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Ashton, Scooter, and Cinnamon:
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Introduction
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My destiny as the child of older parents, like that of any child within a family, was guided by fate. In the era during which I was raised, children beget by old maids and widowers usually arrived with a slew of potential problems. By all rights, I should have been born a cabbage. Considering the average age of first-time mothers in the mid-1950s was 22.8 years old, a forty-five year-old mother and fifty-five-year-old father were the exception and far from the rule.


And so, I landed in a home with two mismatched humans attempting to be happy. My father loved camping, the outdoors, and puns. My mother likened camping to a hotel without room service. She couldn’t understand why anyone would bother making reservations, much less checking in. On this subject, I am my mother’s daughter.


A single widower and an old maid, Mr. Outdoors met Miss Pampered, and they lived happily ever after. Well, if you count the fact that I was the sole reason for the happily ever after. My mother invested her dreams, desires, and warped sense of an ideal relationship in me at an early age. When conflict arose, my father simply left the house and took a good long walk. That worked for him but left me to my own devices with her. There was no question, even at a young age, that I had been misplaced with this family. Since I am a rebel, I spent a goodly portion of my time proving I was right. My father was a gentle man. Once, when Mother told him I had been naughty as a four-year-old and certainly deserved a spanking, he took me into the bathroom, clapped his hands, and told me to scream. In contrast, as a preteen know-it-all and after a sassy retort to my mother, my punishment from her was to kneel in front of a heating vent and pray continuously out loud for forgiveness, as she listened in the basement while she ironed on a contraption called a mangle.


In 1956, impulsive children were leashed to their parent or caregiver, and, being a prime flight risk and rebel, I earned my mother’s worry and a short tether at two years old. I could usually be found, however, near shiny objects in the jewelry cases at the local department store should I wriggle free while she was trying on shoes. My quest for freedom grew, along with persistent talk of wishing I had been born the opposite sex. My line of reasoning did nothing to quell her fears, and my consistent gender questioning really sent her over the edge. I desperately wanted to be a boy. This so worried my mother that I was immediately hauled to a psychologist to figure out how to fix my problem. I was six years old when this started. For me, this desire wasn’t so much about rejecting my gender as it was about envying the freedom and rights I saw in the neighborhood boys. Boys didn’t have to stay close to the house; they could play fearlessly until after dark; and I found most intriguing and irritating their code of exclusion, especially of girls. Did I want to play baseball? No. Did I care a lick about Red Rover? No. What got my ire was the subtle suggestion that I was inferior.


Apparently unaffected by my desire to have more freedom, my father simply abdicated child-rearing duties to my mother. As the boss of the house, my mother was a feminist with her own platform. After her father died, she was left the sole owner of a lumber company in southwestern Michigan, and she ran a tight ship. I don’t remember ever seeing her cower, be it before a yard foreman or any other authority. If she believed she was right—and that was all the time—she would fight to be right. If the job wasn’t done to her satisfaction, you were to move over and let Rosie do it. She, too, was the only child of older parents, and many times she exhibited the more negative traits of this stereotype: spoiled, egotistical, and self-serving. If you were on her good side, the world was calm, but a storm could be brewing and hit land before you felt the wind pick up. Most of the time, I strived to be on her good side.


My father, Jack, was not a fighter. He left life to its course and attempted to fit in. In my recollection, he didn’t raise his voice or deny my mother’s decisions, and his steadfast constitution carried the belief that everything would work out if you stayed calm and rational. He didn’t give a fig about my boy phase. As the eldest of ten children whose mother had died in childbirth when he was fifteen, he was inclined to ignore outbursts and attempt to make peace. His stepmother kicked him out of the house at sixteen, and, though he never appeared to have been affected, he also never spoke about those times. His wounds were too deep to penetrate his thinking, so he simply ignored them. He was a gentle man and a gentleman. He gave back through his fraternal organizations and was generous with his time and resources. It was a marriage of opposites.


As my father aged, his ailments worsened, and he searched for a perfect climate to control his health issues. At the time, the moniker COPD (“chronic obstructive pulmonary disease”) was in an exploratory pulmonary rehabilitation phase. In the beginning of his search for a respiratory respite, he would leave at the first snowfall and return in the spring. After three Michigan winters alone, my mother was done running her family’s company business, a lumberyard and general hardware store, and done being on her own for so long—and possibly for so long alone with me. After that, his winter travels became a family affair as we trekked around the United States, living together a winter here and a year there—south Florida for a winter, Mississippi for a winter, Louisiana for a year, and finally settling in South Texas in an attempt to find a space where the poor man could take a deep breath.


The year I was nine, we landed in a small Louisiana parish complete with hardcore racism. Having spent years in the North, I hadn’t known there was such tension. I hadn’t been raised around many people of color. There were Negros (the correct term at the time) where I was born, but there was not socialization across colors. If there was contact, it was because they were cleaning your house or, in our case, working in the lumberyard for my mother. Schools were yet to be totally integrated. Why there were a couple of Negro children in the backwoods Louisiana parish school where I ended up was never explained. It must have been hell for the black children to be so few among so many white children. Whites on the inside of society automatically inferred acceptance, while blacks on the outside of accepted society were just that—out. I was on the inside of acceptance; I just didn’t know it, didn’t understand it, and didn’t believe it.


I was deeply touched by the insidious thread of injustice exhibited in the classroom and on the playground, though I could neither explain my bubbling wrath nor spell the word injustice. I knew there was something radically wrong, and, true to my form, whenever I had enough the world became quickly aware. The playground bullying, ill-equipped classrooms, brokenhearted teachers exhausted from the daily fight to educate kids who have been pushed on without grade level skills, and heads continually turned from blatant inappropriate remarks, all thrown in the pot and left unchecked, resulted in daily fights that the teachers and administration pretended not to notice. They didn’t have the skills to help or the global vision to change what could be changed.


My mother, having been raised in the South, took no notice of my stories regarding racial inequality; after all, she understood the Southern hierarchy with her childhood history of upstairs help, downstairs help, a cook, and a driver. In third grade, I punched a fellow classmate in the left eye because he hated “n-ggers.” I didn’t understand why I got suspended and he didn’t. I knew what he was saying, and the way he hurled insults was unacceptable. Unconventional humanitarian meets 1960s Southern Louisiana. With some promises of good behavior, I was admitted back to the third grade to finish the year. It was made quite clear I should be gracious about the leniency, and yet even with my mother’s mea culpas, I had been branded a troublemaker. I didn’t make any lasting friends, and we moved again after that school year.
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Each one of us bears the scars of parenting, whether it comes from our parents or from ourselves as parents and what we have pompously or piously bestowed on our progeny. No one is immune. If they say they had a perfect childhood, they lie, or they came of age in the ’60s and simply cannot remember. You might laugh at the loss of memory, yet a few years back I attempted to reunite on Facebook with a former elementary school classmate, now a trial attorney on the East Coast. We had played together in the neighborhood. One Christmas, Eddie had unceremoniously broken my new life-size play oven. I punched him in the eye, and he ran crying home. (I might seem to have a pattern of violence, yet I can assure anyone reading, this and the boy in the last section are the only two males I have ever struck—for good reason and not that there shouldn’t have been more.) I reached out to Eddie these fifty years later to commiserate about aging and to laugh at the memory, yet he did not remember the episode. He advised me to call his ninety-eight-year-old mother, as she had a better recollection of life’s events. I did not call.


My parents’ brand of child-rearing coupled with my inherent mercurial, impetuous, and spontaneous personality would lead me on a search for the mate who would give me what I was lacking: stability, unconditional love, economic security, adoration, forever love—you get the warped picture. I was seeking a knight in shining armor. My mother always said I was searching for the “limelight,” when it was her vision I sought to uncover.


My mother had a colloquialism for every possible event. The term limelight was coined in the 1820s by Goldsworth Gurney, chemistry and philosophy lecturer and part-time inventor, who found that introducing a small chunk of lime (the stone, not the fruit) to a flame resulted in a blinding white light that could be visible for miles. Mom had a point, yet I didn’t see myself as a would-be limelight actress; I didn’t see anything. I just was being—reacting to what was put in front of me. Planning wasn’t something that interested me. I went from one circumstance to the next, accepting and adjusting, praying for something to save me when I should have been saving myself. That lesson would take the better part of six decades to learn.


What I got was a life of noise, a lack of privacy and personal space, a first husband with four ex-wives and three stepchildren, and a loss of youth and of who I was and what I might have wanted had I thought through anything but the present moment. I thought I wanted what I got, but I can’t say for certain that I did.


I freely admit I would do it all differently if there were do-overs. Even with the thought of different marriage and children, I would have waited on the blind acceptance and harsh reality of marriage at nineteen. Travel should have been a priority in the late 1960s and 1970s, when I was coming into adulthood and the global experience was still mystifying. I lacked the courage to do what I wanted to do, instead of fruitlessly attempting to please someone else, whether that goal was real or imagined. Safety was the only route I could visualize, and, with that ingrained mindset, I didn’t see I had options.


Fortunately, my mother gifted me with travel and sent me on a three-month, multi-country European jaunt the summer before my last year of high school. It was a VW tour bus entourage filled with young college men and women led by two handsome, young, college frat brothers—and me, one high school senior. A growth experience, Mother called it. She pushed me out of the nest, but this came with a caveat—my prince would come on a white horse to save me, and soon. I was instructed to keep my eyes open and be a good girl, should I have the fortune of meeting an eligible bachelor. Mixed messages were abundant living with Rosie.


I chose safety in marriage at nineteen to John. He was days shy of his fiftieth birthday, and you cannot have a relationship with a man thirty years your senior without a trainload of baggage. His baggage consisted of three children, two under the age of ten—a boy and a girl—and one seventeen-year-old boy, just two years younger than me. Four marriages had produced two sets of offspring.


The first of our own three children would not arrive for seven years. Until then, I raised his two younger ones. The nine-year-old-boy was picked up every Friday after school and delivered back to his mother on Sunday night. The ten-year-old daughter moved in with us immediately after we were married. The mother of the two children was ill-equipped to handle the typical emotional outbursts of her preteen daughter and simply said, “You take her, I can’t handle her.” The boy was easier, and she didn’t want to relinquish both children for fear of John withholding child support. Her compromise freed her weekends to pursue a new life and love without hindrance.


My life became a marathon of children’s afterschool lessons, grocery shopping at big box store behemoths, work, weekend evening black-tie events, and … well, you get the picture. No time to stop and reflect because that would mean I would have to stop and reflect. Way too scary.


It would take years before I realized that the man who’d become father to my own three children would never allow me to grow or change. There were frequent judgmental comments that led to threats of his suicide should I leave the marriage. My oldest was eight before I realized I was done and there was no way other than straight out the nearest door. It was time to go it alone.


When I say alone, there were countless people who were there—helpers, those who listened, those who didn’t listen, and those who wanted more and less from a single mother with three children. But I was alone in my heart and in my head, raising children as the lone decision maker, provider, psychologist, pet sitter, grievance manager, and all the things two parents usually are together.


It was ten years before I married again. The children began the normal process of leaving home, one by one, to pursue their passions and to flee the confines of questioning, prodding, and take-out-the-trash requests. Everything came to an end—the endless dinner party circuit, the charity events, the hours of fulltime motherhood. It was all just as well. After all, wasn’t I tired of seeing the same people at the same events with the same fake smiles, all of us wishing we were home in our jammies with a straw in the wine bottle? It couldn’t just be my fantasy.


This story stems from those times, and it isn’t a fantasy. It’s based on reflective notes written by my children on Post-its, envelopes, and scraps of odd papers, which I found in a shoebox while packing forty years of life in the flurry of a move. I sat on the floor by the box and looked at the over two hundred scraps of our lives, and a flood of memories rushed into my mind. I don’t remember how I survived those years, yet at that moment, I knew there was a story to tell that would, perhaps, inspire another mother to persevere.


Notes after Midnight is the story of listening to my intuition, rising to the consequences created by my decisions, and doing the best I could at the time with what I had created. It is a story of trust when I didn’t believe, confidence when it would have been easier to run the other way, and forgiving myself for not having the right answers all the time—or even most of the time. Writing this book has given me a retrospective outlook on what was an incredibly difficult and pivotal eight-year timeframe as a single parent, starting when my youngest was two and my oldest eight. Notes after Midnight covers the later years. It was the boys who started it, especially Ashton at age fifteen, and I would see looking back at these notes that life is what you make it.


It really is a choice of being happy where you are in the moment, laughing after a good cry, and trusting the Universe however the perception of your belief system operates. There are no promises, yet living and loving make the human species feel alive, boundless, and able to conquer difficulties. Most of the time we are so deep in the weeds that we cannot see above, or we succumb to fear as it creeps, cascading its dark cloak around our shoulder. If we can conquer fear, freedom awaits with open arms. Alas, this concept is fleeting.


Danger and mayhem, I am unashamed to admit, were alive and well in our one-parent home. Why anyone would want to enter that zone, I don’t know, yet I am grateful he did. He is called Reg in this missive, and he partnered with me in raising my three children for twenty years. With pride he tells the story of how we made it to the seventeen-year marriage marker, longer than my first marriage. I’ve not stopped to count the number of years he was married to his previous eight wives, but I think I hold the record.


It’s funny how personal historical memory and time have a way of softening and shading the past, blurring the hard lines. When the words are on a page, they trigger remembrances and recollections, bringing back rough-edged memories, some with tremendous humor. There were horrific moments, simple misadventures, and missteps on a small and grand scale. There were times I wondered if we would live through events, and times I didn’t even care.


We made it, a bit worse for the wear, but nevertheless we made it. What this means is that we are all alive—we’re not all speaking to one another, but we’re alive.


The names and some places have been changed to protect the not-so-innocent. It seemed to be a better compromise than footing the bill for three children in the witness protection program or lifelong therapy, though I support their request for anonymity and thank them for their inspiration. I am proud to have contributed a small fortune to nourish the 401(k) belonging to our numerous family therapists.


Meanwhile, this is every woman’s story: love, loss, growth, failure, rise again, and repeat. The story of life. The story of my life.





In the Beginning


[image: Image]


Seventy-five glorious degrees of Southern California sunshine on Doheny Drive, south of Sunset Boulevard, on a sunny Saturday June morning—how could I beat this? I was free of university life, a shade under twenty, and ready to begin my life. At that point, that meant finding an apartment close to my job and exploring the city that had been my new home for less than two weeks. Most people scour the closest grocery stores, dry cleaners, or specialty shops, but not me. I was on the lookout for the most incredible homes north of the Strip that I could ogle, dreaming about the inhabitants.


Having landed a job at a prestigious decorator’s showroom on Robertson Boulevard, I was enchanted with design, fabrics, and the wealthy who could afford to hire designers to create their own personal ambiance. I had been a textile major in school and thought I had a flair for design, but the job, for which I had no formal training, was acquired due to the insistence of a friend of my mother’s. The original insistence had been my own mother’s, beseeching her oldest friend to help her only offspring. It would just be for a while, and I would come back to my senses. Mother saw me as mercurial, flighty, and one not to think things through to a logical conclusion. She likened the impulsive decision to leave conservative university life in the center of Texas and move to the unknown and certainly fearful City of the Angels, as a phase. She likened this phase to my high school boredom phase or the not-forgotten phase of wanting to be a boy when I was six. Phases were a sense of order and comfort for her, and she believed my phases were a necessary path toward my correct and final decision, which would open the door to true contentment. She didn’t live to see me find the key to that door. Over the years when I expressed happiness in my work or my life, it was met with comments about working too hard, not having the right outward signs of success, or having dismal expectations about life’s potential outcome. It has taken most of my life to understand her life’s disappointments and her attempt to correct her mistakes through my life.


My family and I had settled in the Rio Grande Valley of the Lone Star State just as I was entering middle school, and I knew, once again, that I had been misplaced. Rural South Texas didn’t hold much charm. By the time I turned fifteen, I’d figured my way out of high school in three years instead of four. If I could do it in high school, why not at university? Accomplishing high school in three years was a cakewalk, but college was different. I burned out and couldn’t finish. I had taken on too much, but this was at odds with what my mother wanted for me: to finish school and settle down with a fine young man with an impeccable family tree, have children, and be happy. Since she had squashed my lifelong passion and study of dance and theatre with demands of a University education as opposed to my teachers and mentors belief I should move to New York or Las Vegas for a professional career, the thought she could continue to control my future was an inescapable normality. Never mind I had spent my entire young life on the stage, that potential career was not an option and was chalked up to an extra-curricular activity not worthy of pursuing after high school. The dance classes I taught in a pre-school and small dance studio during University days, was merely a way to make spending money and not considered an option for future employment.


I’m quite sure the conversation with her friend had been couched in her heady unreality that she saw as my not-too-distant future; settling down to a proper life; her vision of a proper life. So, with a promise to Mother that I wouldn’t be on her friend’s doorstep for long and that this would be a good learning experience, I moved into Park La Brea, a legendary edifice near the La Brea Tar Pits, catering to the senior crowd and thousands more. It is a sprawling apartment community with 4,255 units in the Miracle Mile District of Los Angeles, the largest housing development in the United States west of the Mississippi River. I was totally overwhelmed.


I learned that the elegant showroom of my employment represented the interior design world’s most prestigious sources for exclusive fabrics, wallpapers, trimmings, furniture, and carpet, with a distinct and haughty point of view. It was exquisite. I had about as much business being in that upscale space, attempting to sell expensive fabric and antiques, as a mutt at Westminster. I was just nineteen, and my filters were skewed with a confidently attractive exterior and a soon-to-be-twenty air of assertiveness. I could hold my own, and I fearlessly met any potential transgressors. After all, I was from Texas, the land of women who can smell bullshit a mile away and sling it that far in a proper hat and white gloves. The Texan attitude considered the West Coast residents to be too liberal, too uptight, and—worse than anything—clueless about good barbeque. In the opinion of my Lone Star friends and acquaintances, I had moved to Mars.


With my limited classroom experience and knowledge of warp and woof as it applied to the rag trade, I openly learned how the real world worked as opposed to the textbook examples. I didn’t reflect upon what I had left behind or the short timeframe in which I’d created a new reality. I didn’t think about not having a long-term plan because I knew my mother would be there should I need her, or even should I fail. In her world, parental responsibility for offspring did not end until a wedding band was in place. I assumed this was normal and accepted her help as such.


I arrived in Los Angeles with a mattress tied to the roof of my car and the allowance my parents gave me for food and shelter, with no parameters as to when I would have to start supporting myself. With little knowledge of my future employment, I moved into the retirement community with the wonderful friend of my mother’s who had twisted the arm of her gay brother for my job—to give the kid a break.


Lord only knows what that man thought when I showed up for work in a crisp, Kelly green and white minidress, white platform shoes, long platinum hair, and false eyelashes. In my defense, it was 1972, platform shoes were back in style, and it was after Memorial Day and before Labor Day, so the white shoes were appropriate according to my very Southern mother.


I didn’t consider myself an enigma, I was simply me: friendly, intelligent, gracious, and ready to learn. Gracious goes with a Southern upbringing like a good country ham, grits, and biscuit breakfast—the art of charm, regardless of reality. Manners, alongside the love of football and barbeque, are ingrained survival assets. I never worried about being liked or fitting in. I just expected everything to work out. To their credit, the man and his professional colleagues welcomed their new charge, and I became the project of three terrific and diverse mentors.


I was much loved and at home in the new environment created by my three gay bosses, two men and a woman whose combined knowledge of design and sales equaled, at the very least, the mileage I had driven from Austin to Los Angeles. My knowledge was measured in inches, and my learning curve began at the foot of Mt. Everest.


They were so kind, taking me under their care, steering me to the correct wing of fabrics when the dreaded Palm Springs icon, Arthur Elrod, a regular customer, descended with his coterie of young, beautiful, perfectly tanned sycophants. Elrod, a regular customer with monied and discerning clientele, had a penchant for expensive fabrics, furniture, and Architectural Digest covers stories. I wasn’t exactly thrown to the wolves, yet I had to prove my knowledge and show a legitimate reason for taking up space. Who better to test my acumen than a legend? He requested a Napoleonic Bee upholstery fabric. I either didn’t know or didn’t remember from textile history that this design had been chosen by Napoleon to link his reign to the origins of the French kings and the Roman Empire. Historians have called Napoleon charismatic, ambitious, driven, controlling, and psychopathological—and the honeybee, a symbol of resurrection, served his majesty’s desire for immortality.


I remembered one and only one honeybee on an expensive gold and white threaded sample. By sheer luck, it suited his taste. He bought massive amounts of yardage at hundreds of dollars a yard, and I was a heroine. I knew that experience was the cross between a fluke and a nudge in the right direction by my three guardians. This decorator was a design superstar, and I a lowly paid intern. My success on decorator’s row was sealed, briefly.


During those glorious pre-smog LA days, I trotted around Beverly Hills soaking up the atmosphere created for the other half. It was a warm summer day when I was walking in a pedestrian zone and a shiny new gold (of course) Rolls Royce stopped. A handsome man smiled at me from behind the wheel and asked if I needed a ride. Well, Miss Texas had never seen a Rolls outside of a magazine, and he looked nice, so inside I popped! We motored a bit, and he mentioned he was an attorney. By the way, was I an actress? Had I been in possession of warning bells, this would have been a klaxon followed by Morse code SOS, but I was South Texas raised on “yes, ma’am,” and “yes, sir” (not “no, sir”) especially when speaking to apparently influential sirs.


After being escorted to the top floor of a random high-rise near Doheny and Sunset and by the grace of the Universe not maimed or murdered, I was offered a part in a film. This offer was contingent upon the no-clothing clause with auditions beginning immediately in his office. I demurred, yet over the course of the next few days I was pursued by the attorney, ostensibly for his client, with the promise of my choice of Mercedes, an apartment in a Sunset Strip condominium, and money (and quite a bit of it), as well as a legal document stating that I would be present and accounted for, twenty-four-seven, to the client. Well, the attorney seemed genuine and was nice enough, yet the offer seemed a bit stifling for my Aquarian wanderlust. I passed on signing the paperwork. Ah, I could have been Linda Lovelace—terrifying to think about in retrospect. The bottom line was that my Catholic upbringing couldn’t see how I could go to confession with all that on my dance card.
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I didn’t have too many to tell about my escapades, though my bosses enjoyed my stories and were proud of my upstanding choices.


They couldn’t protect me from the bald one—let’s call him John—who appeared late one Friday afternoon shopping for fabric. John was an interior designer in the film business and department chair of a major production company’s design team. He was searching for décor for a movie set currently being filmed at Paramount Pictures. Charismatic was the word. Intense was the vibration. I was drawn in like a minnow to the whale. Never mind that John was old enough to be my father and previously married four times—I bit, hook, line, and sinker. Our first date was at a marvelous 1970s landmark in the Wilshire District of Los Angeles, Tail of the Cock restaurant. I learned that John was the father of three, ages seventeen, ten, and nine—and unhappily married. I believed everything on face value, not questioning his story though I was conflicted. I resisted the sane urge to leave and never look back. I didn’t hear the future, simply choosing what I felt at the time over common sense.
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