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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This memoir is based on the author’s diary entries and personal recollections. Events, conversations, and settings have been recreated to the best of the author’s memory. Certain names, identifying details, and locations have been altered to protect privacy, and the chronology of events may have been compressed for readability. The statements, opinions, and interpretations herein are solely those of the author and are not intended to defame, disparage, or cause harm to any person, organization, religion, ethnic group, or gender identification.









To all who wish to rewrite their happily ever after









Life can only be understood backwards, 
but it must be lived forwards.


—SØREN KIERKEGAARD













PROLOGUE





“Get out! Get out now!” a woman screamed, as she pounded on my door.


I flung the door open to find Sherry, the high school principal who lived next door.


“My condo’s on fire!” she cried, yanking my arm.


We ran to the street as sirens echoed in the distance.


At the curb, we waved our arms wildly over our heads to flag down two fire engines careening down the street.


Out of breath, Sherry explained to the captain that her french fries had caught fire.


Firemen toting hoses raced past us. But the two-story fire proved too much. Sherry’s condo burned to the ground, and mine came close.
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As I stretched out in bed at a nearby Comfort Inn, I thought about the calamity that had cut a steady path through my recent past. I’d broken up with my fiancé. I’d totaled my car. And my home had almost burned down.


While most people would be reeling from such loss, I remained eerily calm, even relieved. God had lit a match. All that destruction was actually a blessing. It had cleared away all that no longer worked in my life.
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The next day, I ventured back home to assess the damage. The disaster crew in fluorescent yellow vests were already hard at work. They’d piled the kitchen cabinets—now charred wood—in my interior patio. They’d ripped up my carpet, exposing the cement subfloor. And the few clothes that had not burned had been packed off to an ozone chamber in Burbank. “You know, to get rid of the smoke,” a worker explained.


I poked my head in my second-floor office, afraid of what I’d find. Amazingly, my diaries still lined the floor-to-ceiling shelves. My most cherished possessions had been spared. The three hundred diaries spanned a critical period of my life: from 1986, when I’d first moved to LA at the age of thirty-three, to the present, January 2003, just as I’d hit the half-century mark.


I asked the disaster crew to transfer the volumes to the trunk of my car. Perhaps God had saved them for a reason. I vowed to read each one before another catastrophe did destroy them. And so, I launched a new pastime. Every night after work, I’d devour another volume.


My journal entries felt like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Each irregular shape defined a fragment of my life—a swatch of green grass or an inch of blue sky. But the thousands of pieces needed to be fit together. Only then could I see the complete picture of my life trajectory: the expanse of blue sky and the vast vista of rolling lawn.


I love clues. I love confidences. I love the clandestine. In fact, I’d devoted much of my professional life to unraveling secrets, first as a litigation paralegal, then as a market analyst, and finally as a writer and business journalist. The trouble was I’d never cracked the code of my own life. Maybe this cache of spared volumes offered just that chance.


Reading my diary entries, I could view myself from the outside looking in, just as I had examined so many defendants, consumers, and executives. In turn, I could see myself with a clarity and objectivity that I had never experienced before.


I wrote about an odd assortment of paramours—a teenage wizard, a Ghanaian bishop, and a transvestite—as well as spiritual quests in all manner of venues: a hilltop Hindu convent, a Hogwarts-style psychic college, a guru’s apartment in Beverly Hills. My full spectrum of experiences exposed as many secrets as a spy novel. I relished that. But more important, they provided a trail of clues leading to my ultimate destiny.


I had achieved some of the milestones of adulthood—college degrees, home ownership, and steady employment. But one accomplishment remained spectacularly out of reach: marriage and children.


“Maybe your karmic destiny in this lifetime has nothing to do with the marital vow,” one friend observed. “Maybe it’s pursuing another kind of vow.”


As I read my journal entries, I saw how each success, each defeat, each challenge helped to define that “other vow”—maybe the reason I was born.


I hope you’ll join me on this journey. Call it an archaeological dig. Perhaps it will encourage you to unravel your own secrets and to find your own divine path.















Chapter 1

JACKKNIFED







I woke up folded in half.


I struggled to orient myself. This wasn’t a dream, I was almost sure. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I scanned the room, at least as much as I could see from my scrunched position. A spare bedroom in the bungalow where my brother, Peter, lived, buried in the hills of LA’s Laurel Canyon, it was more an abandoned storage room than a cozy guest retreat. Ivy grew through the cracks in the dirty windows. A low slanted ceiling explained the throbbing bump on my head. And the spare twin bed, wheeled out from an alcove, had obviously been folded up for quite some time.


“Peter! Help! I’m stuck!” I yelled.


Peter’s German shepherd ambled in. She studied me for a moment. Then she pressed her cold nose to my side, to offer encouragement.


“Nicky, go get Peter.”


A trained guard dog, she dutifully obliged.
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Peter arrived, coffee mug in hand. “Whatever’s wrong?” He laughed, relishing the sight of his sister stuck in a bed sandwich. Throughout the night, the bed had slowly returned to its original folded position.


“Let me outta here!”


“Come on, Laur,” he said, as he released me. I liked it when he used my nickname, but warm familial support probably wouldn’t save me. My position could very well reflect my future. I’d fail to clear a curve and end up like the tractor trailer I’d seen jackknifed at the side of the road on my trek up the coast to LA.


The previous day—August 13, 1986—I’d abandoned the blue skies, glistening ocean, and relaxed lifestyle of “Sandy Ego” to live in a city filled with traffic jams, air pollution, ruthless Hollywood ethics, and competition from some of the most attractive and talented people in the world.


Whatever for?


“Your problem is that you’re drowning in a sea of nebulousness,” one friend suggested.


It was true. Nothing in San Diego gelled. Not romance. Not career. Not financial stability. By contrast, my brother’s life had shot like a meteorite toward his goals—employment as a cinematographer on major motion pictures, engagement to a beautiful blonde, and homeownership, all by the age of twenty-nine. My life had trundled down the road like an oxcart, stalled by potholes and more than a ditch or two. To add insult to injury, I was three years older than my brother!


Every few months I visited Peter. Over one long holiday weekend, when I had more time to study my surroundings, I noticed there was nothing nebulous, nothing half-assed, about the City of Angels. It was all funk and punk, glitz and glamour. It felt like the solution to my nebulous life.


I wasn’t willing to make the move until I saw the film Body Heat, a murder thriller starring Kathleen Turner. Her husband describes a former business partner as the guy who “wasn’t willing to do what was necessary. And I mean whatever was necessary.”


You know how some lyrics replay over and over in your head? Well, that’s what happened with that bit of dialogue. I didn’t want to be that guy, the guy unwilling to do whatever was necessary.


I knew what I wanted—love, career, and a connection to God. How I’d accomplish that was less clear. But one thing I did know, or at least strongly suspected: Sandy Ego was not on the route to my goals.


So, if moving to LA led to a jackknife or two, then so be it. I was willing to pay the price.















Chapter 2

WHITE PICKET FENCE







The next morning, I woke up to a face full of kisses. Nicky, my brother’s dog, had taken a liking to me after our hike the previous afternoon. She had slept on my bed, a welcome weight, apparently, as I lay flat, rather than folded.


As a trained attack dog, Nicky would serve as both companion and protector while my brother shot a movie in Fiji for three months. In exchange for free rent, I would housesit his hillside bungalow and take care of his dog. Yes, I would have preferred my brother’s company and moral support as I adjusted to LA, but my own house in the woods, along with a canine companion … well, that was a pretty nice alternative.


After breakfast, I shooed Nicky off the bed so I could lay out my job interview outfit. If any outfit impressed, this one would. I admired the bright blue suit with its gold buttons and pleated skirt. It was both stylish and businesslike. And the patent leather heels were high enough to be sexy but not so high that I would fall down face-first in HR.


Thanks to the writing portfolio I’d created in San Diego, an employment agency had booked interviews for what seemed like glamour jobs, in market research at a movie studio and in copywriting at an ad agency.


In the lobby of the film studio, I sat quietly, gripping a new leather portfolio I’d bought to hold my resume and a few writing samples. I dug in my purse for a lozenge. My throat was scratchy from air pollution, which was particularly bad, I’d been told, in the dead of August.


Staff passed through the lobby, studying me out of the corners of their eyes. They wore tight, low-slung jeans; tank tops displaying impressive tattoos and tans; and long, dangly earrings, accentuating graceful necks. By comparison, I looked like a librarian.


An HR assistant escorted me to a small back office. The lozenge hadn’t done the trick, and I started coughing again.


“Let me get you some water,” the assistant offered and darted out.


She returned with glass in hand.


“Thank you so much. I just have a little tickle in my throat.”


I dabbed my sweaty brow with a Kleenex and tried to regain my composure. But the more I coughed, the more I couldn’t stop coughing. Instead of “Can I live in LA?,” maybe the more apt question was “Can I breathe in LA?”


I sat alone for ten, twenty, thirty, then forty minutes.


After an hour, I stole out of the back office. I had my answer. My services were not needed. People had warned me about how ruthless Hollywood could be. Now I’d experienced it firsthand. Tinseltown had initiated me.


I shot past the reception desk and punched the elevator button repeatedly to hasten my exit. As the elevator’s doors closed, I yelled, “Your loss!” No one heard. But my rebuke made me feel better.


My second interview was at a mid-Wilshire ad agency. I could redeem myself. The firm’s focus on health care sounded more interesting than, say, auto parts or mattresses. But I was open to any job that would build my writing portfolio. In time, I could be pickier and write about what really interested me, alternative health and spirituality.


My interviewer had been blessed with the perfect corporate face—pretty, without being distractingly beautiful—and the perfect expression: an “I will do as I am told” blankness. No idiosyncrasy or recalcitrance threatened her carriage of duty.


She didn’t waste time with small talk. “We need a copywriter for Nature’s Bounty, a vitamin manufacturer. Can you write copy to move those vitamins off the shelf?”


I assured her I was just the ticket, although I wondered if I had it in me to make vitamins A, B, and C dance off the page.


She gave me a penetrating look, obviously as unconvinced as I. “Pardon me if I’m being presumptuous, but you seem like an altruist, not the hard-driving persuader we’re looking for.”


Wow, good call, Blank Face.


As we sat in silence perusing each other, I heard what sounded like clanking glass. A silver trolley, stocked with bottles and tumblers, rolled down the hall.


“Oh, this is ‘Martini Friday,’” she explained. “One of our clients is a distiller who delivers varieties of gin and other liquors for us to try.”


“Interesting,” I sputtered.


“We’re party animals here,” she said dispassionately. “Are you?”


“I can be,” I said, realizing that “party animal” probably meant more than a martini on a Friday afternoon.


I punched the elevator button for the ground level. Would I ever be hip and happening enough for LA? It wasn’t looking good.
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The employment agency didn’t give up on me. The next day, it sent me on a temporary assignment: helping a Russian in West Hollywood edit his “business” book.


When Oleg opened his apartment door, I wondered if I should run for it while I had the chance. He looked like Dracula, with slicked-back black hair, deep-set black eyes, and an all-black ensemble. His studio was smoke-filled and dim, with a single bulb burning overhead. But I needed the $25-per-hour wage, so I gingerly stepped inside and accepted his offer of a glass of orange juice.


From the looks of his spare quarters, it was obvious that Oleg couldn’t afford even a few hours of my time. So, over the next three months, I met with him weekly, one hour “on the clock” to discuss my edits and another hour for socializing.


He served caviar and butter sandwiches on Wonder Bread, and we shared stories about our lives. At twenty-eight, Oleg had abandoned his widowed mother and girlfriend (“a true Slavic beauty”) to make a better life in LA. He’d defected from Russia over the Yugoslavian mountains with only a toothbrush and bottle of vodka in his breast pocket.


Now he was alone, more alone than I’d ever been. He held up the insect he’d befriended, a cockroach that lived under his oven. “Count the sections. Count the legs. It is beautiful animal.”


He hoped to make $5,000 a month selling his get-rich-quick book, aptly titled How to Make $5,000 a Month at Home.


When Oleg asked about me, I demurred. “Oh, Oleg, my story can’t compare to yours. I drove my Toyota Corolla from a small town in Ohio called Gates Mills, 2,400 miles across the country to San Diego. I lived there for twelve years and moved to LA a few weeks ago. I didn’t hike across the mountains with a bottle of vodka in my breast pocket.”


“Gates Mills? Where’s that?”


“Oh, it’s a village nestled in a river valley outside Cleveland, filled with white picket fences.”


“Picket fence?” he asked, pronouncing it peekeet venz. “What peekeet?”


“It’s vertical slats of wood, connected by horizontal slats.”


Oleg nodded, rolling an unlit cigarette between his fingers, as he contemplated the mystery of the picket.


“The white picket fence is a symbol of having achieved the American dream.”


“Which is?” Oleg asked, genuinely curious.


“Your freestanding house in the suburbs, with two cars in the garage, a chicken in the pot, a little boy and girl playing with their dog in the backyard, surrounded by …”


“A vite peekeet venz,” Oleg said, finishing my sentence.


We laughed. I needn’t have worried that my story fell short on intrigue.


“Did you find dream?” he asked.


“No, that’s why I moved to LA, to pursue my own dream.”


“Which is?”


“I don’t know yet. I’m in the process of creating it.”


He nodded. If anyone understood what I meant, Oleg did. He made me realize there were others like me, probably thousands, who didn’t fit in where they grew up and who’d moved to LA to find their place in the world.


We’d been taught to hate each other during the Cold War, yet Oleg and I slowly became kindred spirits, bonding over our attempt to flourish in a strange, new city. Maybe there was no niche for us back in Moscow or Cleveland, but surely LA offered some place to find our tribe, to ply our skills, to fulfill our callings.


I was happy to keep listening to Oleg’s fascinating tales, but as the weeks wore on, I noticed changes. First, he became rude. When I showed up sporting new eyeglasses—the large octagonal frames in vogue at the time—he blurted, “You might as well wear scuba mask!” He took down his beloved Elvis Presley poster, replacing it with a small photo of the Kremlin, “to remind myself of where party leaders decide how Russian people should lead their lives.” And his skin took on a yellowish cast.


To make matters worse, Oleg had caught on that How to Make $5,000 a Month at Home probably was not going to do that for him or any reader. If only I’d edited it better, he chastised me, then maybe it would have achieved success. Boxes of self-published books stood waist-high in the corner. He’d significantly overestimated demand.


He started serving our caviar sandwiches with vodka shots instead of our usual orange juice. Clinking my glass, Oleg would down a shot, then suck on a pickle. He’d repeat this process in rapid succession, while I nursed my first round.


I began to view Oleg as a transplanted tree, dying in its new soil. Burying his past and trying to adapt to a wildly different culture proved too much of a shock.


As his company began to drain me, our weekly visits became biweekly, then monthly, then canceled altogether. Eventually, I lost touch with him. I’ll never find out what happens to Oleg. At least that’s what I figured at the time.















Chapter 3

LEISURE SUIT LARRY







I transferred my gym membership from San Diego to its sister studio in LA. After a rousing aerobics class, I headed for the indoor Jacuzzi. My vision blurred by the steam and absence of eyeglasses, I slid into the bubbling water, shoulder-to-shoulder with another member—a man with long hair and silky skin. He was a hand model from South Dakota named Lance.


Lulled by the warm water, he delivered his life philosophy: “I don’t think, I just act.”


On a date the following week, I discovered his bromide translated to minimal conversation and lots of sexual advances. True, Lance’s hands were beautiful—large, sculpted, and graceful. And there was the matter of his exceptional skin. But I could see those gifts might not prove enough to keep me coming back for more. Still, I felt Angeleno-ed by the experience. Isn’t that what Angelenos did? Date hand models they met in the gym Jacuzzi?
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One afternoon, as I hiked the Hollywood Hills with my canine companion, a man stopped to pet Nicky. “He’s so well behaved,” he marveled, as Nicky obediently sat and stoically accepted his caresses.


“He thanks you.”


“By the way, my name’s Reed.”


“Nice to meet you. This is Nicky, and I’m Laurie.”


“Hope to see you again,” Reed said, as he headed in the opposite direction.


We chatted regularly on our walks, until one day, on the eve of his business trip, I offered to feed his fish.


“That would be great,” he said.


The next day I dropped by to retrieve directions about the fish food that Reed had left with the key under his doormat. Like many men’s apartments, his one-bedroom looked makeshift. There was the round Ikea rug, not big enough to cover the scuffed parquet floor. There was the straw sombrero hat hung on the dining room wall, no doubt a girlfriend’s stab at “brightening up the place.” And a monochromatic color scheme, save for a sapphire blue fish hiding in the corner of the aquarium. The whole scene cried out, “Take me with you. Can’t you see I need a proper home?”


Upon his return, to thank me, he invited me to breakfast. I suggested bowling instead, at an alley called Pinz, midway between our houses.


“Where should we meet?” I asked. “At the shoes?”


“Too smelly,” he said.


“The cocktail lounge?”


“Too Tarantino.”


“The video arcade?”


“How old are you anyway?”


“The bowling ball polishing machine?”


“We don’t want to go there.”


Finally, we agreed to meet at the alley’s diner. Our conversation over omelets did not match our earlier repartee. He seemed a little pinched. Still, I didn’t rule him out as a romantic prospect. And he seemed equally hopeful. After breakfast, he invited me back to his apartment “to show me something.”
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He had just purchased a video game called Leisure Suit Larry. “The point is to get Larry laid,” Reed explained.


“I see,” I said, wondering where he was going with this train of thought.


Tapping the arrow keys, he directed Larry to approach a woman sitting at a bar. Larry said hi, and she slapped him. “No matter what I do, I never get anywhere with the ladies at the bar,” Reed lamented. “Like in real life,” he added.


I could understand why. His overshare on our first date gave me the creeps. “Hey, I better get going,” I said, quickly collecting my purse and jacket. “Thank you for breakfast.” Then I turned on my heels and fled.


After that encounter, Nicky and I stopped running into Reed on the trails. That was for the best.


[image: ]


A few weeks after our breakfast, I got a cryptic call at 2:30 a.m. Half asleep, I answered the phone. Someone breathed heavily into the receiver, without saying anything.


“Reed, is that you?”


He laughed and hung up. This was before caller ID, so I couldn’t track who’d called. But based on the Leisure Suit Larry incident, I suspected Reed might play such a prank.


The next night, I got a second mysterious call.


“Hi,” the caller said timidly.


Right away I knew it wasn’t Reed.


“Oh, my God, you’re an obscene phone caller, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” he admitted.


“How did you get my number?”


“Just dialing randomly.”


“But what do you hope to accomplish?”


He didn’t answer.


Over subsequent late-night calls, I learned that his name was Matt and that he had jet-black hair to his waist. Despite being a high school dropout, he was intelligent and self-reflective.


“I’m nutty, Laurie. And impulsive. And dependent.”


Those words sounded like therapy-speak. Hopefully, he was still seeing a professional.


For the next three months, he called two or three times a week. I’d begun to look forward to our exchanges.


He shared his experiences with women. “Sometimes, when the chemistry is right, good things start to happen in both our lives—jobs, projects, windfalls of some sort. It’s like we’re feeding each other in ways we could never do on our own. That’s how you know a relationship works. It makes you more than who you were.”


I admitted that had rarely, if ever, happened to me.


“You feed me emotionally, Laurie,” he said quietly. “And vice versa.”


What an odd thing for one’s mystery caller to say. But he was right. Matt fed me emotionally. Since he’d started calling, my skin had gotten clearer. I didn’t reach for my Xanax as much. And I felt energized the day after talking to him.


Eventually, though, Matt stopped calling or, in today’s vernacular, he ghosted me. Just as well, I consoled myself. What future did I have with an obscene phone caller? He was simply a mythical creature who’d flown in my window one night to deliver a lesson or two. Too often, and this fact was hard to admit, men made my life worse. Romances yielded distractions, roller-coaster rides or just plain drains. Not Matt. He’d let me experience the emotional reciprocity, the synergistic betterment I craved in a relationship. Then, the deed done, he’d flown away.















Chapter 4

THE FAR SIDE







I yearned to plant roots in LA—to build a circle of friends, find a steady job I loved, and create a romance that had potential. Instead, I’d fallen down a rabbit hole. I’d met intriguing characters—Blank Face, the Russian defector, and an obscene phone caller. They’d taught me a thing or two, to be sure. But none had led to terra firma. Maybe if I focused on normal forms of recreation, normal forms of “putting myself out there,” I’d find what I was looking for.


One day, I decided to walk Nicky closer to home, on the sun-dappled back roads of Laurel Canyon with the hope of meeting a neighbor or two. Immediately, though, I saw I’d made a big mistake. When the neighborhood dogs spotted a German shepherd through the slats of their backyard fences, they growled, rammed their snouts through holes in the wood, and tried to jump over their enclosures. Nicky responded in kind. Perhaps my neighbors’ dogs instinctively knew a killer attack dog when they saw one. Hell, they were probably killer attack dogs themselves. In 1969, Charles Manson’s family had gone on a killing spree just a few miles away. Many residents bought attack dogs after that.


I returned home so breathless and stressed, I skipped my morning coffee. While I loved to cuddle in bed with Nicky and feel her back pressed against mine at night, I had to remember Peter had sent Nicky to Berlin to train as an attack dog. She was both a friend and a loaded shotgun.


Maybe a few hours at the gym would be relaxing. While the layout of the fitness center in Hollywood mirrored its San Diego branch, the signage proved markedly different. A laminated sign at the reception desk read: PLEASE KEEP YOUR CLOTHES ON AT ALL TIMES. A sign in the ladies’ room followed a similar line of thought: DO NOT DYE YOUR HAIR IN THIS SINK.


Afraid I’d run into Lance in the Jacuzzi, I took the elevator to the sundeck on the roof. There I stretched out in my navy Speedo one-piece bathing suit. What a perfect way to spend an afternoon. But as I dug into my novel, I couldn’t help but notice my fellow sunbathers. More than one had ignored the sign at the front desk. The women were so well-endowed, I figured they must be porn stars. The most prolific porn production in the world took place just over the hill in the San Fernando Valley. If anyone needed a full body tan, it was a porn star.


To add to the drama, a few men parked atop a three-story billboard called out, “Looking good, girls! Why don’t you take it all off?”


They sat scrunched on the billboard’s catwalk, the size of a tiny front porch. The sign promoted Xtronx’s Winkies: blinking computer chips, a gag gift, similar to the pet rock, that was all the rage at the time.


I shrugged my shoulders at one sunbather. “Who the heck are they?”


“Oh, they’re participating in a contest sponsored by a local radio station,” she explained. “Whoever lives on the billboard the longest wins a Ferrari. They’ve been camped up there for months.”


“Are we their only form of entertainment?”


“I’m afraid so,” she said, rearranging her ample bosom for maximum exposure.


I gave the contestants a halfhearted wave and returned to my book. I couldn’t concentrate, though, so I laid my head back on the chaise lounge and closed my eyes. But the contestants’ taunts—“Come on, take it off! Take off your suit!”—made dozing impossible.
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The next week, I signed up for a tennis clinic sponsored by a local rec center. What could be more normal than improving one’s backhand?


As tennis ball machines delivered a relentless stream of volleys, a coach critiqued my form and that of my ten or so classmates. Then, once a month, the center hosted a tennis tournament. The clinic’s participants—mostly teens and their parents—invited their large extended families to root for them from the bleachers. When I hit a ball into the net, their cheers angered me, but also spurred me to play better.


I tried to fit in with my fellow athletes, investing in mid-thigh tennis dresses like theirs and adopting teen slang like “You crushed it!” But nothing I did could change my odd-man-out status. I was a good fifteen years older than my teenage classmates, and fifteen years younger than their parents. The rec center served families, not singles like me.


Midway through a class on how to return a lob, I decided to stop for a break.


“Are you leaving?” the pro asked.


“No, Coach, just taking a breather, a little walk.”


Turning away, I heard him mutter under his breath, “Yeah, on the far side.”


The guy was perceptive. As I walked around the perimeter of the rec center, I thought about what had led to my current life “on the far side.”


I attended a men’s liberal arts college smack dab in the middle of the Ohio cornfields. After 150 years as an all-male institution, the college trustees and alumni reluctantly agreed to accept women. I’d joined the first co-ed class to graduate since the school’s founding in 1824. The trouble was the kind of woman who attended one of the oldest formerly all-male colleges in the country was quite different from her male counterpart. Not surprisingly, she tended to be more unconventional.


Still, I reveled in the stability, the this-is-the-way-we’ve-always-done-it vibe that permeated the campus. After all, I was the daughter of a Cleveland banker who also served as mayor of my tiny hometown of Gates Mills. Stability was part of my DNA. But all the while, I tried to overlook the fact that my gender happened to be not the way the school had always done it.


After I graduated in 1974, I moved in with my mother and stepfather, who’d relocated from Ohio to San Diego a few years earlier.


Bonded by our love of art—my mother, as an interior designer; my stepfather, as an architect; and I, as a studio art major—we got along effortlessly. They welcomed me into their hilltop home overlooking the ocean until I got on my feet financially.


I tried my hand at different occupations—a year each as a clerk typist on a naval base, a pharmacy technician at a children’s hospital, and a litigation paralegal at a real estate law firm. A market research job at an ad agency looked promising, until I discovered a full one-third of the staff had been “hired” as unpaid interns. The combination of thousands of students studying at San Diego’s many colleges and the local economy’s dearth of creative jobs paved the way for lots of free labor. Those who were paid like me—at a whopping $8 per hour—couldn’t expect many raises or much upward mobility, either.


Getting on my feet financially proved more challenging than I, or my parents, had anticipated. I continually hit a dead end.















Chapter 5

LUNAR MADNESS







In 1976, a couple of years after I moved to San Diego, a college friend introduced me to her next-door neighbor. Twenty-one, six-foot-four, with pale green eyes and sun-streaked hair, Miles definitely qualified as a hunk. When I met him at the front door of his family home near the beach, I was so startled by his good looks, I could barely navigate the screen door he opened for me.


He lived rent-free in his mother’s back garage, while his three younger siblings resided in the front house. For pocket money, he served as a handyman for his mother’s investment properties. But other than the occasional plumbing or roofing task, his life revolved around play: batting a sponge ball back and forth with a parrot who’d flown in his window one day; duking it out with friends over bridge and chess; and partaking in amazingly strong Thai stick. But his greatest love was his band, Lunar Madness, which played at a local dive bar.


I dutifully attended his shows, watching the audience hoot and holler, chanting, “Lu-nar-Maaaad-nessss,” pumping their fists in the air with each syllable. After the band’s set, guests stormed my corner table to buy Lunar Madness T-shirts.


I marveled at Miles’s lack of domesticity, as did my parents. “I can always tell when Miles has been here,” my stepfather observed. “The paintings are always slightly askew.” Like a puppy who hadn’t developed full coordination, Miles failed to clear the walls while walking through the rooms and corridors of my parents’ home.


When I visited Miles, I’d have to slowly scan the garage. He often napped at all hours (usually after a spot of Thai stick), and his quarters were in such disarray that I could miss his form stretched out wherever sleep had overtaken him. I quickly understood why high school classmates had signed his yearbook “To the Sandman’s best customer.”


In his makeshift kitchen, he ate like a child left to his own devices. At a local big-box store, he bought a foot-high stack of corn tortillas and a ten-pound hunk of cheese. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner consisted of a quesadilla or two, washed down with a can of Mountain Dew.


In keeping with his childlike persona, Miles orchestrated all manner of pranks. While the couple next door ate dinner in their kitchen just a few feet from his garage, we timed how long it took to stop their conversation. Feigning raucous lovemaking and calling out “No, please, Miles, please don’t bite me!” proved particularly effective.


And after he convinced me to buy my first answering machine, he left a message that absorbed all sixty minutes of the audiocassette, reciting an entire book of Wordsworth’s poetry.


As my twenty-third birthday gift, Miles painted a twelve-foot mural of me in the nude, on the garage wall, replete with drilled holes so the reclining figure could wear tortoise shell glasses like mine.


Peter Pan personified, Miles lived completely in the pleasure of the moment, with no worry of the future. His approach to life allowed me to play Peter Pan, too, or at least Wendy. Instinctively, I knew that in my early twenties, I was too unformed to embrace an adult institution like marriage. Serving as Peter Pan’s accomplice worked just fine for me.


Then one night, two years into our relationship, after multiple hits off his bong, Miles asked me to marry him. But his proposal sounded more like a business proposition when he added the caveat: “You’d have to downsize, of course.”


“You mean sleep on the cement floor of your mother’s garage?” I asked, my usual diplomacy blunted by inebriation equal to Miles’s.


“Yeah, if you really loved me, you’d do that,” he shot back.


“What if I want more? Or would you set the standard for how we’d live?”


“Well, yeah, I’m the guy.”


“So, be it castle or hovel, I’d have to follow suit as your wife?”


“Yep.”


Why had I never seen this chauvinistic side of Miles before?


“Forget about living arrangements.” Growing more sober by the minute, I decided it best to change the subject. “What about doing something with your talents? I know you’ve got Lunar Madness, but what about something that makes money? After all, your high school did place you in its gifted program.”


“But I’m already gifted. I don’t need to do anything.”


“No, that designation means you have all the more responsibility to apply your gifts. I mean, why would I tie my future to a man who squanders his talents?”


As I drove home, discombobulated by our frank exchange, I realized I loved Miles the way Wendy loved Peter Pan. I relished his never growing up, playing with no guilt, oblivious to what the future might hold. I didn’t love him like a woman who wished to tie her destiny to his, to bear his children, to run his household, to try (and most likely fail) to motivate him to make something of his life.


I suspected if we married, I would slowly adopt Miles’s exceedingly laid-back lifestyle. His inertia would become my inertia. Society had so drummed into my head You need a man to complete you that it never occurred to me the opposite might occur. Fortunately, this young romance set the record straight: a man could just as easily deplete me.


After I turned down Miles’s proposal, we drifted apart. I still sold Lunar Madness T-shirts at his gig that summer. But I was glad we’d parted ways. I suspected the man I knew at twenty-three would remain the same man at sixty-three—an eternal Peter Pan.















Chapter 6

PEA GREEN







I encouraged Miles to take advantage of his God-given talents. But what about myself? Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. So, at twenty-six, I launched what would become a lifelong spiritual quest. Starting out, I wanted to learn how to talk to God. Maybe that would help me access my calling.


My upbringing had included a spot of religion. But that experience revealed more of the comical than the transcendent side of church. It gave me no clue about how to connect with God.


Every Sunday, my parents dropped off my brother, Peter, and me at an austere, white-steepled Episcopal church along the banks of the Chagrin River, in our hometown of Gates Mills, Ohio. They believed children should be exposed to religion, even if they themselves personally did not subscribe to it. In Sunday school, held in the church’s cold basement, I won a roll of Lifesavers for correctly reciting the chapters of the New Testament. But when I painted Jesus pea green on a church banner, my teacher reprimanded me. “Jesus isn’t green,” she explained, trying to hide her anger.


Peter, an altar boy at the 11 a.m. service, told me what the pastor wore under his ministerial robes. After each service, the reverend yanked his gown over his head to reveal bright white tennis shorts and polo shirt. Considering the minister’s pedestrian sermon and perfunctory handshakes with parishioners, we agreed that his afternoon tennis matches, at the country club across the street, served as the real highlight of his Sundays.


In my twenties, I began experimenting with a different denomination every Sunday. One week, at the Church of Religious Science near my house, a pretty blonde charismatic named Teri led a congregation so large, she hosted Sunday morning services at a convention hall in downtown San Diego. The hall marquis read: MAKE A TOUCHDOWN FOR GOD. True to the sign, her sermon sounded like a locker-room pep talk prior to an NFL game. The choir sang, “Smile, smile, smile,” while a slideshow featured smiling faces. At the end of the service, we all held hands and wished our seat partners “the best week of your life!” Video cameras whirled on all sides, capturing Teri’s sermon in case you wanted to buy a VHS tape in the lobby after the service.


When I hit thirty, I decided a Zen temple might suit me better. It was tucked away in a leafy neighborhood near San Diego’s Balboa Park. In a quieter venue, I stood a better chance of looking within. My girlfriend Zani and I arrived just as the Zen master hit the gong signaling the start of a two-hour meditation. Zani and I wore matching over-the-knee boots that had to be left at the door. As Zani loudly unzipped her right boot, I realized we’d worn the wrong footwear to the temple.


“Shh, Zani, come on!” I slowly unzipped my boots to minimize the sound. To rile me, Zani yanked the rest of the zipper with a sudden jerk, making an even more pronounced sound.


I pressed my index finger to my lips, but it was too late. The zipping had echoed through the silent foyer. We fell to the floor in gales of giggles. The Zen master appeared, shoved us out the back door, and, for good measure, threw our boots after us.


“How Zen was that?”


“Not very,” Zani replied, no longer laughing.


We retrieved our boots scattered on the lawn and headed to our car in silence. We’d failed as Buddhist devotees before we’d even entered the temple chambers.


A more traditional denomination, like the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, I figured, might be more welcoming. But after the service, five ushers in black suits escorted me to a back office. I was obviously not a member of the fold.


“Who are you?” they demanded.


Who was I? Exactly. But apparently, I was not going to answer that question at a Mormon temple.


[image: ]


“Honey, maybe you need to talk to someone,” my mother suggested.


“I guess,” I said meekly.


She booked an appointment with a therapist named Barbara who saw clients on the top floor of an old Victorian mansion in a nearby tree-lined neighborhood of San Diego.


Despite the lovely setting, things did not go well with Barbara. She opened each session with “So what are you feeling right now?”


I’d hold up my palm facing her. “Give me a sec,” I’d say. “Let me think.”


“No, I don’t want you to think. I just want you to tell me how you feel.”


“Unmoored?”


“That’s not a feeling word.”


“Clueless?”


“Not a feeling word either.”


This exchange went on for the first ten minutes of each of our $100 sessions, until one day she declared, “You know what your problem is, Laurie? You don’t have a feeling vocabulary.”
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