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Prologue
I sat on the edge of a bed in a cheap Los Angeles hotel, two thousand seven hundred miles away from my home in Philadelphia, armed with the uneasy realization that in a couple of hours my life might be changed forever.
And what was my biggest concern?
How did I look and what should I wear.
Shallow wench.
Disgusted with myself, I got up and paced back and forth all agitated until finally settling on a black t-shirt, tight faded jeans, and stiletto heeled boots.
Perfect. From a few feet away, I could pass for thirty.
Make that thirty-five.
Oh, alright. Thirty-seven.
In candlelight.
Hey, the venue would be dark so I would be fine.
Yeah, right. Like I really believed that. And fine was not a word in my vocabulary.
I was in California because my eighteen-year-old daughter, Gracie, and seventeen-year-old son, Dylan, were bassist and drummer respectively for The Phil Klein Rock and Roll School All-Stars. Through a genius business move on Phil’s part, twelve of his best kids were invited to play on The Jagged Edge Tour with major rock acts on a twenty-one day jaunt across America. It took a lengthy and heated discussion with my husband where he vacillated between asking “Are you insane?” to begrudgingly admitting that I had a point before eventually, half-heartedly agreeing to the idea of me tagging along as their chaperone .
“I hope you know what you are doing, Annie,” he sighed. “Gracie isn’t exactly going to be thrilled by this news.”
Well, my husband called that one right. My daughter’s boyfriend, Michael, was also part of Phil’s All-Star team and she considered the tour a glorified romantic tryst until I announced my plans. Like her dad, she tried desperately to talk me out of it, but got nowhere. I might have imagined myself to be a cool and collected hipster, but in truth I was a neurotic who worried non-stop about her children from the minute they were born. This was not only going to be their first lengthy time away from home, the conditions were extenuating. While the headliners on the Jagged Edge Tour would be boarding private planes or limos to get from destination to destination, Rock School would be roughing it on the road by bus. To add to the fun, the routing was all skewed so there would be a few nights where we’d have no hotel or showers, at the mercy of one sole Porta-Potty.
But, it wasn’t just fear that fueled my decision. There was another reason for me to be on that tour…one much more complex and diabolical.
I checked myself out in the mirror again and applied a thick layer of lipstick, decided the result resembled a botched collagen injection, then wiped it all off with a tissue which I tossed in hoop shot fashion toward the trashcan It ended up on the carpet, nowhere close. I rolled my eyes and bent down to pick it up, praying I wouldn’t throw my back out.
Middle age really sucked. I had a hard time even saying those words let alone realizing they referred to me.
My husband wasn’t a bit concerned with getting older. He laughingly made jokes about how his receding hairline and love of fried foods had morphed him into Homer Simpson. Whatever. He still looked good to me.
I just didn’t know if I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.
We were drifting apart and I couldn’t even pinpoint a specific reason—on some days, I blamed it on the fact that circumstances had forced us into an early marriage and we grew up in different directions; on other days I was positive I was a stark raving menopausal lunatic and whatever problems we had were in my head only, all my fault, and would end once my raging hormones quieted down. But, there were other things, minor ripples in our relationship, which gave me pause. It made me sad that he was a brilliant musician who no longer played his guitar, preferring to sit mindlessly in front of the television instead. It was painful to listen to him rage against anything modern, technology or otherwise, while I not only embraced new trends, I was under the delusional impression that I remained an innovator.
Yeah, an innovator who needed bifocals to read a menu and a gynecologist who gave her an evil smirk while he scribbled out a prescription for a colonoscopy when he looked at her date of birth. Okay, I could deal with the physical stuff. The hardest thing to take was whenever I attempted to have a conversation with my kids about anything even remotely interesting, they acted as if I were invisible.
How did that happen? I was part of the baby boomer generation who were never supposed to grow old, wasn’t I?
No, I was part of the generation who hoped they died before they got old. Only what a huge crock that turned out to be. I neither wanted to die nor grow old, but there was nothing I could do to stop either.
Well, I wouldn’t get any older if I died, but still.
I took a deep breath and stared at the travel clock ticking on the nightstand. Six PM. Sound check was almost over and Gracie and Dylan would be wondering where I was. They probably wanted to grab a light dinner before the show. Okay then. It was time to face the music. The irony of that phrase was not lost on me and I laughed, or should I say cackled, out loud.
Oh, I was a monster. I deserved to be given a life sentence chained to a chair and forced to watch the twenty-four hour Martha Stewart Show network.
Because when I told my family I was on the tour to chaperone, it wasn’t quite the whole story, which is where the complex and diabolical stuff came in.
Headlining Jagged Edge was the great love of my life, the almost laughably stereotypical man I let get away.
I would be seeing him that night for the first time in almost thirty years. My kids were one of his opening acts, which he had no way of knowing because they were billed as the Phil Klein Rock School All-Stars. Even if that weren’t the case, they had unrecognizable surnames so there would be no way in hell he’d be able to put two and two together.
I trembled at the thought of his initial reaction. Would he be thrilled or simply shocked? He probably thought I dropped off the face of the earth in 1977.
I didn’t want to think about the possibility that he might not remember me at all.
Chapter One
The first time John and I had a real conversation was when we were both seventeen-year-old high school seniors. He came to our house as an alleged favor for my father. When I opened the front door and let him in, I went into immediate fantasy mode.
“Mommy, how did you meet Daddy?” I had a vision of a pretty five-year-old with long soft ringlets like John’s.
“He came over to the house to sell your grandfather a nickel bag of pot, sweetheart.”
“Oh, that silly Pop-pop,” she giggled.
“Hey, Annie, how’s it going?” John brought me back to earth and I mumbled, “Great, just great,” which came out sounding fairly normal considering I was hyperventilating. When I asked, “Can I hang up your coat?” and went to grab it, I missed and stumbled forward. John caught me by the arm.
“You okay?”
No. I was clearly dying. Couldn’t he see that?
“Yeah, yeah, of course. Nice move, huh.”
“Very.” He slipped out of his green army jacket and handed it to me with a grin. I shivered. John looked like Micky Dolenz of the Monkees. Back then, before John would ironically introduce me to British rock and blues, I thought the Monkees were cool.
I hung up his coat and we stood around self-consciously for what seemed like an hour without speaking.
“So, what do you want to do after graduation?” I finally blurted. Lovely. Could I possibly be more socially inept? I’d hoped by the time I was this age I would be all cool and sophisticated, but it was just the opposite.
“I’m going out on the road with my band,” he said.
“Your band? Congratulations! What instrument do you play?” Oh my God, I sounded like my mother. What next, I was going to offer him a slice of Sara Lee cheesecake and a glass of milk?
“I play guitar.”
“Hey, so do I! I bet yours is an electric, though,” I said with a wistful smile.
“Of course I have an electric! I mean, come on. What else is there?”
“How about a cheap, no-name acoustic bought from Sears?”
“Nah, really? Is that what you have?” John laughed sympathetically, which unfortunately gave me the confidence to start babbling.
“Yep, that’s my mighty axe, alright. Even better, I have this really swinging ninety-year-old teacher who screams at me for not practicing, even though I do in spite of him laying down rocking stuff like The Girl from Ipanema on me.” I opened my mouth, stuck in my index finger, and made a gagging gesture.
“That’s not such a bad song.” John smiled and leaned up against the wall. He was wearing faded jeans and a Superman t-shirt. “Why don’t you ask your father to buy you an electric guitar? And get another teacher?”
“Please. If it’s not jazz, my father won’t listen. He hates electronic everything.”
I wasn’t exaggerating. His favorite topic was arguing about the electric guitar’s lack of merit in the music world and it made him nastier than usual, as if that were humanly possible.
“Hey, but at least he’s a dope smoking musician. That’s so cool. You wouldn’t want my beer drinking All-American father, that’s for sure. He works in a factory and thinks I should either get a job with him when I graduate in June or enlist. Oh yeah, just what I always wanted to do—be a blue-collar worker or join the Army.” John scowled and looked so unhappy that for once I felt lucky to be in my family instead.
“Oh wow.”
“Exactly. So that’s why my plan is to go on tour with my band after graduation, and if that doesn’t work out, maybe move to Australia.”
“Australia? Why Australia?”
“That’s the happening place right now. A whole bunch of hippie war protesters moved down there to escape the draft in the sixties and now they’ve set up communes for musicians and artists. They live off the land by being organic farmers.”
“Do you know anything about farming?” I asked.
“Not really. Do you?”
“Nope,” I shook my head. Oh, man, I should have said yes, yes I do. Then maybe he’d have issued an invitation to join him. But no, I couldn’t even hold a normal conversation with this person, let alone have an intelligent thought.
“Well, how the fuck hard can it be?” he asked. “You plant a few seeds and vóila! Food!”
Take me with you, I silently pleaded though I knew I was being ridiculous. It was more like it never occurred to me there could be any alternative to college. I just wanted out of my house. Foreign travel was suddenly very alluring and it depressed me to realize it was something I’d never thought of doing. I wondered if I would ever be anything more than a silly child.
“Are you leaving home the minute you graduate, John?”
“If not that night, then the next morning. My old man would croak if he knew.”
“Mine doesn’t care what I do,” I said truthfully. “My father went on the road with a big band when he was sixteen. The fact that I want to go to college means nothing to him. Luckily my grandfather left my mother some money for my education or I’d have been really screwed.”
“You’re leaving right after graduation, too?”
“I wish. I’ll have to endure the summer here probably. But then in September, I’ll be away at school.”
“Oh yeah? Which one?”
“I’m not sure. The acceptance letters don’t go out for another two, three months. What, you haven’t even applied anywhere? I mean…I know about the band and Australia, but just to be on the safe side, you should have a back-up plan, you know?” Truthfully, up until that moment, I equated not wanting to go to college with the dumb kids—the ones who would end up at beauty school or be auto mechanics.
“Nah, it’d be a waste of time and money. I’ve played guitar for ten years and it’s all I ever wanted to do. Be a rock star, that is.”
“That’s so cool,” I gushed.
“I guess. I shouldn’t have said rock star—I’ll be happy just earning a living playing my music. Anyway, what other records do you have, Annie? Name me some more groups you like.”
I had no idea. I mentally raced through the record racks at Woolworth’s.
“I like the Monkees. And the Turtles. And, um….” I panicked because I couldn’t think of anyone else. If it wasn’t jazz or classical, it wasn’t allowed in the house. I would sneak listens to the Beatles only when I knew no one would be home.
“What about Cream? Traffic? Jethro Tull?”
“Who?”
“Oh, The Who are great.” He’d misunderstood me. When I said “Who” I wasn’t talking about the band The Who. Wait. Were they the ones who sang about the deaf, dumb, and blind boy who played pinball? If so, I liked them but I was afraid to elaborate any further and make even more of a fool of myself.
“But, what about Cream? Traffic? You know the bands I’m talking about, right?”
“This is kind of embarrassing, but no. Sorry.” I looked at John helplessly and shrugged.
“Are you serious?” he asked. I guess he was shocked because he was kind of judging a book by its cover. I was an art major hippie chick who dressed all in black and wore her long blonde hair straight and parted in the middle like Michelle Phillips of the Mamas and the Papas. Oh, there was another band I liked. I knew better than to say it, though.
“Yeah, my dad is really anti-rock music. He blames it for all his problems.”
“What do you mean? Hey, is there somewhere we can go and sit down?”
I looked around the empty living room, confused.
“I mean, where we can light up a joint in private.”
“Oh, we can smoke here. My mom is out shopping with my little brother, but it doesn’t matter, my father does it in front of us all the time. He should be home any minute and he’ll be really happy to see you.”
“No kidding. This is great.” He looked at me and smiled with big white teeth, and he was so handsome I couldn’t believe I was alone with him.
I’d only just met John. I mean, I noticed him from the time I was a freshman at peace rallies and other student demonstrations, but he was never in any of my classes, nor did we have any mutual friends until I saw him talking to Jackie, one of the dreaded popular girls in my English class. I forced myself to walk up to her after John sauntered off.
“Hey, Jackie. That guy you were just talking to…”
“Oh, that’s John Hendricks,” she said, patting her hair with manicured fingers. “He always has the best pot.”
“He’s a dealer?”
“Nah, not really. Just a hippie who buys a quarter pound a week and sells three of the ounces to friends so that he gets his ounce for free.”
“Oh, cool. Hey, can you hook me up with him? I’d like to score a nickel bag if he does them.”
There never was a formal introduction. Jackie saw me at the end of the day and John was with her. She’d already laid the groundwork so I gave him my address and he said he’d drop by that night, though I could see he was a little freaked when I asked for two bags—one for me and one for my father.
John sat on the sofa next to me and pulled out two plastic baggies.
“This one is for your dad. Should I just leave it on the table?”
“Nah, he’ll probably accuse me of smoking from it. Wait until he gets home.”
John put my father’s dope back in his pocket but extracted a pack of papers and shook out some pot from the other bag and expertly rolled a joint. He fired it up, took a hit, and passed it to me. I prayed I wouldn’t cough, but of course I did…I almost choked.
“Watch it, this is some strong weed. You okay, Annie?”
“Just peachy.” I gasped.
“So this is really far out, getting high in your parents’ living room. Wow. And a jazz musician father, yet. You’re really lucky.”
“You think so, huh?”
“No, I’m serious. You are. How would you like to be living with Archie Bunker? I’d trade you dads in a minute.”
“Well, my father isn’t working as a musician right now, which is why things are pretty much of a bummer around here. He’s uptight because we’re broke and he had to take a job at Sears Roebuck selling aluminum siding which he complains about on an hourly basis when he’s home.”
John laughed. “That explains the guitar from Sears. Employee discount, huh? How come he isn’t doing music?”
“According to my father, the Beatles killed jazz.”
“Oh, please. I know plenty of people who dig jazz, me included.”
I smiled at him shyly. “Really?”
“Well, yeah. Mainly I love the blues, especially the way the musicians from England interpreted American stuff. Like, Mick Saunders kind of ripped off Muddy Waters and B.B. King, and pretty much Jimmy Page and Jeff Beck and Alvin Lee did the same. I just like their spin on it better because it sounds more rock and roll. But yeah, I can listen to jazz anytime. I’m no snob.”
“I am sad to say I don’t know one name you just mentioned, but that’s because growing up around jazz musicians has taught me one thing—they’re the snobs. They hate all other music and can’t tolerate it to the point of obsession. I think my father is working at Sears because he refuses to play Beatles tunes, even though there’s no fucking way you can deny the beauty of their songwriting. Even Frank Sinatra covered Beatles songs. Or, I could be way wrong and the reason my father isn’t playing his trumpet right now is because of his various habits.”
“Habits? Like what?” John’s eyes widened like a little boy’s. He even seemed a little impressed which gave me the confidence to continue.
“My father has quite an illustrious career in addictions. He’s done smack, cocaine, pills, freeze dried cow udders...”
“Cow udders? You’re joking.”
“Yeah, lame attempt, sorry. But, I know he’s done acid. I overheard him having a bad trip. My mother started yelling at him and I almost peed my pants laughing because you know what all that shouting had to do to someone tripping.”
“Your father trips?” John was beside himself.
“Just that one time, and it scared the shit out of him because he’s such a paranoid to begin with, so now he just smokes pot. That’s probably because he can’t afford anything else. Oh, and he drinks. He probably downs a gallon of cheap wine a day. Maybe more. He gets ugly drunk. And you know he’s got to be pretty bad if other jazz musicians think he’s an addict. But, there are times I love hanging out with him. He tells me all of these old jazz musician stories about doing dope with famous jazz singers and fucking them…it’s insane.” I stopped and took a deep breath. Oh man, I hoped I wasn’t scaring him.
But, John was genuinely interested. He kept looking at me and smiling.
“You’re kidding me. What’s your mother say about that?”
“Well, they’ve basically split up. He’s got an apartment in New York but he comes here to crash when he’s broke. I mean, nobody tells me that or anything, but that’s got to be why he took this emergency gig at Sears.”
“What’s your mom like?”
He even wanted to know about my mother? Heart be still.
“My mom is one of the sweetest, most lovable people on the planet. She’s really crazy, but in a good way—most of the time, that is. All of my friends wish she were their mom. She keeps our door unlocked and lets kids come in our house without even knocking, and they can help themselves to whatever they want in the refrigerator. But, you’ll love this—they have to holler first if they are coming upstairs because she’s really into yoga and stands on her head naked. Ha. You should see your face, John. Total shock. Seriously, she’s pretty cool—I grew up with her nuttiness and I’m used to it. I mean, when I was younger, sometimes I’d get worried or maybe jealous that my friends were coming here to see my mother and not me, but I’m over it. Though I hate it when a stranger eats the last cupcake I was saving.”
John laughed, but he still had this cute look of amazement on his face that a family could be so opposite from his.
“Does she get high, too?”
“No. Like I said, right now she’s really into yoga and she’s on some weird, macrobiotic diet. Well, that’s not entirely true. She eats brown rice and vegetables for dinner and thinks that’s going to erase the damage from the ice cream and potato chips she ate for breakfast. She’s convinced she’s going to die of cancer, so she’s taking all of these preventative measures like eating apricot pits and repeating a mantra under her breath all day about long life. It’s bizarre. I keep telling her, Mom, if you don’t stop worrying about cancer you’re going to end up giving it to yourself.” I shuddered. She really did make me crazy with her cancer talk in spite of my insisting that she stop. She always felt the need to read me articles out loud about various killer forms.
John stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Hey, I believe in things like that. I’d make her stop, too. Why is she so worried about cancer?”
“Her father, brother, and her brother’s daughter—my first cousin Lilly who was my age—all died from it. So she’s terrified it’s genetic.”
I was the opposite of my mother in that regard. I’d learned all about genetics in high school biology and I knew it was the kind of thing that if I obsessed over, I’d drive myself totally berserk. So I avoided all articles, all mentions, and all of my mother’s attempts for discussions on the disease and preferred to think that our family had already had its share of bad luck and would henceforth be immortal.
John was silent for a minute, then started to say something but stopped and shifted gears.
“And you said you have a brother?” He smiled at me and I swooned.
“Yeah, Danny. He’s great. I dress him up like a baby hippie and take him to record stores and coffee houses downtown. You can just tell he’s going to be the world’s coolest kid when he’s older. I feel bad for him, though, growing up without a real father, but my mother more than compensates. My dad ignores him, but he used to ignore me, too. He honestly hasn’t a clue how to be a father and he’s totally uncomfortable around little kids. It wasn’t until I became his pot-smoking partner in crime that the two of us finally became friends.”
John leaned back on the sofa and digested all of the information I was laying on him. I was surprised he didn’t bolt for the door.
Instead he asked, “How old is Danny?”
“Seven. Yeah, I’m his significantly older sister,” I laughed.
John smiled and stretched. I tried not to stare.
“What, they didn’t do it for ten years?” he asked.
“Oh, gross. No, if you must know, Danny was a surprise, just like me. We’re the two bastard children. Oh wait, no, that’s wrong. I was the bastard surprise. They got married after I was already born. Danny is just known as ‘that fucking defective condom’.”
John’s eyes were about as wide as a person’s can get. “I can’t believe your parents tell you this stuff.”
“Well, yeah. You can’t make it up, that’s for sure. Trust me, it gets way worse.”
“Oh man, you have to spill!”
“There’s really not much more to say,” I said, wondering how I could change the subject. But, John wouldn’t let it rest.
“Oh, come on. This is great, Annie. You can’t stop now. How’d your parents meet?”
Trapped like a rat. What choice did I have? If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t have asked, right? Right. I was more than a little uncomfortable that he was doing all of the asking and I was doing all of the answering, but at the same time I was also flattered.
“Okay, okay,” I sighed dramatically. “Let’s go back to my mother. She was a nice Jewish girl from a Russian immigrant family who grew up with a horrible inferiority complex because she had a big nose. When you meet her, you’ll see she’s not ugly at all; she’s kind of neat looking, but she doesn’t believe it.” I looked away because I knew I’d just set myself up for John giving my own nose a once-over.
“She’s still like that, even as an adult?” John seemed puzzled, but judging by what he’d told me about his own father, I figured correctly that his mother was basically an Edith Bunker and physical beauty wasn’t high on her agenda of important things in life.
“Yeah, she’s pretty much still obsessive about it. When I was growing up, my mother used to monitor my nose daily, praying I wouldn’t develop a hook or any bumps. She told me horror stories of sleeping face down on her pillow with her nose squashed upwards, hoping that when she woke up she’d have a Nordic schoolgirl profile. But, she made me just as crazy, taking a ruler to my nose once a week.” Oh, how I hated ruler night. When I was younger I used to be terrified. Mom, mom, did it grow? Is it bigger? I’d watch her face carefully to make sure she was telling me the truth when she said I was fine.
John was incredulous.
“Jesus, even my old man wouldn’t do anything that insane. All he does is shine a flashlight into my eyes when I come home to see if my pupils are dilated,” he laughed. “The best thing is, they are dilated as hell, and he tells my mother ‘He’s fine; his pupils are fine, nothing to worry about,’ and he believes it so who am I to tell him otherwise? Dr. Bunker. Anyway, so the ruler thing... Why’d she do it?”
“Think about it, John. When she was growing up the other kids taunted her because she had what she refers to as a freak beak. It really screwed up her confidence. She had this irrational fear that I was going to suffer her same fucked-up childhood. The funny thing is, I did have a fucked-up childhood, but that’s another story.”
“Oh, you have to tell me. But first, I want to hear more about your mother.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I guess it blows me away that someone straight would marry a junkie.”
It pretty much blew me away, too, and I’d only recently learned the whole story.
From the time she was sixteen years old, my mom was a huge jazz fan who loved to go out and hear live music. While she was hanging out listening to bands, she would doodle with a pencil on cocktail napkins, doing little portraits of the guys on stage, and she eventually realized she had talent as an artist. So she made it work to her advantage. She’d dress all in black and hang out at smoky clubs in New York and sketch the musicians while they played. A lot of them noticed her and she dated a few, but nothing ever came of it because she was basically shy and straight and inexperienced and she knew she was playing with fire. She was also twenty years old and desperate to be married. During the day she had a dull office job where she was the only young person. In the fifties women didn’t automatically go to college—and if they did, it was just to find husbands.
I looked at John and shrugged.
“Well, when she met my father she was really infatuated with him. And back then if you were barely out of your teens and still single you were considered an old maid,” I said.
“That’s some reason to marry a junkie, to avoid being an old maid.” John shook his head like my mother was from another planet and I worried that I was scaring him away.
“Well, that’s what my mom always told me, anyway. She still has that mentality and it makes me crazy. Even though she’s really hot for me to go to college, she can never talk about it without adding the line ‘and you’ll meet a smart, rich husband there.’”
“So that’s how she met your father? She was a groupie?”
“Ha. Kind of. I never thought of it that way. When I think groupies, I think rock and roll.”
Actually, I had thought of it that way because my mother unfortunately did discuss things like her sex life with me.
“It’s a wonderful, magical thing, Annie,” my mother told me when I turned thirteen. It was a few months after what she would thereafter refer to as “the incident.” I guess it was some kind of warped Bat Mitzvah gift since I didn’t have one due to the fact that my father was an atheist and my mother only became Jewish when it suited her—like cooking matzo ball soup on Passover because she liked it.
“Sex is a place where a woman can lose her inhibitions and feel totally free for the only time in her life. But, that’s not to say I want you to go out and have intimate relations with someone now. I was twenty years old before I slept with a man,” she said.
Having sex with a man was the only time I would feel totally free? That was an interesting premise, one that I would eventually learn was totally wrong, but at that age I found it strangely intriguing.
“Did it hurt the first time, Mom?” I admit it, I was curious. Tales of broken maidenheads fascinated me. Even if, God forbid, it meant hearing it from my mother.
“Not at all. It was amazing!” she exclaimed. Her cheeks turned pink, but it was more with delight than embarrassment. “And I know I must have been really good in bed because it’s how I landed your father. Once we slept together, he was all mine.”
“Oh gross, Mom! That’s enough. Stop!”
“Never be embarrassed over sex, Annie. You don’t want to have any hang-ups, do you? But okay, I’ll just give you one more piece of advice and then we’ll change the subject. If you want to make sure you’re always satisfied, just make sure you are the one on top. Men are selfish.” She grinned and gave my knee a reassuring pat that I swear caused my entire leg to go numb or worse, feel like it was crawling with bugs. I shook it from side to side and muttered an excuse about my foot falling asleep.
Ugh, Mom. Kill me now. No kid in their right mind, even me, wanted to hear such intimate details of their parents doing it. Only I could have gotten that demented version of the birds and the bees.
John luckily interrupted my schizoid walk down memory lane.
“So your dad was a junkie and your mom was his groupie. Whoa. Tell me more about your father. This is intense.” He took another hit off the joint and passed it to me.
I inhaled and carefully handed it back, trying not to burn either of us and barely succeeding when a huge ash fell on John’s jeans. He brushed it off without saying anything or even bothering to check whether I’d burnt a hole. Instead he stared into my eyes, waiting for my answer.
“Well, from what I picked up from eavesdropping on conversations between my mother and my aunts, everyone warned my mom from the start that my father was evil. He never even finished high school; he was this bad boy who went on the road with big bands when he was sixteen. All of the jazz musicians did heroin back then because they wanted to achieve the Charlie Parker sound. So yeah, he was pretty much a junkie before he turned twenty. But, because he was movie star handsome and played a soulful horn, and because my mother had such a low opinion of herself, my father had total power over her. She scored drugs for him, she bailed him out of jail—all sorts of unsavory things—but then she got knocked up with me and remember, that was pretty much the era of coat hanger abortions. So, she insisted he marry her. By that time, my father’s reputation in the music business had completely gone sour. He’d get high and drunk and tell the other musicians they were tone deaf—he had one of the more vicious mouths when he was loaded. Anyway, my mother prevailed, they got married, moved into this here shabby row house courtesy of a down payment from my grandfather, and they struggled on with my father doing everything from playing his trumpet at weddings for extra money on the weekends to selling aluminum siding. My childhood was spent dodging their arguments about money and drugs, and walking around on tiptoes so that I didn’t disturb Poor Overworked Dad until around a couple of years ago when my father moved to New York.”
I stopped to take a breath. I could not believe I was telling a complete stranger the whole sordid story of my weird, weird family.
“I’m surprised your mother allows you to do drugs after what she’s been through,” John said, smoking what was now a quarter-inch roach. He was like my dad, didn’t want to waste one precious drop.
“She’s not happy about it, but she makes excuses that pot is organic and therefore okay.”
Actually, I’d only just found out about my father’s pot smoking, too. For years, I’d smelled something funny when I’d walk by my parents’ bedroom. My mother would always cover up and say, “Daddy is smoking his cigar and using the plastic ashtray.”
When you’re young, you don’t question things—you don’t wonder why the hell someone would drop hot ashes into plastic. But, with the advent of the Beatles and the whole drug culture of that era, it wasn’t long before someone offered me a toke. I took one hit and was enlightened.
A few months ago, I’d bought myself a small stash. I innocently lit up a joint in the basement when within seconds, my mother came flying down the steps.
“Annie! What are you doing? Did Daddy say it’s okay?”
Did Daddy say what? Huh? I hurriedly put out the doober with my fingers and howled when I burned myself. My mother sighed and shook her head but I wasn’t about to let that one go.
“What do you mean, did Daddy say it’s okay? What does he care? He smokes! Don’t bother denying it, I know he does. Plastic ashtray my ass,” I smirked. “And I’m remembering something else about ‘the incident,’ too. Dad was doing lines of cocaine that day. I blocked it from my memory at the time because of all the other stuff that happened, but don’t bother to lie to me. He does toot, too,” I said.
My poor mother, she couldn’t handle it. She told me to sit tight while she ran back upstairs and discussed things with my father. They went into their bedroom and emerged around fifteen minutes later. My father looked homicidal. My mother just looked distraught.
“Annie,” she began slowly. “Okay, Daddy and I agree that you are old enough to hear this. Yes, Daddy smokes pot. Look, you know he was once addicted to heroin. Heroin and pot are two very different things. It’s ridiculous that marijuana isn’t legal—it’s nowhere near as dangerous as a glass of wine, even. Anyway…let me explain to you why else your father smokes.”
And then she once again proceeded to tell me about my father being so unhappy because he had to leave his life as a musician in New York, and now he couldn’t even get a job playing his trumpet anywhere and had to work at Sears. I couldn’t believe she was sugarcoating their split. I knew damn well he went to New York because my mother’s love for him after all of these years had turned into bitter resentment, and the minute she stopped kissing up to him was the minute he stopped loving her and took off.
“And Annie? There’s something else, and you should understand this because you are a lot like your father. He’s a sensitive artist and he’s wound up inside. He doesn’t have normal coping mechanisms. When he smokes marijuana, it puts him on a level with other people. He gets calm and he finally feels like a person is supposed to feel.”
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