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I think it is all a matter of love;
the more you love a memory, the stronger and stranger it is.

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV
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We Saw the Sea

WE ARE WALKING INTO THE OCEAN. HE IS HOLDING ME in the crook of his left arm and I cling awkwardly to the soft expanse of his chest where I am squashed against his cold skin and his disconcerting chest hair. He wades deeper into the black water that laps against my thighs, and I am afraid, afraid of him and afraid of the ocean. He strides through the waves, a father going into the ocean with his little girl, and over his shoulder I see my mother in her blue seersucker shorts and her dark blue sleeveless shirt standing on the wet sand at the hem of the tide, taking photographs, her face masked by her perpetual Leica as she frames her picture of a devoted father holding his happy child.

She takes the picture of her husband and her little girl, the devoted father and his happy child enjoying this moment of going into the ocean on this perfect summer day. This is a day we won’t forget, a moment we have not forgotten, because she is taking, she has taken, this photograph, the evidence of this afternoon, this spot of time in one of many summer days spent in the funny rented house on Luchon Street at the end of the block facing the dunes. Remember that summer? she will ask me from time to time for the next forty years. Remember that summer, the one after the summer of John’s heart operation, the summer we rented the Lido Beach house with the kitchen upstairs, and you had that terrible sunburn, remember the lady across the street who put polish on the nails of her brown standard poodles? What were their names? Coco and Chanel. You remember everything, don’t you?

He strides purposefully away from the shore, his enormous black swim trunks billowing under me like seaweed. He is as purposeful as the polar bears I have seen at the zoo, the ones who dip into the water, swim in a circle and clamber out, only to repeat the activity relentlessly. They have to do it. They don’t know what else to do. He is wading deeper into the ocean, turning momentarily sideways to brace against the occasional wave that breaks against us, as if this slow march toward the horizon is a requirement, as if he doesn’t know any other way to be at the beach with his child, any other way to go into the water with his little girl. He doesn’t know what else to do.

I have never seen my father run, I have never seen him throw a ball, I have never seen him sit on the ground, I have never seen him in a bathing suit before, and now he is carrying me into the ocean, and I am seven years old and he is fifty-two, and this is the summer we are renting the beach house at the end of Luchon Street, facing the dunes, the house with the kitchen upstairs and the dog-smelling shag carpet, and the sour piano on which my grandmother, my mother’s mother, the one we call Ganz, teaches me to play a new chord each time she visits. The sea air has ruined the soundboard, she diagnoses. My father is working at his office in the city and is only here on weekends, like a guest, and he sleeps in the room we call the guest room, downstairs, next to the room where my brother sleeps, and I share the upstairs bedroom, with its twin beds, with my mother. We are wading deeper into the ocean and a wave smacks me in the face and I am afraid and I cling more tightly to his unfamiliar arms and chest, and he says, Oh ho, are you afraid? Do you want to go out?

I say, Yes, I want to go out, looking over his shoulder at the beach, where my mother is now sitting on the blanket beside my brother, who wears a pith helmet and digs in the sand between his spindly legs. It is the summer after the summer of his heart surgery at the Mayo Clinic, and everyone says he is fine now, but where they cut open his skinny chest is a long red caterpillar of an incision which my mother gaily calls his zipper, but I am never supposed to bring it up at all. I am supposed to act as if it isn’t there, even though it is disturbing and irresistible to look at, even when she calls it his zipper, which makes me worry that he could come unzipped.

MY MOTHER is angry at me the week before our family drives to Rochester, Minnesota, for those interminable days I spend interrogating my Magic 8 Ball under the folding card table in the dingy apartment next to the hospital while everyone is preoccupied with the before, during, and after of my brother’s heart operation. (Is he going to die? Don’t count on it, Ask again later, Cannot predict now. Is he going to die? Outlook not so good. Outlook not so good that he will die or outlook not so good that he won’t die? Reply hazy, try again.) The day before his seven-hour surgery, my father lets John sit in his lap behind the wheel of our car, even though he is nearly eleven, too old to sit in a lap but too young to reach the pedals, so he can steer the car down the street, so he can tell himself, I drove the car! And so my father can tell himself, I am a devoted father who let his son drive the car before his heart operation.

I don’t mean to make my mother angry the week before we set off for Rochester in our aqua-and-white Buick (ours because somebody who owned movie theaters had rented a lot of Yugoslavian movies my father imported, but then he couldn’t pay the money he owed, so instead, one day my father came home with this car and a Georg Jensen stainless steel cutlery service for twelve, and my mother said, Oh, Sidney). She is upset with me because of a concerned telephone call from a neighbor, a call she says put her on the spot (whatever that means), which is how she finds out that I have told the girl next door (while riding our bicycles, shouting it over my shoulder as we careen in giddy training-wheel laps around Fairway Close, the circle of eight houses where we live in Forest Hills Gardens) that we are driving to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, because my brother has a hole in his heart.

I am embarrassed by my confusion about whether this Mayo has anything to do with the other mayo, mayonnaise (which my brother likes very much, and so I will not taste it until I am twenty-two years old), the way I am slightly confused about whether Castro Convertibles, which are advertised with a catchy jingle on the radio, have anything to do with Fidel Castro and Cuba. Who was the first to conquer space? It’s incontrovertible! The first to conquer living space is Castro Convertible! Who conquers space with fine design? Who saves you money all the time? Who’s tops in the convertible line? Castro Convertible! This conquering space, does this have to do with the space race, and Sputnik? Aren’t the Russians friends with Castro? Is a convertible sofa anything like a convertible car?

My mother informs me that what I have done, this terrible deed of telling our neighbors about the hole in his heart, is just like twisting a knife in someone’s back. I am ashamed that boasting about how my brother has a hole in his heart is like twisting a knife in his back, making another hole in him, because it feels as if she knows this about me, that I, her stuttering six-year-old daughter who cannot bring herself to ask for clarification on the Mayo issue, am capable of stabbing people in the back with a knife, and not just stabbing them, but twisting the knife. Maybe I am. Outlook not so good. I had not known it was supposed to be a secret, but now I have learned that when somebody has a hole in his heart, it is always a secret.

I say, Yes, I want to go out. He lunges forward, deeper into the ocean, triumphantly crying, as if this is all my idea, as if he is catering to my whims. Okay, then, we will go out, out to sea! He slides us toward the horizon into deeper water, and I am not sure he is even standing on the bottom anymore, because it feels as if we are being lifted by the swells. A small airplane dragging a banner chugs across the sky, from the direction of Point Lookout. Get the fastest tan that anyone can! A second airplane follows, dragging another banner. The advertising planes always fly from Point Lookout, past Lido Beach, past Long Beach, and then where do they go? I never see these airplanes fly back the way they came. They are forever flying from left to right. Tan, don’t burn, get a Coppertone tan!

I try to convey the urgency of my desire, try once more to correct this misunderstanding, No, no, I want to go in! And he says, Fine, if you insist, we will go in, in to the sea! And he moves us into even deeper water, and he begins to sing in his tuneless way, We joined the Navy to see the world, and what did we see? We saw the sea. This is one of two songs that my father sings, recklessly off-key, when he is in a good mood, the other one being about a ukulele lady who might cry or sigh or love somebody else by and by. The faraway lifeguard in his sunglasses, his nose a white beak of zinc oxide, is perched on the top of his high laddered chair. He cannot see that we are in danger. He will never come to rescue us. He isn’t even looking in our direction. Does he memorize where everybody is? Will he notice when we have gone all the way out to sea?

The Atlantic isn’t romantic and the Pacific isn’t what it’s cracked up to be, my father hums under his breath as the unromantic Atlantic laps at my chin and gets in my mouth each time I open it to try to speak. I keep getting slapped in the face by waves and he doesn’t notice. My eyes are stinging, and I want to cry, but I can hardly speak or breathe and I keep swallowing seawater by mistake, and closing my eyes doesn’t make anything different.

I cling to him but I am afraid of him, and I am afraid we will drown before he understands me, and he jumps up so we are lifted with the next swell and then he asks me again, Do you want to go out now? and I say, Yes! Yes! I want to go out! And like a crazy person, he answers merrily, Then out to sea we will go! Now we go even deeper, and now he is really treading water, and I don’t know how we will ever get out of the ocean if he will only go deeper and deeper, away from dry land, no matter what I say. We will drown, I will drown in his arms, we will drown together, the devoted father with his sunburned child in his arms frolicking happily at the seashore on this perfect summer day, a day we will never forget, a moment nobody will ever forget, because this spot of time is captured in the photograph my mother has just taken of the two of us, the devoted father and his happy child enjoying this moment of going into the ocean on this perfect summer day, that summer we rented the Lido Beach house, at the end of Luchon Street, facing the dunes. The dogs were named Coco and Chanel. Coco had blue toenail polish and Chanel had pink toenail polish. I have no memory of the moment we turned back, no memory of the relief of being put down to stand dripping on the sand, no recollection whatsoever of not drowning.


A Decent Family

MY FATHER STOPPED SPEAKING TO ME A FEW DAYS AFTER my twenty-fourth birthday, for reasons that grow only more inexplicable over time. It made no sense, but beyond writing him a note a year and a half into the silence to tell him I was expecting a baby, I didn’t attempt reconciliation. He was silent when Lucy was born in October of 1981. Even then, it did not occur to me that I would never see him again. I well remembered the seven years in my childhood when he refused to speak to his younger brother, Murray, when there had been a bitter falling-out over a coffeepot.

My father had presented his mother with an elaborate silver tea-and-coffee service which was possibly meant for hotel use and which might in fact have been used by a hotel (it wasn’t new) before it materialized as an element in one of his strange business deals. He was very proud of this ornate silver set, which now graced his mother’s Brooklyn dining room. And then she had given the coffeepot from the set to Murray’s wife. Why did my father stop speaking to his brother instead of his mother? It was she who gave away the coffeepot and she who refused his demand that she get it back. My father thought she had no right to give the coffeepot away, especially not to his brother’s wife, whom my father disdained. He was insistent that the coffeepot should be returned to its rightful place on her sideboard with the rest of the set, which she had no right to break up, and his mother was equally insistent that the set was hers, and what she did with it was none of his business. What was at stake for my father was clearly not that ugly silver object. He chose to see this as a personal rejection, a statement of preference. His mother had always been hard on him and soft on Murray. He would never be the one she loved more. (My cousin Stephanie, Murray’s daughter, knows a completely different version of the silver coffeepot story: the silver coffeepot belonged to her mother in the first place, and my father’s unreasonable desire to possess it was the source of the conflict.)

But in more recent years my uncle Murray had been promoted from persona non grata to close family member. He lived in our house in Forest Hills Gardens for a period of time after his marriage ended in 1974, up in the guest room on the third floor. He was given to witty remarks like “We who are about to dine salute you” on his way out to dinner. At this time he was rather minimally employed, having some connection to a Queens auto shop dedicated to replacing broken carburetors with slightly less broken carburetors. (Kaufman Auto Supply, founded by my grandfather Sam Kaufman, had once been a thriving business on Bedford Avenue in Brooklyn, but now the only evidence it had ever existed was the occasional stray miniature Kaufman Auto Supply screwdriver in the various desk drawers I rummaged.)

Murray was pleasant and easygoing. His humor was a lighter version of my father’s. “Where do you think I should go to replace the broken lawn sprinkler?” my mother asked him. “A haberdasher’s, of course!” he replied. His presence was an intriguing contrast to the awkwardness of conversation with my father, who frequently offered only silence if my questions or remarks didn’t interest him. In this time period, my mother and Murray were alone together in that big house a great deal. It occurred to me that my mother would have been much happier married to Murray.

When I had my learner’s permit, my father advised me that contrary to what I had learned from my requisite hours at the Rite-Way Auto School (“Learn to drive the Rite Way!”), there were many occasions when a driver needed to keep one foot on the gas and the other foot on the brake. I turned to my easygoing uncle Murray for driving lessons. We spent hours together in his gold Maverick, crisscrossing the streets and highways of Brooklyn and Queens, parallel-parking on side streets in Flatbush, navigating the Queens Midtown Tunnel, cruising on the Brooklyn Queens Expressway.

I assumed that my own rupture with my father was, at worst, another one of those biblical, seven-year Kaufman edicts. Surely this schism would inevitably resolve itself when he got over his anger at me. Nothing changed when my daughter Lucy was born, but still, I thought perhaps by the time she turned five or six the relationship would have tempered. But in July of 1983, when Lucy was not yet two, just weeks after the birth of her younger sister Charlotte, my father died.

My father stopped speaking to me for reasons that had to do with his blatant unfaithfulness to my mother, some of which I had witnessed throughout my childhood and adolescence. On the night of my twenty-fourth birthday, he declared that he planned to divorce her. After a two-hour rant to me and Nick, my husband of three years, about my mother’s deficiencies (which included an aversion to sex, and among the many complaints he enumerated that night was the claim that the last of the “four times” in their thirty-one years of marriage he ever had sex with my mother was when I was conceived), we finally went to dinner.

My father never acknowledged that it was my birthday, even when, unbearably, in the course of our gloomy meal at Seafare of the Aegean, there were three occurrences of birthday candles and singing waiters at other tables. Maybe Nick and I had been wrong to cancel our plan for my birthday dinner in New Haven in order to accept my father’s last-minute invitation to meet him for dinner in the city. I had assumed that his summons had been prompted by his desire to celebrate my birthday with me, but that was probably wishful thinking on my part. Did he even remember that it was my birthday? I was certainly wrong, as it turned out, to take him at his word about his intention to divorce my mother.

Taking him at his word was something I should have learned by then never to do, and I am not sure even now why I hadn’t accepted this, after all the lies and misrepresentations, all the broken promises between us. Why did I persist in being so literal-minded over the years?

MY EARLIEST memories of my father are filled with my own desperate anxiety about keeping up with him, about satisfying his expectations that I understand him, no matter how obscure his remarks or actions. When I was in elementary school, I was doing my homework one evening when my father appeared in my bedroom doorway and said, “A man walks into a bar and asks for something. The bartender pulls out a gun and says, ‘Your money or your life!’ The man thanks him and walks out. Why?”

My failure to recognize that the man had hiccups was clearly a disappointment to my father, who simply turned and walked away. That moment was a more devastating failure for me than had been losing the fourth-grade spelling bee a few weeks earlier, when I omitted the second o in chocolate. On another occasion not long after, I redeemed myself while driving with him when I knew what a contestant on a radio show did not—that the word for a group of islands was archipelago.

His Talmudic riddles were often simply unfathomable, like his query about why you never buy ink, the answer being because ink is something you borrow. But more often his questions did have answers, if you paid close enough attention to understand the likely direction of what he was actually asking. What travels around the world while staying in a corner? A stamp. If there are three cups of sugar and you take one away, how many do you have? The one you took away. When is a door not a door? When it is ajar. When is a car not a car? When it turns into a driveway. I was twelve the day I thrilled myself by immediately recognizing the answer to his sudden demand, out of the blue, while we were shopping for bargain-priced, random useless objects at his favorite store, Job Lot Trading Company on Vesey Street in lower Manhattan, that I explain this number sequence: 14, 34, 42, 72, 96. These are express stops on the Seventh Avenue IRT subway line in Manhattan.

Throughout my childhood, the nerve-racking quiz show challenges whenever I spent any time with my father were tempered by a powerful sense I got from him that the two of us were superior beings who dwelled in a realm beyond my disappointing mother and brother. We were in league together. Not only was it important to have the answers to my father’s questions, it was also important never to show confusion, or fear, which would irritate him and might cause him to lose interest in the conversation. Of course he expected me to keep up. Of course he depended on me to know all the answers. Even when I was very young, he rarely explained anything directly or showed awareness that my experience didn’t perfectly match his experience. He counted on me to observe and understand everything he said or did when we were together. How could I let him down?

I AM five years old, sitting on the bench seat close beside my father in our aqua-and-white Buick, the one that always felt borrowed because he got it as part of a deal, on a mission to get the best Christmas tree we can find. We drive and we drive, until we are at last in his old Brooklyn neighborhood, on Liberty Avenue. We park in front of a corner lot with colored lights strung along the top of the chain-link fence. The lot is filled with stacked Christmas trees, each trussed with twine into a tight bundle. Dozens more unfettered trees of all sizes, short needled, long needled, some fat with heavy branches, others oddly thin and bare, are leaning in rows, and the frozen air has the magical smell of Christmas, fresh balsam and fir.

My father has cautioned me to remain very quiet, and we have worked out in advance how I am to signal to him which trees are the good ones without revealing our preferences to the tree man. We pick our way across the slushy lot until we are among the trees. It is very cold. There is fresh snow on the top layer of trees. The tree man sees us.

He has a long black beard and wears a round fur hat, and he is bundled in a big coat that looks as if it has been made from dead animals. His dark eyes meet mine and I look away, embarrassed, certain that I have already done the wrong thing. I reach up for my father’s hand but he is no longer beside me, and I turn to locate him, then trot after him, playing my part of the little girl here to select a Christmas tree with her father. The tree man has a large knife stuck into the leather belt that holds his coat around him, and a moment later I see him use it to slash at the twine binding a tree in order to shake it open for a customer.

“What do you think of this one?” my father asks, standing an enormous tree upright. I shake my head. It’s the wrong kind, with long, sharp needles. I like the denser kind of tree that has short needles. People who get those long-needled trees are the same people who decorate with white lights and tinsel but no ornaments, or with no lights but only one kind of ornament, just shiny purple balls all the same size, like a department store. My father props up another tree. Too short, and it has a bald patch on one side. He tries again. This one is absurdly tall and thin, with stunted branches. We search through the trees, now demanding that the tree man cut the cords on some of the bundled ones, which he does with a flourish of the knife.

Finally, we come to one tree that is perfect, proportioned gracefully from top to bottom, with boughs full of short, dense needles, just the right height for our living room. I recognize in an instant that this is the one. My father thumps it hard on the ground to test for freshness. The tree man exclaims in protest, but there is no shower of needles to betray a dried-out tree. All his trees are fresh, the tree man says indignantly. What do you think, I would sell trees that are not fresh? I give you a good tree. My father looks to me for approval. I nod. This is the tree that will be perfect when it is hung with the Christmas ornaments from the trunk in the attic, from the intricately figured metal spheres from Germany and the striped Murano glass candy canes from my mother’s childhood Christmas trees, to the stuffed felt mice dressed in evening clothes that my mother’s mother has given me. The tree man is hovering impatiently.

My father says something I don’t understand. The tree man counters with something else I don’t understand. My father says something dismissive and makes a gesture with his hand. The tree man shouts something. My father shouts something back and now I recognize the language used for arguments with his mother. He is arguing with the tree man. I am worried because the tree man has that knife. My father lets the tree drop back against the stack of trees where we found it, and reaches for my hand. I don’t know what to do. I am disappointed. He takes my hand and we start to walk away. The tree man grabs our tree and walks beside us awkwardly, holding the tree in his arms and shouting some more. My father mutters something. Now we are at the entrance to the lot. Here is our car. The tree man is following us and he is still talking. Are we leaving without a tree? I fight to hold back my tears. My father says something. My feet are frozen from walking through slushy puddles in my leaky snow boots. The sky is white with cold, and my teeth are chattering.

The tree man is trussing up our tree with twine, still shouting, almost talking to himself. My father lets go of my hand to get out his wallet from his pants pocket, while shouting more angry, unfamiliar words, and now he is shaking his finger at the tree man. The tree man leans the bundled tree against our car and puts out his hand, saying something in a more conciliatory tone, and my father matches him, repeating his words, and suddenly counts out some money into the gnarled hand, shaking his head in disgust. The tree man tsks to himself and tucks the money away into a pocket, shaking his head in matching sorrow over this unfortunate transaction.

My father tells me to get into the car, which I do, while the tree man and my father together hoist our tree onto the roof of the car and tie it down with twine, which they run through the interior of the car several times. I feel very important, scrambling to take the ball of twine when it is handed in the window to me on one side by my father and passing it through to the other side into the hands of the tree man, who looks into my eyes again for an instant and smiles briefly.

When they are done, my father says something to the tree man, who shrugs and replies, Zei Gezunt, before he turns away to deal with another customer. Driving away, slowly, because of the tree, which is not very aerodynamic, my father explains to me what a goniff is (the tree man), and what hondling is (bargaining to get a fair price for our tree from the goniff). Because we are in the neighborhood, we stop to get knishes at the store where my father’s cousin Morry used to work, where the people behind the counter still know my father, so they give us extras. We eat the knishes on the way home. A hot knish—that is the taste of Christmas.

JUST A few weeks earlier, on my fifth birthday, the November day that was also my first day of kindergarten owing to New York City public school rules, my father told me that his present to me was his promise to build a playhouse in our backyard the following spring. I was excited, and could hardly wait to set up housekeeping in my playhouse. The very word playhouse was so playful and domestic and personal. I imagined my playhouse clearly. I knew exactly how it would look where my father and I had located it in the backyard, near the old apple tree. But then it was winter, and after that he was away on business trips that lasted months, and time passed. A lot of time passed. I would have forgotten all about it if my father had not brought up the playhouse intermittently, until finally, when I was twelve, and really no longer remotely interested in a place to have imaginary tea parties for my stuffed animals or a secret clubhouse with my friends, who were few, construction began.

Assisted by Jake LaMotta, my father began to build my playhouse, working several Sundays in a row. He had become friendly with the retired boxer through an acquaintance, a film producer named Peter Savage, whose distinguished silver temples made him look, I thought, like Veronica Lodge’s father in the Archie comic books. Peter was recruited on a couple of occasions to pitch in on this haphazard carpentry project, too. He was helping Jake write his memoir, which would be published three years later with the title Raging Bull. My father was very eager to option the half-written book for a movie, which was possibly the reason he kept inviting Jake over to help with the playhouse. Plus, Jake might have been down on his luck, but he was a powerful man who knew how to mix cement and lay concrete blocks. I heard my father tell Jake that the huge pile of lumber in our backyard had “fallen off the back of the truck” on its way to the set for A Man Called Adam, a film with Sammy Davis Jr. which my father was involved in financing.

Despite a lot of talk about who should play him on the screen (my father had Marlon Brando in mind, and Jake was on board with that), like most of my father’s movie deals, it never happened. Thirteen years later it would be Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull movie, not my father’s, that would hoist LaMotta out of his career doldrums.

They worked for several weekends in a row, erecting the foundation and frame of a much too large and elaborate structure in our backyard, during which time I was often expected to play for long hours with Jake’s seven-year-old daughter, even though she was so much younger than I it was more like babysitting. She often didn’t feel well, and was usually wearing party dresses as if headed for a destination that was not our house. Presumably, her mother dressed her for these outings with Jake on the assumption that the afternoon would hold some more festive activity than sitting on my bed looking out the window, watching our fathers while they maneuvered concrete blocks and two-by-fours and sheets of plywood, with much hammering and sawing and swearing, when they weren’t taking breaks to sit at the kitchen table eating enormous sandwiches and drinking beer (Jake) and Dr. Brown’s Celery Tonic (my father) and making plans for the movie my father would make about Jake’s life.

Jake’s little girl wasn’t willing to play outside. She worried that her frilly outfits might get dirty. But she didn’t like books, didn’t play cards, and wasn’t interested in board games. She did like brushing her hair while looking in the mirror on my closet door. Yet neither of us contradicted Jake when he would call up the stairs at the end of the afternoon, “All good things must come to an end,” when it was time for them to leave, as if this time we had spent together was a good thing.

The playhouse was abandoned, half-built. My father left for one of his extended disappearances overseas (with an itinerary that I would learn, decades later, the FBI knew much more about than we did). My father’s plans for a Raging Bull movie faded away and Jake LaMotta and his tedious child were never seen again. The playhouse roof leaked from the start, being only partly shingled, and within a year the wood frame began to warp and rot, and the plywood floor began to delaminate and bulge in disturbing broken blisters. By the time I left home when I was sixteen, the latchless, cockeyed door had become immobilized by swales of dead leaves filling the interior. The playhouse had been used just once, for a clandestine interlude during a ninth-grade planning meeting about a class trip to hear Donovan at Madison Square Garden. A few of the most advanced and sophisticated among us went into the backyard to share a joint along with some swigs from a bottle of Boone’s Farm strawberry wine.

[image: ]

MY FATHER’S broken promises to me also included invitations to accompany him on several marvelous trips to scout locations for major films he was on the verge of signing, as one of the first completion bond guarantors in the film industry. My father claimed to have invented the concept of film completion bonding, a form of production insurance that guarantees completion on budget and within schedule, though nobody else has ever given him this credit. His claim of a perfect record was maintained by his habit of breaking his contracts on productions that seemed on the verge of going over schedule or budget.

Just days before each of these scouting trips would have occurred, when I had read the script and studied up on the location, my father was betrayed. Inevitably, there had come, just in time, the discovery that the marvelously talented director or producer or writer who had seemed to be my father’s closest friend, this film being only the first of what would most certainly be a series of projects together, had now revealed his true colors, and was in fact a despicable charlatan of the lowest order, a poseur, a worthless, inept, backstabbing, swindling fraud.

There were two different promised cars, well before I had my driver’s license. I was so lucky, so privileged! One was a tantalizing yellow Jensen-Healey that had been used in a movie called Brannigan, which is one of the numerous films over the years on which my father claimed to have worked as an executive producer or an associate director or an associate producer or one of those other production titles nobody can clearly explain; his name is not in the credits.

When I was in high school, I was promised summer production assistant jobs three summers in a row on films my father was involved in—one had a location in Alaska—but something always went wrong with the production schedule, the funding, or with my father’s relationship with the director. As the start dates grew closer and closer, if I asked about the promised jobs or tried to make any summer plans one way or the other, my father would become angry. I was supposed to be grateful for his good intentions and all his efforts on my behalf and stop nitpicking about the details. Did I want to be just like my mother; was I that rigid and inflexible? Obviously, I just didn’t understand the film business and probably wasn’t suited for it if I required from him as much mindless scheduling precision as my disappointing mother, the woman he called a zombie, the woman who let him down because when they were in a supermarket together, when he asked her to get some butter, she returned with only a stick of Land O’ Lakes butter in hand. My father wished he had a wife given to more passionate response to the bounty of a supermarket, a wife who would have returned to him laden with ripe exotic fruits, caviar, mare’s milk, a tin of pickled lark’s tongues, and a tub of the finest Normandy butter. He told me that he wished my mother were “a more feminine creature” who dressed better. He called her a demanding infant because from year to year she persisted in being curious about his plans for Thanksgiving and Christmas.

WHEN I was thirteen, the one time I ever made any kind of trip alone with
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