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A Boy Among Giants

Some children are raised to inherit the world. Others are raised to understand that inheriting it is not enough.

— R.N. Hawthorne — private journal, undated

I was born in Los Angeles in December of 1990. If that sounds like the beginning of a confession, you're not far off.

I arrived in this world beneath private hospital lights, in a birthing suite that cost more per night than most Americans earned in a month. I don't remember my first hours — but I've seen the photographs. My mother in a silk robe, her hair perfectly arranged, as if the arrival of her only child were merely another social obligation she had decided to meet with grace.

My full name is Robert Nathaniel Hawthorne. My father chose it. He said it sounded presidential. I was six years old before I understood that this was not a compliment. It was an assignment.

Here is how I remember being six:

"Robert," my father said, without looking up from the paper, "if you want to be taken seriously, you don't slouch. Stand up straight or sit down properly. One or the other."

I was trying to balance a toy space shuttle on the edge of our glass coffee table. It fell and clattered against the marble floor. The sound was embarrassingly large.

My mother, ever diplomatic, smiled gently from across the room. "Let him play, Gil. He's six."

My father lowered the newspaper just slightly. "So was Mozart," he said, "when he performed for royalty."

He wasn't cruel. He was simply measuring me against something bigger — a standard most boys were never asked to stand beside. I learned early that the measuring never stopped. You either grew into it or shrank away from it. In the Hawthorne household, shrinking was not discussed as an option.

My mother, Catherine, was the more tender of the two — though that isn't saying much. She came from old New England money and approached child-rearing the way she approached interior design: with an eye for proportion and a low tolerance for anything out of place. She read to me in French and made sure I could tell Monet from Manet before I learned my multiplication tables.

She also smelled faintly of lavender and a perfume I would later learn was prohibitively expensive. It is a scent I still associate, involuntarily, with porcelain surfaces and the particular coldness of rooms that have been decorated rather than lived in.

And here is how I remember being eight:

We were walking through Holmby Park on a Sunday morning, my mother's gloved hand wrapped around mine with the loose confidence of someone who never expected to be questioned. A woman with a stroller smiled at us and said, "What a handsome little boy you have."

My mother smiled back with practiced ease. "Yes," she said. Then, in a lower tone — not quite private, but clearly not meant for the woman with the stroller — she added, "His father thinks he'll run the company. I just want him to rule the world."

I remember tightening my grip on her gloved hand, unsure whether what I'd heard was a compliment or a prophecy. The woman with the stroller had already moved on. The park continued around us, indifferent.

Private school came early — uniforms, Latin drills, ethics classes conducted like legal depositions. At nine, I gave a classroom presentation on the philosophical tensions between utilitarianism and deontological ethics. My classmates had recently discovered dinosaurs.

By twelve, I was fluent in two languages and conversational in a third. I was also, without quite knowing the word for it yet, emotionally sealed.

You learn, in families like mine, that weakness is tolerated only in its most controlled form. Grief is permissible at funerals. Frustration may be expressed through achievement. Love is demonstrated through provision and expectation. Anything else is self-indulgence, and self-indulgence is simply another word for embarrassment.

My father, Gilbert Hawthorne, was not a monster. He was a builder. He founded a data infrastructure company in the early nineties that surged during the technology boom and, uniquely among its peers, never collapsed. He believed in results, in leverage, and in the long geometry of legacy. He once told me, during a rare afternoon alone in his study, with the city spread below us and a glass of good whisky half-finished on the desk between us:

"You'll inherit the world one day, Robert. The only question is whether you'll be clever enough to keep it."

That was his version of saying he loved me.

My childhood friendships were arranged by social proximity rather than chosen by instinct. Tobias Reeves was one exception.

We met at eleven at Westbridge Academy. He made jokes during debate club and got away with things I never could — a quality I found baffling and then, slowly, useful to study. We were opposites in almost every visible way, which is why we became close. He was the only person I knew who seemed genuinely comfortable in his own skin. I spent years trying to understand how that worked without ever finding the mechanism.

There was also Eli Tanaka, the son of a venture capitalist, who once made me laugh so hard I spilled cranberry juice down the front of a new tie. My father noticed.

"Clumsiness," he said that evening, without looking at me, "is a tax on inattention. Pay it once, learn from it. Pay it twice, and you've told the world something about yourself you can't take back."

He was right, as he usually was. That was the most exhausting thing about him.

By sixteen, I had absorbed the family doctrine so completely I could no longer tell where it ended and I began: charm without attachment, achievement without applause, control without compassion. I had been raised not with emotional intelligence, exactly, but with a sophisticated model of it — taught not how to feel things, but how to recognize feeling in others and respond to it in ways that served the moment.

I was, in the language my father would have used, effective.

What I was not — could not have been, given everything — was whole.

And that, I suppose, is where all of this begins. Because once you learn to perform humanity convincingly enough, you become something much worse than a liar.

You become believable.

I enrolled at UCLA in the fall of 2008, not because I chose it but because my father preferred to keep me within his orbit. He had a suspicion of the East Coast's particular cult of intellectual entitlement. Los Angeles, at least, he understood. He had built something here. The city owed him a certain deference.

I lived in the honors dormitories for precisely three months before moving into a condominium in Westwood — polished concrete floors, floor-to-ceiling windows, a clear sightline to the hills on dry days. It was more isolation chamber than student housing. I preferred it that way.

Tobias had followed me to UCLA. He majored in economics, minored in improvisational comedy, and possessed an unnerving talent for making strangers feel immediately at ease. I observed this talent with the same clinical interest I brought to everything I couldn't replicate.

"You know what your problem is?" he said one evening, watching me line up a pool shot at a club in Westwood. "You've got all the right expressions and none of the internal wiring."

I sank the ball. "And yet here you are," I said, "still talking to me."

He smiled. "I enjoy walking through museums. Doesn't mean I think the paintings are alive."

That was Tobias. Precise as a scalpel, and just as bloodless when he needed to be.

I dated two women in those four years. Neither relationship lasted, nor did the ending surprise me.

The first was Rebecca Lin, pre-med, organized to the point of austerity, a woman who found comfort in predictable sequences. We met in a sociology seminar and bonded briefly over our shared boredom with the material. She once asked me, over dinner in a restaurant she had researched for weeks, what I saw myself doing in ten years.

"Whatever I want," I said. "That's the point of having options."

She set down her fork. She did not pick it back up again for the rest of the meal. We drifted apart shortly after.

The second was Alana Reyes — spontaneous, sharp, committed to campus activism with a ferocity I found genuinely interesting, though I couldn't share it. She called me "the capitalist prince" and kissed me under the arches of Royce Hall with a rebellious enthusiasm I found more flattering than I admitted. She told me once, at a party, voice raised slightly above the music: "You're fascinating. Like a clock someone wound too tight."

I didn't correct her, because it was the most accurate thing anyone had said to me in years.

I missed her art show to accompany my father to a meeting with a venture capitalist. He said very little during the drive home. I understood that to be approval.

Senior year arrived with the specific gravity of a reckoning my father had been scheduling since my birth. He began appearing on Sunday mornings — unannounced, never apologetic — and taking me to breakfast at one of two hotels where he had standing relationships with the maître d'. He spread jam on toast with the intensity of a man closing a negotiation and offered guidance on finance, board politics, and the long game of legacy building.

"You're not a college student," he told me one morning, not unkindly. "You're a Hawthorne. There's a difference. Other people prepare for a life. You are preparing for a position."

When I expressed mild reluctance about immediately enrolling in the MBA program — a hesitation I framed carefully, academically, knowing full well it would not survive contact with his certainty — my mother intervened in her own way. One week later, a red sports car arrived in the driveway with a note in my father's handwriting:

"If you want to drive something rare, try legacy. Otherwise, enjoy the car. — Dad."

I enrolled the next morning.

The MBA years were a blur of networking events, ethics modules that made me smile internally, and endless seminars on leadership delivered by people who had led nothing of consequence. They spoke about disruption with the urgency of converts. My family had been disrupting things since before these people had professional email addresses.

I moved through those two years the way I moved through most things: present in form, absent in substance. I learned to speak at length without committing to meaning. I learned to listen with apparent total engagement while thinking about something else entirely. I smiled at the right moments and stayed quiet at the others, and by the time I graduated, I had collected a small network of people who considered me a close acquaintance and knew almost nothing true about me.

It was, in retrospect, the most honest training I received.

Because what I had mastered — what those years quietly perfected — was the art of appearing fully present while remaining entirely elsewhere. Which, I have since come to understand, is precisely what prepared me for everything that followed.
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The Transfer of Power

Loss has a specific geometry. The first time you learn the shape of it. After that, you only learn how much space it takes up.

— R.N. Hawthorne — private journal, undated

My father died on a Tuesday.

The doctors used the word "massive" with the faint apology of people who have said it many times and not yet found a better one. One moment, he was reviewing quarterly numbers at his desk in the study where he had always reviewed quarterly numbers, and the next he was slumped forward over a glass of aged Scotch, his face arranged in an expression of mild surprise — as if death had arrived slightly ahead of schedule and he intended to raise the matter at the next available opportunity.

The call came at 6:43 in the evening. I was on the patio of a restaurant in West Hollywood, entertaining an investor who believed himself to be more important than he was. I stepped away from the table, listened to the voice on the phone with the measured stillness my father had spent my entire childhood instilling, and then stood for a long moment looking up at the sky — hazy with marine layer, holding its characteristic indeterminate color — and thought only: So. This is how that ends.

I returned to the table, excused myself with an unspecific apology, and drove home.

The funeral was private, which in the Hawthorne vocabulary still meant senators, three network executives, a pair of federal judges, and a bishop flown in
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