
		
			“With both dramatic flair and detached fairness, Jacobs eloquently reveals the soul of a charismatic and courageous character. Had Gordon’s career taken place on the screen instead of behind it, he would have been the Christopher Reeve of his day.” 

			—Carol Haggas, Foreword 

			“A witty, clear-eyed account of a charming and utterly impossible man whose ferocious willpower transformed his personal nightmare into a lifelong Technicolor hallucination.” 

			—A. J. Langguth, bestselling author of Patriots and Our Vietnam 

			“FDR’s body and Sammy Glick’s brain? No, but close—and better. Chip Jacobs’ Mon Oncle d’Hollywood…is at least as good a story as anything he helped to put on film: welfare case to Oscar-caliber movies, costarring Ed Wood and Pope John XXIII, with snappy dialogue and auto crack-ups, lions and tiger rugs and TV bears.”

			—Patt Morrison, award-winning 

			Los Angeles Times columnist and author

			“Though not about a celebrity or newsmaker, this life being told by Chip Jacobs is an extraordinary one in the history of Hollywood. The raw courage and almost unbelievable stamina of Gordon Zahler—abetted by both love and luck—turns this irresistible biography into a page turner.”

			—William Robert Faith, author of Bob Hope: A Life In Comedy

			Praise for The People’s Republic of Chemicals

			“An outstanding job of showing the causes and effects of the interdependency American consumers and Chinese manufacturers.”

			—Foreword

			“The narrative’s power is as much due to its style as substance. The prose is sharp, vivid, and direct…a tonic to those seeking a straightforward take on this urgent subject while also making for a suprisingly enjoyable read.”

			—Booklist

			Praise for The Ascension of Jerry

			“Not just another Hollywood whodunit. In the end we find it is really about one man’s search and struggle to find his own personal truths and redemption. Well-written an highly recommended.”

			—Steve Hodel, bestselling author of Black Dahlia Avenger

			“A seductive tour of an LA rife with murder-for-hire plots, political corruption, and sociopathic schemes…A terrific book—I couldn’t put it down.”

			—Stephen Jay Schwartz, bestselling author of Boulevard

			“An enticing true tale of getting one’s life back in the midst of…skullduggery, highly recommended.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			Praise for Smogtown

			“[A] remarkably entertaining and informative chronicle of the birth and—so far—inexorable evolution of smog…This book is just amazing, a gripping story well told, with the requisite plucky scientists, hapless politicians, and a nebulous biochemical villain who just will not be stopped.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Style delivers substance in true Hollywood fashion, with character-driven plots draped in glamour and sensation…the history of smog has never been so sexy.”

			—Los Angeles Times

		

	
		
			The life of GordoN Zahler is simply so miraculous that it might as well be science fiction. Born into an entertainment family in suburban Los Angeles in the mid twenties, Zahler was a lovable prankster and class clown, exasperating his parents with his endless teenage feats of derring-do. He ran with a similar crowd of teenage boys that called themselves “The Tarzans,” and got into trouble everywhere, whether that was leaping off a catwalk into a domed swimming pool or anonymously ordering a case of bourbon to the doorstep of Sierra Madre’s teetotaling minister.

			But Gordon Zahler’s promising career as a public miscreant went pear-shaped one day in 1940 when he and his buddies where fooling around in their high school gym with a spring board. An unsteady jump on the board vaulted Gordon on a deadly trajectory that landed him squarely on his neck, severing his spine. He was fourteen years old. That’s when the miracles began.

			Strange As It Seems, the journey of former nobody who defied odds and biases racked up against him to frolic in Hollywood, is vividly retold by his nephew, writer-journalist Chip Jacobs. More than just a biography, Jacobs’ portrait evokes an early Day of the Locust Hollywood where art and fortunes were made by a colorful set of foreigners, weirdos, obsessives, and freaks. During the fifties and sixties, Gordon Zahler became a kingpin in this milieu, as his music/sound effects post-production house scored films for low budget sci-fi films, genre movies like Sam Fuller’s Shock Corridor, Popeye and Bozo the Clown cartoons, and hundreds of other projects. Gordon, best known for his clever soundtrack on Ed Wood Jr.’s infamous Plan 9 From Outer Space, was always a better story than the scripts he accentuated. 

			After Gordon’s freak accident, the Zahler family plunged deeply into debt caring for their beloved wild-child numb below the shoulders and suddenly in need of round-the-clock care. His sister (Chip Jacobs’ mother, Muriel) was a young single woman in her twenties who found her dreams of college dashed. Gordon’s father, Lee, was a moderately successful and extremely prolific Hollywood composer but his paycheck never stretched as far as the medical bills. Gordon’s mother, Rose, recognized that the young quadriplegic would need to live a life beyond all expectations in order for the family to survive and thrive.

			And Gordon did not let them down.  

			Using his father’s music catalog from the hundreds of films he scored, Gordon assembled a music library that he offered to early TV and film producers desperate to score their work on the cheap. Propped up in a wheelchair, unable to dial a phone, eat on his own, or do much physically, he metamorphosed into a salesman using his outsized charm, wit, and self-confidence to impress his clients. 

			After cutting his teeth developing scores for a string of low budget sci-fi films featuring space vampires, miniaturized beings, man-eating hedges, and nuked Venutians—many overseen by the likes of Wood, Arthur C. Pierce, and Roger Corman—Gordon was determined to broaden his firm, the General Music Company, into a robust entertainment conglomerate. His relentless networking paid off. Soon, he was furnishing music scores and special effects for big budget films, primetime network TV shows, and more. Eventually wealthy, with a house off the Sunset Strip, a devoted blonde trophy wife, and raucous, star-filled parties, Gordon—ninety-five-pound dynamo—built an existence from scratch that mere able-bodied mortals could only dream about. How many of them could say Lucille Ball loved them, or they were partners with Walter Lantz, Woody Woodpecker’s cartoonist and producer, or Ivan Tors, the brains behind Flipper, Gentle Ben, and the nature-drama field still red hot today?

			Only the Hollywood recession and oil shocks of the early seventies could slow Gordon’s magic. As Tinseltown dried up, Gordon looked abroad for his blockbuster, seeing limitless opportunities in bringing television to South Africa, the last industrial nation not to have it. Bored confining himself to one area, he tried developing futuristic concepts, from audible books to talking gas-station pumps. Unfortunately, the gears moved slowly and his ticking time bomb of a body ran out of miracles. In the end, someone not expected to live two weeks with his injury lived an event-filled thirty-five years. But he lived them on his own terms. Eager never to be defined by his disability or be a poster boy for it, Gordon refused to allow a little condition like quadriplegia prevent him from continuing high jinks. So, he kept a powerboat for boozy excursions, traveled from Beirut to Thailand, was thrown out of moving cars, nearly died after being blessed by the pope, and had a Forest Gump-ian knack for being in dangerous places, including revolutionary Cuba and leopard-prowled wildlands, at the wrong time. Mostly, he refused to be cheated from sucking the marrow from his limited time on earth. 

			As a boy, Jacobs was not overly fond of a voluble relation with a spidery physique and witchy arms. As an adult hungry to understand his family’s past, Jacobs’ trepidation gave way to awe and curiosity. Strange As It Seems is the culmination of one man’s quest to live a life that was almost denied him, and another’s to bring that untold legend out of history’s shadows.
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			Note to Readers

			Although years of research and dozens of interviews made this book possible, I wasn’t able to reconstruct every detail of a story that winds back to the late 1800s. Hence, I approximated most of the dialogue based on the knowable facts. Similarly, I extrapolated and compressed the flavor and sequence of events where I believed necessary. When in doubt about what had occurred, I erred on the side of caution with artistic license, for Gordon’s existence was colorful enough. You should also know that the chapter names were cherry-picked from among the hundreds of feature films on which my grandfather, Lee Zahler, served as musical director or composer. In the spirit of these dramas, you’ll find relatively short chapters divided episodically. A final word about what you’ll read: After they’ve been introduced, characters are referred to by their first names unless they’re considered public figures. To learn more about, well, everything, please visit my website.

			Since I’m not including a formal bibliography or endnotes, I want to name the books, publications and media that most assisted my research. My thanks to: A Hard Day’s Write, Ancestry.com, the Biscayne Times, Daily Mail, Daily Variety, The Dissolve, Film Score Monthly, Grave Robbers from Outer Space Wordpress, KCET, the Internet Movie Database, the Los Angeles Times, Mimosa Films, Network Awesome, The New York Times, Salon, Site of the Dead, TV Guide, Toonopedia, the Surfing Heritage and Culture Center, and Western Clippings.

		

	
		
			“The movement you need is on your shoulder.”
—John Lennon and Paul McCartney

		

	
		
			PART I—REEL

		

	
		
			Prologue: The Flaming Signal 

			On a hazy day long ago, my mother clenched her jaw to remind me there’d be no escaping the little man behind the door. When the inimitable Gordon Zahler expected someone, excuses were pointless. 

			“And you’ll kiss him hello if you know what’s good for you,” she hissed softly as a pair of nurses walked by.

			Dazed, I did what came naturally. I squeezed off a zinger befitting a fourteen-year-old wiseass. “What’s good for me doesn’t involve being at this stinking place. That’s for sure.” 

			The same woman who’d freeze me out for a week after we argued was unwilling to take any guff silently this day. She pinned me against the wall in that ammonia-scrubbed hallway close enough to see her bloodshot eyes, the result of crying and chain-smoking on the drive to Santa Monica. 

			“I mean it, mister. You be nice to him. Someday you may be in his shoes.”

			Of all the awful fates I ever pictured for myself, nothing compared to that. Me? In her brother’s freak anatomy? Just vaporize me. 

			My uncle’s room at Saint John’s Hospital hovered in the same mortifying territory as my least favorite spot on Earth. The last time, in fact, my mom keelhauled me here, I held my breath to avoid the stench and wound up so dizzy I banged into an electronic heart-monitoring gizmo, damn near toppling the thing from its steely cart. Frowns shot my way, but a boy has to fend for himself. And anything was better than whiffing that cloying, nauseating smell of decomposition. Every time I was here, I gagged for fresh air a safe distance from his undoing, wishing I were on my Schwinn ten-speed flying downhill. But I couldn’t get either, not with my mom’s hand clamped on my elbow like alligator teeth. She was doing anything, I guess, to stay upright. The man who’d sunk the family thirty years earlier, her in particular, lay on the other side of the wall with much of the havoc he wrought, unreconciled toxicity between them. 

			Still, she swung open the yellow hospital door and spoke as if things couldn’t be any peachier. “Hey, Gordy!” Boom. Two steps in and dread knifed through me. His fifth-floor room didn’t seem to be for humans. It was harshly over-lit, as if the patient was a lab specimen awaiting dissection, with a bed pushed dead center and disconnected machinery, cables dangling off to the side. Its one redeeming feature, a view of the sun-glistened beach blocks away, taunted me with visions of Frisbee-slinging at water’s edge to impress any cute girls around. But it was way too late for that. Mom kissed her forty-nine-year-old kid brother on the forehead and lowered herself into a green-vinyl chair next to his spotlight bed. “You’re looking pretty good,” she fibbed. Then her chartreuse eyes tractor-beamed toward me—my turn. For a second, I imagined myself breaking for the stairwell at a trot to the beach, only to sense my captors reading my mind. 

			I plodded over to the left side of the bed opposite Gordon’s IV stand, wishing this weren’t happening. His head flopped my way and his breath was gamy, something pre-death and rancid you never wanted to smell again. I already knew better than to peer down at his arachnoid-ish hands. Don’t forget to hold your breath, too. Leaning forward, I brushed his cheek with a glancing kiss and backpedaled. Just not fast enough. He stopped me before I could get away. “Hold it there, kiddo,” he said. “You haven’t told me about school. Or what you thought about the Ali fight.”

			Crap, he was trying to be decent. I lacked a game plan for his charms. So, I stammered out a few curt responses. “School’s fine,” (it was and it wasn’t) and, “Ali really clobbered that guy,” (since USC football was my sport, I forgot who received the clobbering). All I wanted was to achieve separation from this oddball by producing a minimum of words. Every time the drill was the same. First, I’d resist being near him and then I’d find a corner in which to recover.

			Where, I wondered, was the justice in spending any of my Christmas vacation in this place? Hanging out in Pasadena with my pal Todd was where I should’ve been. Over the phone the night before, we’d penciled in a day of Deep Purple on my stereo, submarine sandwiches at the corner deli, and video Pong as aperitifs. Time permitting, the hell-raisers in us would chuck purply olives that collected on my folks’ driveway at passing cars. Gordon, as I was learning, though, was masterful at reshuffling schedules, a black hole of need whether it was tightroping life or acquiescing to the grave. 

			While he and his sister conferred bedside about God and money, I relaxed in my patented manner. I peered out the window and fantasized about double-beef patties. After each trip here, we headed straight to the local Coco’s so I could order a gooey bacon-cheeseburger combo plate. Mom phrased it my “treat,” though both of us recognized the comfort food as bribery for witnessing Gordon’s disintegration one icky visit at a time. Did I ever crave it! Juicier than the first tangy bite, better than the icy blast of chocolate shake washing it down, was its magic in making me forget where I’d just been.

			Fact was, I disliked him long before his putrid illness. Droll around celebrities (“Burt Lancaster, you old dog”), comfortable with foreign muckety-mucks (“Any questions, mister prime minister?”), Gordon wasn’t particularly fond of little kids gamboling around him, carefree. Once, during a visit to his fabled house above the Sunset Strip when I was about eleven, he barked at me to stop skidding over his wood parquet floor in my tube socks. “Get over here for a little talk,” he said. Yikes. I went over in that dead-kid-walking sort of way, praying he wouldn’t make me hop up on his bed for the upcoming questioning. Dance around one of his penetrating questions and he sliced through it. Even as an adolescent with a flippant tongue, I shape-shifted into an insecure little boy dissolved by his blunt observations. “Pigeon-chested,” he described me. “Cowardly,” he’d tabbed my wimpy reaction to a bully who’d pummeled my arms black. “Fight back,” I vaguely recall him saying. The bunch that admired him as a wondrous dreamer surfing the velvety Hollywood life never zoomed in on the spidery-looking grouch I periodically saw.

			The last thing he said to me interrupted my burger trance that afternoon. He was ribbing my mother about an embarrassing episode from their childhood—a notorious bike accident or something—when he sought my endorsement. “Isn’t that right, kiddo?” he roared, as if we shared a special code forged over decoder rings and laughs. “Oh, definitely, Uncle Gordon,” I answered. “Definitely.” The thought of that cheeseburger dulled me good.

			***

			Considering those blistered memories, how do I explain dedicating years retracing every breadcrumb of a life some people still find hard to believe was possible, a life outrageous from boyhood to death? Answering that means arcing back to a natural disaster that, while decimating for most, gave me far more than it took.

			Eighteen years after Gordon slipped away, I survived a brushfire that, by all sound logic, should’ve cooked the flesh off my bones. I have witnesses. I just don’t have explanations. The defining day of my own existence began when someone I never met—a vagrant living in the stone canyon adjacent to my parent’s Eaton Canyon home in east Pasadena—got sloppy. He lit a campfire, either to stay warm or cook. But he couldn’t contain what he ignited, and after flames spread to the bone-dry hills, my childhood neighborhood paid, losing one in three houses to costs that no insurance reimbursement would ever make right. An atomic-looking mushroom cloud that caught my eye as I drove sleepy-headed to work was my first inkling that something sinister was afoot. Yep, that’s when all this began. The swaying mass towering over the fire was stupefying, almost unnatural in how it shadowed the landscape. The plume had an enormous, brawny center with black and pewter edges that spun like vapory pinwheels. One look and you knew it was trouble. Between it and the gusting Santa Ana winds, smoky carnage was inevitable. And it wasn’t just Pasadena aflame, either. Full blocks in Malibu and Laguna Beach were roasting away in what struck me as apocalypse by subdivision. 

			For three hours, my big brother, Paul, and I believed we could save our old house by playing amateur firefighters in the evacuated foothills of Kinneloa Mesa. But was it belief or macho delusion? There were no rescuers around or hose water to tap. Our escape road was barely open. Even so, we hacked and rubbed eyes while the gorge we once played in was partially deforested. We filled discarded Sparklett’s jugs with pool water to douse flare-ups where we could. The only sound you heard was the pop-pop echo of canyon homes imploding from the scorching temperatures, and that God-awful hiss of fire on the ridgeline. 

			Deciding it was too hairy to stay much longer in the acrid whiteout, we set out to take a final loop around the property. We should’ve just gone home. At the concrete embankment where the pool water heater sat, Paul, my folks’ longtime housekeeper (who had no idea what she was getting herself into), and I shuffled to a comedic stop. Orange whips of flame were melting our neighbor’s vintage cars across the gulch, and it was hard not to rubberneck. Sparks buzzed and danced around us, meanwhile, searching for fuel. A millisecond later, a row of weeds smoldered, and that’s when the Santa Anas kicked up again. Whoosh! The ravine fire barreled up the hill at us like a ground-hovering tornado. The yellow-orange drape was fifteen feet wide and, seemingly, six hundred degrees of flambé. So rapidly did it barrage that all I could do to shield myself was turn sideways and cower. My imagination rewarded me with a cinematic short—me running with my clothes aflame before I burned to death twenty yards from where I once built my childhood forts and read Playboys. 

			The fireball curled over us, closing in for the kill, and then, miraculously, fluky intercession saved us. As quickly as it jetted upslope, that scalding drape retreated downhill. I cracked my eyes and peered at my brother. He couldn’t believe it either. We were alive! Our shrill chuckling might’ve originated from a pair of delirious hyenas. The concrete was our firebreak. Or so I assumed. When I felt my shirt, sweat glued it to my rib cage and my pounding heart was about to pop the buttons.

			 At dusk, with the sky a burnt tangerine, we broke the good news to our septuagenarian parents staying at my house a few miles away. The sole casualty was the “boathouse,” a wood-slatted, salmon-colored structure at the bottom of a forlorn hill where we dry-docked our old ski boat and exiled passé furniture and heirlooms. If something had to burn, Paul and I nodded, it was best that. Definitely that. My father, a Caltech-schooled engineer cozier around equations than humans, smiled thinly, scarcely expressing an “Attaboy.” Whatever idiotic valiance we displayed, he considered it our obligation. 

			Far more dumbfounding was the slack reaction of my mom in learning she would be bunking in her own room that night, not some Holiday Inn. “That’s good,” she said, before retreating back into quiet. Something was wrong, this being the same mercurial woman prone to grand expressions and stubborn opinions. In her mind, Ronald Reagan would forever be a political god and John Lennon a “druggie loudmouth.” For her to be so indifferent now, after hearing how fortunate she was compared to her neighbors, blew anger through me. Maybe still in shock from my near-death experience on that ledge, I trapped her near my kitchen sink, where she stared vacantly out the window. Did I need to take the day’s events from the top? “No,” she said. 

			Her drooping face worried me that she was on the cusp of a stroke. I asked her if she needed a doctor, and she asked me to back away. I wouldn’t. Was she having fire flashbacks, I pressed, more bitter dissension with my dad? “Stop guessing,” she chided me, as if I were that insolent fourteen-year-old again at Saint John’s. 

			“Then spit it out,” I hounded her. At last she did, begrudgingly. Inside the boathouse was her father’s antique organ, a relic from the thirties, and hearing it was now ash seemed to chop a foot off her height. 

			“Let me get this straight. After everything that’s happened, you’re upset about that beat-up, old thing?”

			“Yes. Yes, I am.”

			“Why? It probably didn’t even work anymore.”

			“That’s not the point,” she shot back, inhaling a quarter-inch off her Benson & Hedges.

			“Then what is?”

			“My dad wrote all his music on that organ. For years and years and years.”

			“And?”

			“And that music rescued Mama Rose and Gordon after your grandfather died. That organ was…everything.” Mama Rose was my maternal grandmother. “Gordon wouldn’t have soared without it. He might not have even lived.”

			“I didn’t know,” I responded meekly.

			She was no longer listening, instead returning to her morbid thousand-yard stare. 

			Observing this jogged childhood memories, very specific ones. When I was eleven or so, she decided it was time to reveal my Hollywood ancestors, gushing about their fame and delighting in their starry chums. She practically lilted the names—Carl Laemmle, Mickey Rooney, John Wayne, Gene Autry, Irving Thalberg, Nat King Cole, Pancho Villa, Lucille Ball, Sidney Sheldon, Jerry Lewis, Chuck Connors. “You know,” she added, “you’re connected to Universal Pictures.” I later prodded her to elaborate, but she either repeated herself or offered descriptions of relations no deeper than cardboard cutouts. Once, after she tired of my questions, she let slip that her grandfather was killed and a son of his, as well. My eyes widened. “You mean there were two murders?” 

			“Quit,” she snapped. “I’m not saying another word.” And she wouldn’t.

			That evening, with the hot spots extinguished by regrouping firefighters, I returned to the Mesa. The former boathouse was nothing more than a blackened heap destined for a landfill. Seeing its incinerated skeleton hurt knowing my mother’s grief. Using a tree branch, I tried identifying a few globs baked into the gravel. For an instant, my heart somersaulted at what appeared to be an ivory key near a wedge of mangled rebar. Alas, it was only a sliver of melted steel. How shamefully I had treated my grandfather’s pride-and-joy back in the days when the boathouse was our makeshift rehearsal studio. When I blew the fingering on a song my teenage rock band was practicing, I thought nothing of giving the thing a swift kick. Other times it served as our Coors beer coaster, joint holder, or coat rack. That something so cherished was banished to the boathouse was a crime against family.

			In the weeks after the fire, my lungs recovered but my soul felt breached. I couldn’t stop thinking about why I survived those charging flames or the odyssey of that liquefied piano. The two events were connected. I just knew it. Four years later, still fixated by the mystery, I quit a fantastic reporting job at the Los Angeles Daily News to unearth a past evidently waiting for me to dig up. My whole life a cast of characters had sat under my own nose: pompous Broadway stars and studio prodigies, Tin Pan Alley musicians, and black sheep executed mafia-style. Most passed from this world before old age, accomplished yet shipwrecked from bigger dreams and dying without their stories plumbed. None burned as bright as the uncle I once disliked and now perpetually worship. From Hollywood to Johannesburg, Ed Wood Jr. to Golden Globe-winning projects, he conquered worlds by the seat of his pants, and did it with brio and a defiant smirk.

			Gordon today lives mainly in the bandwidth of the TV Land network and as sci-fi trivia answers on the web. But I see him all the time in the sky above.

		

	
		
			Chapter One: The Local Bad Boy

			The boy perched forty-odd feet in the rafters aimed to leap into history, a junior cannonball hell-bent to fly. Ten minutes earlier, while the lifeguards were distracted by a commotion in the deep end, he scampered into the curved, steel girders over an enormous indoor pool and hid behind a column. Only a monkey could’ve made it up there faster. Squatting on his heels, the brown-haired lad with radar-dish ears grinned in the shadows, thrilled with his altitude. Per custom, he was exactly where he shouldn’t have been, in this case on a narrow beam not far from the “Danger—Keep Out!” signs he’d ignored shimmying up the four-story maintenance ladder at the Venice Plunge. 

			Below him on that sunbaked, August day was a patchwork of bobbing heads, most of them middle aged women yammering nonstop as they floated in their goofy bathing caps like so many bottle tops. Gordon’s intent all along was to surprise everybody, especially that chatty bunch, by his impression of a human projectile. For days he plotted a spectacular, high-velocity dive—fifty mph if the physics allowed it. His accomplishment would have to best somebody’s record. When his knees juddered high on the beam, his bravado knew how to still them. Think glory!

			Since none of his rule-busting chums had reached this forbidden plateau before him, he planned to grandstand before launching himself. His warm-up act necessitated leaping from one span to the next until he covered the length of the pool, east to west. Slip? He wouldn’t slip. From the spans he would tiptoe to the center catwalk, bow mockingly to the spectators squinting up at him, and then execute a whistling, headfirst maneuver reminiscent of an Acapulco cliff diver. Everyone would be jawing about it for days to come. Gordon the infamous, Gordon the intrepid—it was all the same to him in 1939 Los Angeles. Back home, his friends would mob him, taking stock of his deed. And yes, he appreciated the peril. One misstep would send him hurtling into the waters—or the concrete deck—on a lethal trajectory. Daredevils scoff at safety nets.

			There was just one snag, and it was below the belt. A lifeguard who spotted him lurking amid the joists betrayed him by ratting him out to his mother.

			Rose Zahler had already lectured her youngest child about acceptable behavior before she allowed him into the domed building. “Just for once,” she might’ve said before parting, “see if you can stay out of trouble for a few hours.” Probably doubting it was possible, she headed off anyway for relaxing beach sun with a novel under her arm. Lee, her husband, was too preoccupied to play hooky alongside her, let alone reinforce her message about comportment. He was where you’d normally find him most days and some nights: inside his fleabag mid-city office writing film music under studio deadlines, which kept a fist over his free time. The slapping surf and bronzed shoreline would have to wait for him to dip his toes in until the directors he slavishly worked for called it a wrap.

			The Venice Plunge was one of a handful of Coney Island-style attractions that Southern California’s seaside towns lured for the tax revenues they drew and the jubilation they advertised. But the Plunge was the grand dame of them of all, erected in 1907 atop a pier overlooking the indigo seas of Santa Monica Beach. Abbot Kinney, a tobacco man turned developer, had created a kind of playground sanctuary, where saltwater was pumped into the pool through a warming fountain and everything was designed for a family-friendly atmosphere. People readily paid to swim at his concourse when the ocean waters grew too chilly or the outdoor heat became unbearable. Parents could watch their kids from bleacher-like “indoor balconies” knowing towels were furnished and lifeguards were on station. Around the Plunge were roller coasters, bathhouses, a Pacific Electric Railway terminus, and a theater. It was an age of five-cent hot dogs and Coppertone suntan lotion. Furthermore, a beach stroll here meant the chance for pedestrians to ogle movie stars during daylight. One day it might be Paul Stader, the stunt double from the Tarzan movies, taking a dip, the next Buster Crabbe, the former Olympian popularized by Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. Comedic lead Bob Hope was as entranced by the Santa Monica shoreline as much as the other A-listers signing autographs and then hitting the waves.

			Unluckily for Gordon, the honchos who managed the Plunge could visualize the incriminating publicity and subsequent drop at the turnstile if he wound up splattering himself bloody on their property. After they located Rose at the shore, they escorted her inside to pressure him to give up. They wanted “the boy out of their ceiling, good riddance to him.” He wasn’t welcome there anymore. Let him take his juvenile death wish to Redondo Beach or another complex. And Rose, not all that surprised some adult or another was angry with her son, wanted him to listen. On the deck, stories below him, she squinted up at the latticework bracketing the curved roof. A massive, plate glass window to the side magnified everything. “Come down right this instant!” she yelled. “Do you hear me? This instant.”

			Gordon at first pretended that he couldn’t hear her, the oldest trick in the book, if not the lamest in a dome with echo chamber acoustics. Anybody with ears heard Rose’s furious wail. Many of the bathers afterwards pointed stiff fingers at the diminutive face nuzzled against the ceiling. This wasn’t just some kid busted for running on wet tile. There. See him. No, to the right. Behind the truss. If he were mine, I’d give him a whooping for the ages. Outed by half the pool, Gordon still refused to budge. Every time his mother hollered for him to relent, he at least hollered back a defiant “Noooo.” The impasse lasted for about ten minutes, until she resorted to more incendiary phrasing. 

			“I want you in the pool, where it’s safe,” she said, her voice downshifting from anger to torment. “For Lord’s sake, Gordon. For Lord’s sake. Get out of there.”

			Brighter than most of the teachers prone to flunk him, the boy understood the gravity of Rose’s L-word invocation. He’d obey his devout mother, yet, as pre-wired, he’d comply on his own terms. From the rafters, he crouched on his wiry legs and sprang. Sprang fiercely. A hundred saltwater bathers and spectators watched as he just missed clipping a beam on his parabolic flight pattern. When he splashed home into twelve-foot-deep waters, it produced a collective “Oooh” from the crowd and a frothy splash that doused anyone nearby. Rose gave him a purple-faced tongue lashing in front of the crowd after he toweled off. What didn’t he understand about “staying out of trouble?” Had he been honest about his thrill-seeking motor, he would’ve answered, “Everything.”

			***

			Punishments for similar shenanigans came and went. Mostly they dissolved into the halo of good times that Lee had arrayed for his family writing and composing music for grainy westerns, action-adventure serials, and similar genres in demand by the weary masses looking for some popcorn escapism. Lee, as breadwinner and artist, made this possible with the insane hours he logged in Hollywood as an independent musician. Every film he was hired onto kept his wife and two children housed in a charming, four-bedroom Craftsman across from a citrus grove in Sierra Madre, a tidy, postage stamp-sized foothill hamlet about twenty miles northeast of downtown Los Angeles. That the Zahlers lived there, or could enjoy a peaceful Saturday sleeping in and eating waffles, was a luxurious existence, pained backgrounds considered.

			Those ditties Lee conceived and scored were the family GDP. They put floral dresses on his girls, a deluxe bike under Gordon, a Filipino cook in the kitchen, and a riding horse named Dixie in a converted barn. Sunday nights the Zahlers enjoyed leisurely suppers at the Seafood Tavern, a local mom-and-pop. For special occasions, Lee would cart everybody to Hollywood Boulevard for dinner at the Musso and Frank Grill, a brass-appointed, bourbon and steak celebrity hangout where my mom would skip down the aisles for customer laughs. In Lee’s estimation, the sum total of these delights, the future he was building for his offspring, was more than enough to tolerate the showbiz libertines and scoundrels hovering off camera. His own slavish workweek was worth it, too. While America stood in soup lines at the tail end of the Great Depression, his family could cherish full meals without scrimping on their next.

			Moviemaking was their patron saint, their meal ticket to this better life, even if Brooklyn-born Lee had to grind where others basked in overnight success. Lee made his showbiz debut in Los Angeles sitting down. During the twenties, he was the piano-playing bandleader for the Western Association of Motion Picture Advertisers (WAMPAS), a clubby, press-agent fraternity able to score annual publicity by handpicking thirteen luscious, young beauties for studio screen tests. Hanging around future head-turners like Ginger Rogers was a nifty perk, but it was the connections Lee made and the fat cats he impressed that were career fairy dust. Pretty soon, he was in a starched black tuxedo, throwing off hambone smiles, leading orchestras of fluctuating size as they performed before audiences gathered to watch silent movies. 

			Later in the decade, Lee’s self-reinvention from obscure Tin Pan Alley songwriter to pianist-for-hire to musical director/composer for the studios was complete. Out early, home late, he penned countless songs under his own name, as well as under the mysterious pseudonyms Nico Grigor and J.H. Wood. In 1929, when Gordon was three, Lee registered one of his first, official movie credits scoring King of the Congo for small Mascot Pictures. Regular jobs cascaded afterward through outfits like Invincible Pictures and Producer’s Releasing Corporation. These were second-tier independents that made surprisingly good B-movies despite frenetic production schedules that rolled out new features every month. Catching wind of him next were the big boys—Columbia, Universal, RKO. They hired him to compose music for serials that ran atop double bills. Popular flicks of the era—Rin-Tin-Tin, Ellery Queen—had Lee harmonies all over them.

			His first intersection with the Hollywood star machine he owed to the chief of indie Darmour Studios. Larry Darmour, in the early thirties, asked him to mold a song-and-dance man out of a talented little boy whose mother colored his hair with black shoe polish. Mickey Rooney, a sassy, male answer to the ever-adorable Shirley Temple, was being groomed to be the irrepressible Mickey McGuire in a series revolving around his capers. Lee’s tutorials obviously succeeded, even if Lee’s daughter, Muriel, once bloodied Rooney’s nose in a tiff over a sandlot baseball game at Darmour. Audiences went bananas for the all-American boy that the studio bosses later had trouble keeping from front-page womanizing and boozing. Having proved himself with a box office winner, Lee’s market value skyrocketed. Directors sweating production timelines had, in him, someone who could write melodies across the genres and on the fly. 

			His one, nonnegotiable stance was that his fingers only create on his own keyboard. Some generic house piano with chipped ivories and slushy pedals had nothing on his sidekick, likely a portable Hammond organ. Up-and-comers like Gene Autry, “the singing cowboy,” practiced with it. The scuffed, boxy device was there when Lee scored The Three Musketeers with a young John Wayne, and The Galloping Ghost with former football icon Red Grange. Train robbery scenes in the desert, musical numbers in a tilt-up Parisian quarter off Hollywood Boulevard: that Hammond could tell some war stories. Professionally speaking, it was all Lee needed. Rose, whose older brother had torn it up as a Universal Picture’s director, tight with Carl Laemmle and Irving Thalberg, appreciated the blessings of this celluloid life just by inventorying all the smiles it fostered. 

			Sierra Madre, the Zahler’s adopted hometown, provided day-to-day tranquility. Add a cigar factory and train tracks, deep six the Starbucks and BMWs, and the leafy village of then remains the same quirky boondocks today. Less was intentionally more here; no traffic stoplight, lush parks where there could’ve been bland stores. Willowy Kirsten Court, half the size of a tennis court, was its Times Square. The knuckled San Gabriel Mountains behind the town loomed as kind of topographical guardians, offering cool shadows, water, and a connection to all manner of critters big city folks had only eyed in books. Santa Anita Racetrack, where Seabiscuit would win the Handicap in 1940 (and where Japanese-Americans soon would be interred by the thousands) rested only a few blocks south in Arcadia. Pasadena, with its much bigger population to the west and distinguished landmarks, was the area’s crown jewel. Among its riches were the Tournament of Roses Parade, the country’s best college football bowl game, a symphony, and a technical college known as Caltech. Sierra Madre’s gems were a wisteria vine festival and a cluster of tuberculosis sanitariums, and the relative invisibility suited the locals just fine.

			After all, they resided on capacious plots originally swiped from the Indians, cleared by the Franciscans, and deeded over by the Mexican government. No one in this bucolic setting had to live cheek by jowl in a rat-infested tenement or by a slaughterhouse as Chicogoans and New Yorkers often did. In the 1880s, much of the civic land was snapped up and subdivided, mainly by rancher Elijah “Lucky” Baldwin and the Southern Pacific Railroad. Property sales boomed in the ensuing years. Rows of quaint Victorians and three-bedroom clapboards sprouted along magnolia-lined streets that took time adding modern gas lamps. Above their rooflines sat enormous stone canyons and the piney outer stubble of the Angeles National Forest. Living on nature’s front porch never got stale. People could take what they needed from nature—land, recreation—without succumbing to its extremes. A Massachusetts native gifted at hucksterism in recruiting newcomers from the East had chartered something utopian. “It contains almost everything that mortal man would desire,” Nathaniel Carter wrote of his discovery in a pamphlet. Roses, heliotrope, hiking, climate, serenity, commerce: all here and only a trolley ride from a rising West Coast metropolis. Intrigued by Carter’s words, the curious arrived in droves—New Englanders pasty from the snow months, Midwesterners enchanted to discover a familiar aesthetic in the fertile, California loam. 

			Director D.W. Griffith, himself, was so infatuated with Sierra Madre that he established his first California production office there. When he later relocated to Hollywood to be closer to the action, the citizenry shrugged. They’d take privacy over glitz and notoriety any day. The Zahlers never wanted to leave this honeysuckle spot under the San Gabriels.

			Of course, the real blessings had faces. Muriel Bernice, Rose and Lee’s firstborn, delivered parental bliss through her steadiness and grace. By 1940, my mother had blossomed from a gangly child doted on by her folks into a curvy, nineteen-year-old hit on by aspiring doctors, dentists, pilots, and soldiers. As a teenager, she earned good grades, submitted to church, took up smoking, and was named “Miss Catalina” in a hokey island beauty pageant. Curfews for her were mandates, not negotiations. Her displeasure was usually reserved for Gordon’s infuriating incursions into her room. Whatever rebelliousness coursed through her was limited to a brief flirtation with the family business. Without her father’s permission, she signed up for a screen test at Universal Pictures—one that yielded no contract. Muriel accepted the verdict that there’d be no klieg lights for her without much anguish. Save for her ability to shed tears to get her way as a daddy’s girl, she’d always known she wasn’t much of an actress. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t creative. When she was accepted at a prestigious liberal arts college east of Los Angeles, to study music no less, Lee was incandescent with pride. In this field, there was no question his daughter had organic ability.

			While Muriel accumulated brownie points at home, Gordon stockpiled demerits faster than a movie-screen gunslinger fired bullets. About a year before his dive at the Venice Plunge got him banned for life, he’d pounced on another dare. This time he jumped twenty feet off the Redondo Beach Pier, landing in the turbulent waters around the pilings. Some months later, he persuaded Muriel to sit in the crook of his handlebars on a hair-tousling ride down a local street. Near the bottom, the bike jackknifed, sending his sister flying—first onto the pebbly street, then the emergency room, where her bloodied knee was stitched closed. Guilt-smacked, he’d never co-opt Muriel again. 

			Outside the family, Gordon was already gaining a reputation as one of the area’s most prolific scalawags. He was nothing if not versatile in his mischief, which tended to be of the clever “gotcha” brand that most adults couldn’t seethe about for too long. At his mother’s church in Arcadia, he and others bored with the sermons turned minor profits selling “fresh-squeezed tomato juice” they concocted by mixing ketchup and water. In the garish movie houses along Pasadena’s Colorado Boulevard, he and his chums often used the balconies to pepper spitballs at old ladies until the ushers chased them away. But it was in Sierra Madre—folksy, prudish, Mayberry-esque Sierra Madre—where some authorities and residents that Gordon targeted daydreamed about wringing his hooligan neck. They witnessed his handiwork, be it newspaper shreds on the hedges of curmudgeonly retirees, Halloween pumpkin launching, or doorbell surprises, probably involving lit bags of dog shit.

			The Zahler boy need only spy the Red Car trolley to inspire flashier, public high jinks. Either by luck or intention, blasting caps designed to trigger detonations at major construction jobs wended their way into his possession. Gordon and his grade school friends quickly designated a special purpose for them. They affixed them to the rail tracks carved along Baldwin Avenue. By scoping out the terrain, they knew exactly what shrubs to crouch in to watch the commotion unfold without some righteous elder grabbing them from behind. When the steel train wheels ground over the caps, causing them to explode in firecracker-ish puh-puh-puh-pup, the show had only just begun, too. The older passengers on board jumped out of their seats as if they had cacti in their trousers. The conductor, apoplectic at the frequency at which the micro-grenades were going off, sometimes halted the train to rip through the nearby bushes. “I’m gonna find you smug punks! One of these days I will, and then you’re in for it.” 

			Aside from the ulcer he gave the Red Car engineer, Gordon’s proudest lark involved Sierra Madre’s Congregational minister, a self-described teetotaler and rather insufferable morality cop. Why Gordon, then about twelve, placed him on his hit list, no one knows, though the preacher’s attitude toward rambunctious kids on the Zahler’s block might’ve provoked it. Representing himself as the man’s aide, Gordon one weekend phoned in an order for a case of bourbon from Robert’s Market. Deliver it to his home, no questions asked, the boy with a faux-husky voice instructed. He’ll pay his tab later. Being a tightknit community, alcohol on the doorstep of a community leader avowed to abstinence titillated more than the gossipmongers. Everyone heard about it. The first Sunday afterward, he had to tell his flock that the liquor was someone’s idea of a gag—a gag he regarded as intensely unfunny.

			Gordon, shrewd about concealing his rascally fingerprints, typically went un-apprehended. Those occasions he was caught, Lee dragged him into the living room to mete out corporal punishment by swat. Thwap—Gordon would be vigorously spanked with the back of a hairbrush, the number of swats calculated by his crime. Muriel, ordinarily tickled to see him get his lumps, bawled sympathy tears during the sternest lashings. The buildup could be intense. But the accused was determined not to weep. Gordon acted stoic about his thrashing, believing it strengthened his reputation and toughened his hide. Whatever scolding was dished up to teach him, he wanted his peers to know he shook it off as his miscreant badge of honor. Once, he received a hairbrush whipping for fabricating a story at a crowded dinner party attended by a big-wheel producer. “Hey, Daddy,” Gordon chirped, “remember that time you were in jail and I came to visit you?” An uncomfortable silence hovered until somebody who appreciated the boy’s ruse giggled.

			Though neither parent could control Gordon outdoors, they could be zealots about house organization. Rose ironed the curtains maniacally, sometimes at night, and if guests were expected, she’d be on the floor, arms under sofas, on search-and-destroy missions for dust bunnies. Lee, meantime, was a despot about how his children’s days commenced. Rooms “immaculate” before school, he insisted. Shoes buffed so thoroughly you could comb your hair in their leathery reflection. Fiercely protective of my mom, especially with her suitors, Lee must’ve revisited his approach to his son when traditional punishments failed to curb him. Only the long view must’ve had merit: that Gordon’s recklessness would peter out before any lasting damage was wreaked. Boys being boys, it was the adrenaline he craved, and that would die down when girls hypnotized him more.

			 Lee’s wishful thinking, as it were, detonated like one of Gordon’s blasting caps one fateful afternoon in 1940. St. Rita’s Elementary School, deciding it could take the boy no more, expelled him from its grounds. Obviously on the Zahler end, this required more than a scolding and the hairbrush. Gordon, it should be noted, was the reason the family had moved to these sticks from mid-city Los Angeles. After his asthma progressed from a small health concern to wheezing and coughing that wouldn’t stop, where he could barely catch his breath, his physician recommended they make a geographical change. Drifting marine layer that sometimes enshrouded their old place in Carthay Circle seemed to instigate his attacks, so the doctor pointed them toward Sierra Madre, where the foothill air was almost never foggy, just dry, clean, and, if you believed the chamber of commerce, indisputably therapeutic. Lee had acquiesced to the change of address, despite the hour-long commute it meant for him into Hollywood. Ten years later, he found himself puzzled over what discipline, if any, would shake sense into his son. Ground him for summer? Threaten boarding school? Where Lee fumed over the situation, Rose prayed for whole afternoons. Gordon’s wild streak had to be tamed, so she beseeched God to convert this black mark into a blessing they’d see later.

			Strides, Rose knew, had been made at the school an easy walk from their home. Prior to his dismissal, Gordon had improved from a C- average in sixth grade to a C+/B- pupil in Sister Mulbuss’ seventh grade. It was his misbehavior toward the nuns, whom he nicknamed “grumpy penguins,” that earned him the label as the class problem child. In April 1940, a teacher in her habit turned to write on the blackboard, and Gordon did that thing he did. Skulking away from his desk, he ambled over to an open dormer window and crawled out of it, celebrating his freedom with a victory jig on the sidewalk for the benefit of his awed classmates. St. Rita’s principal, who’d talked herself blue warning him about such tomfoolery, bounced him with little outward regret. It wasn’t just the gags and lack of academic focus that consigned him to a two-month head start on summer vacation. According to his St. Rita’s transcripts, it was Gordon’s “general conduct.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: The Lash

			A surprise rainstorm barreling out of the north soaked Pasadena the day Gordon tumbled. At sunup, the sky was the pastel blue of a forgettable autumn morning. By the time the first school bell warbled at John Marshall Junior High, it was as if night had never relinquished. Ominous dark clouds nobody had expected lopped the peaks off the San Gabriels. An hour later, drenching rain painted the city streets a lustrous black sheen.

			One gander at the soggy grounds was all Marshall’s principal needed, and the school loudspeakers broadcast his decision: no outdoor sports today, lunch inside. Many of the students groaned in unison at the announcement; being cooped up for eight hours in the musty confines with the grown-ups made the clocks tick slower. But for Gordon and his gang, the rain was kismet, a reason to whoop. Staying indoors meant forty-five minutes to play Tarzan: Lord of the Jungle. Sailing through the gymnasium air imitating their hero, Johnny Weissmuller, snickering about the loincloth liberties they imagined he was taking with Jane, was terrific entertainment. The storm could last all week as far as Marshall’s own Tarzans were concerned.

			Hormones aside, ninth-grade gym class still operated under the authoritarian regime of Coach Harold S. Turner. His boys had five minutes to undress, don their school PE clothes, and assemble in position in the gym or on the field. Any horseplay had to be done slyly because Coach was a stickler about locker-room protocol. Irritate him, and you’d be doing calisthenics until the bell rang. Admire him and take a number. Turner’s tough-love approach had elevated him to one of Marshall’s most beloved instructors, particularly among the bigger kids out to learn every play he could teach. Just the reverence in which the boys spoke of his football smarts deified him as a sort of local Knute Rockne. On this particular Tuesday, though, Turner cared more about the kids’ cracking soles than double wing formations. Fungus had invaded the boys’ locker room, and he was determined to inspect every toe of every student in his 10:00 a.m. class for athlete’s foot. Should peeling be detected, powder and hygiene lectures would be dispensed. Afterward, the boys were freed onto the gym floor while the rest of the students were examined.

			Marshall’s Tarzans—Gordon, Don Berg, Wally Gilmore, Benny Gouin, and Rob Bowman—interpreted their passing muster first as more swell fortune. Once they’d tugged their socks back on, they sprinted out onto the hardwood floor yipping and yapping about all manners of things. Swiveling their heads, another fact struck them about being unsupervised. The jumping maneuver Turner had specifically forbid weeks earlier, a maneuver most Olympians would’ve declined, was ripe for their taking. One of them must’ve said, let’s milk their chance. 

			The equipment was set up with giddy delirium, the boys mindful of the villainous clock. Realistically, the Great Athlete’s Foot plague would only distract Turner for so long, and in his absence their object was simple. They’d fly indoors and then fly some more. A thirty-yard sprint down a line was their tarmac. From a dead run, each would take turns bounding off a springboard to vault over a “mountain” they’d stacked themselves. Metaphorically speaking, their Tarzan “mountain” was more animal than topography as a wooden-legged pommel horse central to gymnastics competitions. Since there was little challenge in endlessly leaping over the same height, the boys committed to raising their obstacle inch by inch. Now and before, prickly, mackinaw-like gym mats were draped over the pommel horse like some overtaxed mule. By launching themselves off the springboard positioned in front of the apparatus, they could gain just enough altitude to grip a set of hanging gymnastic rings behind it. Some of them celebrated their milestone jumps by imitating the classic yell of the man who lived with apes, AAAAH-AHAHAAAAH. After dangling for a bit, the boys would let go of the rings for a cushioned dismount on the pads below. The nuttiest of the group attempted flips on the way down. Nobody dwelt on margin of error, of what could go kablooey. At thirteen and fourteen, they were freckled gods.

			By rushing, Coach Turner’s boys needed about ten minutes to spring over the mountain layered with one, two, and then three mats. Several near crashes transpired, but the brinkmanship in everybody’s sweat glands kept the pace brisk. Anyone likely to hesitate had a reason not to: they were chasing a world record, or theirs anyway. Four mats! Even Marshall’s top jocks, with their nickel-plated trophies and letterman’s jackets, couldn’t surmount this peak. 

			Out of respect, Gordon was awarded the first crack at the obstacle that Turner had admonished them to forget. His chest, I imagine, puffed out as he loped to the head of the line, confident of his skills that’d awed so many. In his six weeks here, classmates learned he was funny and charming, a natural around the opposite sex or bumming cigarettes from the seniors. Athletics further distinguished him from the customarily shy new kid. Teachers, Turner in particular, realized that Gordon had a virtuoso athleticism that set him apart. His darting, jitterbug speed made him elusive to tackle on the gridiron and almost impossible to throw out on the baseball diamond. Toss a ball to him and he gunned it back with pinpoint precision. To suggest he would be on the varsity squad ahead of his peers was forecasting the obvious.

			If Gordon was slippery on grass and clay, he was doubly that with the misbehavior that gave him so much satisfaction. One morning, he and friend Rob Bowman snuck out of science class, fished matches from their jeans, and lit a pair of long fuses they’d hand-rolled. Cherry-bomb firecrackers erupted in a hallway trashcan minutes later, rattling the walls and prompting the high-strung kids to yelp, “Earthquake!” At the lunch tables that day, the garbage-can fireball was the talk of the campus. Yet, the sweater-wearing Napoleons who ran Marshall like a fiefdom never unearthed evidence implicating Gordon. They must not have believed a lad at his second-chance school would engage in such a risky stunt.

			Under the gym’s fluorescent lights, Gordon rocked sole to heel, calibrating his leap. Boys released by Turner after the clubby jumping game had begun now stood watching the others take flight. Several of Gordon’s friends hung with him at the front of the runway, waiting their turn. A few dallied around the landing zone, hands on hips, squawking for the rest to move double-time. “What are you waiting for?” somebody hollered. “An invitation? Go!” As the pressure accreted for him to rush, Gordon tried his best to drown it out. Even his try-anything spirit recognized that he’d need an enormous amount of air under him. He would be flinging himself higher than he or his band of rowdies had ever attempted. 

			Had Coach Turner emerged from his locker room fungus quest just then, the generation that produced me might have surged out of the 1940s unpunished. Yet free will is forever, and Gordon-the-Tarzan galloped toward the pommel horse immersed in his present. He blew down that runway in a whirl of pumping elbows and knees impressive to onlookers and too fast for control. Crack. His aerial maneuver was gummed up from the second he made contact with the springboard. As his right foot hit it, the device with coils on the underside canted sharply to the right, slicing his acceleration and angling him off course. The board didn’t so much catapult him as ragdoll him sideways. With too little air under him, his left foot snagged on the outermost mat and further reduced his momentum. The gymnastic rings that he’d been able to seize every time before might as well have been on Jupiter. 

			Up seven feet in the air, with gravity tapping its watch, Gordon may have tried to tuck into a ball for a last-second bailout. It was too late, fatefully so. The effect of his stumble brought him twisting downward, headfirst, crashing into the pads with a sickening thump. On impact, his neck torqued to the right, which compressed his cervical spine like a Slinky toy lobbed from a roof. Underneath him, a pool of dark, sticky blood from a half-severed calf blotted the hardwood. 

			Pounding their sneakers to reach him, the boys who weren’t there when Gordon took his swan dive saw that he’d knocked himself out cold. More gruesomely, he was on his back and his flank simultaneously. Indeed, his head seemed to have been dislocated, ratcheted so abominably to one side that his mop-top brown hair brushed his shoulder blade. From above, he resembled a misshapen “S.” 

			An icy panic sliced through his friends, who tried futilely to wake him. “Gordy, you okay? Gordy, can you hear us?” They jostled his shoulder. No response. They shook his knees. Same result. The longer he was unconscious, the more broken he seemed. He wasn’t springing up hooting, “I fooled you, suckers!” as he had after other gut-clenching spills. But how could he be playing possum now with his neck skewed at that unnatural angle? Once this sank in, that Gordon might die, one of the Tarzans ran into the locker room frantic for “Coach, anybody!” 

			Turner, dressed in a gray sweatshirt, came right out, shooing everyone away. “Snap out of it, Zahler,” he said. “C’mon. Wake up.” Marshall’s beloved coach was in a catcher’s stance, eliciting nothing. “Zahler, can you hear me? Gordon, don’t do this. Open your eyes!” Crickets. Turner massaged his crinkled forehead and then stuffed the whistle dangling from his neck into his sweatshirt. By now the entire PE class had lined the perimeter of the cramped, white-walled gym. The Tarzans were the only ones with gall to inch closer for a better peek before Coach yapped at them to move back. Minutes passed. “Zahler!” Coach repeated, no longer looking his authoritative self. “Zahler. I know you’re in there. Move, kid. Do something!” He didn’t, so Turner had someone throw him a towel to wrap Gordon’s bleeding leg as a tourniquet.

			Outside the hard rain became deluge. Small, filthy rivers sped down curbs. Umbrellas clicked open. Lee, at the time, was chockablock in sheet music, arranging the soundtracks for four movies. Among them were two serials for Columbia Pictures: the western Deadwood Dick and The Shadow, based on the pulp magazine character. Rose was probably at home, Muriel at Pasadena Junior College taking general-education courses needed to transfer to a four-year university. Everybody was doing what they were supposed to, feet on the ground, when Gordon flopped to earth.

			Suddenly, he too was awake, whispering into the coach’s bent-down ear, still splayed in the zigzag where he’d landed. A minute later, his limp body was on the move. “What the hell is Coach doing?” one of the numbed boys asked another. This was what: Turner had gingerly locked his arms under Gordon’s armpits from behind, almost as if he were trying to squeeze him into a wrester’s half nelson, and drawn him upward. With that leverage, Turner hefted Gordon into a standing position. He must’ve wanted to get the kid’s blood circulating, revive him on his feet. But Gordon could no longer be vertical. Lifted up, his chin slumped into his breastbone and his legs bore no weight; Edgar Bergen’s puppets had better body control than him. Turner had no choice except to carefully set Gordon down on the floor, away from the pooled blood. Visible on his cheeks was now a dusting of the athlete’s foot powder. Turner, in his first seconds over him, had tapped Gordon’s face. That’d been when the coach reckoned he could shake his pupil out of it. 

			Never before had Turner grappled with what lay crumpled before him: a gravely wounded kid. “Coach,” Gordon mumbled in his supine position. “I can’t move. My arms. My legs. I can’t feel them anymore. Are they still there? What’s happening?”

			An ambulance was summoned, arriving before anyone could give Gordon a straight answer. Two husky men in alabaster suits materialized at the gym’s double doors, solemn and efficient. They wheeled their gurney over the hardwood, and its rusty squeak would live in memories for years. One Tarzan asked another if Gordon was going to die. “Of course not,” he was told with manufactured assurance. Some in his circle cried, others masked their faces, waiting to sob at home. Such confusion roiled his group: relief it wasn’t them, guilt about their game. Twenty minutes ago, it had all been laughs.

			At the pads, the attendants lifted Gordon from the floor, strapped him into the noisy gurney, and rolled him off the school premises from which he’d never return. Through the rain he went, straight into a Schaefer Co. ambulance en route to the nearest hospital. Eyewitnesses said the indentation his body left on the gym pads remained for hours.

			***

			He lay frozen—just him, his thoughts, and those metal rods that surgeons had drilled into his skull. Christ, he wanted his bearings back. Was that too much to ask after he’d been chloroformed? It had been days since he’d been whisked from Marshall to St. Luke’s Hospital on Pasadena’s eastern border, not far from his Sierra Madre bedroom. His drug-addled brain processed that nebula of memory, at least. Rushed in from the ambulance, he’d heard a deep voice express alarm to the doctor in charge. Something about a cervical fracture and a nicked leg artery. 

			As best as he could recall, he’d just been at St. Luke’s a short time. The X-rays taken there had bred a commotion that’d put him back into the same Schaefer ambulance, siren blaring, presumably en route to where he was now. Time had skittered ahead after that, if he could trust time anymore. It had been Tuesday morning that he’d been fretting about the algebra quiz he was supposed to take—when not daydreaming about showboating for a girl he liked. Now, as consciousness reintroduced itself, he fumbled for a more accurate mosaic of how he’d gone from that springboard to this bed. If his memory reboot had succeeded, he’d have known that he was in intensive care at Los Angeles County General Hospital with dire medical jargon scribbled on his chart. 

			His awakening startled Rose, there in a chair mashed up against Gordon’s chrome bed frame. She’d been there for days in a vigil after the hurried operation to stabilize his fractured neck. She had been praying nonstop, begging God with predictable desperation to allow her to switch places with the boy, and then modifying it to simply keep him alive. She’d been stroking his face, close to the red incisions where surgeons had drilled pins into his skull, when he pried his eyes open. Her euphoria lasted a nanosecond. Gordon’s expression was of such terrific confusion, of such primal fear, that she hurriedly leaned over him to peck his forehead. She wanted him to see her before he saw anything else. 

			“Where am I? What’s happened? Where’s Dad? Where are my arms? What’s pinching my head? Why can’t I move? Am I going to die? I don’t wanna die. Mom, Mommy, help me!”

			Rose grew hysterical, welling up despite an inability to decipher a garbled syllable from her son’s chapped lips. Gordon’s shattered back had compromised his breathing, so a ventilator had been inserted down his throat. His terror just hadn’t focused on that part yet. Sensing this in his mm-u-nm-mm babbling, Rose lied beautifully about his condition. “Stay still,” she said. “You’re going to be fine. Just fine. There’s a machine helping you to breathe—that’s why you can’t speak. It’s just for precaution. Hear that? Nothing to worry about. It’ll be out soon. The Lord is taking care of you. Now breathe easy and rest, sweetheart.”

			Squeezing his eyelids shut, listening to the respirator’s mechanical wheeze, Gordon couldn’t let it rest. That wasn’t him. He exhaled hard through the ventilator, and worked to transport himself back to his arrival. Eventually, his brain organized a chronology as the sedatives wore off. From St. Luke’s he had been hustled into County General’s emergency room half-conscious and three-quarters gone. Under blinding lights there had been a flurry of gloves and instruments around him. Somebody with scissors snipped the Marshall T-shirt off him, and he felt colder than he’d ever been. The two doctors over him spoke in a clinical, coffee-breathed prattle of Latin-rooted words. One asked him whether he felt the pinpricks on his feet. Groggily, he’d responded, “What pinpricks?” Ether—he smelled so much ether, too, when one of the sawbones clamped a mask over his mouth. The cloying gas made the room spin until a chemical sleep ferried him into the galaxies of his mind. That’s how his recall ended—raggedly. Three lost days later, he was gagging on his respirator while his mother invoked the saints. Soon enough, he’d learn that the traction pins drilled over his ears were bastards. They immobilized the remaining part of him still capable of movement.

			To a one, the doctors assumed Gordon was destined for the mortuary. By 11:00 p.m. the day of the accident, they’d almost lost him several times. A few days later, County General’s chief of neurology shepherded my grandparents into his office for a well-analyzed prognosis. Gordon, he said, had almost no chance. Few patients with a smashed vertebra so high up the spinal column had lived more than a few months, much less recovered. Cervical paralysis had too many fatal complications to overcome: respiratory arrest, pneumonia, kidney failure, bacterial infection, heart failure, pulmonary embolism, as well as other side effects that one could scarcely pronounce. The X-rays that the neurologist gave Lee and Rose to inspect corroborated this view. The boy’s neck was so acutely cracked that the force of his impact had almost decapitated him. Hence, the doctor’s primary advice was more logistical than medical. He recommended that my grandparents keep the family minister available, because in all likelihood they’d need him for a service. 

			Careening between grief and shock as they were, Gordon’s folks refused to accept their son was doomed. In those first weeks at County General, they were there constantly, sometimes sixteen hours a day. Gordon heard them exalt that he was improving, that a return to his old life was probable. After they exited his room was when their conflicting philosophies emerged. Lee browbeat and stamped through the ward scavenging for hope. His son was lying there, and he wouldn’t tolerate poppycock runarounds from the hospital personnel as he tried to glean what he might about future surgeries, second opinions, realistic odds, and such. Medicine held Lee’s trust, science was the answer. 

			Rose, by comparison, was kindlier to the physicians and nurses and more accepting of their “we’re doing everything we can” proclamations. This tolerance originated from a reserved, albeit opinionated, nature saturated by God All Mighty. Rose believed that the Creator, whatever the turmoil in his lap, could instantaneously cure any of His children of any affliction. It was simply a matter of the devout and the needy asking Him with a sincere heart. Back in Sierra Madre, worshipers from the quirky Christian church she belonged to chanted for God to work his magic on the youngest Zahler. For Rose, this was no spiritual long shot. It was a proven survival technique. 

			The forty-year-old wife and mother had reached middle age by burrowing into the day-to-day, doing good work as her rampart against the memories of her father’s murder near the US-Mexican border. Rose had told little about it to Muriel and Gordon, figuring they’d learn for themselves how sadistic the planet could be. Even so, the timing of this latest incident challenged her belief system. Gordon had wilted forty-eight hours before his favorite night for merriment, Halloween. He’d been injured two months into his fresh start at Marshall. Most glumly, he’d been consigned to his deathbed on the eleventh anniversary of the 1929 stock market crash that sunk America into the Great Depression. She and Lee used to remind each other how good they’d had it until October 29, 1940 ended the aura of exemption with its own free fall. Nothing, Rose knew now, was more merciless than the calendar.
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