival with you.” I knew instantly that I’d overreached, but it felt defiant. It felt good. I couldn’t wait to share this moment with Cathy. And it was exactly then that Boyd Hansen materialized beside us. Boyd was the wickedly good second baseman on our school’s middling baseball team.

“What’s up?” he asked Brenda.

“Cameron asked us to go to the Date Festival.”

“Sure, man,” he said, finally noticing me standing right in front of him. “Come with us.”

I watched as he slipped an arm around her shoulder.

“And he gave us a record,” she told Boyd. “Wasn’t that nice of him?”

“We’ll have to listen,” said Boyd. Before they walked away, Brenda turned and gave me a warm wink and a smile. Suddenly the disappointment disappeared. I felt like a hero, even for losing. It was another instance of my favorite emotion, courtesy of my big sister. The song I’d given Brenda would always take me back to that exact emotion, like an anthem.

The happy/sad.






Well, it’s been building up inside of me for I don’t know how long.

—BRIAN WILSON



The records arrived after her death, and my dad went down to Custom Classics to close out the account. Among the Beach Boys records she’d ordered were two of their finest, “California Girls” and “Don’t Worry Baby.” Listening to them made me feel like she was still with us. It always has. For a long time, my mother wouldn’t discuss the details of how she died. Cathy’s death certificate was much more definitive—suicide by barbiturates.

They had removed her body from the house while I was asleep. It happened on a Wednesday night, less than two weeks after her nineteenth birthday. My mom found her. We were now living in the house where it happened. Cindy was devastated. Her best friend was gone. She sobbed for weeks, a distraught fifteen-year-old girl in the desert. As I write this, I know that Cathy is still at her shoulder, every day. Procol Harum’s solemn “A Whiter Shade of Pale” was a big hit that summer. It played everywhere and it felt like a requiem.

I sat on the playground wondering how all this anguish had erupted over my awkward but sincere sister who loved “Silence Is Golden.” Knowing I’d never see her again, I rewound back to the last moment we’d been together, in the hallway, right by the turquoise painting of a flower. She had rubbed my head affectionately. She was already fading away in my memory. Was it my fault? No, it couldn’t be. Did I make too many jokes?

“She was in pain,” my father told me. It was the only time I’d ever seen him cry. He reached to hold on to the side of the bed, but there was nothing to hold on to. I folded my arms across my chest, like an adult. In some ways, they’re still folded. Soon the cloak of denial whooshed around us, and we forged ahead. I wondered why Cathy hadn’t left me a message of some kind. Not even a suicide note. And then I remembered the records she’d ordered. My California Girl sister was telling me not to worry, baby.

“You’re my last chance to be a good mother,” my mother told me a few years later in a rare conversation about Cathy. “When you lose a child, you seek purpose and reason.”






The Empty Chair



Her turquoise chair, the one where Cathy used to sit, was still at the kitchen table. Her room had been cleaned out. Some of her clothes had been given away. Removing that turquoise chair from the kitchen felt like injustice. And so it remained there. The empty chair. Nobody wanted to be the one to remove it.

Late at night I’d listen to my sister’s transistor radio. Tucked under my pillow, everything coming out of that tinny speaker sounded deep and important. The flatness of the desert was fantastic for picking up radio stations from as far away as Chicago. All kinds of music bubbled up from under my pillow. The songs were sometimes long and mysterious. I would ride a song like the Moody Blues’ “Nights in White Satin” or the extended version of Buffalo Springfield’s “Bluebird” as far as it could take me. Sometimes it would send me all the way into the ether of unknowing.

I wondered why I often felt invisible and got all mixed up with the idea that maybe my Catholic school teachers didn’t have it right. What if there was no God? I’d just be a void. I wouldn’t even be around to laugh about being a void. I’d just be nothing. I wouldn’t even know if my own empty chair was still at the table. Or if it might finally get tucked into a corner of the garage, where someone like me would sometimes go sit in it and listen to happy/sad anthems.

Music was already more than music. It was a door that opened for three minutes. Sometimes way longer. In the forbidden world there was no judgment. Only your own thoughts and secret desires, slashing through the atmosphere. And when the song was over, the door clanged shut again. There was no choice but to scramble back to the beginning. Sometimes I would listen to one song twenty or thirty times in a row. There had to be other people like me. I just hadn’t met them yet.
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