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Thank you.
The first time I saw my father as a woman was at the grand old restaurant, Musso & Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard. He had called me the week before asking if we could meet for lunch, as he had something important he wanted to discuss. It sounded serious, but he didn’t want to speak about it on the telephone. I had my suspicions as to what the conversation might be about, but nothing could have prepared me for that notable afternoon.
I arrived at noon, and Musso’s was buzzing with its regular upscale crowd and a battalion of aging Italian waiters who were as stiff as the white table linens.
My heart sank when I saw a frightful looking character coyly flagging a paisley handkerchief in my direction. I thought, “Dear God don’t let this be my father.”
The distant sight of him made me feel faint, like I was being pulled to my knees by a magnetic force. I’d grown up in Hollywood, and I’d certainly seen my share of cross-dressers, transvestites, and transsexuals, but this was my dad. We used to come here for hot flannel cakes when I was a child. I forged my way to the brown leather booth where he had positioned himself, and put on my nicest smile like nothing was out of the ordinary. As he stood up to greet me, I said, “Hi Dad,” and lightly pecked his powdered cheek.
In place of the handsome, he-man racecar driver that I remembered, stood an unknown eerie entity. As he leaned over to kiss me I smelled his familiar scent of Jack Daniel’s, only this time it was mixed with a spritz of eau de gardenia. The sweet, musty odor reminded me of crumpled perfume tissues mixed with cherry LifeSavers. He smelled like my grandmother’s purse. As we sat down, he crossed his bony nylon-clad legs and daintily folded his large hands in front of him.
“Are you surprised?” he beamed.
I wasn’t really sure how to respond. I think “mortified” was the word, but not wanting to spoil his moment, I replied, “Yep, I’m truly amazed.”
My dad couldn’t wait to fill me in on all the scary details of his operation. As he explained how the doctor nipped off his private parts and constructed a new vagina, I was completely lost in his shocking transformation.
He was wearing artificial, spiky, long eyelashes with iridescent blue eye shadow. He had lined his pale blue eyes with black liner and painted on the old-fashioned fishtails curling up at the ends. Dramatic, heavy brown eyebrows scrawled down to his temples, and pasty pancake foundation gave his complexion a dull, deathlike pallor. His lips were stained in panic button red, and silver hooped earrings dangled from his large earlobes. I noticed that his gold Rolex had been replaced with the smaller female version, and feminine rings that I recognized as belonging to his late wife, Loren, were squeezed onto his swollen fingers. He held onto a fifties-style red handbag and wore matching red pumps with one wonky heel.
More strange was seeing my dad in full female regalia. He was wearing a fancy knit ensemble with a short, slim-fit skirt that showcased his stick-straight legs. To top off the whole new look, he had donned a long auburn thatch that sat slightly askew on his graying pate. The entire image was fright.
When the waiter came to take our order, my dad suddenly developed laryngitis, and in a scratchy, high-pitched whisper ordered the grilled chops and another Jack on the rocks. My appetite had pretty much vanished when I walked in the door, but in my cheeriest tone I ordered the seafood salad and a Hires root beer float. The waiter took off, and my dad’s deep timbre suddenly came back. I guess we had fooled him; just a couple of nice girls out for an afternoon lunch.
“So what do you think? How do I look?” he gushed.
The only word I could think of was “scary,” but I managed to squeak out, “Very nice, you look great, if this is what makes you happy.”
My dad stared at me like I’d lost my mind and slurred, “I’m not gay you know, I only did this so I would never be unfaithful to Loren, God rest her soul.”
I was beginning to lose the plot. Wasn’t this just a little excessive? I heard that a person had to go through an extensive psychiatric assessment before even being considered for this sort of procedure. It was obvious that my father was out of touch.
He went on to tell me that he had made some new friends in Palm Springs, and that they hadn’t a clue that he was a transsexual. He wanted me to come out to the desert and to introduce me to these people. As what, I wondered, his daughter or her daughter? Was he supposed to be my mom now? I definitely had to draw the absurd line somewhere.
My dad liked to smoke cigarettes while he ate and now had two Lucky Strikes burning, on gripped between his fingertips and the other smoldering away in the ashtray. I noticed that he had spilled a spot of A-1 sauce on the front of his jacket, and smiled to myself remembering how my grandfather used to tease me saying, “Baby, you look good in everything you eat.”
I passed him my napkin so he could wipe off the sauce, then tactfully doused the extra burning butt with a teaspoon of water. I could see the booze was beginning to take effect, which always made my dad a bit maudlin and tearfully sentimental. He broke down.
“Thank God I found you; you’re all I have left in the world.”
He professed how much he loved me, but I wasn’t biting. It was true, next to him I was the last surviving member of his family, but he’d always known exactly where to find me. It was he who had stayed away from me. I continued sipping my float to the noisy last drop, when all of a sudden he burst into tears. Something about seeing my dad cry was disarming. I had spent the last hour trying to dismiss him as a nutter, but now I felt a cold chill. There was a real person lost somewhere in there. This was the man who had given me life. I managed to choke out the uncomfortable words, “And I love you too.”
We’d already had three different servers wait on our table, and when the fourth waiter came to bring the check I realized something was up. They were all taking turns, coming to gaze at my garishly made-up father. My dad rummaged through his red handbag and handed me a heap of credit cards held together with a rubber band. He asked me to sign the check, as he was going to go “freshen up.” Everyone in the restaurant stared openly as he drunkenly tottered past their tables on his way to the powder room.
Shuffling through the lot of cards I noticed he’d already changed his name on every one of them. Even his driver’s license read sex: FEMALE, HEIGHT: 6'4". Instead of Robert he was now Robin. It was all so shockingly official.
I started to realize that the whole transformation had been long thought out. I was pretty sure it didn’t have anything to do with being faithful to Loren. If anything, he’d had to wait for her to die before he could go through with the procedure. My stepmother had been a jealous, suspicious witch. I was sure that if she had had even an inkling of this possibility, she would have divorced him and sued his pantyhose off. Hmm, she did die rather suddenly. The coroner said it was heart failure. Wow! What if he really killed her! With that frightening thought I signed the receipt “Robin James,” collected my belongings, and went to see what was taking the old girl so long in the ladies’ room.
On entering I found my father leaning close to the mirror dabbing on a little more Max Factor pancake foundation. As he applied more crimson lipstick, I had an anxious feeling, like I was about to be caught doing something I shouldn’t, but what, I wasn’t sure. I worried that some unsuspecting female diner would breeze into the powder room and get a shock.
While my dad was taking his/her time preening in the mirror, I urgently needed to pee. I eyed the vacant stall, and then looked back at his reflection in the glass. If it had been a girlfriend or even a beau with me, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but something about my dad in the ladies’ room dressed like Aunt Bea made it a little too intimate, so I decided I could hold it. Here I was in a little pink bathroom on Hollywood Boulevard watching my father put the final touches on his already overly made-up face. He took a tissue, folded it in half, and carefully blotted his lips. It was an old-fashioned technique he must have learned from observing his late wife. With on last glance in the mirror he was ready to meet the public.
I held the door open, thinking he would exit before me and I would trail inconspicuously behind, but he politely waited for me to catch up. Like a tipsy jester, he took my arm and we slowly paraded through the dining room of Musso & Frank. When we reached the exit, he stopped and waited for me to open the door, and I respectfully held it ajar. He asked if I wouldn’t mind giving him a ride to his hotel, and again took my arm as we plodded to the parking lot. Seeing my little black VW convertible in the distance brought a welcome sense of reality. Not wanting to tarry, I tipped the valet a fiver and made a beeline for the Volkswagen. When we got settled in I literally breathed a sigh of relief. I glanced over at my father, who was still getting situated in the seat beside me. His knee-length skirt was hiked up to his thighs, exposing two shriveled wads of nylon lying limp between his legs. I knew they were some sort of stockings, but I wasn’t sure what the extra hanging bits were. On closer inspection, I realized he was wearing two sets of pantyhose, one pair on each leg. I attempted to make sense of the strangeness, and at the same time tried not to stare as he awkwardly tugged and pulled his short skirt back over his knees. I started the car, and just as I was about to make a clean getaway, he leaned over.
“I want to show you something.”
He fumbled with the brass buttons of his blazer, and then proudly exposed his bare breast implants right in my face. I’d never seen an actual boob job in the flesh, but it looked like the chest of a seventeen-year-old girl attached to the head of a sixty-three-year-old blade, an original Dr. Frankenstein creation. At that moment I was officially in shock, and just about speechless. I felt like I was being assaulted but unable to defend myself. I summoned up my last shred of false enthusiasm.
“Looks like they did a great job, Dad.”
Really, I was thinking, “I’d like to sue the maniac that did this to my father.”
I started the car, put it in reverse, and proceeded to back straight into a solid-steel joist. I thought I had merely dented the fender, and didn’t really care. I just wanted to get back to the simple solace of my own home. I put the VW in gear, but the engine just raced, and the car wouldn‘t budge forward or back. I climbed out and found to my horror that the bumper had somehow hooked onto the steel girder. The only way to extricate it was to lift the car or bend the chrome fender back, neither of which I could do on my own. I looked over at my dad, who was sitting demurely in the passenger’s seat, and realized he had no intention of getting out to help. I’d forgotten, he was now the little lady. I glanced over at the Latin attendant who was sitting in his cash booth observing the fiasco. Fortunately, he came to my aid with a crowbar. We pushed, pried and prodded ourselves into a sweat until the car was finally freed. I yelled a hasty thank you, gave him another fresh five, and drove off with the twisted bumper bouncing around in the backseat.
I’d just pulverized my perfect little bug, and next to me sat a completely hammered, man-sized Theda Bara. I’d been in a protective state of icy numbness most of the afternoon, but now I was beginning to thaw. My head was spinning, I needed to pee, and I felt like I was going to throw up.
I followed my dad’s directions to the Hollywoodland motel, a desolate-looking tourist dive overlooking the freeway in Studio City. As we pulled into the drive, knowing he could afford better, I asked,
“What made you choose this place?”
He mumbled something about not wanting to be recognized, whatever that meant. I decided not to delve any further. We said our good-byes, and once more he asked, “Do you really think I look pretty?”
“Very nice,” I assured him, and waited as he limped off on his unsteady high heels back to the safety of his motel room.
On the way home, for some unknown reason, my teeth started to ache, and my eyes welled up with tears. It had never occurred to me that I had a genuine emotional attachment to my father. He had always been the absent mystery man, my imaginary savior. My parents divorced when I was still a baby, and he had never really shown any sincere interest in me. Now all of a sudden he wanted to be close. I guess he needed a confidant, a girlfriend. Whatever the reason, it was all too twisted.
When I arrived home I felt like I’d been struck by a speeding locomotive. I fell into my bed and wept big salty tears till my head felt like a saturated sponge. There’s nothing like a good cry to put things into perspective. I got up, put an ice pack on my puffy eyes, and went out to Bloomingdale’s to purchase my dad a new pair of sturdy high heels, size eleven.
My mysterious dad, the notorious ladies’ man. He was a fearless, trophy-winning race-car driver, ace pilot, and a macho stunt man. I would have believed anything about him, but not that he’d become a purse-toting, high-heeled transsexual.
When Robert came into the world his aging parents, Clarence and Helen, already had two striking lasses in their early teens. Claire was the true stunner of the family, the original bad seed with vixen green eyes and a complexion like magnolia petals. She had won the title of Miss California, and was first runner-up in the Miss America pageant of 1938. Claire and her sister, Lois, were a pair of ambitious young starlets who treated their young brother like an unwelcome weed. The three unlikely siblings battled for attention and resented each other all the way to their last failing breaths.
At the tender age of six my blond, blue-eyed dad was sent off to the austere Black Foxe Military Academy to become a man. He graduated with full honors.
As a teen his passion was building souped-up dragsters in the family four-car garage, then hot-rodding up and down the main drag of the Sunset Strip.
Robert was just seventeen when he met Diana, a narcissistic slender blonde with movie star good looks and reckless charm, a sultry, bohemian glamour girl.
At eighteen Diana was way ahead of her time. She was already experimenting with peyote, puffing reefer, and dropping amphetamines like lemon drops. She was the unlikely young woman who would share in giving me life.
My parents met a Beverly Hills High School, and Robert was quickly besotted with her wild way. He’d circle her house on Palm Drive like a feisty young tom laying smokin’ rubber well into the night. He eventually got her attention and they went for a spin, and ended up getting married in a chapel in Mexico. With no place of their own they moved into the guest quarters of my dad’s family residence, a two-story Mediterranean, high above Sunset with a breath-taking view of all of Los Angeles. On a clear day you could see as far as Catalina Island from the verandah.
I arrived with a cheerful disposition during the full moon on May 31, 1950. Unfortunately the novelty of my parents’ teen marriage was already waning. Some of my early memories are slightly hazy, but most of it sticks in my head like bright colored Polaroids. I easily recall the perpetual drama in our house; my young parents fought like rabid dogs going for the kill. I’d often lie awake at night listening to a cacophony of breaking furniture, shattering glass, and horror show screams wailing through the halls. My parents chased each other with daggers and shoved each other about and down the stairs. From the upstairs window I often saw whirling red lights from the squad cars that arrived at our neighbor’s request. Usually my grandparents smoothed it over with the West Hollywood sheriffs, but all too often my deflated dad would be hauled off in handcuffs.
My last night in my grandparents’ home, my dad, who smelled like a cocktail lounge, yanked me out of bed, and we hightailed it down to his beloved red Caddy parked in the drive. We locked the doors but Diana was close behind, wielding a stiletto blade. In an abandoned rage, she flailed at the windows, jumped up on the hood, and slashed the soft ragtop of my dad’s Cadillac to shreds.
The next thing I knew, without any explanation, I was being sent away to an unknown abode. My grandmother James packed a small suitcase, and the two of us drove to a most extraordinary house in downtown Los Angeles. The place was an enormous four-story Victorian mansion sitting on a slope off a wide sumptuous avenue. This elegant neighborhood was the once affluent Adams district. The historic residence, called “Kiddy College California”, was like a turn-of-the-century boarding school, privately owned and run by an elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. March.
Mrs. March was slight and ailing, a wisp of a woman with a snow-white braid perfectly coiled and neatly pinned around her shrinking head. She was all but lost, propped up in layers of feather-down pillows. Her marble-top nightstand was overflowing with an assortment of vials, pills, and interesting-looking amber tinctures. In a deliberate drawl she forewarned, “Children should be seen and not heard.”
I was only four years old, but it was clear that Mrs. March and I weren’t going to be friends.
Although the old girl was frail, she still possessed a strict, authoritarian shrill that could be heard two floors down. She mostly ruled the roost from her ornate Edwardian bed, but on rare occasions she’d stroll the dorms in her ghostly white nightgown and give all the children a fright. Some nights, after checking her wards, she’d stand in front of the oval mirror in the dormitory and pluck the tan tortoise-shell pins from her tightly wrapped braid. Her hair was so long that the plait would unravel like a coiled rope and hit the carpet with a soft thump. I wondered if my hair would ever grow that long. If it did, I would wear it exactly like Mrs. March.
Schooling took place in a detached building on the estate that appeared to be a small theater. It had an elevated stage that spanned the length of the room. This is where the girls learned to curtsy and the boys became proficient in folding the American flag. If the Stars and Stripes even brushed the floor it would have to be kissed or else burned. We sat in tight rows of wooden desks, and you’d better not be caught slumping, or you’d spend the rest of the day standing and holding a broomstick vertically across your back to keep your posture straight. And none of us escaped the dunce cap. If we were called upon in class and lacked a satisfactory reply, we were made to sit on a stool, center stage, wearing the tall pointy red dunce cone while the other kids sang a humbling little ditty they called “The Sad Little Tomato.”
When school let out we were free to roam the pastoral fairyland gardens. There was a grand pond teeming with squishy fat bullfrogs and fragrant bushes of anise where ladybugs thrived. I delighted in catching the gentle orange bugs. I’d put them in a glass jar with a sprig of green and hide them deep in the briar and catch more the next day. On warm summer weekends the kids who didn’t go home were allowed to frolic, and to cool off in the front-yard sprinklers till the sun set.
Along with Mr. and Mrs. March there was small staff of three. Miss Owen was the heavyset schoolmarm who walked with a limp and labored for breath. She wore flesh-tone stockings that matted the thick hair of her legs into swirling, spidery patterns. Her fleshy hands always smelled like fish cakes, and she wore a shiny silver thimble on her middle finger. She took pleasure in creeping up behind us in class and bonking the top of our innocent heads with the metal device, making sure we were alert and paying attention. Lizzy was the rail-thin black woman who did house chores and tenderly bathed the children every Saturday. Lizzy would lather me up in sweet-smelling baby soap, and then rinse me down with a warm, handheld shower hose. She called the water on my pink skin “rain-drops”.
“Be still, baby girl, we got to catch all them raindrops.” And she’d gently pat me dry with a soft white flannel.
Her husband, Old John, was the handyman who repaired broken windows and squeaky doors. He was also the gardener, and kept the extensive grounds and gardens flourishing. He was quite the character in his Farmer John overalls and wide-brim straw hat, a dead ringer for the old gent in Song of the South.
Our schoolmistress, Miss Owen, lodged in an apartment directly upstairs from the classroom. If the children got too boisterous while she was taking her afternoon rest, she’d lean out of her second-story window and douse us with a bucket of cold water, and we’d all squeal and scatter off to the pond to chase the bullfrogs.
I got along at the home okay, but I suffered from recurrent nightmares. I’d always dream that I was being kidnapped by strangers or that I’d be lost on a desolate street. I also had a fear of the dark. When the lights went out, and the other children were asleep, I saw armies of imaginary king-sized insects crawling on my bed sheets and covers. I got so terrified I’d often wet the bed. When old Mrs. March got word of the bed-wetting I was summoned to her room. Lizzy led me to the foot of her bedstead, then abandoned me to the furry of the missus. Trying to avoid her angry glare, I concentrated hard on the pattern of pink florets on my damp flannel nightdress. Mrs. March, with no warning, took a full glass of water from her nightstand and flung it straight into my scared, repentant face. As I stood stunned in my wetness, she said, “I’ve heard you like to be wet.” Then she waved her hand toward the door, scowling, “You may be dismissed.”
I wouldn’t be going back to the big house on Ozeta Terrace. My grandmother James said my parents didn’t live together anymore, and that I’d be living in a new house with my mother.
Diana had moved into a small 1920’s bungalow apartment just a few blocks away, below Sunset. My erratic, twenty-two-year-old mother was now on her own, and even though she was saddled with a four-year-old daughter, it didn’t seem to slow her down.
My mother stayed out most nights with an array of handsome, hopeful suitors. I’d watch in devotion as she got dolled up for a night on the town. She’d swoop her blond mane into a carefree twist, and smudge her pretty lips with fiery red. In the mirror she’d flip up her collar in that cool fifties way, and slather on creamy hand lotion that smelled like fresh tuberose. Then she’d be off to check out Lenny Bruce at the Unicorn or slip across Sunset to her friend Mickey’s jazz club, the Renaissance, which is now the House of Blues, for some late-night Miles Davis. On the rare occasion she took me along, I’d fall asleep in the smoky light booth upstairs to the dizzying sound of jumpin’ jazz. When she left me home alone, I’d be under strict orders: “Do not answer the phone or open the door to anyone.
She’s serve me my usual little bowl of Uncle Ben’s cream of wheat, switch on the television set, and be gone like the wind, leaving a lingering trail of her lovely perfume wafting in the air.
Like a bored puppy I found plenty of mischief to get into. One night I passed the evening painting the bottom half of the walls with coal-black boot polish. Another night I played with the electric mixer till I got my little fingers stuck in the spinning prongs. When I found the scissors and cut the front of my hair like she did (except I cut mine to the scalp) my mother decided I could no longer be left to my own devices.
Now whenever Diana went out she’d sit me in front of the television set and secure me to a wooden chair with one of her wide leather belts. She’d fasten the strap around my waist and buckle it taut to the back of the seat, then tie my feet to the legs with extension cords. The last TV show of the night was the news with George Putnam. At the end of each show “George would say, “That’s the news at ten, I’ll see you then.” Then he’d give a firm patriotic salute. When “The Star Spangled Banner” followed I felt uneasy, because I was completely alone. I’d eventually doze off to the drone of the Indian head TV test pattern. When Diana returned home, she’d unfasten the cinches, and I’d scurry to my spot on the sofa. In the morning I feasted on bits of steak and squishy desserts from whatever fancy restaurant she had dined at the night before. This was our dreary routine.
One night I squirmed my way out of the chair and toddled out the front door, which closed behind me and locked me out of the apartment. A neighbor heard me crying in the night and took me in till Diana got home from the Sunset Strip. From then on I slept in a dinky locked closet in the hallway.
Curled up in the pitch dark, on top of Diana’s entangled mound of spiky heels, with crowded clothing suspended over my head, I heard the sound of heavy, alternating crashing waves and had the feeling I was about to drown. Then a faint choir of angels began singing in my ears. I could even see angel silhouettes floating in the darkness. I hadn’t yet been exposed to religion, but I had an innate sense of God, and knew I came from someplace better. I prayed to go to sleep and never wake up; I wanted to go back to heaven. Every night I’d close my eyes tight, ready for takeoff. After what seemed like hours I’d take squinty, hopeful peeks in the dark, but still only felt the hems of my mother’s coats and dresses resting on my head.
My mother took sleeping pills that knocked her out cold, and she slept deep as the dead with a classical radio station turned down low until mid-afternoons. For hours on end I’d stand silent and still by her four-poster bed, waiting, watching for the slightest sign of life. Just the faintest quiver of her finger would put my baby heart at ease, and I thanked God she was still alive. I’d tiptoe back to the kitchen, climb up on the stool, and whisper to Al, “It’s okay, she’s still breathing.”
Al was our miniature pet turtle who lived in a clear plastic tureen of water with a dwarf palm tree in the center. He’d pop out his tiny spotted head and we’d have long, meaningful conversations. Al was a stunning listener. When my turtle mysteriously vanished from his dish one morning, never to be seen again, there was no longer anyone to confide in, and my house felt gravely lonely. I searched every corner of our apartment but never did find out what happened to Al.
When my mother got a new boyfriend sometimes she wouldn’t come home all night. On New Year’s Eve she found a couple of babysitters in the classifieds, and she and I went for a long drive, deep into the San Fernando Valley.
My sitters were a pair of white-haired spinster sisters trying to make a little extra cash on the side. I don’t remember their names, but the older of the two was blind, half deaf, and bedridden. Her stagnant room was decked out like a hospital, rigged with an IV, oxygen tanks, and an assortment of walking aids. I could smell the piney scent of disinfectant mingled with the distinct odor of stale urine. Her short-tempered sister was the reluctant nursemaid, and also hard of hearing. She spoke to me in a blaring screech that hurt my sensitive ears. They were an interesting duet, but it was not the ideal environment for a five-year-old. The plan was for me to stay overnight, and my mother would collect me in the morning. We watched the entire New Year’s Day parade on their black-and-white Philco, and my mom still hadn’t called or shown up. I could sense the woman was becoming agitated.
“Where is your mother?” she snarled. “Ya know, I can’t have you here all day!”
She’d been had, and I had the familiar feeling my mother wasn’t coming back. The weary old girl had her hands full changing bedpans and IVs, and now she had a child to wrangle with.
For the next few days while she ate Swanson TV dinners, she fed me a diet of canned beans and cornflakes. She also took to pulling me around the house by my hair. I’d complain, “Ouch, you’re pulling my hair”.
She’d snap back, “I’m not pulling your hair, dearie; you’re just trying to get away.”
I tried standing perfectly still, but I’m certain she was yanking my locks on purpose.
After trying to figure out what to do with me, the three of us packed into their old model tanker, oxygen rig in tow. The old nags dropped me off at MacClaren Hall, a kiddy pokey for lost ragamuffins and unwanted waifs.
I didn’t miss staying with the crusty sisters. I was happy back in a dormitory just like at Mrs. March’s, with rows of iron beds and other children to play with. Unlike at my mother’s house, the mornings were cheerful, no dark closets, tiptoeing, or monitoring for vital signs. There was a routine, a reassuring, comforting order. After chores the children would line up single file and march off to the dining hall. Aluminum platters heaped with warm scrambled eggs and stacks of buttered toast were served on long tables. The afternoons passed happily in the dayroom with cupboards of old toys and well-loved dolls. I wanted to stay there forever.
Late one night I was awakened abruptly, dressed, and taken down a long corridor to the admissions office because someone had come to see me. Waiting in reception was a radiant blond woman dressed in a black overcoat and stiletto high heels. I could smell her powdery Shalimar perfume all the way down the hall. The lady had a gentle smile, and was holding out a brand-new baby doll. This charismatic creature was my eccentric maternal grandmother.
At forty-nine she was still a stunning dish, with flawless powder-puff skin and luminous green eyes. Her glossy black ’55 Lincoln was waiting out front for my getaway.
Her name was Evelyn, but for an unknown reason I called her Mimi. Throughout the rest of my life, Mimi would be my guardian angel. I never knew how she found me, but from that moment on, she was always there to rescue me.
Mimi lived with my grandfather Albert in a stately residence in the Hollywood flatlands. Al was a towering, blond German with two missing fingers who played the boogie-woogie like he’d invented it. I’d sit on his lap while he played, and it felt like the piano was about to take to the air. He’d make the whole house rock with his soulful music. Albert Newman played with the big-band leaders Abe Lyman and Phil Harris. He also orchestrated films at RKO and 20th Century-Fox for the likes of Al Jolson, Fred Astaire, and Bing Crosby. My grandparents’ home was always filled with music and parades of actors. I remember being mesmerized by gangster matinee idol George Raft, who I’m sure charmed the panties off all the pretty girls of his time. He had an elegant, impeccable style with a delightful glint of danger in his eyes…. one of the original Hollywood bad boys. The first time I encountered Mr. Raft was during breakfast with my grandparents at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel coffee shop. I fell in love with a life-sized stuffed standard poodle in the gift display that was big enough to ride. Mimi said I couldn’t have the pooch, but Mr. Raft plucked the dog from the counter and set the furry black hound in my arms. After that morning he never came to visit without a gracious gift in hand.
The Marx Brothers were regular visitors, and I called each one “Uncle.” Harpo was my favorite. Once I was backstage with my grandparents at one of their charity revues when Harpo picked me up and perched me on his lap. As he was speaking with my grandfather I noticed something curious about his hair. There were odd metal pins peeking out from his temples. I gently tugged at a section of curls and the whole curly wig slipped off in my hand. He looked as surprised as I was.
“Oh no, don’t do that,” he whispered, then swiftly slipped the wig back in place. Harpo and Chico would pretend to fight over which one of them would marry me when I grew up. After serious deliberation I realized it was only fair to choose uncle Harpo, as he’d been the one who had asked me first. My future was secure: When I was old enough I’d become Mrs. Harpo Marx.
My Mimi had a romantic nature, and a high sense of drama. She was a gifted healer and an amazingly accurate psychic. She taught me the mysteries of numerology, palm reading, and how to interpret the Tarot cards. She once solemnly confided that we were from another planet, which I never questioned. We often went for long drives in the country and stopped in fragrant orange groves to picnic on lemon tarts and fresh raspberries. She read and recited poetry to me in her loving, soothing tone. My favorite was “The Dandelion.”
Oh Dandelion yellow as gold, what do you do all day?
I just sit here in the tall green grass ’til my hair grows old and gray.
Dandelion, what do you do when your hair turns long and white?
I sway in the tall green grass ’til the children come to play.
They pick me up in their little hands and blow my hair away.
Her words were like pictures that came to life. I lived each and every story, and loved the lilt of the rhyme. She knew the names of every blossom and flower of the wayside, and our special favorite was the delicate face of the pansy. Mimi loved Mozart and Chopin, but most of all she relished the quiet. Usually after my grandfather left for the movie studio, we’d get ready to go on one of our dreamy little outings. One morning I was so excited to go, I was bouncing on her white silk sofa like a whirling dervish. When I ignored her requests to settle down, she sighed, put her hand to her heart, and fell dead to the carpet. She definitely had my attention. I leaped off the couch, leaned over her still body, and whispered, “Mimi, Mimi.” I tugged on her hand, but she was lifeless. I thought I had killed her. I quickly turned on my Cinderella record player and put on the yellow vinyl “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairies.” I turned the volume too high, and danced around her still body Isadora Duncan style, hoping to revive her. I believed classical music had something to do with heaven and would bring her back to life. After several airy pirouettes and graceful leaps, my appeal was heard, and she miraculously awoke, and all was forgiven. Mimi was a dramatic as she was original.
Mimi enrolled me in the Beverly Hills Catholic School, where I learned to spell Catherine, and got to play the part of an angel in the Christmas play. I instantly loved Catholic school. I liked the clear, crisp order, and I finally knew what was expected of me. I was born with an overdose of spirituality, and at the school it was revealed in living color: The Holy Spirit wasn’t just in my head, he lived here. I loved the sacred splendor of the church and felt a deep affinity with the blessed weeping statues of Jesus and the Virgin. I was in awe of the Father, the Son, and Holy Ghost, and mesmerized by halos, holy water, the crucifix, and the taking of sacrament. I wanted to be a nun like the mother superior, wearing the golden wedding band and flowing hallowed habit. When I grew up I wanted to be married to Jesus.
I hadn’t seen or heard from my mother in almost two years, not since the day she dropped me off with the old girls in the San Fernando Valley. Meanwhile, she’d remarried and given birth to a new baby. One day, without warning, Diana decided it was time to reclaim me. Most likely she wanted me back because she needed someone to look after her newborn. My Mimi didn’t give me up without a fight. They each grabbed one of my limbs and pulled me like a tug-of-war rope in and out of the front door. In the midst of the jumble, neither of them realized they were about to yank my arms clean out. Mimi finally lost her grip, and my mother dragged me off to the car shouting, “You’re never going to see this child again!”
In my eyes Mimi was my mother. Living with Diana was lonely, and I was afraid of her. The thought of never seeing Mimi again was shattering, but I got in the car without a peep.
Diana’s new husband, Jack, was a good-looking twenty-three-year-old kid from a well-to-do family in Beverly Hills. I didn’t know much about him, except that he drove a fancy English sports car called a Doretti and worked as a salesman at his parents’ car dealership in Beverly Hills. I think he also sold marijuana as a sideline. He seemed to be a bit of a beatnik, and just adventurous enough to be attracted to Diana’s dangerous flame. My mother demanded I address her new groom as “Uncle Daddy,” but there was something about that dismal title that stuck in my throat like a soiled mop. I barely knew this man; he wasn’t my uncle or my daddy. I had to close my eyes and make myself invisible just to utter the cryptic words.
•
I was only seven years on the earth and had already lived in six different extraordinary environments… and had two fathers. First it was bedlam at my real dad’s house on Ozeta Terrace, then the boarding school with the cadaverous Mrs. March. There was my stint with Diana in Hollywood, and on to the old babysitting bats in the valley. MacClaren Hall was most comforting, but Mimi and Al were my first real family. Now all of a sudden I had a new uncle and was responsible for my infant brother.
In short time I learned to change diapers, sterilize bottles, and feed a baby. Except for the routine care, Diana and Uncle Daddy appeared to love their new son. They coddled, pampered, and cooed over little Scot, and rarely went anywhere without taking him along. As for me, I felt like an apparition from a distant past. My mother barely acknowledged my presence, and rarely fed me. Uncle Daddy was nice enough, but he never stepped in between me and my mother. When she was sleeping I’d feed myself from the sugar bowl, being careful not to have too much, so she would not notice it was gone. She again took to tying me in a chair or locking me in the bedroom before leaving the house. For a bit of company I talked to my doll, who had matted brown curls and an understanding expression. I’d tell her, “When I grow up I’m going to have a baby and treat it really good.” The doll stared back like she was absorbed in every word. I was sure she could hear me, and thought there must be a secret doll pact where they weren’t allowed to speak.
One night after my parents left the house I heard a light tap on my bedroom window, and a familiar voice whispering outside: “It’s Mimi, love.”
It was my grandmother… she’d waited down the block till the coast was clear, and risked the wrath of Diana to see me. Mimi was the only human I’d ever felt an attachment to, and the only one who showed me softness. Just the sound of her gentle voice put my confused heart at ease. She brought me peanut butter sandwiches and a package of fluffy pink Hostess snowballs that she passed under the slightly opened window. From then on my grandparents came on a regular basis. Mimi would bring food and talk with me from the bushes while my grandfather kept watch at the driveway. That’s how I got to see my grandparents: secretively, through a crack in the window.
My mother’s second marriage was not unlike the previous disaster with my real father. In the beginning their marriage looked like a slice of American pie. Diana and Jack were a glamorous couple with a new baby, a new house, a white Chrysler Imperial convertible in the driveway, and Uncle Daddy started a thriving car dealership of his own. My mother could have lived the life of Riley, but as usual there was trouble in paradise. It was the same constant conflict and late-night brawls as at my real father’s house. Diana was never content until she’d dissected and destroyed everything in her reach.
One night Uncle Daddy awoke from a deep sleep and found that Diana was not in their bed, or anywhere else in the house. The next night he lay in wait and discovered that his dauntless young bride had actually been dosing his Merlot with knockout pills, then slipping out for the night. As bewitching and beautiful as she appeared, Jack was no match for my untamed mother. Their ill-fated union lasted less than four years.
We made a hasty retreat from prestigious Brentwood back to Hollywood, and the three of us settled into a two-story Craftsman house on Harriet Street, a block below Sunset.
Our mother still slept till the crack of noon or later, and kept the phone off the hook. It was my post to keep our house clean, and to make sure my four-year-old brother didn’t make a peep. If Scot made the slightest sound that woke her I’d be in double trouble.
At eleven years old I was already a gangly five-foot-six inches, with long blond hair and no perception of my blossoming allure. My mother regularly reproached me: “Just look at yourself! How could you have come from me?”
I was sorry to be such an unsatisfactory burden to her, but unfortunately that was something neither of us had the power to change.
Diana was a fascinating dichotomy. Besides her obvious outward beauty and reckless charm, she was a gifted writer, a sultry singer, and she played an array of instruments. She even recorded a bluegrass album for Elektra Records. She was also a talented artist who could meticulously copy any piece of art to the letter. She would have made a brilliant forger. Everything she attempted seemed to come effortlessly and turn out flawless. She was also shockingly selfish and rarely spoke without mean-spirited sarcasm.
My mother was a true narcissist and often almost psychotic. Her drug addiction didn’t help matters. She downed hefty doses of upper, downers, and any kind of painkillers she could get her hands on. I don’t think I ever saw her when she wasn’t under the influence of some nerve-deadening narcotic. She called her poison “vitamins,” and kept her stash in an orderly antique black doctor’s bag.
Along with my mother’s other numerous talents, she was also an industrious cat burglar who believed anything and everything was hers for the taking. She would peruse the obituaries, then case the addresses of the deceased. In the late night Miss Diana would take me and my little brother along as accomplices. She’d look for unlocked windows and boost me or Scot up into the casements of strange houses so we could get in and unlock the doors. While our mother pillaged the residences for antiques and other items of value, one of us kept a lookout. She even carried off the glass doorknobs and lighting fixtures. She would have taken the crown molding if she could have got to it. When she got what she had come for we would help her load her car with the spoils. There wasn’t any doubt in my mind that what we were doing was wrong, but it was out of the question to question my mother. While touring the 160-room historic Winchester House in San Jose, she actually lifted the lace Victorian linens clean off the bed. She also pillaged any unsecured garage, and had no ethics when she had access to someone’s medicine cabinet. My mother was a brazen bandit.
Aside from her lawless ways, I was mystified by Diana’s attractiveness and accomplishments. I thought she was the all-knowing goddess, and was both in awe and afraid of her. Perhaps I wasn’t as pretty or as clever as she, but she did her best to make sure I wouldn’t catch up. She dressed me in ungainly, oversized hand-me-downs, and my only pair of shoes looked like prewar issue. Each week Diana would check the lumpish heels to make sure they were wearing exactly in the middle. If the rear of the heel showed the least bit of wear to the side, she’d say I walked like “the low class,” and threatened to give the ugly clown-toed oxfords to a girl who was more appreciative, a girl who knew how to walk like a young lady. Besides the shoe ordinance, there was to be no sweating, audible breathing, or speaking unless spoken to allowed in her presence. I was now also to address her as “ma’am.”
There were frequent all night parties at our house on Harriet, and you could just about suffocate in the clouds of marijuana. Sometimes my mother and her arriving passengers would brew up a musty-smelling, deep kettle of psychedelic peyote buttons, and they’d all trip out till dawn. In the morning our living room looked like the aftermath of the Civil War, with bodies crashed out wherever they fell.
Occasionally one of the party suspects would stumble into my bedroom for a late night chat. I’d awake to some would-be pervert trying to stroke my hair in the dark while whispering sexual indecencies close to my ear. The notion of oral copulation gave me the creeps; surely no one actually did anything as wicked as that. There was one wanton maniac who was most persistent, and professed his insane love for me, vowing to wait till I was ready. Ready for what? I had no idea what anyone was talking about, and thankfully managed to fend off their twisted desires.
Although my mother never once said she loved me or touched me without rage, I wasn’t deterred. I never stopped trying to win her affection. I kept our house immaculate, washed and ironed her clothes, and had her coffee ready when she woke up in the afternoon. Still, no matter how hard I tried to please her, she either shunned or scorned me.
I had a glimmer of hope when she admired an extravagant inkwell at a ritzy antique shop on Melrose Avenue. Each day while she was sleeping, I’d take little Scot and canvass our neighborhood. I’d ask the neighbors if I might wash their dishes, polish their cars, or rake their leaves, anything I could do to earn forty dollars and procure that inkwell. I thought giving her something so grand would surely soften her bitterness and magically make her love me. I saved the whole summer long, hiding the singles and multitude of silver change in a cigar box under my bed. I was joyous just imagining how impressed she might be with her industrious daughter.
I finally earned the ransom, and wrapped the bronze cast in white stationery paper and tied it with a single strand of pink ribbon.
Usually when Diana woke up I’d shudder with dread. She’d shout “Catherine!” at the top of her lungs like Satan had risen and I’d rush up the stairs with a peace offering cup of coffee. She liked her brew extra sweet, laden with cream, and I’d deliver it to her bed while she interrogated me like a provoked drill sergeant.
”What have you been doing, where is your brother, have you cleaned the house?”
Today she’d have a special surprise. I set the tray with her coffee, and my devoted offering, on the edge of her bed and waited with hopeful anticipation. Diana unwrapped my package like it was drenched in cooties.
“How did you get this?”
I explained how I’d worked all summer while she was sleeping, and earned the money for it. There was a silent pause, and then her words of wisdom hit me like a crashing wave.
“That’s nice Catherine, but here’s a lesson for you: Love cannot be bought.”
My mother was relentless. I had tried everything I knew to get her attention and win her love. But she was right: I’d resorted to bribery.
Another of Diana’s odd eccentricities was that she’d go on mysterious little trips. I never knew when she was leaving or when she was coming home. I’d wake up in the morning and she’d be long gone. No note, no nothing but some leftover food in the fridge. She’d often be gone for an entire week, leaving us alone…and me to take care of my three-year-old brother. I’d become accustomed to the unpredictable, but not knowing where she was or if she was ever coming back was unsettling. I was use to taking care of Scot and looking after our house, but during one of her jaunts I had a scary accident. I was making Scot’s breakfast and used the iron skillet that Diana stored bacon fat in on the stove. The fat got too hot and was beginning to smoke, so I pushed the pan to the back burner. As I moved it the grease took on a life of its own and jumped out of the pan in one big surge. The smoking fat hit me plumb in the face, and I heard my flesh sizzling like fresh bacon. I covered my face with a dishcloth, but when I took the towel away half of my skin went with it. The next day my whole face had puffed up like charred marshmallows. It blistered into alarming crispy black puffs all over my face, and there was no way to hide it. I wasn’t as worried about myself as I was about what Diana would do when she saw me. I looked like a serious burn victim, but when she got home she barely noticed. All she said was, “I want to know why God punished you.” This was my mother.
We lived just a block away from the West Hollywood elementary school. My mother was never up early enough to register me, so I took it upon myself to enroll in fifth grade. One afternoon during recess I fell on the playground and felt a painful snap at my wrist. The school nurse thought my arm might be broken and sent me home with a note recommending I be taken to see a doctor. My mother was infuriated by the letter.
“How dare you complain at school! God is punishing you because you don’t deserve to go to school.”
Diana was hardly a religious woman, but she used God to disguise her unwavering meanness. Whenever I was sick or got hurt she’d tell me to think about why God was punishing me. I didn’t believe God was punishing me; I knew it was her.
I’d been blessed with vivid spiritual dreams since I was old enough to remember. I once dreamed I was sitting by a river talking with Jesus. He held my hand and gently placed something in my palm. It was a simple golden key. Jesus didn’t say what it was for, but I intrinsically sensed he was entrusting me with something powerful. It was my sacred dreams that gave me an inner peace, and the strength to deflect Diana’s caustic daggers. I continue to carry the golden key, and it’s never let me down.
By nightfall my limb and fingers had swollen into an aching shade of blue and throbbed to the rhythm of my heart. Still she refused to even look, maintaining there was nothing wrong with my arm. I asked her permission to soak it in water.
“Yes you may, after you’ve finished doing the ironing.”
A week later, when I hadn’t returned to school, two policemen and a gent from the health department came banging on our front door. I peeked out and whispered, “My mother’s sleeping.”
“Well then, we’ll go wake her up,” they said pushing past me.
The idea of uniformed policemen tromping up to my mother’s bedroom just couldn’t happen. I quietly spoke, “No, wait here, I’ll get her.”
I tiptoed up the old staircase that always creaked when I was trying to be quiet, and stood close to her creamy, tucked-satin headboard. She was as still as death, with her heavy black eyeliner smudged and caked from the night before. She looked mean even in her sleep. I got up my courage: “Mother, the police are here.”
I thanked Jesus that she hadn’t heard me, and stood like a trapped mouse trying to think of an escape. The police were downstairs in our living room because of me; my life was definitely about to be over. I couldn’t bring myself to wake the rage, so I crept back down the stairs, deciding to tell the cops she wasn’t home. As luck would have it, a friend of my mother’s and one of my midnight suitors, Richard, had stopped by, and was chatting with the sheriffs. I don’t know what he said, but the officials left without further ado.
Her friend Richard was a nightclub owner. I’m guessing he was in his twenties, or maybe early thirties. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, skinny as a beanpole with curly brown hair, and pleasant enough. He lived in Hollywood not far from our house, and tooled around town in a silver Austin Healy. Aside from his ill fetish for schoolgirls he seemed genuinely concerned about my arm. I disregarded his prior late-night indiscretions and was thankful to be going to a doctor. He packed m into his two-seater and, at his own expense, took me to his personal physician.
Dr. Pobiers in Beverly Hills took some X-rays, and sure enough it was broken to the bone and already beginning to mend. It was too swollen to put in a cast and would have to be kept on ice overnight, till the swelling came down. It was clearly something Diana wasn’t about to do, so it was Richard’s lucky day; he was free to take his jailbait back to his bachelor pad, no questions asked. He made up a bed for me on his couch and gently wrapped my arm in ice compresses throughout the night.
The next day the doctor patched my arm in fresh white plaster. I was proud of my chalky white cast. It reinforced that I wasn’t delusional, as my mother had maintained. My wrist had definitely been broken, and if it hadn’t been for the luck of Richard, my hand would have mended with a permanent crook.
I continue to stay with my new benefactor, and my mother never even called or questioned where I was.
Richard delighted in taking me shopping for fancy new school dresses, and we exchanged my bumbling brown oxfords for a more stylish pair of pink, feminine flats. We’d go to the movies, cruise the arcade in Santa Monica, play skee-ball…and do anything else an eleven-year-old girl with a cast on her arm wanted to do. He’d drive me to school in the mornings and give me lunch money, a whole dollar, even though the cafeteria meal was only thirty-five cents. At the three o’clock bell Richard would be in front of West Hollywood Elementary, hunkered in his sports car waiting to take me back to his lair. I referred to Richard as my stepfather and thought it was all on the up-and-up. There weren’t any more sexual overtones, at least none I couldn’t avert or make light of. Later, as a grown woman, I recognized that the relationship was hot off the steamy pages of Lolita.
Richard was obsessed with the ocean and owned a forty-seven-foot sailboat that he docked in Marina Del Rey. One day he took me out sailing. He was going to teach me the ropes of high-sea adventure. After a long day of surf and sun, on the way back to Hollywood, I fell fast asleep in the two-seater. I awoke to find a disturbing, rough hand inching its way up my cotton summer dress and getting way too close to my panties. I pushed his hand away. Richard blurted, “Don’t you understand, I’m in love with you!”
He went on to say that we could sail to Tahiti, where it was common for eleven-year-old girls to marry, and that no one would ever find us there. I understood the essence of what he was saying, but couldn’t comprehend the full concept. He was speaking to me like I was a woman, but I hadn’t had enough life experience to understand the emotion behind the words. I was just a kid, and he was scaring me. As a distraction I turned on the transistor radio he had bought me and held it close to my ear. I blew big pink bubbles with the juicy was of Double Bubble in my mouth, trying to pretend this wasn’t happening, but Richard floored the gas pedal.
“Damn you, Catherine, if you don’t put that radio down and listen to me; I’m gonna crash this car straight into a wall. I promise I’ll kill us both!”
I set the radio in my lap and stared out the passenger window while he raved on. The jig was up, he wasn’t my stepfather, and I couldn’t stay at his house anymore. When we came to a stoplight I jumped out of the car in the middle of traffic on Sunset, and ran. I didn’t want to go back to my mother’s house; there had to be someplace to go where someone rational loved me. The only place I could think of was my real father’s house.
I hadn’t seen my father in seven years, since I was four, but still remembered my way to Ozeta Terrace. I walked the Sunset Strip all the way from Beverly Hills, past Doheny, and finally arrived at the big house on top of the hill.
There they were, the same two old Cadillacs still parked in the garage. The grand old Spanish house with its tiled roof, wrought-iron gates, and perfectly manicured rolling front lawn looked just as I’d remembered. I walked the extended brick steps leading to the front door and was greeted by my glamorous Aunt Claire. The statuesque Claire was as always, dressed to attract. She stood in the doorway wearing a figure-hugging calf-length black jersey dress with a single strand of long pearls and a black wide-brim hat with a red silk rose.
Aunt Claire, my dad’s older sister, was one of the many girls who auditioned for the role of Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind. Although she didn’t get the part she did have a speaking cameo with Vivien Leigh. She’s been married to the famous choreographer Busby Berkeley, in addition to having been Miss California. She had also been a Ziegfeld girl who still loved in the old glory days.
“Your father doesn’t live here anymore,” she said. “He’s remarried.”
Still, Claire invited me in and offered to call him at his new home. Nothing in the old house had changed. It was as though time had stood still. My grandparents had bought the house new in 1930, and it had never been redecorated.
I waited in the elegant living room, sitting straight with my feet together on the cushy rose velvet sofa. This beautiful room, with its floor-to-ceiling arched French windows, now had an eerie stillness. The weighty green curtains were drawn and laden with years of dust. The once vivid Deco carpets were worn and fading. Over the fireplace hung a life-sized oil portrait of Claire, which easily could have been mistaken for the beautiful actress Gene Tierney. Below her canvass sat the old mantel clock, gently clicking off the seconds, but the quarter-hour Westminster chimes sounded sorrowful and slightly out of tune. The ebony piano was covered with dusty family pictures and beauty pageant trophies from a happier time. It felt like the place was slowly rotting.
As I gazed at the life-sized portrait of my boyish father in his military school dress uniform I realized he was a mystery to me. I hoped he’d be happy I was here, and wondered, had he missed me as much as I missed him?
My surprise visit had caused a bit of a stir. While Claire frantically tried to locate my dad, I wandered about the house reminiscing about my childhood memories.
I heard a symphony of ticking sounds and traced the clamor down the hall to where my grandparents used to sleep. The room was almost breathing with a profusion of alarm clocks. They were of every ilk and era and covered every flat surface of the room. There were at least a hundred timepieces, all click-clacking in bizarre unison.
There were the old matching high beds, still covered with the same dusty pink embroidered satin coverlets. By the window were two wide chests of drawers, obscured by clocks and separated by the shredding, pale-pink fainting couch.
Since my mother and I left there had been a changing of the guard. My grandfather, Clarence, had died of heart failure and Aunt Claire, having been divorced for the fifth time, had moved back into the house with her son, Blake. Blake was my cousin and we were the same age. We used to play and share the dayroom here when we were toddlers. Like my father, he attended Black Foxe Military Academy, and liked to march around in his dress uniform. Claire still worked as a day player in the movies and employed the clocks to be sure she’s rise for her five A.M. call. She was still wildly eccentric.
I heard the roar of my dad’s ’59 Corvette charging up Ozeta Terrace. For seven child years I had dreamed of this moment. He jumped out of his roadster and squeezed me almost too tight. With tears in his eyes, he gushed, “You’re coming with me. I’m taking you home.”
As he hugged me, I remembered his scent, his hair, his clothes, the smell of his breath. He smelled just the same as when I was a little girl: soft baby powder; engine fumes with a hint of distilled spirits on his lips.
We sped up Mulholland Drive and turned onto a steep hill leading to his home.
“Wait in the car for a minute,” my dad said.
I heard shouting coming from the house. It seemed that he hadn’t mentioned to his wife that I was coming along, and she wasn’t exactly delighted.
Loren was a bit of a plain Jane my dad had dated at Beverly Hills High. When he met my mother he had dropped Loren like a live grenade. After my parents divorced she won him back, but made sure he carried the cross. My existence was a sorry reminder of his early indiscretion and the subject of bitter contention.
What Loren lacked in beauty, she made up for with style and a sarcastic disposition. She was as thin as a rail, with boyish, cropped bleached hair. She wore her crisp white blouse with the collar up and tails tucked neatly into black pencil-leg capris. Spiked Spring-O-Lators slapped against her heels as she paced from the living room to the bar area. She held her Viceroy cigarette at arm’s length and whipped it through the air with an off-with-their-heads manner. I felt like an unwelcome bug politely sipping my ginger ale while they downed cocktails in their spacious, modern living room. Loren patronizingly addressed me as “dear.” She scrutinized my face with a forced smile.
“You look just like your mother, dear.”
Then my father drunkenly blurted, “Your mother was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life.”
As that little gem fell from my father’s lips, Loren lost her cool.
“Sheeee’s the most beautiful? How dare you!” She shrieked. Loren flung her dry martini in my father’s besotted face, and they wrestled to the floor. Whatever fantasies I had had over the past seven years of living with my dad were gone, out the window. After the scuffle Loren said that if my dad wanted me here so badly, we could sleep together in the guest bedroom. Loren stormed into the guestroom off the hall, and began making up the double bed in silent fury. As she shook out the pink top sheet it billowed with air and landed neatly on the mattress. Holy Mary, was I really going to have to sleep with my father tonight? At the last minute my dad, who was still drinking, thankfully said, “Come on, we’re getting out of here.”
Instead of the Corvette my dad was going to take the Cadillac in the garage. Loren chased after us and screamed, “You are not taking my car!”
She flung her body in front of the opened driver’s side door, and the next thing I knew her fingers were smashed in the slamming door. She sadly held out her crushed, bleeding fingers, screaming, “And don’t even think about coming back here with her.”
We ended up taking the Corvette and my tipsy dad sped down Mulholland as if the cops were chasing us. I was terrified as we slid around tight curves with the tires squealing. My dad, being a race-car driver, used only the high gears to slow us down, and I felt my body pressing hard against the passenger door from the speed and the force of the narrow corners.
“Forget about her,” he slurred. “I have some nice friends in San Francisco, you wanna drive up there with me?”
At this point I wanted to be anywhere but in a race car with my dad, who was swigging Jack Daniel’s straight from the bottle.
“I don’t think I’d better,” I squeaked.
He seemed a bit miffed, but after a hair-raising ride, I was thankfully back at Ozeta Terrace, and my dad disappeared back into the night.
My Aunt Claire was already waiting at the front door.
“So how was it, how was seeing your father?”
I didn’t bother to commiserate with her. The evening was really nothing out of the ordinary for my family; this was how they related to each other. It didn’t really matter how anyone felt or was affected; I came from a family of self-centered egomaniacs. Everyone else, including myself, was like a prop, a mirror to reflect bad behavior.
“He was fine,” I sighed, and left it at that.
Through her glory years my Aunt Claire had amassed a plethora of sundries, extravagant costumes, and endless beautiful accessories. There were so many shoes and dresses that she had turned three entire bedrooms into walk-in closets. Two rooms were wall-to-wall clothes racks with aisles of silky gowns, furs, and extraordinary vintage dresses. Each piece was meticulously tagged and labeled from the 1930s to the present. Another room was floor-to-ceiling with barely worn shoes and period hats, mostly from Bullock’s Wilshire, and all in their original vintage boxes. It was like the choicest wardrobe section at Hollywood’s Western Costume. Through the mothball sachets you could still smell the powdery perfume and faded glamour. This wondrous old home was once filled with life and dreams. Now it was only my old grandmother Helen with a touch of Alzheimer’s, my fading Aunt Claire and her son, Blake, marching aimlessly in his military attire.
I slept that night in the room with the clatter of the clocks, and to this day I can’t sleep with a timepiece within earshot.
In the morning Claire drove me back in her 1949 classic black Cadillac. It was four blocks back to my mother’s house.
“You’re supposed to be living with your mother,” she said. “Now go home.”
In the few months I’d been away, things had changed on Harriet Street. It was 1961, and Diana had fallen back in love; this time she had found herself a charismatic folk singer. He was part of a successful folk group of the early sixties. The group was flying high on several gold records, and was a sellout all their venues, including the Hollywood Bowl.
He was handsome, tall and lanky with magnetic elegance and charm to spare. My mother actually seemed to soften under his melodic spell. He serenaded her with his original and Spanish love songs, and kept her days and nights occupied between the sheets. Diana was completely absorbed in her new traveling minstrel, and in short time our house turned into a happening folk hangout. Everyone from a young Leon Russell to Glen Campbell crossed our threshold. The big, burly Hoyt Axton wrote his hit song “Greenback Dollar” in our living room, and we even had a full-on bluegrass band, the Dillards, camp out in our house for over a month. Our two-story Craftsman house rang with amazing music and exotic drugs late into the dawn. I was relieved when we had company, as it averted Diana’s tyrannical focus away from me.
Even though my bleak circumstances had slightly improved, Mitch Jayne, the bass fiddle player for the Dillards, was sufficiently concerned with the way my parents treated me to come up with a plan to rescue me. His wife and daughter lived in Missouri, and he was simply going to put me on a plane and send me to live with his family in secret. We were actually about to go through with the crazy plot. To introduce myself I wrote his wife a letter of gratitude and hid it under my mattress. The next day when I went to mail it, it had disappeared. My heart almost stopped on the spot. My mother found the letter and that was the end of that. The Dillards moved on.
We’d moved into the early sixties, and although we were comfortable enough, my mother still had very strange notions about nutrition. Basically, the food in our house was only for her, and she’d beat us to bruises if we dared to touch it. She had a refrigerator chock full with rotting morsels, but my brother Scot and I were not allowed to partake until the food became unrecognizable with mold and frothy decay. She hoarded perishables in her bedroom, and kept two special cupboards in the kitchen. One was her personal reserve, emblazoned with a wrathful sigh warning my brother and me: “Keep your fucking hands out.” The shelf for us was sparsely stocked with surplus canned food and an occasional package of Saltine crackers, and even then we had to ask permission to open a tin. Diana was, however, quite generous with the Tabasco sauce. She kept a foreboding bottle in plain view on the sill above the sink. She called the hot sauce “lie medicine.” Whenever she suspected a falsehood or disrespect, my brother or I would have to serve ourselves a red-hot spoonful. If we were out of pepper sauce, a swig of dishwashing liquid would suffice. The same rule also applied to our dog, Tolly. Diana kept the wolfhound bound to a chair, with a foot long tether. The dog was as thin as a corpse and only got enough dry rations to keep her alive. She also wasn’t allowed water because she’d pee in the house. I felt sorry seeing our dog suffer, and I’d secretly feed her when my mother was sleeping. For me, I basically survived on pinching Hershey bars from the candy display at Turner’s liquor store on Sunset.
You’d never know by looking at the folk singer’s handsome face, but his dark side surpassed even my mother’s. He preferred psychological to physical abuse. His crazy tortures were far more sophisticated and carefully thought out. One night he sat me down and made me stare close into his eyes without looking away. After the first half hour his face would appear to contort and morph into scary-looking demons. With his eyes locked and piercing deeply into mine, he’s say chilling thing to me: “I have the power to take you to places you’ve never imagined; I can show you the deepest depths, the darkest corners of hell.” And I believed him. He had several sadistic rituals that came from out of the blue. Sometimes he’s have me or my brother lean against a wall, bearing all our weight on one finger until it ached like fire, or he’d have us stand on one leg till it got so tired we’d fall to the floor.
One night he told me, “Get in the car, we’re going for a ride.”
It was rare that I went anywhere with the dark duo, and wondered, where could we be going? We drove way past Hollywood, deep into the barrio. When we got to the dilapidated depths of downtown Los Angeles and hit the railroad yard, he stopped the car and my mother simply told me to get out. They then drove off, leaving me on a dark and desolate road next to the train tracks. There was no one around but a few drunken bums teetering in the distance, and I was terrified. It wasn’t just that my parents had left me there; I was just a little girl, only eleven years old and completely vulnerable to the perilous elements.
Down the road I saw a cluster of friendly bushes, a small bit of sanctuary to hide myself in. I didn’t know what to do except stay out of sight and wait for the sun to rise. I worried that the local drunken derelicts would spot me and maybe kidnap me, or worse. Hours later I saw Diana and her folk singer circling the block, and I ran from the brush waving my arms. I don’t know why they came back for me. Maybe they hoped I’d just disappear but then thought better of it. Maybe it was their twisted way of showing me the grim alternative, and how grateful I should be that they were kind enough to let me live in their house.
We got back to Harriet Street around midnight and the folk singer brought out the Bible. He turned to the Book of Ruth and instructed me to read it, and then to write a thesis on Ruth’s life. When that was finished I was to write a paper about my loving, devoted family, about how fortunate I was to have one. Before they went off to bed my mother gave me one of her Dexamil uppers, and watched to make sure I swallowed it.
The Book of Ruth was a story of obedience, piety and sacrifice. It wasn’t an easy read. I also had to keep in mind the spin of what they wanted me to write. By the time I finished Ruth and the two essays I could see the dawn light from the window. I felt flibberty from the Dexamil, but it was time to get ready for school.
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