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Dedication

To the Isle of Skye.

I’ll visit you one day.
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Prologue

I still keep the picture in my grandma Tillie’s black lacquer box in my closet, though it’s not as meaningful to me as it once was. It was taken in 1969, on the Isle of Skye in Scotland. The coast is gray and wind whips my father, Donovan’s, dark curls. He wears wellies and the softest-looking fur jacket, trimmed with brocade ribbon. My mom, Enid, wears a tweed skirt and tall leather boots and holds my scowling brother Dono (short for Donovan Jr.) on her hip. He was just a baby, and I wasn’t born yet.

When I was a kid, I thought Mom was pregnant in the picture—with me. She was a former model (in Paris, for Oscar de la Renta!) and willowy thin, but under her wool turtleneck, inside her still-flat belly, was supposed to be me. That was the story I told myself, the reason I cherished the photo. I’d never met my father, and this had always been the closest thing I had to a family portrait. All of us together in one frame, just this once.

“Oh, sorry, no, pussycat,” Mom corrected me one day. “We conceived you on the Isle of Skye, but I wasn’t pregnant yet in that one.” So, no family portrait for me. But I did get a great namesake.

The photo ran in a magazine article about Donovan, who was a famous Scottish folk singer, known for the hits “Catch the Wind,” “Mellow Yellow,” “Sunshine Superman,” “Season of the Witch,” and “Hurdy Gurdy Man,” among others. Was he still in love with Mom when they posed on the cliffs that day? I like to think so.

They’d met in 1966, at the Whisky a Go Go in LA. She was twenty-one and Donovan was twenty. Mom had dated famous men before—Jim Morrison, Keith Richards, Denny Doherty from the Mamas and the Papas, and (most exciting to me) Dudley Moore. But the night she spotted Donovan across the crowded Whisky, that was it for her. The Sunshine Superman, as they called him, swept her off her feet and away to Greece, then London. When she got pregnant with Dono, they moved into a fairy-tale house in the English countryside. Mom was born in Brooklyn and raised in Queens, but England was her happy place. As she once told me, sounding uncharacteristically New Agey: “It was as if I’d lived there in another life.” Donovan was happy too, for a spell, chopping firewood and writing poems and songs about their budding family. His album A Gift from a Flower to a Garden is pretty much all about that time. In “Song of the Naturalist’s Wife” you can even hear my brother’s first cries.

Donovan ticked all the boxes for Mom: creative, exciting, handsome, and a good provider. She wanted more than anything to be his wife, but he never proposed. By the time I was conceived in Donovan’s gypsy caravan on the Isle of Skye, he was already drifting back to his ex-girlfriend Linda Lawrence. Then my father left Mom for good, having won Linda back from Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones.

For a short time after my birth in London, Donovan put Mom, Dono, and me up in a flat, but according to Mom, he was uninterested in helping further—except to fly us back to the States. After that, Mom hated to ask him for more help, but she had no job, degree, or childcare, so she swallowed her pride and hired a lawyer to get child support, using her first check to move us into a small apartment in Los Angeles, my first real home.

In the end, it was Linda who married Donovan, claiming the rock-wife fantasy life Mom had thought was her destiny.

The way I always saw it, my father’s love had been like the best dream ever, until he waved his hand like a magician and woke Mom up. It was hard to believe something so great could be an illusion. Why trust love if it could vanish into thin air, just like that?






Part One

Girlhood
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The Bastard

1973–1979

I was three years old and my brother six when Carl, our first stepdad, blasted into our lives. Within weeks of their first date, Mom had accepted his marriage proposal, and the three of us left sunny LA for the East Coast and a man we hardly knew. Carl was really from Florida but moved around a lot—we didn’t yet know why. He was rich and had recently purchased a brand-new modern house in lush, green Ridgefield, Connecticut. It was ten times the size of our snug West Hollywood apartment, with sky-high ceilings and wall-to-wall windows. Like living in a big glass box set down next to a forest.

Mom had let her friends talk her into marrying Carl: “Let someone look after you, for a change,” they’d said. A nice Jewish girl at heart, Mom did want looking after. And Ridgefield was only an hour-and-a-half train ride from my grandpa Benny and grandma Tillie in Queens. The comfort of having her parents nearby was the deciding factor for Mom. This partnership wasn’t about love; it was, she hoped and believed, about security.

I was too young to remember the wedding in our new backyard but old enough that moments from the day—brought back to life by photos and long talks with Mom and Dono—are clear enough to touch. Like following my big brother away from the noisy party and down the sloping lawn and into the quiet woods. Smoke, the white German shepherd puppy Carl had given us, bounded ahead as we disappeared into the pines, leaving the wedding and all that it meant for us behind.

It was Carl who finally came looking for us. We heard his big, booming laugh when we appeared from the trees—Dono in his mini suit, me picking pine needles from my hair. Carl still had his dark Florida tan, which was set off by his bright white three-piece suit and matching bright white teeth. His hair was long and blond, and gold rings shaped like suns and moons flashed on his fingers.

“Look at your mother,” he said, leading us back to the party. “Isn’t she the most beautiful woman in the world?”

In pictures of the reception, Enid stands, unsmiling, under a yellow-and-white-striped tent, surrounded by the guests in their embroidered prairie dresses and velvet suits and over-the-knee suede boots and capes and fedoras. She is undeniably beautiful, and wispy as a daffodil in her white silk wedding suit. Before we left Los Angeles, she’d had her long strawberry waves cropped into a pixie cut that made her a dead ringer for the actress Mia Farrow. With almost no makeup, her skin glows, but her eyes are dull and faraway.

I already understood at that young age that beauty mattered. When Mom read to me from Grimm’s Fairy Tales, the word jumped from practically every page. In “The Pink,” the maiden was more beautiful than any artist could portray with paint; in “Snow White,” the evil queen’s sole desire was to be the most beautiful in the land; in “Sleeping Beauty,” beauty was one of the gifts the fairies gave Princess Aurora.

From the way Carl spoke, it seemed that beauty might be the most valuable gift of all. Because beautiful girls would always be taken care of.


For a time, we coasted on the adventure side of the wave. Carl bounded around the house like a jittery giant who’d consumed too much sugar, but our stoic nanny, Cosette, kept the peace and made us feel safe. She was from Haiti and spoke to us in English and French as she carried us around, one on each hip.

“Cosette, put them down!” Mom would say. “They’re too heavy!”

Fortunately for us, Cosette didn’t seem to mind. We needed her warmth and attention. Mom’s once-powerful maternal instincts weren’t what they’d been before Carl. Her thoughts seemed a million miles away; she stopped cooking and got paper-thin.

I thought Carl was exciting, in a dangerous kind of way. I loved discovering the random treasures he brought from his mysterious travels to South America, tucked into drawers and bookshelves, like Easter eggs. When I admired a heavy pewter seal that materialized one day, Carl said proudly, “You like that? I stole that for your mother.”

I’d nod along when he explained that stealing wasn’t wrong, getting caught was.

Back then I still had my father’s last name, Leitch. Skye was my middle name, which Carl liked best.

“One day, Skye,” he liked to say, “I’m gonna buy you a purple jet. Because ‘Ione’ means ‘purple jewel,’ did you know that?”

I didn’t believe everything he said but pretended to. With each of my fathers, I would try to be easy and sweet, wanting them to love me more than anyone else, even more than my mom, as I always wanted to be somebody’s favorite.

Sometimes Carl’s promises did come true. “I’ll bring you back an emerald,” he said as he and Mom headed off on a business trip to Bogotá, Colombia. And sure enough, they returned with a bag of sparkling emeralds. I got to pick one to have made into a ring.

On my fourth birthday, Carl presented me with my emerald, set in gold prongs on a delicate band. It was very fancy and too grown-up for a little girl, which made it even better.

He told me I was special because I was deep and beautiful, like Mom, and an older soul than my big brother. (Carl was fond of Dono, but I got all the compliments.) He also told me, often, that I was the reincarnated soul of a baby Mom almost had once but didn’t (which I would later learn was an abortion). I had really wanted to be here, so I came back. “And that is why you are so special,” he’d explain.

I had no understanding of what exactly he was talking about but often fantasized about a ghost baby, flying around a fairy-tale English cottage, waiting to be born as me. It was a funny image but also strange and unsettling.

Carl did not share his reincarnation theory with Mom, only me. There was something melancholy about it, and Mom didn’t like to talk about sad things. She was sad enough already. Anyone could see Mom wasn’t thriving in her role as Carl’s Beautiful Wife. She’d grown distant and closed off, retreating more every day into a shell that looked like our mom but wasn’t her. She was surely suffering from worry, stress, and depression, but as kids, we didn’t know that term. The best word we had for Mom in Ridgefield was “frozen.”

Mom wasn’t just isolated and missing her old friends; she’d been tricked. We all had. It turned out the excitable, big-kid version of Carl we’d all liked at first was just one side of him. The other side had a terrible temper, possibly fueled by cocaine, in retrospect. Before Ridgefield, Carl had hidden his bad side from us, but now that he had us, he didn’t need to do that anymore.

The scariest thing about Carl’s temper was how unpredictable it was. All of us were bracing for a big explosion the time Mom accidentally threw away $10,000 in cash he’d hidden in a wastebasket. As the two of them vainly scoured the local dump for the money, Mom remembers thinking, If he hits me, I’ll have a reason to leave. But Carl just laughed and delivered a philosophical speech about how his “material stuff”—the BMWs, the boat, the gold watches and custom suits—didn’t matter to him. Only love mattered. Carl gave this speech often and genuinely seemed to mean it every time. But then, maybe the next day, he’d find a half-eaten bowl of chicken soup Dono had left under his bed (Carl was a health nut, so we were supposed to be vegetarians) or a wet bathing suit on the Eames chair in the living room, and the windows would vibrate from his rage.

We’d all grown to fear Carl, but Dono did the most. My brother especially hated being picked up from school by our speed-demon stepdad. “Ask Carl to slow down,” he’d whisper, gripping my wrist in the backseat. I liked going fast and wanted to impress Carl by being tough and unafraid, but I knew the rules. If Dono asked Carl to slow down, he might swerve the car to scare him even more. It was shameful for a boy to be afraid but charming for a girl. So, I learned to play Damsel in Distress. “Please slow down, Carl,” I’d plead. “I’m scared.”

I think we were always waiting for Carl to hurt Dono with more than his words—for the moment he’d finally raise his hand to my brother. The day it happened, Carl was supposed to be on a business trip, so Dono and I were in the living room, wrestling with the leather Sacco beanbag chair that was not a toy. I was pinned underneath, screaming and laughing, when I felt Dono’s weight jerk away. There was a whack and a thud. The beanbag lifted from me and I saw Carl press it down on my fallen brother. Dono’s screams grew muffled and he thrashed his skinny legs like a bug under a rock.

“How do you like it!?” Carl yelled, veins bulging.

My brother stopped kicking, stopped screaming. Why couldn’t I scream? Why couldn’t I kick? I wanted to kick Carl, right in the shins. I didn’t ask to be saved like this! But I couldn’t make myself move. Slowly, my brother sat up, and Carl walked away. Dono wasn’t crying, just staring ahead with a blankness that reminded me of Mom. He’d gone to the frozen place, where it was easier to be.

It would be years before we told Mom about what happened that day. Worrying her would only make her worse, we thought.

The longer we stayed in Ridgefield, the less she spoke or laughed or came out of their bedroom. In Los Angeles, Mom’s door had always been open to us. Every morning, I’d climb out of my toddler bed, run to her room, and throw myself onto her sleeping body. Mom would open her arms and pull me close. But I was more cautious now. I rarely knocked on the double bedroom doors when she was in there. Sometimes I’d stand outside, my cheek pressed to the heavy wood, until I heard her breathe or cough or rustle the covers. In wintertime, if it was too quiet, I’d pull on my coat and snow boots and run outside to check that her window was closed.

I was worried Mom might literally freeze, like our pet parakeets had our first winter in Ridgefield. Ice Storm Felix had been a hell of a storm. The power lines came down in the middle of the night, and without heat the house got so cold that Carl carried us from our beds to sleep by the fire in the sunken living room. In the morning, our glass-walled box looked out on a glistening white wonderland, so beautiful that we gasped and saw our breath. “Choo-choo!” went Dono, puffing clouds of white vapor. “Choo-choo!” I mimicked, running after him to the kitchen. We both screamed at once. The little yellow birds we’d brought home from the pet store just a week earlier lay stiff and frozen on the bottom of their cage. I wouldn’t have expected Carl to remember them, but Mom loved the birds as much as we did. She’d loved them and still had forgotten about them.

Mom wasn’t strong enough to protect us, but the woods were. If the weather allowed, that’s where we’d be. Dono would take off on Carl’s ATV (he could barely see over the wheel) and I’d wander, running my stick through the soft earth beside me and stopping every few steps to crouch in the roots and leaves, communing with the gleaming, crawling beetles. I loved to build fairy houses. A mushroom cap for a table, soft moss for a carpet, a fir-branch roof … In my fairy houses, there were no sharp corners, no closed doors, and no fathers.

When I was five, Carl announced that we were moving back to the West Coast. He said he was craving a “more happening scene” and Topanga Canyon, in the Santa Monica Mountains, was where it was at. Really, I think he was trying to hold on to Mom, hoping Los Angeles would warm her up and bring her back to him. Dono and I wanted Mom to come back too, but not back to Carl.

Topanga was most definitely a scene—a fringy hippie enclave where babies were bathed outdoors in tin buckets and pot plants grew in window boxes. Artists, musicians, and off-the-grid types had flocked there since the sixties. Some of the most famous townsfolk were members of the Eagles, the Beach Boys, and the Doors. Neil Young recorded After the Gold Rush in his house at the top of the canyon.

Though Carl’s new biker friends seemed to feed his bad side, he was around less, and life was good again. Dono and I went a little feral, running barefoot all year long, riding the neighbors’ ponies bareback and drinking fresh milk from their goats. In summertime, we went to a local day camp. Every morning, a counselor in a beige Ford Pinto would come to pick us up, blasting our theme song, Glen Campbell’s “Rhinestone Cowboy,” through the open windows. I’d always have to sit on a teenage boy camper’s lap, which I came to realize I didn’t mind one bit.

Mom’s eyes got their shine back in Topanga. She was cooking again, something she’d always loved to do before Ridgefield, and she’d even started a freewheeling annual party by the local creek.

But the three of us knew, without even talking about it, that the restless canyon wasn’t our forever home. More like a stepping stone to a new life.

In the bicentennial summer of 1976, Mom took her first step toward independence from Carl. She didn’t have the courage or money to just walk away but somehow convinced him that they should try living apart, for the sake of convenience. He would stay in Topanga, where it was easier to run his “business”—exactly what that was, Mom would never tell us—and the three of us would move back to Hollywood, closer to good schools and Mom’s old friends.

I would miss Topanga’s creeks and tadpoles, the goats and owls and wildflowers, the twisty, wind-whipped drive to the beach. But I wouldn’t miss Carl, as much as I’d liked being his favorite. The story of how Mom quietly, passively shook him for good—by encouraging one of her easily persuadable girlfriends to “steal” him away—is for another time, but know that she did. She divorced him and we were free!

For a spell, it was us against the world. Mom found a cheap rental house, a 1917 Craftsman on Wilton Place in the Hollywood foothills—safely above Franklin Avenue, the gateway to Hollywood’s gritty side. Dono and I adored our new home. It was so warm and cozy, we didn’t mind the occasional raccoon in the attic, the skunks in the basement, or even the possible ghost of old Mrs. Plato, the previous tenant, who’d died in Mom’s room. The neighborhood was great too. Instead of bikers watching over us, we now had a friendly community of working-class families. Kids played ball in the street and we all knew the mailman, just like on TV.

How fun newly single Enid was—back to her old, magnetically maternal self. Everyone wanted to be near her, and the porch door slammed nonstop with friends coming and going. If Topanga was “Rhinestone Cowboy,” Wilton Place was “Let ’Em In” by Paul McCartney.

To support us, Mom found part-time work catering and waitressing at Oscar’s Wine Bar on Sunset. On the side, she started selling pot, which involved lots of hanging out at home and of course lots of smoking. Mom didn’t like the feeling of alcohol or hard drugs, but she did like pot.

Aside from “Be kind” and her bedtime mantra, “Wash your face and hands and brush your teeth,” there were no rules anymore. No one to shame or inhibit us. Dono and I were free to be him and me, raiding Mom’s closet and running wild in her groovy sixties relics. Happiness was a messy house, steaming bowls of chicken soup, and dozing off in Mom’s bed to the Taxi theme song on TV.

I can’t say I missed my dad. He’d never been there to miss. I don’t remember questioning why he wasn’t a flesh-and-blood person who could hug me and teach me to ride a bike, but just a soothing voice flowing from the speakers. Only in my teens would Donovan’s songs of love and togetherness start to really sting.

In second grade, I discovered that I was something called a “bastard.” I learned it from a TV miniseries we were all talking about at school called … The Bastard. Like all my classmates who were allowed to watch it, I loved the show, a period piece about the illegitimate son of an English duke. During one post-episode recap in the schoolyard, I proudly announced to my circle of friends: “I’m a bastard!” This did not make me more popular, surprisingly. Apparently, some kids (squares) had to ask their parents if they were allowed to play with bastards. While this hurt my feelings, I knew plenty of kids outside of school who could relate to my nontraditional family.

I was beginning to develop what would be a lifelong intrigue with other kids of famous dads. I felt an easy familiarity with them, and they weren’t hard to find. A few of Mom’s very best friends were: Jenny Boyd, whose daughter with Mick Fleetwood was Amelia Fleetwood; Nurit Wilde, who had Jason Nesmith with the Monkees’ Michael Nesmith; and Marsha Hunt, mother to Mick Jagger’s daughter Karis.

I’ll never forget the first time I saw Karis. I came flying down the stairs from my bedroom in a disco tube top and terry cloth shorts, excited to meet the new girl in town, fresh from London. Mom was at the door, hugging a chic Black woman with red lips and full, glamorous hair. I’d heard all about Marsha Hunt, the singer and actress who’d starred in the London musical Hair and likely inspired the Rolling Stones’ song “Brown Sugar.” But it was Karis I wanted to see. She had a shy smile and shiny brown curls and looked uncomfortably hot in her prim wool skirt and knee socks.

“Hi!” I said, already turning back up the stairs. “Come on!”

Karis and I were inseparable from that day on. We made up dance routines to Michael Jackson’s Off the Wall, sang along to the Wiz soundtrack, watched every episode of The Love Boat and Fantasy Island, and endlessly painted our nails, or preferably our mothers’. Marsha was always game to let us mess her fingers up. Laughing her lovely, throaty laugh, she’d complain that the polish contained “bits of carpet and fluff,” then let us do it all over again the next week.

Karis was a private person by nature. She rarely talked about her dad, but I knew from Mom that Mick had been absent for much of Karis’s life. I also knew that thanks to some nudging from Mick’s new fiancé, Jerry Hall, he’d been seeing more of Karis. I wanted to know what it was like to meet your famous dad. How were you supposed to act? Did Karis call him Dad or Mick? Did she like him? Love him? Did he say he loved her? What I ended up asking, when I finally got the nerve, wasn’t any of those things.

We were having a sleepover, lying on Enid’s rattan chaise longue and reading comics. I touched my friend’s foot with mine. “Karis?” I said, trying to sound off-the-cuff.

She didn’t look up from her Archie comic. “Yes?” she said in her proper English accent.

“Are you ever mad at your dad?”

Now she looked up. By the way she pursed her lips, I could tell she didn’t want to go there, but she did, for me.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Once, I showed him a picture of me from when I was little, and he said, ‘I remember that sweater.’” She crossed her arms, looking out the window.

“And?” I said.

“And I thought, No you don’t, you weren’t there.”

“Did you say that?” I asked.

“No.” She shook her head.

That was all I got. It wasn’t the big emotional conversation I’d been hoping for, but it was something.

Watching Karis grow closer to her dad, I thought more and more about mine. Sometimes I imagined him doing normal dad things like driving me to school or hugging me good night. Sometimes, I pictured us taking a trip to India, where Donovan had gone with the Beatles to visit the Maharishi. I would wear purple tie-dye and flowers in my hair, like Cynthia Lennon in a magazine picture I’d seen of the group. My father would wear a canary-yellow tunic and make up funny songs about me, strumming his guitar. Although I couldn’t imagine what he’d write about, not knowing me.


When I was seven I had my first opportunity to meet Donovan. He was opening for Yes at the Forum, and Nurit offered to take us and her son, Jason, who was Dono’s age. My brother was so excited to see our dad after seven years. “I can’t believe he’s at the Forum!” he kept saying. “The Who just played there!”

I was too proud to go. If our father had wanted us there, he would have invited us. He would have sent tickets.

The morning after the concert, my brother came bounding down to the breakfast table, manic with stories about Yes’s light show and our dad’s freestyle rendition of “Cosmic Wheels” and Chris Squire’s triple-neck bass and his epic solo riff on “Round-about” and—

“Did you talk to Don?” Mom finally interrupted.

“Yeah,” said my brother, through a mouthful of cereal, “he was really nice.”

“Hmmm,” Mom replied opaquely.

“Did he ask about me?” I had to know.

“Uh, no, but he sort of patted Jason’s hair and said, ‘You must be the girl.’”

“The girl?” I said, confused. I didn’t yet know that in his few and far-between letters to Mom (sent through lawyers, with his monthly child support checks), Donovan had never once referred to me by my name. To my father I was always, only, “the girl,” lowercase.

“I think he thought Jason was you,” Dono clarified.

I was horrified. Jason had long hair and big pretty eyes, but still … my father thought a boy was me!

“Did you tell him it wasn’t me?!” I demanded.

“I, um … ,” said Dono, scratching his head.

“Did you tell him?!” I screeched.

“I think Jason was about to,” said Dono, “but then … Donovan just …”

Mom set her mug down a little too hard, splashing coffee. “He just what?”

“Well, he was busy, and there were people everywhere, and he just sort of …”—my brother looked down at his lap, as if realizing he didn’t have the answer we were looking for—“… walked away.”

It was hard to pinpoint what hurt most: that my father had thought a boy was me, or that he’d called me “the girl,” or that, moments after meeting me for the very first time in my life (so he thought), Donovan had done it again: just walked away.
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Birth of a Social Climber

1980–1983

When I was ten, Mom threw herself into a big entrepreneurial venture, borrowing money from friends to open her own restaurant, Enid’s, in the front room of the legendary Improv comedy club on Melrose. I loved visiting the place, sneaking around behind the potted palms and playing hopscotch on the black-and-white checkered floors. Most of all, I loved seeing my mom out in the world, boldly single and making her own way. Sadly, the restaurant never made money, and Mom was forced to shutter her dream after only a year. She took it hard, parenting from bed for several months and rarely changing out of her favorite old kimono.

My brother and I responded to the return of Mom’s depression in our typical ways. My way was to be sweet and helpful and perfect. Each night, after bringing Mom her Red Zinger tea and soaking up as much of her pain as I could, I’d retire to my room, put on my Little House on the Prairie nightgown, brush my hair with a hundred strokes, and fall asleep with my hands folded on my chest like a little vampire angel. Dono’s way was to act out. The more Mom disappeared into her frozen shell, the worse my brother behaved. By the end of seventh grade, he’d mutated into a shoplifting, fire-starting, day-drinking vandal. “Our own punk rock Eddie Haskell,” said Mom, who’d all but resigned as disciplinarian.

Enter Billy, soon to be Stepdad Number Two.

Mom’s new boyfriend and savior was an aspiring screenwriter, gaffer on film sets, and bartender at the Improv—where they’d met. He was only twenty-three to Mom’s thirty-five but had no problem taking charge. When Dono chopped a hole in our garage door with an ax, Billy promptly grounded him for the rest of summer break. Naturally, at first, my brother despised our new father figure. “You can’t tell me what to do! You’re not my dad!” he’d yell from the top of the stairs, like every Afterschool Specials troubled teen ever.

But the tough love must have worked: In eighth grade, my quick-change-artist brother transformed yet again. Dono turned his grades around, received the “Most Improved Student at Le Conte Jr. High” award, found himself a talent agent, and plunged into the pursuit of stardom. Meanwhile, Enid slowly came out of her funk, hosting poker nights at the kitchen table, taking carpool shifts, and restarting her pot business. By the fall of ’82, she’d retired the kimono and adopted a new uniform of army pants, tanks, and combat boots (mine—I tried not to mind). She resumed dying her hair, which turned out fuchsia instead of the old soft auburn, making her even cooler.

Mom didn’t love Billy the way he loved her, but she loved having a parenting partner, and it didn’t hurt that Billy was gorgeous—tall, dark, and shaggy, like a 1960s Keith Richards. After a dozen or so proposals, she’d agreed to marry him, and I was all for it. Dono was coming around too.

Billy wasn’t so hard to like. He owned the first Walkman we’d ever seen and a cool open Jeep that whipped our hair into beach waves. And for now, at least, he made Mom happy. Billy was actually a pretty sweet guy, under his macho front. Once, he’d brought Mom a pair of doves—live props from a job he’d worked on. They’d let us cuddle them like bunnies and I wanted to keep them forever. But the frozen parakeet incident in Ridgefield had left its mark on Mom. So, after letting the doves fly free in our dining room for a few weeks, she took them to live happily ever after in a lush aviary at the director Tony Richardson’s house.

Unlike Dono, I didn’t fantasize about “making it” in Hollywood. At least not the brash, smoggy Hollywood I could see from my favorite dreaming spot, the wedge of rooftop outside my bedroom window. Bookish, quiet, and obsessed with all things retro, I preferred the Tinseltown Hollywood of the 1940s and ’50s—those heady days of Hitchcock, Cukor, Bogie, and Bacall that I saw on channel 5 on weekend afternoons. I loved dressing up in thrift store hats and gloves, and once—pushing through my shyness—invited Dono and his cute friends to the basement to watch me do the “Let Me Entertain You” striptease from Gypsy. The routine was G-rated but my appalled brother vetoed the performance regardless.

The spring of my sixth-grade year at Cheremoya Avenue Elementary School (where you went if you lived in Hollywood but your dad didn’t run Hollywood), a few of my closest classmates decided to apply to Immaculate Heart, a Catholic prep school for grades six through twelve. Never mind that I was Jewish, I was desperate to go too. I craved structure. Rules. Formality. Everything I didn’t have at home.

“Please, please, please, let me go!” I begged Enid one Sunday morning, falling to my knees at her bedside. I’d been pleading my case for days, getting nowhere. Private Catholic school was expensive and didn’t vibe with Enid’s lefty socialist sensibility. Plus, Mom—despite having been a hippie—was still a product of the fifties, when girls were brainwashed to want husbands, not degrees. Knowing how much school stuff intimidated her, I’d barged in when Billy was sure to be around. The guy was already our go-to homework helper and education czar. Plus, he came from an Italian American family. A Catholic family.

“Oh, pussycat,” Mom sighed. “I just can’t afford it.”

But the very next day, she agreed to let me apply to Immaculate Heart. It couldn’t have been an easy decision. Billy would be of no help with the tuition, and Mom was already scrambling to pay our rent. I knew because she sent Dono and me each month to deliver the late check to our scowling landlady up the street.

I had to read the acceptance letter several times. Had I really gotten in? I’d been the last to finish the entrance exam, the room emptying around me as I took an extra forty minutes erasing and rewriting my answers. But it was true: I was headed to Immaculate Heart!

Mom bought me all the clothes on the school uniform list: gray skirt, white oxford shirt, navy vest, saddle shoes. I even got the optional yellow cardigan with shiny white buttons. I felt so puffed up leaving that department store. I’d gotten into a hard school! I’d been chosen, and I dug the feeling.

Perched on a sunny hill, Immaculate Heart’s mission-style campus covered acres of wide rolling lawns. Fountains trickled in red-tile courtyards, and birds of paradise lined graceful arched porticos. Surrounded by so much beauty, I started to feel exceptional too.

Happily, the nuns who ran the place were a far cry from the humorless caricatures I’d expected. They sported sensible slacks instead of habits and told us we were all unique and worthy just as we were. For the first time in my school career, I wasn’t afraid to be called on in class. Even if I never raised my hand, my teachers were too attentive to let me disappear behind my shyness.

Sure, it was a little strange being Jewish amid this great advertisement for Catholicism. My grandpa Benny fought in World War II, and having grown up with his stories about the Nazis, I’d always sensed that I should hide my roots. There was safety in hiding—could any Jew argue with that?

That year, my friend Halle had a costume party for her thirteenth birthday. The theme was to dress as your favorite literary character, and Mom and I spent weeks planning and thrift shopping and stitching. On the big night, I entered Halle’s softly lit Beachwood Canyon bungalow as Meg from Little Women, wearing a Gunne Sax dress with bloomers, lace-up granny boots, mint-green gloves, and a little straw hat from my collection. “Little Red Corvette” came on and the party was just getting fun when in walked a trio of giggling girls in jeans and black leotards, their faces penciled with smeary whiskers: the Aprils.

Individually known as April, April P., and Candace, the Aprils were the school’s most fearsome clique. Rich, blue-blooded, and untouchable, they were our version of the Heathers, as in the soon-to-be-made movie. I’d never actually spoken to the Aprils and tried to play it cool as the three of them approached, looking me up and down. April P., the curly redhead, broke the ice. “Who’re you?” she demanded, looking straight at me.

I touched my finger to my right front tooth, something I did when I felt judged. (It was dead and gray from a fourth-grade playground accident, and Enid was still saving for the repair.) Stop touching it, you look gnarly! Dono yelled in my head, but I couldn’t move my hand. “I’m Ione,” I mumbled.

April, the queen of the Aprils, gave my shoulder a hard little shove, laughing. “We know who you are, Ione.” She gestured at my granny boots, my long dress. “But who are you supposed to be?”

The room fell silent. The music stopped, or maybe I couldn’t hear it through my shock. April knew my name? I’d been watching her from afar since the first day of school. You couldn’t not watch her. She demanded it. April wasn’t technically the prettiest girl but was by far the most stunning: tall and broad shouldered, both feminine and masculine, with freckles, long blond hair, and a killer smile—even through her braces. At lunch, she never sat still but darted around like a bee in search of the plummiest flower. Amplifying her power was her über-popular senior-year sister, Brooke. April was practically born to rule the school.

“She’s Meg, from Little Women,” Halle piped up, saving me.

“Cute,” sniffed Candace, the quiet one.

Apparently, the Aprils were the three blind mice. Judging by their lackluster costumes, they thought dressing up as characters from books was stupid and childish, so geeky they’d hardly bothered.

The party soured after that. Watching the Aprils in action, stalking disdainfully around the sweet little house Halle’s father had built by hand, I didn’t know how to feel. Part of me wanted to punch the girls’ smug faces; another part was dumbstruck with embarrassment over my silly, overdone costume; and another part, admittedly the biggest part, burned with excitement. The queen of the Aprils knew my name!

For days after the party, April’s teasing voice echoed in my head: We know who you are, Ione. God, it was validating. In homeroom, I studied her with a new intensity. April controlled her own narrative. She told us who she was, and we listened. I longed, in a deep, evolutionary way, to know that kind of power. And so—like early man learning to walk upright or a vine reaching toward the sun—a social climber was born.
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Hungry Like the Wolf

1984

Before I could infiltrate the Aprils’ preppy world, I would have to understand it.

The Official Preppy Handbook, which I didn’t realize was satirical and studied religiously, was the big book of the moment. Following it to the letter, I lined my locker with pink and green Laura Ashley “Cottage Sprig” wallpaper and made Mom buy me a pink collared polo shirt and matching headband. For historical perspective, I read the society columns in old Women’s Wear Daily magazines I found at vintage shops.

It didn’t occur to me that perhaps I was the lucky one, not the Aprils. While I coveted their manicured lives, I got to live at messy, loopy Wilton Place, where you never knew who was about to walk through your front door and dazzle your socks off.

One Saturday, as I was flipping through the new L.L.Bean catalog on the living room floor, Dono burst in with a golden, pert-nosed boy he’d just met outside.

“Ione, meet River Phoenix!” my brother announced with fanfare.

“Ione,” the boy said in a raspy voice. “That’s a nice name.” He looked about my age—thirteen—and had a playful aura, like he wouldn’t be above climbing a tree or riding bikes (things I hadn’t done since the Aprils and sorely missed).

“Yours too,” I said, shoving the catalog under an armchair.

River made himself at home, plopping down on our worn green corduroy sofa as Dono explained that our guest was an actor, making a movie down the block. (Our neighborhood had a leafy, “Anywhere, USA” pleasantness that made it a popular filming location.)

“He’s on that show Seven Brides for Seven Brothers,” Dono told me.

I’d never seen it but happily pictured River singing in tall cowboy boots, twirling a lady in a gingham skirt. I was utterly and completely charmed.

“I’ve gotta get back to work,” River said. “Maybe I’ll call you sometime, Ione?”

He would call, at last, a year or so later, inviting me to the movies in Westwood. I’d say yes, of course. But then he’d phone again, just before the date, to say he’d booked a movie called The Mosquito Coast with Harrison Ford and was headed to Belize. “I’ll call you when I’m back,” he’d promise. And he would, to let me know that he’d fallen for his costar, Martha Plimpton. The date would be off for good, but our friendship would remain.

Meanwhile, at school, I was forging something like a friendship with the Aprils. Sometimes we sat together at lunch, and I’d get to hear about their modeling ambitions and all the boys April the queen bee had vanquished, including her current long-distance boyfriend, Rob, with whom she’d done something called 69. Though I’d dated a couple of boys and was doing some sexual exploring on my own time, I didn’t know what April was talking about and felt a little sick when I later found out. I would also put it together one day that Rob and his brother Chad, with whom April kept promising to set me up, did not exist. Inspired by the brothers Rob and Chad Lowe, she’d made them up. April made lots of things up. Not that I’d ever challenge her lies. That wasn’t how it worked. How it worked was I took whatever April offered, gratefully.

I don’t remember any of the Aprils asking me about my life, and I didn’t volunteer much. I couldn’t imagine that having a sixties-legend folk-singer dad would impress my new friends. When I learned they wanted to try pot, I pilfered a baggie from Mom’s stash, saying it came from a friend. No way could they know the dealer was my mom.

To impress the Aprils, I was learning to be mean. I laughed along when April P. imitated our gay Jazzercise coach’s hip-wiggling and asked our religion teacher, “Are priests allowed to masturbate?” When the history teacher was late and someone placed an unused maxi pad on his desk, I stuck a wad of bubblegum on it. Everyone thought that was super, but the teacher wouldn’t start class until someone confessed, so I walked up to his desk and quietly took the blame—earning detention, and my first invite to April’s house.

I’d driven through the Hancock Park neighborhood lots of times, pining for its mock Tudor and Italianate homes through the passenger window of Mom’s faded two-tone station wagon. But even The Preppy Handbook couldn’t have prepared me for what lay beyond April’s arched doorway. Oh, how I swooned for her matching D. Porthault sheet sets and cable-knit cashmere sweaters and wood-handle patchwork Bermuda bags and Popsicles lined up in neat rows in the Sub-Zero … There were housekeepers, and sometimes April’s big sister breezed through, but I never saw her matching tall blond parents, except in the heart-shaped Tiffany & Co. picture frame on the fireplace mantel.

MTV had just come out and was always blasting from the big TV in April’s pool house. In my memory, it’s Duran Duran’s lushly cinematic “Hungry Like the Wolf” video on the screen—with Simon Le Bon crawling after a painted model in the jungle. It probably says something that I remember my time with the Aprils like a video too: slick and bright and nice to look at, but with not much underneath.

It was different when April and I were alone. It was deeper with her, or at least more intense. I worshipped her, and in exchange, she kept me close—in proximity, at least. April rarely let on what she was feeling. Sometimes I wondered if she could feel at all.

One day in French class, April leaned in, the scent of her Prell shampoo flooring me, as it always did. “My parents are going away this weekend,” she whispered. “Can I stay over at your place?”

I forced a nod and a smile, feeling the blood drain from my face. Was it all over? Would she still like me if she saw my weird life? But the excitement eclipsed the dread. The queen of the Aprils wanted to spend the night at my house!

On Judgment Day, I April-proofed the house, hiding my journals and stuffed animals and any signs of Mom’s pot business. As I slid a shoebox full of weed under her bed, I found another box, filled with Polaroids. At first, I couldn’t make out what they were. Then I saw pubes … on pubes! Two bushes together in a close-up. Aghast, I shuffled through the pictures until a smiling shot of Mom, boobs out, made me drop the pile in horror. These were sex pictures of Mom and Billy!

Moments later, Billy found me in the garden, attempting to dig up his agave plants with my bare hands. Like Joan Crawford chopping up rosebushes in the middle of the night in Mommie Dearest, I was possessed. Those crude, lascivious plants had to go.

“Hey, hey!” Billy said, putting his hand on my back. I shrugged him off and kept clawing away. “Why are you digging up my agaves?”

I wasn’t sure, now that he’d broken my trance. I’d convinced myself the succulents were too coarse for April to see, but suddenly they didn’t seem
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