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For Jon—
who didn’t stay around till this was finished
And for Jones—
who got me to write it in the first place


PERSEPHONE

EVERY JUNE I went to California and every fall I came back. In 1947, when I was fourteen, my parents decided I was old enough to cross the country alone. My mother—on the East Coast—gave me a pile of books. And my father—on the West—as usual knew somebody in the Business who would be on the same train. 

The connection in Chicago between two trains at different stations was considered daunting enough to require help. The man from the William Morris office met me at LaSalle Street Station when I arrived on the Twentieth Century. He saw to my luggage, bought me a hamburger, fries, and a black-and-white milkshake, and told me funny stories about all the kids he picked up and delivered to train stations and airports. He took me to Dearborn Station, found the Chief, and located my roomette. There was one of him in every city of the world, I discovered over the years—a man from the Morris office who turned up and took care of things, a guardian agent of the open road. 

And he was trustworthy—more than my own mother. Once, at Grand Central, she had left me in the observation car of the Twentieth Century so I could more fully observe the South Bronx on the way out of town. She kissed me good-bye and left. After over an hour I went outside to find that this observation car had not been attached to the rest of the train, which had departed with the luggage and the accompanying nanny (who was absorbed in Silver Screen) but without me. Somehow it got solved—a weeping child and a kind Stationmaster were an effective combination, and we were all reunited in Chicago in time to get on the Chief. The man from Morris would never have allowed such a thing to happen. 

This trip’s celebrity was Miss Lena Home. She hung on the step of the Chief’s silver Pullman car, one hand grasping the steel railing. She was dazzling—the clear silky skin, the big sparkling eyes, and a graceful way of bending slightly backward, causing her ivory cloak to flare behind her. Her smile threw me and the man from the Morris office into half-shadow as she extended one perfect hand, with pale almond nails, toward me. 

“Why, hello, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m so glad to meetcha!” Moments like this I saved up to tell my school friends, who couldn’t hear enough about movie stars. I tried to will my stuck voice into speech, but I was like the tongueless man who sold pencils in front of Bloomingdale’s. Miss Home, wearying of my nonperformance, looked past me to a young man of about my age standing nearby with his guardian. The man from William Morris greeted the man from MCA as Miss Home crooned, “Greg-rey darlin’,” and flung her arms around the young man’s neck. The two chattered away like old buddies till she told us good-bye and retreated into the train. Through the windows I saw her cloak fluttering after her as she went along the corridor to her compartment. 

Gregory and I exchanged greetings, his friendlier than mine, while the two agents took care of the details that we were thought too helpless to take care of. I knew him a little. The son of a director friend of my father’s, he and I had been at a couple of dances together. He was nice-enough looking except for a startling cowlick and a too-early beard that had not been skillfully shaved, and his nails looked seriously chewed. Whether there was anything important wrong with him is impossible to say, because I had not yet learned that boys of less than perfect appearance—even the sort that might well improve in a few years—might have very good qualities, and I had the patience of a flea anyway. 

Gregory was one of those rare fifteen-year-olds who knew how to talk. The boys I met at school dances, whose looks and fancy footwork rendered me all a-twitter, were something else off the dance floor—they shuffled and mumbled, blurted out football scores or funny stories about dormitory sadism. Since I thought this was mainline male behavior, Gregory’s poise made me suspicious. It wasn’t masculine—masculine was inarticulate. He was pushy—boys should be cool and self-involved. Their hair should lie flat, and I preferred incipient depression—which I called “soulfulness”—to affability. And he was a terrible dancer. Now he and I would have the pleasure of each other’s company for the next forty-eight hours. 

I’d logged a lot of time aboard streamliners. I didn’t need the typed instructions from my father (“Get to the dining car at the first gong… go to the club car if you just want a sandwich,” etc.). The Chief’s mystique made me happy in a unique, incoherent way—from the starched white antimacassars and scratchy seats and satiny aluminum windowframes to the pull-down steel sinks that emptied out onto the tracks and the tiny linen towels and the tidy ashtrays set into the chair arms and the diesel smell. I loved the dining car with its padded tablecloths and the Santa Fe china with the profile of an Indian chief in full warbonnet… and the lamb chops with paper frills and the little oval dishes of peas and mashed potatoes, the Parker House rolls and strawberry shortcake of Fred Harvey, whoever he was, who “Served the Meals.” 

I knew the light and the landscape. The dusk was long the first evening as we went southwest through Illinois. The green farmland was flat and then rolling as we entered Missouri. Sometimes there were a few houses or the silver shine of a river with a patch of trees bunched up next to it. When the train turned, the whole silver-snake front of it appeared ahead, the rest curving out behind like a reptile’s tail, the dim reflections of the diners’ faces floating over it like ghosts.

After dinner I went toward the rear, hauling open heavy doors and stepping across the churning metal floors between cars. In the infamous—but attached—observation car, a few people sat in lounge chairs talking in low voices or reading papers, sipping drinks and dropping ashes into the standing ashtrays. The air was hazy with cigarette smoke. After a lot of thought I had decided on Chesterfields. The white package looked sanitary, and the name suggested some handsome country place, perhaps in England, where people rode horses through woods and pastures and jumped them over low stone walls. 

Suspended between the two coasts, I felt light and porous, like a trailing fishnet. Neither parental world, so seemingly in accordance but so subtly contradictory, applied here. I was free, my mind could roam at will … until Gregory walked in. 

He greeted me pleasantly enough and sat down. He’d looked for me in the dining room. Thank God there was somebody to talk to. Then—had school been minimally bearable? How long would I be in Beverly? What was my father shooting? … and so forth. Even my sulkiness didn’t discourage him. He talked on undeterred about our common background, the world we took for granted. I didn’t yet appreciate what rare birds we were, how unique our plumage. We came from the same exotic jungle … but he was pleased, even delighted, with his singularity, while all I wanted was to be like everybody else. The two worlds I balanced were flaming balls, burning my fingers if I held one too long. 

“I didn’t see you on the Century,” Gregory said.

“I slept the whole time.”

He waved and grandly ordered us each a ginger ale. He was nattily dressed—he even had a watch and a watch fob, or what he said was a watch fob—on a chain. 

“Do you usually go alone?”

“I never have before,” I said cautiously.

“It’s nothing. Listen, I know a girl whose parents went around the world for almost a whole year, when she was six. They left her with an aunt in Tarzana. When they got back to New York they only had enough money left for one train fare, so she had to go all the way east on the Chief by herself.” 

“Was she scared?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” Gregory said. “She thinks it’s funny.”

“Did she miss them during the year?”

“I don’t think so,” he said.

That made sense. The only time I was away from both my parents at the same time was on the train. It was hard to be with only one parent, though I wasn’t sure why. When I first understood why we kept going to New York when I was seven, what I was really furious about was that now they were going to be three thousand miles apart and I had to do all the traveling just to be with them separately. And I hated not being able to say my parents the way everybody else could. My parents went around the world for a year when I was six. My parents starved me and beat me with clubs and locked me in the closet for three days. I wouldn’t even care, as long as they did it. 

“I almost flew this time,” Gregory said. “Did you ever fly?”

“Just once and I was terrified.”

He settled back in his chair, then reached into his pocket and took out a pack of Camels. He shook it so a couple stuck out and held the pack in front of me, but I shook my head, smelling the nice barnyard smell of the tobacco. 

“I’m waiting till I’m sixteen.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” I’d never known a boy who asked so many questions. But we were stuck with each other and he was doing all the work. 

“How do you know Lena Home?” I asked.

“She used to come over all the time, she was in a picture of my dad’s—they’d work on the script and then we’d all go swimming.”

“Is she funny?”

“Not especially.”

A familiar tightness gathered in my chest. “She’s the only one who isn’t. I’m going to spend the whole summer screaming with laughter.” 

“Is that so bad?”

“No, it’s wonderful. It’s perfect.”

He leaned back and stretched. “We should visit her tomorrow.”

“What for?”

“Just for something to do.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Tomorrow is Dull Day.”

“What?”

“I go so often, I could tell you what we’re passing without even looking out the window. Certain things happen at certain times … and tomorrow is my day to be bored. I just spend the whole day doing absolutely nothing.” He looked skeptical. “The only event tomorrow is when the Super Chief passes us and you can see inside when it goes by. You can look at their steak while you’re eating your veal cutlets.” 

“I don’t believe it.” He blew a couple of smoke rings. “You couldn’t spend a whole day just staring out the window. You’d jump out of your skin.” 

“You’re wrong. It’s the only time I have to get ready for the summer.”

“Why can’t you do that at home?”

I laughed. “What home?”

“Well, mine’s in Benedict Canyon. If you don’t even know where you live you’ve got a big problem.”

“I’ll work it out,” I said.

“People ought to know where they live.”

Night had fallen. There was only a faint tinge of pale gray over the horizon ahead. Now we were really in the plains. You couldn’t see, but I knew there was nothing around anywhere—nothing that I understood, anyway. All night and all the next day would be nothing, a washed blackboard, a blank pad of paper, an empty drawer. 

“I live in two places,” I said.

“You have to choose. It isn’t good for you this way.”

“Maybe it’s very good. Maybe I have everything.”

“Well, that’s one way to look at it.” A way I never had. “I’m crazy about Beverly Hills. That’s where the real fun is. New York is okay but it’s so damn cold and people can be so mean there.” 

“They can be pretty mean in California.” I stood up. “I think I’ll turn in. I’m totally exhausted.”

He looked disappointed. “Are you sure? I’m not like you. I’m not crazy about doing nothing.”

“Sorry. I’ll see you tomorrow probably.”

The porter had made up my berth with military tightness. The taut sheets and Santa Fe blanket gave off a faint odor of gravel and engine fuel, the metal smell of the track. I opened the stiff curtain and lay for a long time looking out at the train’s window lights running along the ground. The night was dark and clear, starred with batches of tiny lights from distant settlements that flew by like scatterings of fireflies. 

The distance between my parents rolled out below me in a carpet of final indifference. I could no more reverse it than I could stop the train itself. Though they were unquestionably through for good, though now they loved other people, I still played this game every trip. At fifty miles there was still a little hope, even at a hundred or two hundred miles it might be reversible, but by morning, well over a thousand, a third of the nails would be in the coffin. Click-click, click-click. Did I get it yet? 

But of course I never would.

DULL DAY—drawings on parchment or paper bags, mile after mile of brown land so flat you could see straight to the horizon. There were no towns and the plains had turned to desert, the green had become dry scrub. There was nothing in sight but sagebrush and mesquite and burning heat that you could see in waves through the window. Sometimes there were a couple of shacks and a few dark people stood near them looking at the passing train. Then at Amarillo the West started, and this was where I went through the land change—the visceral pull switched over to where I’d started from, before my mother took me back to New York. Every year I returned to the place I’d been exiled from—like Persephone. 

GREGORY found me in the club car. 

“I ran into Lena before, coming out of her drawing room.”

Of course. “She has a drawing room? All to herself?”

“She’s a star. Should she ride in the baggage car?”

“What a waste. Do you know there are people who have to sit up the whole way to California? They can’t sleep for three whole days. They take sandwiches in paper bags.” 

Gregory yawned and stretched. “You’re much too serious. Don’t you ever have any fun?”

“I have lots of fun.” 

“Well, you sure don’t act it. All you seem to like is Bore Day, or whatever you call it.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “How can anybody not like Beverly Hills?” 

“Nothing ever happens there. The weather is always just too, too perfect. You’re crippled if you don’t drive.”

“Oh, people drive you, for God’s sake. I’m talking about the parties. My dad works at MGM and my parents know everybody there. There are always people at our house swimming, or having drinks around the pool or just chewing the fat. Sometimes we go to Chasen’s or the Brown Derby. But a lot of the time they just hang around and talk. Sometimes they get a riff going and they’re practically writing the next picture right there—it’s called spitballing—and they cast it and think of crazy ideas for other pictures, or talk about which of the old ones to remake. And the stories … but you must know all this.” 

“My dad doesn’t go out much. They have little kids, I guess that’s why they stay home mostly.”

“But they aren’t tongue-tied, for God’s sake. A lot of the best stories came from your dad in the first place.”

My father had been called “Hollywood’s No. 1 Wit” in an article in The Saturday Evening Post. Sometimes he made me laugh till I had tears in my eyes, real tears, till I was crying and laughing at the same time. I didn’t know how to make him stop … and he didn’t know he was doing it. 

“People come over sometimes,” I said. “Bogey comes with Betty Bacall. Ginger Rogers came once. Groucho comes sometimes.”

“But you must have heard all the stories about Harry Cohn and Louis B. Mayer and that whole crew, the old-time guys from the rag business that went out there and made pictures when the place was still practically a pueblo … and about the talkies coming in and all. I’ve had people in New York falling off their chairs, I’ve been to dances where I never even danced because nobody’d let me stop talking … you might not believe it but girls have called me and begged me to take them out because I’m supposed to be the funniest guy in town when all I do is talk about Hollywood. People even want to hear what we eat and what the houses look like and who lives next door.” He looked at me. “I know it sounds pretentious but you know I’m not making any of it up. that’s why I like you, even though frankly you aren’t much fun.” 

“Damn.” It was hard to swallow. I knew every word was true; that was the trouble.

“What’s the matter? Jesus, are you crying?”

“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” 

The train stopped at Albuquerque for half an hour and we got out and wandered down the platform. The Indians sat cross-legged in the sun with their trays of silver and turquoise jewelry and the same moccasins and beaded belts I remembered from last year. Gregory got his mother some earrings. I didn’t know what was wrong with me; usually I was excited about going west but now I was losing my nerve. Maybe it was from being alone. 

They put on a second engine to climb the Rockies. The mountains rose up out of the plain in the late afternoon, big and black and red and sienna. Coming the other way everything was mountains anyway, the whole city was dumped over mountains. You wormed your way up through the canyons, but this side was so sharp-edged, so awful, like a warning. I always imagined the backward slide, the two engines quivering, hovering, fighting to get to the top, then braking and sliding back faster and faster into the canyon until the whole silver string of cars crumpled into a tangled heap of metal and smoke and crushed bleeding bodies. The sun was setting over the black peaks and turning the western faces to fire. The chaparral seemed to be burning up and I saw a couple of jackrabbits running as though screaming in pain. Then suddenly it was completely dark, then there was a hot green line, and we were in blackness. 

During dinner together—which seemed unavoidable by then, some bond having formed between us—Gregory didn’t seem bothered by the climb, though I knew boys would die rather than show fear. At one point he said he was sorry if he’d hurt my feelings before and I said there was no reason to be, envy was one of the deadly sins. I deserved to feel bad. When we went up a particularly steep slope he reached over and took one of my white-knuckled hands in his. His hand felt warm. Mine was a skeleton of ice. 

We both had the cherry pie à la mode and then we went to the club car and he got going again about the stars and all that. This time I accepted one of the Camels, took a couple of puffs, and gagged. Gregory asked the waiter for two beers but they wouldn’t serve us, and he said he had a couple of cans of Bud in his compartment. 

It didn’t take any great intelligence to know what was coming but I thought maybe if I let him kiss me some of what he had would permeate me; it would almost be like I had it too. It was stupid not to have it, really. I’d never realized it. It was the least they could do. But they probably didn’t take me anywhere because I was such a crabby kid, I wasn’t any fun. I was better off home with the babies and Nursie. If I went out to Romanoff’s with them and Groucho was there and the Bogarts and Coop and Rocky and all the rest, I’d just be a black hole in the bright tapestry anyway. 

He had his own compartment, not as big as Lena Home’s but bigger than mine, and I asked how come, they were impossible to get. He said his dad knew people—like mine didn’t. I was trying to decide how far to let him go; he was probably wondering the same thing. I was about as innocent as you can get but this was different, something else was going on that was beyond me. 

Then he kissed me … his beard was prickly and I kept tasting the Camels and feeling his lips and the stubble, and it was awful and I never wanted him to stop. I was drinking in Lena and Louie B. Mayer and Joan Crawford and Clark and Claudette and all the rest of them and trying to picture Cukor’s living room and John Huston’s set. We both got rather worked up so I told him we’d better stop. It was hard, I wanted to lose myself in it and forget what an ass I was but I couldn’t. The poor people were going to California in cattle cars or trucks with their paper bags of stale sandwiches, or no sandwiches, or they weren’t going anywhere, and here I was falling apart because I didn’t meet enough movie stars. I didn’t tell any of this to Gregory, because he’d never believe anybody could be such an idiot. 

NEEDLES was the first stop in California. Ten minutes at Needles, where the sun beat down on your head and burned through your clothes into your bones. California was heat and brown dust, the strange fragrance of the desert, and a dumpy little station in the middle of nowhere. California was mountains, stark and bare or else golden-flanked, dotted with green oaks, and miles of orange groves, the clean glossy dark leaves growing out of the dry ground, and hot dry farmland … a world away from the white birches, the green hills and crystal rivers of home. 

Greg and I had been instructed to get off at Pasadena—staying on the train all the way to Union Station, in downtown L.A., was déclassé. By then we were much the worse for wear. The Chief’s amenities didn’t include bathtubs. His beard was choppier than ever, and my hair was hanging in strings. I hoped he would suggest meeting during the summer, it would be something to do, but he didn’t. Why should he? He’d be having lunch at the MGM commissary every day and going for swims with Kate and Spencer. Even if he had any free time he wouldn’t want to spend it with the black hole. I was strictly for the train. 

The porters unloaded our baggage at the Pasadena station, where hedges of pink and white oleanders bent in the breeze and palm trees swayed overhead. The air was softer and there was something different about the light, a rough, grainy quality that made everything look like a painting. It was like looking through very fine meshed glass…it always took a few days to get used to it. 

I made a dash for a tall man in a Hawaiian shirt and pleated trousers, standing with his arms out. He laughed at the violence of my hug. I was ridiculously in love with my father. We both knew it. So were a lot of others—his three wives and four children, his secretaries and maids and movie stars and almost everyone he encountered—which transformed my feeling into a public commodity. 

An alto voice called his name, and Miss Home descended from the train in her pearly clothes, her cape a-flutter. In a moment her graceful hands were in his, and—after peeling me off like a mollusk—he embraced her affectionately and then introduced me. 

“We met in Chicago, didn’t we, sweetheart?”

Charm … it grew on the petticoat palms, flew out of the canyons like flocks of butterflies. It curled around you, crept into your hair and ears. “But we didn’t see each other after that, we must have just missed”—leading my father off by the arm to meet some friends, and waving down the platform at blue-jawed Gregory. 

To my surprise he was standing alone, looking down the row of chauffeured Cadillacs under the palm trees with a bleary anxiety I had not seen before. When he saw me sitting on the fender while the chauffeur loaded the trunk he gave a distracted little smile, then resumed his worried scrutiny. No car. No Dad … no Clark or Claudette. 

I ran down the platform. “What’s the matter, Greg?”

“He must have gotten held up.” His voice didn’t hold out much hope.

“Oh, they do that. Mine just took off with Lena,” I said. “Typical.”

That was true too. My beloved dad didn’t have great powers of resistance. All my life I’d watched him be scooped up and taken away by women, stars, people. The wife who got fed up with it packed up and left, the one who didn’t had him still…but as I turned around he was hurrying back along the platform, waving. I had to give him this—he always came back. 

“Why don’t you come with us?”

“My dad’s just a little late, for God’s sake. Don’t get charitable.”

“My father will ask you anyway.”

“I’ll take a taxi.” We both knew there weren’t any, or hardly any, and it was an hour’s ride.

“Fine,” I said. “Stay on the platform. Spend the summer in Pasadena.”

Greg wasn’t one to pass up an opportunity. In the car on the way I wanted to hold his hand—except that he was telling my dad a great story about Cukor.


GO STRAIGHT TO THE LOCAL LIQUOR STORE

204 EAST 62ND STREET.

Peacock walls, cream satin curtains spilling from ceiling to floor, a white marble fireplace like a frozen meringue. A baroque breakfront in silver and copper, mirror and amber and painted glass, scattering shards of light; a glossy sofa with chocolate stripes, a rose loveseat, a pair of velvet seashell chairs. On the mantel, in glass cases, stood two Japanese dolls in gilt paper costumes, with jet hair, porcelain faces, tiny dots and dashes for features. A coffee table of mirror panels; more mirrors over the fireplace, between the two tall rear windows, and over the Biedermeier table, with its tinkling crystal lamps, in the entrance hall. Our faces were everywhere. 

On the console table were very often bottles, glasses, a silver bucket of ice, a jigger, openers and corkscrews and stirrers, a drying lemon with peel scars, a jar of maraschino cherries, little bottles of olives and cocktail onions. Strewn on the mirrored coffee table were cigarette boxes, a chunky silver Ronson lighter, a bowl of matchbooks for when the Ronson didn’t work, half-full cocktail glasses, my mother’s silver “individual” shaker, hefty on-the-rocks glasses, sometimes with a lipstick print on the side. A plate of rat cheese and Ritz crackers, a dish of canned sardines, a few celery sticks or nuts, sometimes a nameless pink dip that always ended up full of broken potato chips. Somebody’s black suede gloves with a light sprinkle of ashes, and ashtrays—silver, glass, ceramic from European hotels—piled with crushed, burned cigarette butts. Crumpled packs of Chesterfields, Lucky Strikes, Camels, Pall Malls … a pleasant odor of smoke and gin and Caron’s Fleurs de Rocaille, the odor of home. 

Though my mother had quit when we still lived in Beverly Hills, most of her friends smoked, my father smoked, the nanny smoked, the cook and the maid smoked, and in time, I smoked and so did most of my friends. Smoking went with drinking. My father drank his bourbon and water and then twisted his mouth around an Old Gold, his eyes furrowed in concentration as he clicked his silver lighter. He’d breathe in the smoke, then sit back, take a few puffs while he talked, then crush the long cigarette out impatiently, only to light another immediately. He’d run through half a pack, then get up, shrugging himself into his coat in the vestibule before he left—which he did because they were divorced. 

Why was he there at all? Because it had been a friendly divorce. Because they had all the same friends … because they were old pals. 

“Oh Marion,” my mother’s friends cooed as they arrived, “isn’t this marvelous. It’s lovely. I love it. I told Frank, I don’t know how Marion does it. Everything is always so hospitable, and so effortless at the same time.” 

“I’ll make the first drink, then it’s every man for himself.” She stood before the bar like a figurehead, straight-backed, big-breasted, laughing. (“It’s fun to be beautiful,” I later found in her diary.) 

“Just one of your terrific martinis will do just fine.” Then later: “I’ll make just a tad more. They’re so delicious. Now how much do I put in? Oops—whoops!” Still later—“Oh, I sh … shouldn’t. Really shouldn’t. Is this the right bottle? Don’t tell…” whatever husband, child, boss’s voice of conscience dinned. “Gotta [go to work, be at the doctor, meet Susie’s teacher] tomorrow. Just a weeny drop”—a new definition of a drop. 

The men were more forthright. “Scotch, Marion, a little ice. Hey, not a whole goddamn glacier! Come on, honey, tilt that bottle, I’ve had a long day. That’s more like it.” Slosh slosh. Jovially: “Women can’t make drinks. Jesus, I need another. Anybody else?” More talk and laughter, another round. 

Cellophane wrappers crumpled, followed by the pungent smell of fresh tobacco. Cigarettes were drawn out and inserted between bloodred lips. Holders were for looks only, for fun. Edith Haggard’s gold one, available only at Dunhill’s in London, fitted over her middle finger. Some smokers were meticulous about peeling the pack open, some—the ones with a hardcore habit, or no aesthetics—ripped into it impatiently, digging cigarettes out of messy crinkled paper foil. The Ronson usually failed. 

“Oh, God, those things never work.” Fixing them meant digging into their wet, gaseous intestines. “Anybody got a match? Hey, somebody, I need a match.” Someone always had a steel Zippo. “Jesus, it’s a flamethrower! They could use that out in the Pacific.” 

“Oh, Marion. This is … marvelous. You are so marvelous to do it. I was just saying to Ralph this morning, other people say they’re going to have you over for drinks, but one thing or another comes up, and they never do. You’re the only one that really does it. And you always look so wonderful. What’s your secret?” 

“Marion walks around the reservoir every single day, don’t you, darling?”

“Almost.”

“And facials … you must give me the name of your adorable Danish woman.”

“Two dead soldiers and we’ve only been here an hour.”

“You’re out of J & B, darling. That makes three.” (Cough, cough.) God—this is the worst winter for phlegm.” 

Embassy Liquors, around the corner on Sixty-first, delivered in ten minutes. At other times, the “Embassy Boys” cashed checks and even lent money to children of valued customers in need of a nickel for the bus or an ice-cream cone. Twice they had even broken into the house—about as difficult as breaking into a shoebox—when I’d lost my key and nobody was home. My mother once advised me: “Whenever you move into a new neighborhood, go straight to the local liquor store, and then be loyal. They’ll be your best friends—they’ll even cash checks—because they have to make up for not being allowed to charge.” 

Very soon a smiling Embassy Boy rang the doorbell and handed me a brown paper bag. I gave him the check. Outside the street lamps lit up the spindly plane trees, the sky was the ink blue of sunset. Stores were closing, the lights in other houses were going on. Curtains were mostly open, and I could see people moving around in their living rooms. The whole world was having cocktails, lighting Chesterfields, refilling ice buckets … and what a world! None of my friends’ houses or apartments were as much fun as mine. Other mothers were stuffier than mine, seemingly older, and rarely divorced—and though I had a few complaints, for plain gemütlichkeit, for pure pleasure, nothing was like 204. 

“For Lord’s sake,” Nanny said from behind me, “give me that bottle. Come downstairs, your supper’s ready.”

The el train raided by, drowning everything out, then my mother’s laugh rose over the voices in the living room. The cascade of crystal pendants on the hall lamps glittered double in the mirror, four times if you looked at them in the fireplace mirror, eight if you craned your neck and peered back again. Fur coats were piled on the creaky newel post and the side chairs, fedoras hung on the hat rack—the womens’ hats usually started out, at least, tucked into coiffed hair and pinned in place. 

“Marion, that’s a riot,” someone cried. “Isn’t that a riot? Ethel, just listen to this.” Murmurs I couldn’t hear. “That’s how far some people will go to get an apartment.” 

“But I thought they were being thrown out.”

“Not anymore.” Everyone laughed.

“Where’s that bottle? Hey, Nanny’s got it! Here, Nanny!” Crunkle, crunkle, unscrew. “There’s the White Label. The Red Label. The Black Label. Three cheers for Nanny! A little tipple for you too? Snookie [me, unwillingly] will get some more ice, now, will you, sweetie?” 

“Now, sir, she’ll cut her hands to pieces, and I’ll be rollin’ down the steps.”

Nanny clumped downstairs, chuckling, me after her. She enjoyed the chaffing. She took the ice pick and chipped at the block of ice in the sink, delivered from the dungeon across the street with the handlettered sign saying LOUIE’S ICE COAL WOOD. The icebox only accommodated two icetrays. 

“I’ll take it up.”

“You will not. Sit right down and eat your macaroni.”

“I just want to see them one more time.”

Up in the front hall, embraces, searches for coats, gloves, handbags. “What did I do with … I left it right here … I think I’m a little … tipsy. Isn’t that ridiculous? Why, sweetie—the ice! Look, she’s brought the ice! Isn’t she a darling? Come here, lovey, let me look at you. How old are you?” (Seven, eight.) “You’re so big! Tell me, do you like school?” The face in front of me was thickly made up—dark mascara, crimson lipstick, spots of rouge, reddish curls straggling out from under a black bucket hat. “Marion, does she still go to that cute school, with the gorgon principal?” 

“She loves it,” my mother said. “They do anything the gorgon says, they adore her.”

“Let’s see, can you do … what are those damn things? Lee, lou, loga-rhythms, that’s it. Can you do loga-rhythms, sweetie? I’ll bet you can.” 

“Let’s go, Lola Loga-rhythm. I’m hungry. Hey, Loga loga loga …” A little dance in the hallway, a lurch against the quivering crystal lamps, and the thousand reflections danced. “Oh, Christ. Here, I’ll get it. No harm done.” The bodies milled around, convivial, saying good-bye … only Georges made no move for his coat.

“Where I come from you would long be in bed,” he said, putting his arm around me. He was stout, with a black mustache, and once he had brought me a doll from Paris. Sometimes I pretended to play with it. As the others went out the door, he moved over and put one hand on my mother’s erect but swaying back. His skin was pink, his wavy black hair was combed straight back. After some thought I had chosen Georges over the others. An importer of wine and cognac, he always arrived with bottles under his arms. He smiled a lot, he made my mother laugh. He was a jolly fellow, a little glamorous, always dashing back and forth to Europe—until France fell. 

After my bath, I crept down the three flights—past my mother’s bedroom, tousled and fragrant, past the cluttered living room with its stink of stale ashes, down to the basement dining room. Outside the window, at shoulder level, rubber boots and fur-trimmed galoshes kicked blackened snow, umbrellas tapped, little dogs in belted plaid coats trotted by. My mother and Georges sat at the table sipping his special Monnet cognac from fragile balloon glasses. 

“Georges, let’s play cards. You promised.”

“Another time, ma petite.”

“But you said that before. Just one game.” I was addicted to War. He shook his head, but I still hung around the doorway. “Georges, where do you really live?” 

“En France, chérie … but we are in great trouble.” 

“What kind of trouble?”

“Politics. You are too young to understand.”

“I’m not.”

“Well, then. There are bad leaders and evil doings these days. One must make difficult choices … it is hard to do business.”

I thought my mother gave him a watch-what-you-say look. She took me to the stairs. She was always very dressed up, as though life were a party—satin skirt, a cinched waist, a low-cut velvet top. She looked pretty, sexy, and a little blowsy. 

“Please, Mama. I’m not sleepy.”

“Off to bed, missy. Right this minute.”

I gave in easily enough. Georges’s presence made me feel safe. I never thought whether he spent the night, but I would have been glad if he did, for I worried that my mother was lonely after the guests left. I climbed back up to Nanny’s and my aerie on the top floor. Here bookcases lined the walls, and our fireplace, the only one in the house that worked, was sometimes lit. My tiny room overlooked the little brick backyard, bleak and patched with snow, with its gigantic tree of heaven. Beyond was the city and the Chrysler Building against the night sky. 

Nanny had faith. She had only half-persuaded my lapsed-Catholic mother of the benefits of mass, but daily prayer was established. I knelt down on the prayer rug next to my bed, hurtled through an Our Father and a Hail Mary, then showered blessings on great numbers of people—the cocktail guests, a dozen or so school friends, the gorgon teacher I worshiped, every relative I could think of, Mac the grocer, the butcher, the dry cleaner, Louie, the Embassy Boys, and the cocker spaniel, while Nanny dozed in her chair as the radio sputtered softly. 

“Nanny, which leaders are bad or good?”

“Who, like Mr. Churchill?”

I hesitated. “I think so.”

“He and Mr. Roosevelt are the finest men ever lived.”

“Then why …”

“Enough talk, now. Did you bless your mother and father?” I heard the scrape of a match, smelled the faint odor of sulphur.

“Of course.”

“Did you bless … you know, her?”

“Well, sure.”

Nanny didn’t believe me. “Bless her again, just to make sure.”

“But it isn’t fair to bless her twice.”

“It isn’t a normal situation. The Good Lord will understand.”

That made sense. I climbed into bed and lay listening to Gabriel Heatter’s mournful tones on the radio. If happiness is the sense of safety, the absence of fear, then I was happy. I didn’t know it; I thought the events of my life were ordinary, universal, like the great swells of the ocean, or giant trees, and just as unchanging; that I was neither lucky nor unlucky, that the world was safe, solid, and predictable as the concrete street outside or the falling snow; that it called for no particular gratitude, any more than you thanked the sky for the moon and stars.


REENTRY

WE DROVE ALONG wide blazing boulevards lined with telephone poles, the silver wires whining above, clusters of flimsy pink and blue bungalows flanked by spiky succulent plants and dippy-looking palm trees in their limp hula skirts. I saw the fake-Spanish motels with neon signs pale in the sun, the round drive-in restaurants, the used-car lots fluttering with multicolored pennants, the iron elbows of the oil wells pumping tirelessly up and down in the sand, the petroleum reek, the creeping desert waiting everywhere … the shimmer of heat waves, a silver sun, a fierce blue sky. 

We came in on the Strip, winding along the base of the Santa Monica Mountains past the Trocadero (pale turquoise) and Ciro’s (pale coral), large windowless shapes like beached whales where I longed to go but could never persuade my father to take me, and the Château Marmont, pushed up against the foothills and shrouded in jungle greenery. On the other side of the street the land dropped off sharply into the vast basin that held the city. To the east was Hollywood—Graumann’s Chinese, famous footprints in the concrete, searchlights piercing the night sky, and a place called Carthay Circle (since swallowed up by a freeway) where I imagined movie stars slowly parading, turning this way and that to be admired by adoring crowds. 

At the brown-shield Beverly Hills sign, the Strip ended and Sunset straightened out and divided. There was a bridle path down the middle, as there was on Rodeo, where people walked or rode their horses or bicycles in the soft brown dust. It made Sunset a gender street, a nice place to be at … sunset. Beverly Hills is spread out on a plain by the foothills. Not strewn, like some western towns, but planned, as neatly patterned as Manhattan. There the similarity ends. Here I saw space, sunlight, breadth, breeziness; Manhattan was narrow, cramped, cold, with a dark sparkling light. 

We went past the Beverly Hills Hotel and up Benedict Canyon, dropping Greg and his luggage at his faux-Tudor mansion. There didn’t seem to be anybody around, and no cars were in the driveway, but I figured one rescue was enough. Clark or Joan or Bette would be along any minute. 

AS WE CAME back down Sunset, I went back to the rewiring process that had started somewhere in Texas—a little like my mother’s wartime electronics. Her dismembered radios, spread out on a card table, were a mass of tangled red and blue wires. I had to complete the switching over, disconnect the red, plug in the blue, turn to a different station. Marion disconnected, Nunnally and Dorris tuned in. 

He put his arm around me. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

“I am too,” I whispered, and leaned my head on his shoulder. We wrote back and forth once or twice a week, sometimes more. I told him everything about my life at great length and in great detail. Then when I was with him I was shy and tongue-tied. The best part of me went down my arms and hands, out through the Royal portable onto the paper. 

“The kids can’t wait. They’ve been asking about you every day.”

The kids. It wasn’t possible to forget them. How could I, when most of his letters were about them—how bright they were, how funny and lovable. So they were—it was just that sometimes I wished they didn’t exist. And they had a way of always being the center of attention. Had he talked about me the same way? 

“To them you’re a kind of heroine,” he said.

“I am?”

“Yes—and to me too.” He squeezed me tightly against him. “I have a great and special love for you,” he said.

Sometimes he made me almost cry. Maybe I loved him too much.

THE HOUSE AT 625 Mountain Drive was just north of Sunset, a red brick mansion with white trim and a circular driveway curving up to it. A flight of brick steps, flanked by white azaleas and gardenia bushes, led up to the front door. I followed his palm-tree shirt and two-tone shoes into the house. 

The front hall was dramatic, with a sparkling chandelier and a curved staircase designed for a bride or a movie star. White leather doors opened into the living room, a clear green pool where I went while he searched for Dorris. There were chairs with green and gold-threaded upholstery, and a long lipstick-red sofa that curled under a bay window and then snaked out into the middle of the room. Above the bar was the movie screen and over the black marble fireplace was the fake-front bookcase that hid the projector—an arrangement considered a convenience by the natives but seen by easterners as evidence of cultural decay. On either side of the fireplace were the real books, including a shelf with the scripts of Nunnally’s pictures bound in fine green and black leather. I’d read all thirty-six; of them, my favorites—The Grapes of Wrath, The Country Doctor, The Pied Piper, Holy Matrimony, Prisoner of Shark Island, The Road to Glory—several times. Every summer I spent many hours in this room, lying on the green shag rug, reading my father’s dialogue. 

I went out to the wide patio and sat in one of the lounge chairs. A few months before, Nunnally and Dorris had thrown a party here that made Life magazine. A publicity vehicle for his upcoming picture, Mr. Peabody and the Mermaid, it featured a tent that covered most of the backyard, topless starlets with fishtails carefully posed in places where they could be ogled but not groped; ice sculptures of mermaids with bowls of caviar in their laps; a lavish buffet and a guest list of 250 or so that included Kirk Douglas, the Coopers, the Bogarts, the Mercers, Van Johnson, Louis B. Mayer, Lady Elsie Mendl, Deborah Kerr, Edward G. Robinson, Keenan Wynn, Merle Oberon, Ann Todd, Otto Preminger, George Montgomery. The party had lasted till 5 A.M. and went into the annals of Hollywood excess. Pop had sent pictures to me at boarding school, which I hadn’t dared to show anyone because of all the bare breasts. 

Everything looked the same as last summer except the bright turquoise rectangle of the pool was mostly hidden behind a picket fence. The grass was like emerald wall-to-wall carpeting, and during the war a few chickens ran around clucking in a frustrated search for seeds in the sterilized lawn. The land rose up behind the house and if you walked far enough up the street the clipped lawns stopped. There were brown rocks and dust and scrub and rattlesnakes as you climbed higher and higher, and during the night the coyotes yowled. Now there are tile terraces and driveways and swimming pools, houses with decks that hang high over the canyons. The cliffs are filled, like cracked teeth, with concrete to keep them in place when the rains come. The whole arrangement is fragile, and there are continuous crises as nature threatens to reclaim the earth and turn it back to desert. 

NUNNALLY AND DORRIS appeared, holding hands. They were the only couple in my life, the only marriage close enough to watch. They didn’t seem to go together. My father was once described (by writer Shana Alexander) as looking like “a small Disney forest animal”—a startled chipmunk with bright blue eyes and thinning hair. But I hardly knew what he looked like. To me he was a force, a search-light, a backdrop, a set of conflicting principles, an obstacle course, an unattainable life goal … a push-me pull-you, images on a screen too close to see. 

Dorris was small, with reddish-gold curly hair and big round green eyes. She wore a coral-colored smock and sandals, with golden bangles on her wrists. She looked very young, she was very young—closer to my age than to Nunnally’s. She gave me a hug, which I only appreciated in retrospect—my mother’s embraces consisted of a couple of fingers on each shoulder and a cheek-on-cheek with kissy sounds. 

Dorris was a southern girl. There were two in my class and at dances they were always surrounded by boys. I’d spent half an entire evening (when nobody was dancing with me) watching them, and all I could make out was that they talked a lot and sort of crawled up their dates’ neckties with their fingers. I tried it with the boy I came with, and he said, “What the hell are you doing? You’re ruining my goddamn tie.” I explained and he said, “Forget it, you’ll never be able to do it.” 

If eighteen years’ difference seems too much, if Dorris might be expected to tire of her older husband, wrong on both counts. She and Nunnally were crazy about each other, and they invited the world to appreciate their good fortune. My admiration was tenuous. You’re supposed to be happy for the people you love, but it doesn’t really work with parents. Occasionally my father told me (in case I didn’t know) how much he loved his wife. That was fine for him—it was just that I couldn’t join the party. He was branded for good: You are my father. You left my mother. You left me. We have to go on from there. I love you to death, I’ll try to love Dorris … but don’t expect me to dance at your wedding. 

THE UMBRELLA TABLE was set for lunch. We sat down and the butler brought out the food and goblets of iced tea. 

They asked me about the trip. I stumbled through it all, Chicago and Gallup and the Rio Grande and the two engines and the cherry pie and Gregory—making him somewhat more amorous than he had been and hinting that we would probably see each other over the summer. Somehow the truth never seemed good enough, and the real things, the things I saved up for months to tell him, never seemed worth bringing up when I was with him. His world was so far beyond mine. I knew that he wasn’t really so perfect, that he had made mistakes and done foolish things, that once he had only one suit. But I hadn’t known him then, and to me he had sprung full-grown from behind his desk at Twentieth Century-Fox or the backseat of the Cadillac. 
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