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In 1549 a Franciscan monk arrived on the shores of the recently conquered Yucatan Peninsula. This young monk, Diego de Landa Calderon, was charged with the conversion of the Mayan peoples to Christianity. With great zeal, skill and enthusiasm, he prosecuted his task, traveling on foot to all the small outlying hamlets of the new Spanish territory.

He learned their language and customs and was respected and trusted for his interest and concern for their well being. This trust on the part of the Maya, led them into the error of showing him many of their beautiful books. Nevertheless all went well until Landa heard that some former Mayan priests had crucified a boy. Outraged by this horrific mix of human sacrifice with Christianity, he decided to stage an ‘act-of-faith’ ceremony.

The great Mass was held in the town of Mani, followed by a huge bonfire and the burning of thousands of Mayan idols and forty codices, the sacred books made of bark paper on which they drew and painted their hieroglyphic symbols. 

Landa understood the power of these books over the minds of his flock. He knew they contained the record of a civilisation which to his mind was inspired by the devil.

There were forty of these books called codices, and Landa chose forty former Mayan priests to burn them.

The proceedings were dramatic and many of the Maya cried in anguish as they cast their holy books into the fire.

Landa considered the last priest a personal enemy. He was the most intelligent, and charismatic and Landa feared he was the leader of an incipient rebellion. As punishment he was given the most highly esteemed and revered codex to burn.

This codex, painted in brilliant hues and shades was rumoured to contain some of the most powerful secrets of their faith  

As he approached the bon fire, it was clearly seen that he carried nothing, but with a smile on his lips and his arms raised high he walked straight into the embracing flames.

Landa did not record this self immolation in his official report, but was nevertheless criticised for his excessive zeal and brought before the Holy Inquisition in Madrid. Absolved of any wrongdoing he returned to the Yucatan where he was appointed Bishop in 1573. Emboldened by this exalted title he introduced torture as a means of conversion and created a chasm between himself and the Governor of Yucatan, whose work was made more difficult by these ecclesiastical abuses. 

As a result there followed a small exodus of Maya to their long abandoned cities in the jungles to the south.

And so, the most beautiful, sacred, and magical codex escaped the fire, but was never found. 
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EPIPHANY

On a beautiful day around Christmas, a man stumbled onto East Beach from the Marmonte Hotel wearing a dark woollen suit and grey socks. He held a pair of black wing tips in one hand, fumbling with his glasses with the other. 

He saw people jogging on the bike path and playing volleyball, and a group of sunburned retirees chatting behind a windbreak. Tall elegant palms swayed in the breeze, and toned and tanned college girls sunbathed in colorful bikinis. On the horizon a string of blue islands protected this privileged coast from the turbulent Pacific. 

Dumfounded, the man moved his head back and forth as he took it all in, then a smile spread over his face.

If you drive, or walk, or bicycle from that spot back toward the mountains, you pass a lagoon they call the Bird Refuge. Beyond that, rise the green concourse of Montecito Country Club crowned by the white tower of its clubhouse, while stucco houses with red roofs dot the hills.

Behind this enchanted scene, a blue range of mountains rise to four thousand feet, then tumble gently down toward the eastern horizon and the sea. The prettiest mountain, the pointed one right in front of you, is Montecito Peak. The valley which spreads out just under it, is where our story begins.  

Montecito, California 1977  

“Isn’t that the car Camus was killed in?” I asked pulling up a chair and nodding toward Dickie Brent. 

The gossip columnist was seldom at a loss for words, but as he searched for a clever quip, the man sitting next to him smiled.

"Yes, but it's a slightly different model. Camus died in an HK 500.

“Are you a collector then?”

No, it's my only car.” 

“I'm sorry," said Reggie, "I should be better at introductions. This is our friend Frank who I’ve talked about so many times." 

“Nice to meet you. I'm Darston Hover,” I said as we shook hands. 

Sitting at the two tables pulled together, were some of the odd assortment that make up the crowd at Pierre Lafond. It was an informal bunch, some came every day, some just on weekends. Others like me, showed up whenever we were in town.

I sat admiring the car and smiled at the older man whose expression mirrored my own. "You don't see many Facel Vegas, not even around here."

Dan Stanford looked up from his newspaper, “I thought it was an old Mercedes.” 

“The front does look a bit like one.” said Johnson. “The stacked headlights are similar to some Mercedes models of that period. But it’s a French car. Sort of.”

The old General turned his bloodshot, drooping eyes toward the car, “Sort of?”

“Yes, you see the body is French, but they used to put Chrysler engines in them. They were only made for about ten years. They used those big Hemis.”

“Those Chryslers were powerful cars...” Dan was saying, when I noticed the license on the front. It was one of those vanity plates they like so much out here. It said ‘AVA’.
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IT WAS COLD AND FOGGY that summer in Montecito. The condition locals call ‘June gloom’ stayed through July and August and mornings at the beach were dull.

But Greta and I liked it. I typed away on my Olivetti Lettera outlining the story for my new book, and Greta worked on her paintings. The normally sunny Montecito days are a test for even our iron self discipline, so with the fog we're not tempted to go out as often, making our work easier.

The next morning I got on the bike and pedalled off to Geneo's on Coast Village Road. Montecito has a few good breakfast spots, each with its crowd of regulars. I like to go to all of them.

When I got there, big bearded Rob Reilly was holding court at a table and eating an enormous omelette.

“Who let you outta jail?” he roared when he saw me. “You yellow livered liberal, where ya been hiding?  I saw Greta the other morning and thought she must have gotten some sense and left you. Hey waiter, get this guy a drink.” 

As always, Rob was surrounded by women. He loved them all and didn’t save his compliments for just the young or pretty ones. And so they loved him back. He saved his ruder jests for his male friends. 

“I’ve been working pretty hard on my new novel.” I said. 

“Well I hope it’s better than the last one. I mean I hope it does better than the last one. For all our sakes; I’d hate you to have to move out of town on account of going broke.” 

“Rob, you always know the most interesting people,” said a woman in a beach outfit.

“What’s so interesting about being a writer?  There’s lots of boring writers.”

“Well he looks like an interesting one. What did you say your name was?”

“Darston, and you are....?”

“Hi Darston, I’m Kelly.”

“So Darston, how’s your polo game coming along?”

“You know Rob, I’ve never played. I can barely stay on a horse. Looks fascinating, though I don’t know anything about it.”

“Kelly is trying to promote the Sport of Kings right here in our tony enclave. Aren’t you Kelly?”

“Why yes! Would you like to see a match? I’m handing out a few free tickets....to a select bunch of people, of course.”

“Wait a minute. I didn’t know you were looking for a ‘select bunch’ I’m not sure our writer friend qualifies.” Rob smiled over at me.

“Why Rob, if he’s a friend of yours of course he's one of the select bunch!” This seemed to make him happy and he sat there beaming like the Cheshire Cat.

As Kelly handed me a couple tickets for the polo match, Rob blurted out “Hey, I wonder what the poor people are doing today?” 

With Rob, there are no sacred cows. He has zero interest in being politically correct. He was an heir to the Ajax Cleanser fortune and from photos I’d seen of him from his days in local politics he'd once been a proper gentleman. And he knows a tremendous number of people; politicians, cops, women and a surprising number of movie stars.

Local gossip claims he was a bounty hunter for years after the war. If you refused to be affronted by his bellowing, you could enjoy his off color sense of humor. But nights were different. After he'd had a few too many he turned belligerent. I never talked to him when I saw him out at night. 

But he was going out a lot less these days. He must have finally gone through his money and was living in a seedy office down on Milpas. In any case, whether morning, noon or night, my liberal friends detested him.
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THEY WERE TRYING TO bring polo back. Like martinis and college fraternities it had fallen out of vogue during the 60s. Now, not even ten years since Woodstock, all three were making strong comebacks. 

It was our first Santa Barbara polo match. The old club house you can see from the road had just been restored and a number of condos gone up on the mountain side of the field. West of the polo grounds all the way into Summerland are still orchards of Hass avocados. 

We were walking toward the bleachers, Greta a little ahead as always, when we passed an elderly lady sitting by herself in a box seat. 

“I love your dress!” she exclaimed with considerable enthusiasm. Greta turned to her smiling, “Thank you so much.” 

“Do you know polo?” the woman asked.

“No I don’t really, this is my first time.”

“Oh that’s extraordinary. Please come and sit with me. Would you care for some iced tea?” I continued past them but noticed she was dressed in a soft old fashioned way with a string of pearls around her neck. 

“Have you never been to India?" she asked as I continued past them “My husband was raised there on a tea plantation. He really was good you know, ten goal ranking for many years.”

I took a seat in the bleachers and turned my attention to the field. It was easy to see why the sport was so famous. The horses were beautiful animals, healthy and strong, with shiny coats, and as much athletes as the riders. They rushed up and down the field stopping on a dime, then turning to gallop furiously in the opposite direction. Mounted and helmeted players in jodhpurs, chasing a ball with long mallets gave an air of pageantry to the field and ladies in floppy hats and men smoking cigars gave the stands a hint of bygone glamour. 

It was a sunny afternoon, becoming hot for those of us without an awning overhead, and after a bit I headed for the refreshment tent. Greta’s new acquaintance was obviously well known and two waitresses hovered around them. But as I tried sneaking past, Greta grabbed my arm, “Lady Elizabeth, may I introduce my boy friend, Darston Hover?”

We said our hellos then she said, “So this is your beau. What a lovely couple you make.”

I chatted with them for a moment but the conversation turned to crocheting and knitting and I continued on to the tent where a bar had been set up.

I was in the drink line when Dickie Brent passed me carrying two martinis. Pausing for a moment he gave me a snide look.

“I saw you in the royal box.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sitting there with Lady Elizabeth Stevens! Why she’s the doyenne of world polo. Always social climbing, aren’t we Darston? Not that I blame you."  

"No movie stars you can pick on?" I managed, before he vanished into the crowd.

Beer in hand I began looking around, curious to see what the polo set looked like, and wondering if I’d see anyone I knew. Sure enough I spotted Kelly and Rob seated with a group having lunch in the next tent. 

I was just heading over to say 'Hi', when a large man in a blue blazer broke away from the group at the bar and walked up to me. 

With a big smile he put out his hand and introduced himself as the club’s president.  

Giving me the once over he said, “Hey, I like your look, your outfit...” and gestured with his hand. “Did you get that sombrero over at W.A.King’s?” he asked, mentioning the men’s clothing store in downtown Santa Barbara.

“Thanks for the compliment. No, I got it up in San Francisco.”

“Musta been Cable Car Clothiers, then. Hey got a second? I’d like you to meet Ralph Gibson...Ralph’s president of Intercom out in Goleta.”  

He edged me toward the bar and I said “Nice to meet you, I’m Darston Hover.”

“And what do you do Darston?"

“I’m a writer.”

“New to the area? I see your friend is sitting with our President Emeritus.”

“No, but we're new to polo.”

“Hey Jack,” he called to another man in madras shorts “Come and meet Darston. He lives over in...?”

“On Jameson....near the Miramar.” 

“Montecito!” He seemed very pleased with himself, certain he'd just hooked a new prospect for club membership.

Montecito may be the richest small town in America but nothing is quite as it seems. The illusory nature of wealth can be seen here as clearly as the Channel Islands in winter. A lady drives her Ferrari to Jurgensen's to dumpster dive, the busboy clearing your table wears a Rolex. Business men from Monaco and Sao Paulo send their sons here to gain life experience and they go to work as waiters. 

One time I was getting out of a new Jaguar in the Upper Village when the comedian Jonathan Winters was walking out of the bank. "Great car, Darston, I got one just like it."

"But it's not mine." I told him. He stopped and dead panned "You're in Montecito, driving a Jag, ........Who cares.......?" 

A crash in the stock market, a divorce, getting written out of a will, a sudden inheritance, even a fight with your lover, can change everything in an instant.
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I THREW MY DUFFEL BAG in the baggage compartment, showed the driver my ticket, and took a window seat on the right side of the aisle behind the driver. This will be the ocean side as we head north up the coast.

I like the front of the bus because it keeps me as far away from the toilet in the back as possible, and from the smokers. It also minimizes the effect of all the curves up ahead and reduces your chances of motion sickness.

As the bus began to fill up, a young guy took the seat next to me and pulled out a book. Not me. Way too winding and I'm always on the look out for dolphins and whales. 

The driver got on, took a head count, and made his announcement.

“There is no smoking on this bus until we leave Los Angeles County. After that you can only smoke in the last five rows, and only cigarettes. That means no pipes, cigars or marihuana. Anyone caught drinking alcoholic beverages on this bus will be put off at the next stop. No exceptions.” 

The air conditioning roared into action and we pulled out of the Santa Monica bus station onto Third Street, around by the pier and down the ramp onto Pacific Coast Highway. It was a sunny day and a lot of people were at the beach. 

As we left Santa Monica behind, the traffic thinned. Somewhere around here I thought, Miles Davis is standing out on his deck playing his horn to the seagulls.

Soon Highway 1 was a winding two lane ribbon by the sea. Out the window, dolphins slowly arced their way north. A platoon of pelicans in formation passed us, flying along at eye level for a while before veering off beyond the white waves.

There are always signs of new construction along this section with people building fancy new homes, but the yearly cycle of destruction mocks their efforts. At the end of the dry season in early fall, the first Santa Ana winds howl through the canyons, sweeping down from the scorching Mohave dessert beyond the mountains. 

The area is left bone dry, kindling awaiting a spark. A lit cigarette tossed carelessly from a car window makes contact with the dry bush. The tiny fire is whipped by the winds into flames, the oils in the eucalyptus trees explode and a forest fire rages, reaping death and destruction. 

The dry season is followed by the winter rains. Without the roots of the trees and plants to hold the wet earth, mud slides cover the homes and roads below. This happens every year.

Then a brave home owner who has just lost everything but backed by his insurance company, announces in a TV interview his resolve to rebuild. The cycle is complete..... and starts all over again. 

The bus stopped at Zuma Beach and picked up two people then continued past Pepperdine and Trancas. 

We passed Neptune’s, where we'd go for shrimp and watch sunsets. I lived around Santa Barbara over a lot of years and every time I’d go into L.A. I’d take PCH. Every bend in the road holds a memory; like the enormous sand dune we were passing on the right that we rolled down one afternoon drunk on beer and love. 

Suddenly a black Stingray shoots by us, down shifts, and disappears around the next curve. This stretch is famous for speed demons. Every car company uses this bit of highway to convince the herd of the glory of the open road. Very few will ever drive along here, but it's a real part of the ‘American Dream’.

In that enchanting dream there's no rush to get to your nine to five job; no gridlock, no smog. Just you and that fantastic feeling of a powerful car, taking every sharp bend at ninety, the straight-aways at one twenty. It’s a powerful, captivating image and I fell for it myself when I was young. I actually have driven hotrods along this very stretch with Be Bop blaring on the radio. 

When I lived in Europe the old Ford became a Lancia and the California Coast, the French Rivera. That seemed like a big deal to me back then, but it wasn't really. It was still a fast convertible, a winding road, and the sea.

Then slowly, painfully, I began to mature. Maybe it was the Zen meditation or maybe it was when I met Greta. Or maybe it was the 502’s. 

I began to simplify my life. I took Greyhound’s advice: ‘Leave the driving to us’. The adrenaline rush is gone and the girls no longer stop and stare but now I'm free to look out the window, to let my mind wander and wonder.

“How far ya headed?” came from the kid on the aisle seat next to me.

“Santa Barbara.” I said, “You?”

“Just Ventura.”

Always curious about people who like books, I asked him what he was reading. He turned the book over and showed me the cover. “Ever read it?”

“Sure have.” 

“You like it?”

“Yeah, some. But I really liked his next one."

I didn't know he wrote any others. What's it called?"

"Dharma Bums. The first chapter starts right along here. He catches a freight up to S.B. and camps out on the beach.”

“I’ve been working on this one for a long time. It kind of makes me wanna go hop a freight. You ever done any hoboing? They say it’s not safe anymore...too many weirdoes.”

“Well, you can try it and see how you like it. That’s always my advice.”

“You ever have any luck at it?”

"I did a lot of it when I was your age, all across the country. But things have changed since then. The bus is an awful lot safer, believe me."

At Oxnard we pulled into the old station downtown and you'd think you were in Mexico. Across the street at the theater they're showing a movie in Spanish. It's an immigrant town surrounded by enormous flat fields, and when we leave, the bus is half empty. 

But they’re beginning to tear up the fields around Oxnard for shopping malls and high end housing. The same urban sprawl which is destroying Los Angeles.

Out the window little groups of people stooped over in the hot sun were working the strawberries. The UFW has been organizing around here these last few years. Looking for them, I spot a few of the outhouses the union fought so hard for. Then a small plane swooped down over the fields dropping its load of insecticide. From the bus you saw it like a cloud. It covered the crops and the field workers then drifted out over the town.

Just past the Camarillo State Mental Hospital where Charlie Parker tried to kick his habit, we take the ramp and head north up the 101.

At the little oil patch town of Ventura with its honky- tonk Main Street my buddy gets off and I wish him luck. “You too.” he says with a shy smile. I spread out into the luxury of double seats for the rest of the short trip.

As we cross the Ventura River I glanced down the 33 toward Ojai where we used to go and hear Krishnamurti give his talks,

then around the next curve is tiny La Conchita. 

I'm always excited here when I catch a first glimpse of the Channel Islands. They're hazy blue in summer, but in winter sparkle clear and sharp. But it's not all beauty; eight years ago an oil spill covered this whole coast. 

At Rincon there's a few surfers in black wet suits waiting for the perfect wave. During winter storms some of the best surfing in the world is right off that break, but today the water is flat.

One more curve and we're up onto a narrow coastal plane. We take the Linden Ave. exit, Carpinteria’s main drag, and stop outside the Carrows. This town has always been the ugly step sister to Santa Barbara; a working class area that never benefited from the Spanish revival movement. Still, it’s got a beautiful long beach with tide pools full of sea urchins and those same blue mountains behind it.

A few more people got off here but an older woman gets on. Even though the bus is half empty, she wants the seat next to mine and I move back over to the window.

From Carp, on past Santa Barbara to Goleta, I’m home. On this short and narrow strip of coast, fronted by ocean and backed by mountains, I played out many scenarios of my sunburned youth. 

If you grew up somewhere else, you might think your youth passed too quickly. But here it has a way of stretching out endlessly until it becomes your entire life.

In a flash we passed Summerland with its nude beach. It’s a place of bikers and bohemians; a couple seedy bars and a liquor store; ramshackle clapboards and big dilapidated Victorians. A hotbed of drugs and booze, sex and sun. A lot of kids from Montecito spend time here until their parents think they're grown up enough to head back over Ortega Hill. I called Summerland home for years.

In Santa Barbara we get caught at the long traffic light at State Street, then take the Cabrillo off ramp and we're in the depot. I grab my bag and go over to the taxi stand and get in the first cab.

“Where to bud?”

“Nine fifty Park Lane.”

“I’m sorry, I'm not familiar with that address.”

“In Montecito.” The cabbie looks at me through the rear view mirror. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“I don’t pick up many fares for Montecito from the Greyhound.”

“It’s my chauffeur’s day off.”

“Don’t get sore, I’ll take you out there. By Birnam Wood isn’t it?”

“You got it.”

Back on 101 southbound we got caught at the Chapala St. light. It's a great view, and all S.B. rises up in front of you. The Giant Fig Tree off to the right has its usual bunch of bums camped underneath. Several guys in a circle are passing around a jug, poster boys for the homeless life. Funny how the tree is exactly like the one the Buddha sat under a couple thousand years ago in India. He was homeless too.

At the big ‘Miramar by the Sea’ sign, we leave 101 and head up San Ysidro toward the mountains. At East Valley Road the driver turns right, but I could tell he doesn't know the road because he breaks too hard at each of the sharp turns by Knowlwood Tennis Club. We pass The Valley Club and Birnam Wood, three country clubs in less than a mile.

“Next left cabbie. Just up where the row of eucalyptus ends.”

On the drive across town I thought, how does a guy come in on a bus and go right into the heart of Montecito? There are flophouses on Haley for people who float in from nowhere. What makes Darston Hover the exception? 

Well, writers and artists are always an exception. Greta and I have been coming here for years and lived all over town. People know us, like us, and trust us. But no one starts off in Montecito's Golden Triangle. 
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I TRIED THE SCREEN door but it was locked so I rang the door bell. No answer, so I yelled my hello.

“How was your trip?” she yelled back.

“Great! The screen’s locked.”

“I’m in the shower,” and then dripping wet and naked and shiny she was there letting me in, but before I could kiss her she twirled around and headed back for a towel.

I like to watch her, I like other things too, of course, but I learned patience sitting long hours on my zafu. I took a seat on the sofa. It felt good just sitting on something that wasn't moving.

“There’s lemonade in the fridge or a couple of Dos Equis.”

I grabbed a beer, and poured it into a tall glass.

“What do you think?” she said coming out of the bedroom. She was wearing a lovely white crocheted dress. 

“Tastes good.” I joked, looking down at the foam and taking another sip. 

“Not the beer, silly!” and she did a pirouette. 

“It’s you!" I said emphatically.

“Does it fit? If not I can have it taken in.”

“Not on your life. It’s absolutely perfect. Where'd you get it?”

“Alpha Thrift.”

“No!"

“How was the bus? Anything exciting?”

“Nope. A kid sat next to me on the way up to Ventura who was reading ‘On The Road’ and I saw a line of dolphins working their way up the coast. No whales though.”

“No sexy ladies to share the seat with?”

“Just one old lady, and with all the seats that were empty, she had to sit next to me.”

“That’s because you look like a gentleman.”

“The cabby didn’t think so that brought me here. He said he doesn’t pick up anyone going out to Montecito from the Greyhound. I don’t think he thought I could afford the fare. But when he saw the big house out front it was all ‘sirs’ again. And how have you been? You look great by the way.

"Nothing too exciting around here........I went hiking with the Sierra Club, and I've been swimming every morning at the beach. Haven't been doing much painting though. Want another cerveza?”

“Thanks Greta.Where did you find them by the way? Did the liquor store start carrying them like I asked?” 

“No, I got them at Jurgensen’s.”

She came back from the kitchen with the cold beer and a plate of sliced havarti and olives with crackers on a tray.

“How was the trip?”

“It was a good flight into LAX but my head started hurting when we had to wait for traffic before we could land. And they gotta do something about all that smog, it’s worse than ever.”

“And how’s Jim? Did he really stop drinking?" 

“He lost a lot of that beer gut but I can’t imagine he’ll stop altogether. He calls it an intermission.”

We chatted for an hour or so about New York and my conference with my editor and publisher and then she said, “Go out and see the bikes. Your's needs to be dusted off and some air put in the tires. There's a pump out there and I left the Goop, and a rag for your hands.”

In front of the garage was what looked like a sports car under a tarp, covered with the little leaves of the California live oak that fall on everything that sits out. It was a 1954 XK roadster. A recent paint job by an amateur in a hurry had left little bubbles where the rust hadn't been sanded out. But cleaned up a bit I thought it might be alright for a few spins around the neighborhood.

“Hey Greta, whose car?” I asked, catching the screen door with my foot to keep it from slamming.  

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. Sally asked me if we could get it running before they come back. She bought it for Harry out of someone's estate sale and says it just has a dead battery.” She shot me a smile. 

“I don’t mind if we can get a chance to drive it awhile.”

After I pumped up the tires and oiled the chain on the Sturmey-Archer three-speed, I turned my attention to the car.

These old Jags were some of the handsomest cars ever made but were notorious mechanically. I played around a bit under the bonnet and decided it was worth calling someone to see if the battery would take a charge. By the late afternoon I was driving it back to the house along the beach from the mechanics shop on Haley. It still turned heads I noted, especially the women’s. Harry will love it!
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IT'S AMAZING WHAT WE manage to accomplish over morning coffee.

"So, where are you these days?" someone asks.

"We're at the Winston's looking after their Keeshond."

"Not that beautiful place up by the Ranch?" 

Then someone else at the table says, "I didn’t know you did that sort of thing. We're going away for December; by the way how much do you charge?” 

"We don't." 

"I've never heard of such a thing!"

"We take care of the pets and enjoy your house.You have a pool don't you?" 

"Yes of course, but I've never heard of doing a service for free!"

"What would it cost if we wanted to rent your house for a month?"

"You couldn't do it. I'd have to charge too much."

"Exactly! So who's getting the deal?"

"Well, that explains how you two can keep coming back to Montecito again and again! I just thought you were some of those idle rich." she laughed

"Well, Dickie Brent likes to call us jet setters, but the truth is we don't even enjoy travel. We've been doing this house sitting for so long we're used to moving about at will. "

"I can never keep up with you guys. You're here today and then you've gone off somewhere. Where were you this last time?"

"The Amalfi Coast!" Greta chimed in.

"Not that trendy place south of Naples? I hear it's wonderful."

"Well, I'd been there after the war" I told her, "when a bunch of Hollywood stars invaded the small town of Ravello. My new book is about their loves and squabbles and how they got along with the natives. Anyhow, we managed to get over for a few idyllic months of research and now we've just returned."

"How clever you two are, just like that. But where did you stay? You must know someone!"

"Not really, we lived in an old paper mill behind Positano."

*
[image: ]


BACK FROM OUR ITALIAN sojourn we began going to polo regularly and Lady Elizabeth invited us into her world. Her husband had been one of the great players in the modern history of the sport and her home was full of memorabilia and photos of them with every aristocrat in Europe.

She was Australian like Greta and it was something to see them together. When Greta told her she was a painter she got her to start painting the polo scene. Greta was infected by her enthusiasm and the excitement and drama of the sport. Until then, she had mostly painted abstracts. 

One day Greta's aunt Charlene called. Not an urgent call, but she did ask for some help. She has a fair sized house in Beverly Hills and her housekeeper of many years had just passed away. Greta is her closest relative and they get along well so she was happy to go down for an extended visit.

Although never a big star, her aunt had a long career as a singer. After an early hit musical she did a few seasons of TV shows before moving on to Vegas. She seemed to know everybody in show business, had even sung a few times with Sinatra and done guest appearances on the Jerry Lewis Show. 

"Mostly, she wants me to help organise her office and to find her a reliable housekeeper. It shouldn't be more than a month or so."

"Give her my best, and if it's going to be longer than that...invite me down. That house has, how many bedrooms? And take your easel!" 

"Lady Elizabeth is already calling everyone; from Pasadena to Pacific Palisades. I'll be painting alright.”

On my own for awhile, I moved into a small, rather run down gate keepers cottage, part of the old La Farge estate on La Vereda. I loved my new place and was getting a lot of work done. Then one day the words stopped and I found myself I staring at the watermark on the sheet of Hammermill Bond in my typewriter but the words just wouldn't come. It was time for a break.

There's an old three speed in every garage in this town. Since the bikes with underslung handlebars became popular they just sit and rust. I rode the Schwinn up Hot Springs and just before Mount Carmel I was in sunlight for the first time in three days. From there I coasted down East Valley to my favorite place for coffee. 

“All the usual suspects.....” I see.

“Yeah, they just rounded us up." Dickie Brent shot back, "Not disappointed I hope."

“Quit trying to be funny,” said Heather, “and let him tell us where he's been hiding." 

“Have you been out of town again, or have you found a more stimulating crowd to hang out with?" Dan asked,

"Hey! It's good to see everyone!" They could tell I meant it. "You all look great."

"I thought I saw you at Vons the other day but wasn't sure." said Reggie. "I would have have said 'Hi', but I was in the check out line."

She was dressed as usual in a bright sweater from Best and Company with matching socks and shiny loafers. Tall, and still handsome in her 70s, she had come to Montecito twenty years before. Whether to escape a failed marriage or just as a break from the Eastern Seaboard crowd she never said. But she bought a house and decided to stay.

Dickie Brent, the Messenger's gossip writer wore a blue gingham shirt, sleeves rolled up half way to show off his Oyster Perpetual Rolex; corduroy jeans and tassel loafers sans socks. He always looked good but when the conversation lagged he'd continue with his crossword puzzle.

"I was just telling Heather about these new glasses." Reggie said, turning toward me. “I thought they were so clever, they change in the sunlight but then I realised they never get dark enough for the beach.”

Dickie was telling Carl he'd seen Burl Ives across at the Pharmacy and Clifton Fadiman last night at the Bistro.

“Fadiman was good enough to revue my last book.” I said proudly. 

“Very good! Was it for The Book of the Month Club?” 

"No.......it was in........."

"A lovely write up, in the News and Review, wasn't it?" asked Reggie.

“The News Press, actually, not sure it boosted sales much though. So! How is everyone and what's been going on?"

"As you can see....nothing." said Dan. 

"Or more precisely, nothing we want to talk about." said Reggie. "Jerry finally went back to Iowa, and George to the retirement home, and Herman......do you remember Herman?" 

"Sure, the clarinetist from the orchestra. What happened to him?"

"He was hiking up Rattlesnake Canyon......you remember he loved butterflies and there are all those eucs up there......and he was trying to get the perfect picture with his camera, when he took a fall."

"Is he alright?"

"He broke his ankle but it could just as easily have been a hip. We're getting too old for that kind of nonsense."

And Frank Johnson was there, too. Tan, and well dressed, he could have been in his seventies or even eighty, and looked like he'd spent his life in a country club...... more the tennis than the golfing type. I was about to give him an enthusiastic greeting when I saw the Facel Vega. Frank’s ‘AVA’  had a nasty dent in the front fender that was going to cost him a lot to have fixed. 

"We used to have a little sporty car when my husband was stationed in France. We just called it a Facel.....a Facel 'Comète' I think it was."

"You're the only person I've ever met who had one of those."

"We brought it home and my son Andrew used to love driving it when he was at Dartmouth."

As they talked I got up to have a look at the interior. It had red leather bucket seats and one of those rare mechanic chrome dashboards. The genius who designed this car borrowed from the best of the era; G.M's wrap around wind screen, tail lights from a Chrysler Imperial, the low slung body of a Continental, and the stacked headlamps and grill of a Mercedes.

They were the fastest luxury cars in the world when they were in production. The Shah had one; so did Dean Martin, Ringo Starr and Pablo Picasso. Stirling Moss drove his from race to race, and Albert Camus died in one.

But Ava Gardner was the most famous FV owner; they were part of her legend and fame. Sinatra gave her one on her thirty third birthday and her bullfighter lover gave her one when she divorced Frank. She even pushed one off a cliff in a fit of pique. I looked down at the front license. It must have belonged to her, why else that vanity plate?  I would have loved to talk about it with Frank, but I didn't want to embarrass him, not with that dent.

"And where's Greta, Darston?" Reggie broke into my thoughts.

“Oh.....she’s spending some time in L.A. Her aunt needs some help with things, and Greta is her favorite niece.”

“That would be her aunt the singer, correct? Oh my, I hope she's alright. Now don’t get into any trouble while she’s gone,” she said with a mischievous twinkle. Then to the others, “The croque-monsieur today is really good if anyone's having a bite.”

“Thanks Reggie, I’m thinking of having one of those montecristos at the Miramar.” 

“Well if you’re going to be down that way, why don’t you stop by for a drink?” This was from Frank Johnson. “I’ve been meaning to invite you both over to see the house," he paused to consider for a moment, then added, "and I can tell you what happened to the car.” 

I looked at him and there was something sincere in his eyes and in the way he said it, “Alright then. Which place is yours?” 

“You drive past the front of the Miramar, as though you were getting on the freeway. But just before you do, take a right, that’ll be Posilipo. Take the first left at Fernald Point Lane. It’s just passed Romero Creek. I’m the second one from the end. There’s a white wall; the gate’ll be open. It’s a lot easier than I’m making it sound.” he added.

I excused myself and went upstairs to the restroom and to take a look at their expensive men's clothing boutique. Everything in the place has a way of creating an intense sense of desire. Things as silly as the little bag for your toiletries. I’ll have to wait until they make it to the second hand stores. 

When I got back downstairs, Johnson had already left.

“So, Reggie, you liked the ham and cheese?” I joked. "Have you ever had the California version?”

“Of course Darston, I lived on them. But I had to stop on doctor’s orders!” she laughed.

“What a reputation for a sandwich. Well, after lunch I’ll be heading over to Fernald Point to see your friend Frank. I’ve only met him a few times, and just over coffee. What’s he like?”

“Frank? He’s a great guy. I’ve known him for ages. He used to be in the movie business but then he went to live in Mexico. A fascinating man, and a gentleman to a fault.”

“With all the years I’ve been coming around, you’d think we would've run into each more.” I said.

“Well, he's never really been here that much. He’s mostly lived in Acapulco. He built his house and would come up for vacations and throw some parties. Then he leased it for years to people from back East who'd show up around Christmas for a few months.”

“It’s not that modern place you get a glimpse of from the beach, is it?”

“Yes, that’s the one, Darston, you’re in for a treat!”

"Sounds like an interesting character. And what do you think happened to his car?”

Reggie smiled a bit sadly,“You know he’s getting up in age. I think he just had one too many. He’s getting a little old for carousing I’m afraid.”

“You think that’s what happened to the car?”

“He’d been up here at the Café Del Sol kind of late. But if you’re going to be seeing him, I’ll let him tell you.” 

The day was turning out more interesting than I'd expected and I didn’t mind not reading the Times. 

From The Upper Village to the Miramar is a straight shot down San Ysidro. I passed Manning Park at a fair clip and pedalled up to the front entrance, just as the owner Bill Gawzner was pulling away. 

Gary the Maitre D’ was out front and greeted me with a smile. “Will you be having lunch, Mr. Hover? By the pool? Bring your bike in the reception and they can keep an eye on it."

“Thanks Gary, I’ll just sit in the bar if it’s alright. I’m in the mood for one of your montecristos.”

I looked around the bar and a few of the regulars were already there. A bit early I thought, but then it’s Sunday and some start with Bloody Marys or Mimosas for breakfast and continue straight on into the evening. The carpet had seen better days and there was a faint smell of beer and cigarettes, but the place was still very popular. 

"How's family life" I asked Gary when he brought the sandwich.

“Fine, fine. But the old lady wants a Rolls. You know me Mr. Hover, I like Continentals.” He brought out some fancy folders from behind the bar and spread them out, smiling.

"They certainly look nice in the pictures," I told him. 

“These are the latest models. See that green one? That's the one I'm getting.” 

Gary was just a Hawaiian busboy when he first came to town, but someday he’ll retire a very rich man. Not because Gawzner pays him anything but because he married an older.....and very wealthy, woman. He has a face that looks like it's made of rubber and people call him ‘rubber face’ behind his back. And he always dresses like a Las Vegas high roller in gaudy tuxedos; but then there never was any fashion sense in Montecito.

The Montecristo is to a sandwich like a Facel Vega is to a normal car. Ham, cheese, and turkey is stacked  between slices of white bread, the whole thing deep fried in batter, then dusted with powdered sugar and served with strawberry jam and sour cream. I washed it down with a Heineken and left Gary a nice tip. 

Fernald Point is a finger of land sticking out into the water at the end of a long beach.There’s nothing to it really, just a few cul de sacs with large houses behind old wrought iron gates. There'd be no reason to come down here unless you had an invitation. 

All of Montecito is affected by the train noise. If you were going to build a house on Fernald Point, you'd want a long enough lot to give you some distance between the house and the tracks. Somehow, at the Biltmore, you don’t notice the train but when the midnight special hurtles past the Miramar, it can give you a heart attack if you’re in one of the beach front rooms.

*
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I FOUND THE OPEN GATE in a high white wall. A brass plaque said 'La Caleta’. A long, gently sloping drive led through gnarled oaks to the house. Here and there under the trees, I passed a number of short walls. They gave a mysterious, almost disturbing impression; one wall was painted a deep purple, another a burnt orange.

I could see I was in for a few surprises. The views I had glimpsed over the years from the beach hadn't prepared me for the front of the house which looked like a big white box. Then, the only car parked out front of the place was a nondescript thing, probably an old  Datsun. The front door was yet another surprise. Enormous, and of carved wood, it showed a scene of Indian or perhaps Indonesian figures. I rang the doorbell and somewhere a dog barked; a big one from the sound of it. A middle aged, efficient woman with a strong accent opened it and then Frank Johnson was there shaking my hand.

“I’m so glad you could come,” he said effusively.

He glanced at the bicycle then back at me. “Well, come in, come in,” he said, showing me into a large open living room hung with paintings.  He waived me to a leather sofa trimmed in some exotic wood.

“What will you have?” he asked

“A beer or a glass of white wine would be great” I replied. He thought a moment and then said “I can offer you a California Chardonnay or a dark Mexican beer.”

“Dos Equis?” I asked hopefully, a little surprised.

“No, León Negra. It’s my favorite.

“I’d love to try one then.”

Over a couple cervezas Frank gave me a brief rundown of the place. He'd named it after a beach in Acapulco, and it was built by the famed Mexican architect Luis Barragan. Large, with many bedrooms, its layout provided ample privacy in its two separate wings. And yes, they positioned it kind-of sideways to maximise the distance from the highway and the train tracks. 

"This way, Darston.... at least on the ocean-side....you enjoy only the sound of the surf." 

I looked around at the walls. "Boy, would Greta like to be here now!" 

Johnson chuckled. "I haven't witnessed a first impression for a long time. Pretty much all Mexican," he said. "I was very lucky to arrive at the right time down there and to meet all the right people. You'd have to own a gold mine to afford them today."

I took a gulp of my beer, and looked around in disbelief. 

"Like a tour?  The artists are not very well known here, but they're very famous in Mexico. Some of them do have a strong international reputation," and he pointed to a large dark canvas with simple muted watermelons. 

"Now that's a Tamayo," I said. 

"I'm impressed! It's one of his most famous works but outside of real art lovers, few people would have known it."

"There's one like it at the Art Institute......I think."

"If there is, I don't know about it. You might be thinking of the one at the Modern."

"Of course...you're absolutely right."

"So, you're not just a writer....and car buff! How about another beer?" 

"Certainly! Well, Greta studied art and has been exhibiting all her life, and I may be a writer but I love painting, too. I'm familiar with the work of some of the big names from Mexico like Diego Rivera and Siqueiros."

I looked around at the walls, "They're so strong and colorful......so direct....."

"It was fun collecting them and I got to be friends with many of the artists."

We strolled down a long corridor, and he pointed to each picture, one after the other.......Covarrubius, Charlot, Zuñiga, Carlos Mérida.......

It was my turn to be impressed and I told him so, "What
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