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			“What if man lingered on         .         .         .         
how things would then fail to move us.
The finest thing in life is its uncertainty.”

			KENKO, 
JAPANESE PRIEST, 
TWELFTH CENTURY

		

	
		
			One

			“I drew a deep dizzying breath
in which the perfume of star jasmine
was mixed with chlorine.”

			CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD,
THE WORLD IN THE EVENING
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			1.  Griffith Park


			The memory has the luster of a dream.

			In it, I stand holding my father's hand on a mountain at dusk. Beyond and below in every direction stretches the sparkling city where we've newly arrived: Los Angeles. Domed Griffith Park Observatory rises above us. My dad wears wing-tipped shoes, a handsome silk suit. The outline of his upturned magisterial jaw far above mine is backlit by the dying sky. Nearby sits a brand-new blue Buick Roadmaster, in which my mother, dressed in a tweed suit, is doing her lipstick in the car mirror.

			Dad's arm, sweeping upward, seems to cradle the sunshot heavens as if they are a spray of flowers, embracing multitudes. Looking up into that oracular bowl of sky and clouds and emergent stars, which in memory is either the planetarium ceiling or the sky itself, clutching in my four-year-old fist a tiny crate of candy oranges to send to relatives back east, I sense heaven and earth to be conspirators, deeply in league about the excellent nature of things—as in the music-drenched climax of some feature-length cartoon.

			Violet tints of dusk merging into dark. Spotlights scanning the foothills from below. Planes buzzing beyond. Smell of orange blossoms, sage. From some radio, “See the pyramids along 
the Nile . . .”

			Then—a crack of lightning. Suddenly it begins to rain. People run for their cars.

			“Mary Helen!”

			“Mom!”

			She isn't in the Buick. I notice an empty bottle of Gordon's gin on the seat. Drenched, we run around the parking lot, calling for her.

			“Señor.” A man has found her, off the asphalt, a few feet down the mountain slope.

			“Philip, my nylons,” she calls up from the little ravine by the observatory where she'd fallen. Legs splayed, skirt up, garter belt showing, one black high heel pointed to the roiling sky. Fresh red lipstick smeared, confusion sketched across her eyes.

			I look up and see my father's face, burning with rage.

			This earthly paradise is infested.

		

	
		
			2.  Welcome Home, Stranger


			The tan, featureless halls of LAX funnel passengers toward passport control. An orange-haired woman in a short-sleeved blue shirt inserts my passport into a machine and waits for the computer entry to pop up. She embosses a fresh stamp over the blue, red, and black collage of wanderings. “Welcome home,” she says, smiling. “Next!”

			I lug my shoulder satchel past suitcases tumbling onto aluminum carousels, feeling a little like a piece of luggage myself: tagged with overlapping destinations, waiting to be grabbed by its rightful owner. A customs officer takes my declaration form, searches my eyes. “Has anyone you don't know given you mail or packages to deliver? . . . What was the purpose of your visit to Mexico?”

			I emerge from the terminal into tepid, sea-level air at dusk. In the taxi line I dredge my Mexico keys from my pocket and drop them into my shoulder bag, replacing them with the ones to the little cottage in Venice. In a parallel gesture I reach in my wallet and replace peso bills with greenbacks. The bicultural switcheroo: I can do it blindfolded.

			From the back of the cab running north on Sepulveda Boulevard, I look up into the silver belly of a departing jet, close my eyes against the shattering roar, feel the wind shudder the cab.

			Strange, how it's always the same. The closer I get to home, the more displaced I feel.

			         

			The call
had come only hours after I'd arrived back in Mexico. Nell's weary voice: “Your father fell again.”

			Abruptly the fifteen-hundred-mile trip began to play itself in reverse. I hurried back up Calle Flor in the soft, mile-high evening air, along the darkening cobbled streets, past the parish church. At Viajes Vertíz, Malinda was just closing up but in deference to my emergencia turned the computer back on and snagged an Aeromexico cancellation the next afternoon out of León. I drifted back through the plaza among the roaming toy and balloon vendors, the milling teenagers making the Sunday-night paseo beneath the clangor of church bells, the Atotonilco marching band pumping out its sloppy, spirited Beatles medley in the pavilion.

			Four days before, my family had gathered, as we did every April, at the suburban Los Angeles home where my father has lived since 1954. Dad had taken in the birthday proceedings from his wheelchair at the head of the table in a silly paper hat, mugged for the Polaroids. He'd managed to snuff out a couple of cake candles, even croaked the lead-in to an old joke whose punch line we all knew. Ninety-four years old. A festive day.

			Now this. Is the true vigil beginning at last, the one we'd been dress-rehearsing all these years?

			Arriving back at the house on Calle Flor, I considered its likelihood. Since my mother's death seventeen years earlier (from “smoking-related complications,” in the Neptune Society death certificate's reductive phrase), Dad had been enacting one of history's longer fades. So many false alarms, few real crises, but affairs on chronic alert. All eyes on Dad: just the way he liked it. I'd urged him to move out of the big empty house and up to Santa Barbara, where my sister and her family lived, but he wouldn't budge. “You're going to have to drag me out of here feet first,” he'd say.

			The next morning, in Mexico, I repacked papers, books, laptop. I left a note for my wife, Masako, in Puebla shooting photographs for her new book on Mexican tiles. I locked the mesquite doors of the old finca urbana and climbed back into my friend Jorge's minivan. As we raced back across the Guanajuato plain toward the León airport, the radio spinning Mexican ballads and American rock oldies, even the weather seemed to run in reverse, unseasonable rain clouds gathering along the low peaks. Thoughts and feelings rose and dispelled on the air: anticipations, preoccupations, irritations. This comes at a bad time. I have a new book to write. Is the old guy crying wolf again?

			But something in Nell's voice had said: This one may be it.

			         

			“He thought
he was in Chicago,” Nell says, greeting me at the front door.

			As I step inside onto the beige carpet, the musty smell of arrested life hits me. The front door shuts softly behind. The rush to get here grinds to a tiptoed halt. In the silence, my head pounds with jet noise.

			“Angela and I found him on the bathroom floor. He missed striking his head on the tub by maybe half an inch.”

			“How did he get to the bathroom?” Dad has been wheelchair-bound for months.

			“We don't know,” she says. Nell, an old family friend, has been living at the house the last three years. “Somehow he got himself up in the middle of the night and hobbled in there. He must have forgotten he couldn't walk any more.”

			When he first began to lose sensation in his feet, I urged Dad to exercise, keep the circulation going. But he doesn't much like struggling against physical adversity, preferring to be taken care of by others. Angela the Filipina caregiver put it perfectly: “Your father is a worrier, not a warrior.”

			“When I found him,” Nell says, “I asked him where he was. He said, ‘In Chicago.' ”

			Chicago. It doesn't figure. Dad's from Connecticut. He did love to talk about taping a radio episode of the Jimmy Durante Show in Chicago during his radio days and meeting the Mafia figures the great comedian knew. With the years, as the realities of Dad's past became subsumed into myth—as he became a legend in his own mind, burnishing his bio, striking a line here, adding another there—it had assumed a brazen gloss: Famed Producer and Director of Radio's Golden Age. Had Dad been at some speakeasy in Chicago last night, quaffing bootleg with Durante and Capone, a memory (or invention) sufficient to stir him to walk when the doctors say he can't?

			“We had to call in Bob from next door to lift him.”

			Dad isn't that big, but he's dead weight when he goes down. I've lifted him after many a fall. Neighbor Bob, a swing-music aficionado who covets Dad's collection of old Okeh 78's (Beiderbecke, Trumbauer, Dorsey, Satchmo), is no spring chicken himself. We're all getting old on Dad's watch.

			In the shuttered bedroom, fragrance of medicaments. Angela is tucking in the corners of the bed. Dad has a cotton bandage above his left eye.

			“Hi, Dad,” I say softly.

			Pale and reduced, afloat in his king-sized bed like a shrunken potentate, my father offers up a shiny, mottled hand.

			“Welcome home, stranger,” he whispers.

			         

			Dad has
fallen back asleep. I've put in a call to Dr. Smith. Nell has retired to the room that used to be my mother's, Angela to the one forever known as “Tony's room” though I haven't slept there for thirty-five years. This beige California ranch-style monument to the American 1950s (Ozzie and Harriet in situ) that had once lodged a family of four is now a place of vigilance, a nursing home serving one client.

			Welcome home, stranger. I saw him five days earlier, but he's forgotten, as he'll forget this visit. Even when he still had his marbles, though, Dad loved the comfort of repetition. In fact, his life here for the last forty-five years has always seemed to me little more than a series of endless reiterations, in suffocatingly minute detail.

			Welcome home, stranger. I'm welcome here, because I'm needed now. But it has never felt like home. And I've always felt like a stranger here.

			I get up from the bedside chair and slip out of the room. In the dim hallway I brush past the large painting of my mother: Mom the beauty, in blue robe and prewar bob, eyes chastely downcast—Madonna of the Lakes. At the request of a painter named Warshawsky she'd posed for the sumptuous, articulated oil now embalmed in the corridor's permanent dusk in its scalloped blond wood frame. According to Dad, the émigré artist had seen in Mom an idealized figure of the Virgin. Warshawsky's art studio on La Cienega was just a few doors up from the power pole cops found Mom wrapped around one night a few years later in Dad's Buick Roadmaster. They'd hauled her off to jail and booked her that time—a blessing in disguise, since it had effectively broken one of the worst of her terrifying benders.

			How she hated California.

			Crossing the open living room, I pass the Eames chair, the Exercycle, the Danish-modern coffee table, the tan-upholstered settee, the unplayed out-of-tune spinet, the unread Books-of-the-Month, the unregarded Matisse and Picasso prints. Living room merges into dining room, kitchen, den—the low-slung, open-plan house a prototype of a certain American postwar ideal. The upholstery is still infused with the unfiltered Chesterfield and Optima cigar smoke that once clouded these rooms, blending with the aromas of Nell's cocker spaniel—and loss's elusive effluvium.

			My sister, Meg, who'd been ten years old when we moved here, says she always thought of this house as home. I never did. To me it was a place devoid of affect or nourishment, a museum to a life my parents had lived elsewhere in better days. Our family's bright beginnings in California, sunny new land of promise, had ground to a final halt in this muted dwelling, set in a barren subdivision at the time Dad bought it. After high school I'd been glad to be gone. If someone had told me then that I'd still be coming here this late in my own life, I think I'd have slit my wrists.

			As the lights in his memory began to blink out one by one, then in clusters, Dad would sometimes say to me, “You know, I can't remember living here.” It seemed like an odd thing to say until I thought about it. But Dad's real life had happened elsewhere: in Connecticut, in Manhattan, in Hollywood. Here he'd always seemed like an empty man, lost in a haze of passionless gestures and boring habitudes. As a young man I hadn't understood why, or felt the least compassion toward him about it. Cruelly, I'd thought of my father as the perfect exemplar of Eliot's hollow man, or the nowhere man John Lennon sang of.

			No, I wasn't about to forgive him anything.

			I sit down in the overstuffed den chair beneath the framed poster of the Steinberg New Yorker illustration in which America beyond Manhattan is rendered as insignificant. Dust motes explode. Family photo albums lie stacked on the table beside the chair. The grandkids when they visit love rummaging through Dad's carefully curated archives of kids and relatives, celebrities and stars, and show-biz memorabilia, the old black-and-whites bleeding into color as the family grows, disperses, ages.

			Outside the plate-glass window, in the shadowy stand of eucalyptus trees bordering the trimmed lawn, birds warble. Angela's television plays softly in her room. Metal walking sticks Dad no longer uses lean against the bleached mahogany dining-room table. Nell's cocker spaniel, Raffles, snoozes next to the refrigerator.

			Or was it Dad who had the photo albums out?

			The top one is open to a black-and-white publicity still of me at fifteen, bent over a snazzy white pearlescent Ludwig drum kit, flailing away, a cool grin on my face, dressed in a hip one-button-roll suit and Chet Baker hair. A pianist, bass player, and tenor flank me. Inscribed on the television-stage scrim behind us is a treble clef with musical notes and the words Spotlight on Youth.

			Drums: my first instrument of escape.

			On the same table, next to the phone with the extra-large numbers to accommodate Dad's failing eyesight, sits a worn leather-bound address book. During visits home over the decades I'd marvel at the page after page of entries under my name, successively crossed out: Paris, Tangier, Barcelona, Berkeley, Kyoto, New York, San Francisco—spreading from “C” to “D,” then commandeering “E” and “F.” New pages were inserted to accommodate my tireless, unreadable wanderings, inscribed first in my mother's careful Parker penmanship, then, later, in Dad's flattened, angular scrawl.

			The last entry is the house in Mexico. Inconceivable, that I'd been there only six hours ago.

			The phone rings. It's Dr. Smith. I ask her about Dad's fall.

			“Another infarction, most likely. Mini-stroke. Afraid there's not much we can do at this point.”

			“What inning are we in?” I ask Dr. Smith, a lifelong Dodger fan.

			A pause. “The ninth,” she says.

			         

			The street
below my father's house winds through pines and eucalyptus to a tiny creek beneath a wooden bridge. Late-April air bears the scent of rosemary, honeysuckle, loam. Moonlight diffuses through the treetops. With the passage of years the little wild canyon has thickened with plants, trees, new homes. I stand at the oaken railing, watching shallow water flicker over stones on its silvery dance to the sea a half-mile away.

			If it's really Dad's ninth inning, odds are he'll stretch it to the full count. He's always taken his time doing things. Why should he change now?

			This means I'll be here for a while.

			Work will slow, come to a halt even. I'd been planning trips deep into southern Mexico, Guatemala, Peru, Bolivia, Chile; then on to Indochina—Burma, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam. This spring a memoir of my life in Mexico had come out and I'd toured the country, reading from it. The “follow-up” is to be called Turista, a chronicle of the next round of the wanderings that have lately become my literary stock in trade. The publisher awaits first chapters and an outline.

			Resentment floods me. Will I ever get clear of this vain, demanding character, my father? At moments like this it feels as if my entire life has been little more than a fitful struggle to wriggle free of his suffocating grip. Yet in another, necrophilic way—it doesn't even produce guilt any more—I welcome the grounding because of its occasion. How many times have I secretly wished for him to die?

			Are there new blessings to be mined, revelations or reconciliations ahead for either of us in this protracted senescence? The feebler he's grown, the more I've come to doubt it. He's outlived his good days by so long. Forty-four years old when live radio ended, he's been hanging around for a half-century, swinging the clubs, reprising the old jokes and routines. Even mercy takes effort by this point—not just mine but all the family's. We're a worn, exhausted crew with an enduring old coot on our hands.

			Frogs serenade each other across the stream bed. The odor of dank moss drifts up. In high school I used to slip out of the house and come down here to smoke a cigarette, drink a beer. Later, visiting home from college, or off the road from drumming or traveling, I'd stand by this creek pulling on a joint. Anything to get out of that house.

			Headlights wobble, slicing the dark. A car crosses a speed bump. As it passes I see them, the lovers. How smoothly she fits into his shoulder! Unaware of me, they pull over at a turnout up ahead where kids still come to explore the mysteries. An old Marvin Gaye song twines into the air, lilting and aphrodisiac, an incense of the ear. Their heads, silhouettes in the rear window, bend to each other. It was in that same gravel turnout, in the backseat of a green Ford coupe, that Sandra finally let me have her. Her first time, and mine . . .

			Proustian effects, nostalgic whiffs. Echoes and traces of a world I grew up in here along the home coast. In late summer, poison oak and diamondback rattlesnakes in the brush. I beheaded one once, I remember, with a hoe.

			I glance over at the parked car. The boy's head lolls back, the girl's has disappeared. Some oldies station marks the pulse with “You go back, Jack / Do it again. . . .”

			California had been my entry into desire and experience; yet I could never live happily here. Growing up along this coast—this “terminus at the end of a journey, on the rim of a void,” in one writer's words—contained this firm instruction: Go. So I traveled, I moved, coming to understand stability as less a matter of a fixed abode than a good set of shocks. Returning here always occasioned claustrophobia, dread, and the longing to flee again. Still, I always knew that the flights and escapes, the long stretches away, the relentless testing of connection to landscape and origins, were inseparable from my youth here, and what happened to me and my family in California, and to the fading figure I've come back yet again to see on this late-April day of 1999.

			Ocean mist fingers the trees. The frogs fall silent. I turn and glance through the rear window of the car ahead. The couple, deep in their raptures, has slid down out of sight. For a moment I think I see, in the misty space where their heads had been, the outlines of a secret self left behind, parked along these dry canyon roads, tangled in backseat investigations and bad habits, woven into the succession of characters I became, snagged in the underbrush of beginnings. A sudden hunger fills me to know who that self was, or had been, or had become, or not.

			I suppose I've always imagined my life as taking passage from one shore to another—though what lies on that far shore remained shrouded, invisible. Soon now, the lifelong tug against the undertow of origins will be over, freeing me to leave this place forever. Gazing into the dark creek waters, a near-unutterable thought arises: What if this is the far shore I'd sought, this the one journey I've never made—the journey back?

			The moon disappears in mist. I turn and trudge back up the canyon toward my father's house.

		

	
		
			3.  Slingerland 5A


			Morning sunlight seeps through the tall beige curtains of a Spanish colonial living room in a canyon north of Beverly Hills. A pair of ash drumsticks rests on a shiny black spinet piano. A boy in a bathrobe picks up the sticks, examines their chipped teardrop heads, rolls them in his palm. He listens to the resonant clicks they make against each other, reads the red letters stamped on the side of each stick: “Slingerland 5A.”

			In the hushed living room, I feel a shiver of transgression, invading adult precincts. My parents are still asleep. I am nine years old, no older, because before I turn ten Dad will lose his job and the family will move back to New York for a year while he looks for work.

			The night before, crouched unseen at the top of the stairs, I'd watched my parents and their guests gathered around the piano. Songs, laughter, the clinking of iced drinks as Bing Crosby, Johnny Mercer, and Jimmy Durante regaled the assembled with song. My father played a bit of piano himself—Gershwin, Kern, Rogers—but he'd deferred to his betters last night. Dad was at the top of his game, producing and directing the Jimmy Durante Show on CBS Radio, shaping comics, stars, gag writers, and musicians into a live nationwide program each week.

			He'd bought the rambling two-story house in Coldwater Canyon from the actress Dorothy Lamour. Ever keen to impress upon me his involvement with celebrity, Dad referred to her as “Dotty,” just as he always wanted me to call the bandleader Paul Whiteman “Uncle Paul,” and Jimmy Durante “Uncle Jimmy.” Sometimes he took me along to script meetings at Uncle Jimmy's house on Beverly Drive, where I swam in the pool, observing through a water-spotted diving mask the great comic and his cohorts conjuring gags in canvas pool chairs. Some weeks, Dad took me to the studio, sat me in a swivel chair in the glass-enclosed control booth during live shows, and let me hold his stopwatch as the radio actors and entertainment icons of the day—Jack Benny, Rita Hayworth, Orson Welles—stood before fat mikes, fingers to ears, shaping air into syllables that gripped a nation. This grown-up world, confident and smart and celebrity-rich, seemed to move on its own wide current, leaving me alone in its wake, jerked from coast to coast, school to school, in a blur of train trips and maids and lonely bedrooms. I experienced myself as a tiny shadow, or cipher, in the elaborated drama of my parents' lives.

			Later, when it was all over—when Dad's entry into the Brown Derby on Vine Street no longer caused a stir, and show-biz luminaries didn't recognize him or pay him much notice—Dad would seem permanently diminished by this loss of success and easy access to fame, coming truly alive only when recounting his intimacy with the entertainment greats. (Once, decades later, he asked me to meet him at the Brown Derby for lunch, and I arrived to find him staring quizzically at a façade of graffiti-splashed plywood: the fabled stars' watering hole had closed its doors.) But that morning in Coldwater Canyon, fondling the pair of smooth drumsticks in the morning light, I must have understood them as tokens of energy, action, participation—access to that glittering grown-up world I observed from childhood's shadows.

			Uncle Jimmy Durante had an entourage of pals from his vaudeville days of working the joints, Lower East Side Italians and Jews of rough origin. They clustered on Uncle Jimmy's patio, fetched drinks, roared at the comic's malapropisms, made book on the races at Hollywood Park, Santa Anita, Del Mar. They were always friendly to me—Eddie Jackson, a chubby, grinning ex-hoofer; Jack Clayton, a small-time singer who looked more like a slick croupier in cream golf slacks and expensive wing-tip shoes; a short, bespectacled one-armed man named Louie whose function was unclear but seemed to have something to do with “accounting.” My father, by contrast, presented a certain element of class among these Damon Runyon types—a dapper New England Jewish college graduate married to a beautiful WASP former stage actress.

			Among Uncle Jimmy's cronies was a natty, silver-haired man in a blue suit who always had a pair of drumsticks protruding from his jacket pocket. No drum kit, just sticks. To this day I don't know what Jack Ross did other than rap piano-top accompaniment to Uncle Jimmy's “Inka Dinka Doo.”

			In that early-sunlit living room, I turned Jack Ross's sticks, left behind after the party the night before, in my hands. White wood yellowed by varnish; narrow and tapered, with elongated knobby heads. They'd left a tracery of marks, like tiny hooves, on the black-lacquered piano top that didn't dust off when I ran my fingers over them.

			Casting about for instruments of desire, we can only choose from things at hand. These sleek, paired incitements to gaiety and laughter were artifacts from a world my parents found far more interesting than me. Slingerland: where was that? I wanted to go there.

			That night before, my mother had spotted me peering down at the party from the top of the stairs in pajamas and come up to pack me off to bed. Leaning over me in the darkened room, enveloping me in the powerful penumbra of odors that always meant they were either going out or entertaining—a smell almost as strong as the dank, nutty one my parents' sheets exuded when I crawled in with them in the mornings—she'd delivered the comfort of a good-night kiss, then receded to the door. In silhouette from the light of the hallway, she'd paused and said, “Good night, sweetie.” I see her there, petite and elegant, dressed smartly for the party. Then the closing door, leaving me in darkness with the lingering smell of lipstick, perfume, cigarettes—and the liquor that I will later learn she desperately wanted to hide. By faint light bleeding through the doorjamb I inscribed my signature, over and over, on the support slats of the empty bunk bed above my head, listening through a rich gauze of loneliness and abandonment to the clamor downstairs: Johnny Mercer crooning “Atchison Topeka and the Santa Fe” at the spinet, Jack Ross tattooing the piano top.

			How could any of us have known this was to be the last party?

			In the living room the next morning, absorbed in Jack Ross's drumsticks, I heard my father coming down the stairs. Guiltily I set the sticks down on the piano top and stepped away. The Slingerland 5A's clicked and resonated—impossible for those sticks to be silent, they were so alive—then rolled off the piano and dropped into the carpet's dense, deadening plush.

			         

			I never
saw Jack Ross again, that natty wizard who coaxed rhythm from available surfaces with such minimal, portable means. With the years, as I'd move from tabletop to practice pad to snare to full ensemble, entering the greater world of promise embedded in those ash drumsticks, I'd glimpse shadow visions of Jack Ross, chomping gum, summoning a clickety web of beats on piano top or tabletop, riding rhythm's magical surge.

			That fall, the Jimmy Durante radio show was canceled. Live radio, glamorous theater of the mind, was sliding silently into the dark. Tiny white faces flickered in silvery ovals in living rooms now. Dad was out of a job, and Mom was packing the family's bags for the move back to New York. Through the control-booth window I watched my father, stopwatch in hand, cue his last show, as a chesty announcer quoted doctors on the medicinal value of cigarettes, made a final call for Phillip Morris.

			Out the window of the Santa Fe Super Chief: rising steam, receding palms, red desert, iron cities. I played canasta with my sister in the club car, met Casey Stengel, the manager of the New York Yankees, and at my father's urging—he seemed more excited than I—got his autograph.

			In Manhattan we settled into an apartment in the East Fifties. After I suffered a schoolyard beating at public school, Mom enrolled me in a private academy with a headmaster and uniforms, where we played soccer instead of stickball and called the teachers “sir.” Through the closed doors of the apartment I heard my parents' muted quarrels. I took buses around the city alone, tasting my first independence.

			A year and some months later, the family had resettled in a reduced, less sunny California. Uncle Jimmy, Uncle Paul, and Uncle Bing were gone. The piano lay silent. Mom wandered about the Coldwater Canyon house in a bathrobe nipping gin, under the lash of some anguish I could feel but not see. Dad worked the phone, trying to land something in television, and took long trips back to New York.

			The good times were over, for good.

			I retain from that period a scrapbook bulging with autographed glossies of the stars, inscribed to my father's son: “To Tony. Keep your dukes up. Rocky Marciano.” “To Tony. Happy Trails. Roy Rogers and Silver.” “To Tony, I Got a Million of 'em. Uncle Jimmy Durante.” “To Tony. Musically yours, Nat King Cole.” These signed photos would arrive at an ever-lessening pace throughout the 1950s, until finally they stopped altogether. (A few years ago, I woke up one night in a sweat in a hotel room in Japan, racked with a desolating thought: did my father forge those autographs?)

			         

			As Christmas
approached that year, my parents asked me what I wanted for a present.

			“Drums,” I said.

			Blinks, blank stares, polite coughs.

			My announcement fell into a void for a while. Then, at dinner one night, my father said, “That's fine, son. But before we invest in drums for you we need to find out if you have any talent.”

			“Talent” was a big word around our house. Dad adulated talent, identified with it. After all, hadn't he worked with the great talents of the day? Talent was a mysterious, God-given absolute that few people possessed, like a high IQ. Some people were musical, others not; some funny, most not. Talent showed up early. If you had it, you were granted special dispensation to pursue it; but if you didn't, there was no way you were going to get it, so you shouldn't waste your time or anyone else's. My mother felt similarly, from a more severe, Calvinist angle: Do not be self-indulgent, vain, put yourself above others. Do not imagine you are great or smart or handsome, for probably you are not; and if you are, you shouldn't gloat about it. Unless you're a Picasso—and he is a horrible man, you know—you have no business presuming to make art. Eschew personal glory. Make yourself useful. Help the starving, the poor, the less fortunate.

			So my simple expression of desire was immediately pitted against my father's self-perception as an arbiter of great talent and my mother's stern disapproval of art's self-indulgence.

			This drumming business arose at a time of great shifts within the family, things I couldn't possibly understand but could only experience, like changing weather, alterations in pressure and light, the arrival of clouds or sudden gusts of wind. That summer, my mother's drinking had reached frightening proportions. My sister and I first noticed this when my father returned to New York to work on a television show with the comedian Garry Moore, an old radio crony. Possibly Mom and Dad had “separated,” though the word was never used, then or later. Suddenly Mom was different somehow, slurring and staggering around the house, lipstick cockeyed, smelling funny, dropping things. We'd run to the kitchen clamoring for dinner to find Mom lurching about in oven mitts, colliding with the appliances, sloshing scalding water over the countertop, burning the food. We'd withdraw to our places at the table in the breakfast nook to await the arrival of small hamburger patties the shape of tennis balls rolling about in the middle of the plate, seared charcoal-black on the outside, cold and red inside. We'd nudge each other under the table, roll our eyes, scheme on how to slip the food to the dog, then raid the kitchen later for graham crackers, Mallomars, Oreos.

			As Mom's binge flared out of control, neighbors discreetly looked in or took us to their houses to feed us. I was given whispered instructions and phone numbers “just in case.” Friends quietly removed the car keys from the house to prevent Mom from driving. My sister was farmed out to family friends. A doctor came to visit.

			The drama spread like a stain through our days, Mom alone and utterly helpless, Dad back in New York trying to hack it in television. I'd come home from school to a silent house, the door to her room closed. Then she'd suddenly appear, looped out of her mind, purse on her arm, lipstick plastered in the vicinity of her mouth, having decided to drive down Coldwater Canyon into Beverly Hills and go shopping and insisting I accompany her. Even now thinking about those car trips raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

			Surely I began to turn against my father then. As I read it, he'd abandoned us, leaving me in charge of my mother and sister, Mom adrift on some tossing sea far beyond a ten-year-old's powers to becalm, and my sister, four years younger, innocent and helpless. Where was Dad when Mom was falling apart? Wasn't he supposed to be in charge? My father's seemingly benign emotional and physical distance had turned lethal. I couldn't count on him, then. With the passage of years I'd easily forgive my mother's drinking but not his neglect of us.

			Late that fall of 1950, things came to a head. Mom, drunkenly trying to steer the station wagon down the steep driveway, veered into the hedge of oleander bushes bordering the asphalt, nearly pitching the car into the neighbors' driveway, fifteen feet below ours. Hearing the crunch, I ran outside to see the car's front end hanging precariously in space, the rear end up in the air, wheels spinning. Mom sat frozen at the wheel, a rivulet of blood running down her forehead, staring intently at the dashboard, trying to light a Chesterfield. Neighbors came running and removed her just before the car toppled into the neighbors' driveway.

			This incident brought my father back from New York in a hurry. Mom disappeared into a sanitarium for a while, and Dad began looking for work in Hollywood.

			It was in the face of these developments, and with Christmas approaching, that I'd flung out my simple wish to take up drumming.

			         

			After more
days of demurring, Dad called a drummer he'd known at CBS during radio days and set up an appointment for me to take a “talent test” at a drum shop in Hollywood. I suppose he thought this might place a small obstacle in my way, a hedge against a kid's passing fancy. With the family fortunes precarious and no new work in the offing, the idea of buying percussion paraphernalia and lessons to go with it must have unsettled Dad, ever prudent about money. Then there was the racket the drums would unleash in the house while Mom was “recovering.” Added to this was the heavy business of talent: who has it, who doesn't.

			On the Saturday before Christmas, Dad drove me to Hollywood in the big blue Buick. We parked on Vine Street and walked down an alley. The sound of clattering percussion from behind a high metal door flooded me with that gut-clenching admixture of excitement and panic that would stay with me for as long as I drummed.

			The drum studio was also a shop selling equipment, with towering mountains of bass drums stacked against the wall, gleaming rows of metal kick pedals laid out like shoes on display, piles of whispery coiled snares, and cubbyholes crammed with paired sticks of varying sizes and weights. Facile drumming exploded from behind closed doors: rolls and bangs, cymbals and booms. At length a small, thin, gum-chewing man with slicked hair emerged from one of the rooms.

			“Phil.” He reached out a hand to my father.

			“Dick, this is my son, Tony. Maybe you could try him out on a few things, see if you think he has any talent.”

			While the two men talked, I gazed about Dick Monahan's drum shop. The cork walls were covered with glossy inscribed photos of drummers: “To Dick. Keep Swingin'. Yours, Buddy.” Or Shelley or Max or Art or Cozy or Sid. In most pictures, grinning drummers flailed at glistening arrays of equipment, hands raised in paroxysms of rhythm. In a few, they sat imperiously behind their sets, arms crossed, sticks gripped in their fists. About half of the drummers were black, a fact I registered without having anything to relate it to. Large bass drums tended to have the drummer's initials painted on in ornate gothic script beside a brand name: Gretsch, Slingerland, Ludwig, Rogers. A Turkish cymbal called Zildjian seemed to merit almost every drummer's endorsement.

			“Come on in here, Tony,” Dick Monahan said.

			He led me into a tiny soundproofed room with, to my surprise, no drums. He seated me on a stool in front of a mounted square of wood with a round black rubber pad at its center. Sticks were introduced into my hands: Slingerland 5A's, just like Jack Ross's. Dick Monahan arranged them, the right one held like a hammer, the left cradled like a telephone receiver. (Over the years, as my hands and arms became strong, I'd develop thick veins along the top of my right forearm and beneath on my left.)

			Dick Monahan guided me through a stroke or two, his hands cupped over mine. I doubt he'd ever given a talent test before, because surely no such thing exists. How can you tell in a few minutes if a ten-year-old has “talent” on an instrument he's never touched? My father had concocted this freighted ceremony in part—I sensed even then—to assert his eroding sense of self-importance.

			Dick Monahan was like a lot of drummers I'd meet over the years—gaunt, wiry, intense, with a hummingbird metabolism, seeming to be on coke or amphetamines whether they were or not. I could smell the Fan Tan gum he chomped, and whatever greasy concoction he wore on his hair.

			“Okay, let's play the left.” He held my wrist, correcting my grip. (I can still feel the light pressure of teachers' hands as traces in my flesh on forearm, wrist, palm.) “Good. Now the right. Now left, right. Left, right.”

			I simply did what he told me, though my strokes had no force or evenness. Left, right. Left, right.

			“Good. That's called a ‘single stroke,' ” Dick Monahan said. “Okay, now left left, right right.”

			Left left, right right.

			“When you do it fast, that's a press roll.”

			Then: Right left right right. Left right left left. I played the asymmetrical pattern a few times awkwardly.

			“That's a paradiddle,” Dick Monahan said.

			I looked at him.

			“Paradiddle. Left right left left. Right left right right. A paradiddle is one of the twenty-six rudiments every drummer's gotta learn.” He pointed at the wall behind me.

			I turned and looked up at a chart that said “Table of Rudiments.” There was a ladder with numbered rungs. Each rung had a cluster of vertical stick lines with little “x”s beneath them—drumming's form of musical notation—and enticingly playful names: flam, ruff, ratamacue. Midway down the ladder I found the paradiddle: Right left right right. Left right left left.

			“Look,” Dick Monahan said, taking my sticks. He played evenly on the pad: Left right left left. Right left right right. Slowly at first, then faster and faster, until his hands were a blinding Mixmaster blur—leftrightleftleftrightleftrightright—weaving a pattern whose individual strokes were no longer discernible, but making an effect clearly different from the single stroke (left right left right) or the roll (left left right right).

			“Okay,” Dick Monahan said. “That's it.” He patted me on the shoulder. “You're okay, kid.”

			He led me back outside and said to my father, “Yeah, Phil, I think he's got some talent.”

			Dad nodded soberly, rubbing his chin. “Well, Dick, maybe we could start him out slowly with a few lessons. See how it goes. Don't want to get him in over his head.”

			While Dick Monahan and my father made arrangements for a drum teacher to come to our house once a week, I listened to the drummers crashing and clashing in the other rooms. They all sounded like virtuosi to me. Never in a million years would I be able to play like them. Surely they, not I, were blessed with that mysterious elixir, “talent.”

			Once, years later, having drummed by then with some of the same artists as those flailing masters in the glossy photos on Dick Monahan's wall, I sat in the central square of Marrakech for several days running, listening to a troupe of black African drummers, the Gnaoua. A boy who must have been ten or eleven sat to the side, making tea for the players, intently watching them, absorbing it all. Near the end of the second day, they let him play for a few minutes. The boy's eyes shone with excitement as he rose to join the troupe. It seemed so natural, the learning and apprenticeship, the ripening of the boy's desire. How different from my introduction to the drums—the family's caution and reserve, the talent test, the mechanical “rudiments” and prescriptions—artificially framing the experience from the outset, my desire first held up to skeptical scrutiny, then quickly routed into a world of measurement and potential, of tests and exams.

			This was how white folks got rhythm—or lost it. All around the country there must have been thousands of kids like me, drawn to rhythm's mysteries. I'd see them in years to come, marching on the floors of football stadiums at halftime or in parades: uniformed rows and columns of them, whamming bass drums, smashing great cymbals together, rolling and flamming “street beats” on tubby drums suspended from epaulette-drenched shoulders, high-stepping behind arm-waving bandmeisters and scantily clad baton girls, making the thunderous noise of a mighty nation on the march. Later I'd see them—join them—behind kits in combos at dances and weddings, and in dark dives where another drumming lived: the alter-world of “swing” and “bop” and “rock,” the thrilling, libidinous flow of syncopation that black funeral-band drummers in New Orleans had released into America's bloodstream: John Philip Sousa subverted by way of West Africa and Baby Dodds, unleashing drumming's call to passion.

			I'd drum in the junior-high-school orchestra, the marching band. I'd flail publicly on the floors of coliseums and school-auditorium stages. With time I'd pile my traps into the back of cars and drive to Elks and Rotary clubs, Shriners' conventions, weddings, fraternity parties. I'd keep a whispery brush beat for cheek-to-cheek couples at dances, slam rock-and-roll backbeats for kids doing the “bop.” I'd drum for cool-voiced thrushes and rockabilly shouters, suave crooners and blues honkers, in little demo studios off Vine Street with egg-crate walls and four-track consoles. I'd enact lightning ceremonies of bebop virtuosity in smoky dives. I'd come to understand drumming's secret, oracular contract with the body: that drums—whether used to goad troops into battle, pulsate a listening experience, incite dancers to abandon, or induce ritual trance—are Eros, encoded desire.

			“Well, son,” my father said in the car on the way home that day. “Dick says maybe you've got some talent.”

			I tried to imagine Dick Monahan having dared to say to my father, “Sorry, Phil, your kid doesn't have any talent.” On the basis of what? He'd simply suffered my father's posturing enough to log another student on the rolls.

			It was okay, though. I'd gotten through it. With Dad, I was learning, nothing would ever be simple.

			That Christmas morning, beside the tree, I found a silver snare drum on a tripod stand, a swivel stool, a hi-hat cymbal rig with a foot pedal, and a pair of Slingerland 5A's.

			In the snapshot in Dad's photo album, I'm sitting in a bathrobe before the snare drum, flashing the sticks aloft, an elated grin on my face. Why not? Here was a road out, a way to effect distance from that murky undifferentiation of self and family, breathe my own air at last. Maybe by picking up those sticks I'd revive the family's happy days, rekindle Dad's fading fortunes, restore Mom's beauty and joy, which were fast being sapped by drink and despair. At the least, I'd get to hit something—punishingly, violently, stick to hide, stick to hide—bang my way out of the family's narrowing walls.

			In my parents' end would be my beginning.

		

	
		
			4.  Golden Land


			From the 10 Freeway heading east, the L.A. basin, swept clear by a dawn offshore breeze, looks crystalline and sharp. The flatlands to the south are visible all the way past the airport to Signal Hill. North along the run-up to the Santa Monica Mountains, the silvery palm branches shimmer like streamers and the low stucco buildings look fresh-scrubbed in the morning light. Ahead, Mount Baldy's distant snowy peak appears as close as a hood ornament.

			This light, diffusing through what William Faulkner once called “the vague high soft almost nebulous California haze,” aroused in him, and most writers who came here, a sense of menace. The painters, though—Hockney, Diebenkorn, Ruscha—reveled in it.

			I roll the window down. East of the 405 interchange, the air abruptly loses its saltiness, warming by five or six degrees. Some days a gentle wind lofts the sea air farther inland; I've smelled it as far east as Chinatown, seen seagulls in Pasadena. People pay extra for view homes perched on the granite slopes of the Hollywood foothills, though many days the picture windows offer little more than a pall of particulate waste.

			Odd, to be back again so suddenly. I've begun reoutfitting the little craftsman cottage in Venice, laying in provisions. Masako will remain in Mexico for now as planned, working on her book. This is, after all, my death watch: hers will come later, in San Francisco, her parents younger than mine by a decade.

			This morning I'm making a run to the storage bin in Glendale, where our remaining household goods await—imagined essentials from a climactic garage sale when we left L.A. fifteen years ago. I haven't a clue what's in there. Storage, in a city of low-slung dwellings with few basements or attics, has become a growth industry, the rented unit an extension of the home. Even owners of sprawling, two-story spreads with large garages maintain storage bins for the spillover. Some use them as daily offices; others, I suspect, sleep in their concrete cubicles. These monuments to the conditional, the temporary, the transient, typify a town everyone expects to be leaving at any minute. When I was growing up, my parents and their cronies—gag writers, crooners, ingenues, exiled Weimar composers—used to parade the stock joke that they only bought Coke by the bottle, never a six-pack, because at any minute they might be returning to New York, London, Rome, or Berlin. In fact, nearly all the ones I can think of stayed on and died here.

			Yesterday afternoon, Nell called from Dad's house in a panic. Angela the caretaker had gone to see a lawyer about her immigration papers and hadn't returned or called. Dad was lying unattended, and Nell was too old to lift him into his wheelchair or turn him over. She was afraid Angela had had a freeway accident or been picked up by immigration officers and deported. I rushed over. I could smell Dad the minute I opened the door. I found him in his bedroom, lying in his own waste. Gaily he waved and called, “Hiya, Tony boy.”

			Over the years, my father had become ever more lonely, wobbly, and imperiled. His driving had turned near-homicidal, but he wouldn't hang up his spurs. L.A. is a terrible city to grow old in: its elders, stripped of drivers' licenses, are broken-winged birds trapped in their nests. First Nell moved in, then Angela. By now Nell has become deeply invested in taking care of him, finding great meaning in the work—and a salary, and a place to stay. Angela depends upon the job for money and immigration papers. Relieved at first that help had arrived, I now find that, instead of one person to worry about and keep afloat, I have three. We're burning through Dad's savings. Hunkered down, immovable, he's straining all our capacities.

			I was about to wade into the mess and try at least to turn Dad over and swab him off when Angela arrived. She'd had to stay late to see the immigration lawyer and couldn't get to a phone. Angela has a life too, with its needs. Together she and I cleaned Dad up, then sprayed the room with air freshener.

			Accelerating, I feel the buffeting breeze rush through the open window. I think of Joan Didion's Maria Wyeth in Play It as It Lays, daily driving these interchanges “as a riverman runs a river.” L.A. as sensory text, a kind of
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