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  Chapter 1


  Half Gainer/A 10 For Degree Of Difficulty


  I believe it was a Wednesday at around 6:30 in the misty foggy morning when my mother took her own life, leaping off the Golden Gate into the cold, choppy waters of the San Francisco Bay. I was five. It was 2002. When my father and I got the news I was just rubbing my eyes awake. He was, however, already downing his third can of Heineken. This was his way of showing emotion. Dealing with tragedy was new to him. He didn’t cry or even swallow hard. He just stood at the big living room picture window and stared without so much as a sigh or a blink. We weren’t exactly people who were tied to deep feelings of remorse. We were more of an intellectual family, who found solace through reason and justification. Hugs came at a premium.


  Thing is, we both knew her life would end with some sort of self-destruction. Growing old wasn’t an option for her. She was unhappy and a serious alcoholic. But a brilliantly smart lush. Her car was found idling next to the orange guardrail; a bridge maintenance crew discovered it. It was nearly out of gas, so it must’ve been there for quite some time. After a good three hours they gave up dragging the bay. Her body was never recovered. Probably eaten by a shark that got high off her wine-soaked flesh.


  November 16, 1997


  Life for me began alone on cold Spanish tile in the kitchen of a Mexican-style house in San Jose, California. My mother, an attractive woman of 30, made it as far as the kitchen before her water broke, sliding onto the floor and giving birth like a frontierswoman in the middle of the prairie. Her screams could be heard for blocks. I’m sure the neighbors thought she was being murdered. Still, no one came to her rescue. They just let her do her business until the noise stopped and I was brought into this world pushing my way through the vaginal canal onto a dish towel that had spaghetti sauce stains from the previous night’s meal. That, mixed with placenta all over the beautiful Spanish tile, made for some extraordinary marinara, which to this day I have an aversion to. My stepmother, Lorraine, who’s a shrink, calls it “neonatal phobia.” I call it an irresponsible father who was out of town on business—or so he claims.


  For the record, I am missing a testicle. I was born with only one ball. I’m sort of special in that way. Or freakish; it depends on how you perceive it. In any event, it’s a good way to identify me in an emergency situation.


  DECEMBER 2004


  So here I am, now seventeen, lying face up on the wet sand of Stinson Beach in Northern California. I’m fully clothed in a long-sleeved button-down shirt, a scarf around my neck, khakis, loafers with no socks and Ray Bans for added mystery. Or protection, depending on how you view the world. Personally, I don’t want people to see my eyes. You can tell a lot by someone’s eyes. I want to keep my persona to myself.


  It’s a peaceful enough picture. I’m cold and damp and pretty much appear dead. How I got here is yet another great mystery. A bearded man walking his dog suddenly approaches. It’s one of those golden retrievers. (The dog, not the man.) It’s not on a leash. I believe there’s a law against that, but I’m in no position to complain or bring it up.


  “Excuse me; you okay?” he asks. You’d think he’d know I wasn’t okay after the fifth inquiry. The man nudges me with his foot. The dog sniffs wondering if this is a good place for him to relieve himself. Then under a nervous breath the man says, “If you’re dead I need to call someone to remove your body or the gulls will nip you fleshless.” There’s a pause. What’s he waiting for? Go get help. “Okay, I’m calling for help”, he says, then hustles across the wet sand with his dog barking in tow. Just as the bearded man is out of sight the tide comes in washing over my body several times. As the tide ebbs and flows I’m washed out into the bay, eventually going under and disappearing from view. But before I sink into the abyss, I open my eyes to get my bearings. Here’s the ultimate question I ask myself: Am I dead or not?


  I bob up and down in the choppy water like a toy boat. In the distance I notice a fishing vessel with a small crew of fishermen. Several lines are over the side. Suddenly there’s a bite and one of the poles almost bends in half as one fisherman struggles trying to reel in what he and others believe to be the “big one.”


  The catch of the day suddenly emerges from the water and it’s not the big one at all, but an attractive younger woman, 30-something with a fishhook in her mouth, shaking her head furiously trying to free herself like a mackerel. It’s a disturbing picture to say the least. It’s freaky. It’s my mother.


  Suddenly my head also begins to thrash back and forth and I bolt awake in bed gasping for air. It was all a bad nightmare. I spoke to myself with uncertainty.


  “What in the fuck was the significance of that?”


  I called out for my stepmother.


  “Lorraine!”


  She didn’t answer. After several attempts, she finally showed up at my bedroom door. In her early 40s, attractive, with a Ralph Lauren style and a possessor of 200 pairs of shoes. She usually speaks with disdain because she hates me.


  “What seems to be the trouble, Ollie?”


  I fired back. “First off, is it possible to drop the Ollie endearment? Cute really offends me.”


  “Consider the Ollie dropped.”


  She turned to leave. I wasn’t done. I stopped her by revealing that I was in crisis mode, explaining my dream on the beach and the image of my mother with the hook in her mouth being fished out of the bay. I asked her to interpret the dream. She told me I just have a vivid imagination that borders on morbid and callous with sexual overtones.


  That wasn’t good enough, but that’s all I got because I called her a hack and a disgrace to her profession. I mean, come on— what kind of an answer is that coming from someone who makes her living analyzing people for one hundred and fifty dollars an hour? I asked her for smart input and I get first-year Psychology 101 words of wisdom. In truth, she could care less about my emotional state of mind. She was an inadequate stepmother. They all were. Lorraine is my father’s third or fourth wife. It’s hard to keep up. It’s a revolving door of needy, maladjusted women in this house.


  With Lorraine also came baggage— a stepsister, Shelby. Twenty-one, with a Joan Jett magnetism about her; a rebel of sorts. She decided today was a good day to interrupt me while I was masturbating in the shower. I didn’t flinch. I’m not a big reactor. Not too many things shock me. She wanted money for her bad habit. Cigarettes. Twenty dollars. She promised to pay me back when Lorraine shelled out her monthly allowance. My response was quick and insightful.


  “Shelby, try using common sense. You think I carry cash in the shower?”


  Her response was just plain nasty. “Yes. You’re a person who has a distrust for humankind.”


  I pointed out that she was 21 years old and I thought it was time she took some responsibility and earned her own money. Better yet, quit smoking before she fucking died. She thinks I’m a person who needs to always be in control and views most of the population as fucking idiots. Feeling a sense of a lost cause, she quickly changed the subject and revealed the truth behind her unexpected shower visit — she got herself pregnant. The money was for an abortion. Okay, let’s get real: where on the planet can you get a great bargain abortion for twenty dollars? She became flustered, made some off color remark about my testicle hanging on the wrong side, and then left me to my unfinished masturbation. But before servicing myself, I came up with a personal diagnosis about my bizarre dream — me being swept out to sea, then my mother emerging on a baited hook is a manifestation of me trying to survive in a dysfunctional, unbalanced environment. The hook represented being linked to mental anguish. Me going under and never resurfacing symbolized me drowning in a sea of underachievers.


  Jeffery Bass, my father, is a relatively handsome man of forty-three with a tailored personality molded from Yale Law School. I could always tell by his morning Bloody Mary cocktail and his cold, hard stare that I had done something to annoy him. He drank to ignore the truth: That he was an alcoholic, and that I was a vast disappointment. This morning’s displeasure concerned my grades — a 4.8 gpa. I told him that I tried my best to take a dive and come out a kid of average intelligence but my brilliance overshadowed my Kamikaze suicide mission. I was wrong. That wasn’t what bothered him, not getting average grades. Seemed my grades came with a disturbing letter from the dean’s office.


  “You have managed to piss off every teacher and the dean of students with your holier-than-thou attitude,” he said. Here’s the thing — I was so much smarter than those clods and they resented me for it. Their only recourse was writing a vicious letter to my parent. They didn’t have the balls to confront me face to face. They had already tried once and failed miserably.


  “That doesn’t give you the right to call them fascist right-wing hypocrites,” he said. I admitted I might have gone too far this time. So, what was I supposed to do? Write them back a letter of apology? Give them each a hand job?


  “It’s your call, pop,” I said. “You’re the guy footing the bill. I’m at your mercy.”


  Seems it was too late for apologies and hand jobs. I’d been expelled. I was officially out on my butt. This really irked the hell out of my father, which then led to him threatening me with boarding school.


  “Isn’t this a little extreme?” I said. Just because a few mollycoddling teachers waved a fucking red flag in my direction, I had to be sent adrift. Didn’t the fact that I had the highest GPA in the school’s history count for anything?


  “It’s the third school in two years, Oliver. Your personality clashes wherever you go.” And he generously added, “You have trouble fitting in. You have an inane propensity to distance yourself from people.”


  This all may have been true. According to my mother, before she did a half gainer off the Golden Gate, most of my social leper qualities came from witnessing bad-mannered, ill-bred relatives fight over a fucking turkey leg at Thanksgiving dinner. My father accused me of shifting blame.


  “Your mother was an emotionally disturbed woman who was so drugged up on pills she couldn’t complete a full sentence without passing out.”


  I thought to myself, aren’t we all in some way emotionally disturbed? In a sudden need for something to wash down his words, I grabbed his bloody mary and chugged it. I grimaced. It was stronger than usual.


  I wasted no time in distancing myself from even more people and more memories. The very next day I cleaned out my locker at the prep school that had expelled my ass — a book of Shakespeare’s comedies, histories and tragedies plus a stainless salad fork worth plenty. As I reflected on the now empty space, a voice from behind interrupted my thoughts.


  “So, I hear you got the heave-ho.”


  I turned to see Sydney standing there. She was 16, plain and had all the accoutrements that came with being unfashionable and socially inept. Horn-rimmed glasses, Converse shoes, artfully bedraggled, but under that vanilla exterior was a girl who had the potential of being a genuine beauty. Like me, she wasn’t afraid to say what was on her mind.


  “Yeah, bummer, the heave-ho,” I said. “They cut me loose because I lacked a close and harmonious relationship with the hired help.”


  She predicted that I’d achieve greatness and that those traditionalist bastards would regret ever casting me aside like some rank-and-file plebeian. Who knows if she was right. I just nodded and gave her the salad fork as a remembrance of our indefinable friendship. She starred at the fork like it was the key to the city. I explained that my mother ate her very last meal with it before taking her own life. It was the last thing that touched her lips before she hit the water.


  “I can’t take this,” she said. “It’s a sacred memory of your only mother.”


  “I have others. Forks and mothers,” I said.


  After a long reflective pause looking at the fork then back at me, she said, “Why is it we never did it, Oliver? Why is it we never hooked up? Why did we never make crazy love until your thing had no more fight in it?” “Bad timing,” I said. But truthfully, if I had a type, she wasn’t it.


  She wanted to know if I had a plan. I told her that after grad school, I intended to travel through Europe and settle down in a country where I don’t speak their language or follow their customs, where I get a shrug and a smile for saying “fuck off.”


  She said that she admired my ambition, and I explained where marriage, babies and discovering a cure for some pandemic disease were somewhere in that ambition.


  Sydney wanted my phone number for future contact. This felt uneasy to me. I cleverly dodged any kind of response. I said, “Maybe some other time.” I then slammed the locker door shut and reached closure on this chicken shit prep school that turned its back on me because I had valid but critical opinions about how to run this lightweight institution.


  It was 8 p.m.


  This was the dinner hour in my house because my father and Lorraine liked to eat late. They said it felt civilized eating after the sun went down. They, I might say, were full of civilized shit. They thought of it as an upper-crust late night supper event. They called it supper. Regular people and Democrats eat dinner.


  Dinner conversation usually consisted of politics, mental health and Shelby’s fascination with getting the word derrière tattooed on her lower back. This time however, Lorraine and Jeffery took control of the conversation. They made this absurd decision to send me off to live with a perfect stranger for the entire summer, thinking it’d help curb my attitude and give me some human qualities they felt I was lacking. I had no vote on this idiotic resolve. My first instinct was to fight them on it, fling the prime rib supper across the room and point out how immature they were being. Instead, I went verbally nuts shouting at the top of my lungs.


  “Why aren’t you guys trying to be more productive and put your energy into more important issues than my well-being? Like finding a cure for cancer. Or comforting poor Shelby here with her own personal crisis— the bargain-basement abortion.” Their mouths didn’t even drop. The fact that Shelby could be pregnant did not compute. My father took a swig of his martini and Lorraine just kept chewing her bloody rare roast beef.


  I thought it would be smarter for them just to ship me off to reform school or the Army than to hand me over to some stranger who could be a sex offender — or worse, a fucking Republican. Lorraine assured me that Vance Briggs was neither. He was a shining example of success, a journalist who wrote for Rolling Stone until he took a network job as an investigative reporter. I rolled my eyes then stood up from the table. I was leaving the room when —


  “He was a patient of mine,” she said. I sat back down with a big sigh.


  “You can’t be serious. You’re handing me over to a pop culture journalist who probably has maternal, nurturing issues.” Pretty sure I said that whole thing in one breath. I listened as she poured herself a third glass of Chablis and told me how this man, Vance, suffered from a great loss and needed someone like me to get him through some rough spots. Me? Except for being self-absorbed, what talent do I possess?


  “You need someone like Gandhi’s kid, not me,” I said. Lorraine gagged, then suddenly spit out the chunk of beef she couldn’t swallow into her napkin. In the back of my mind I was kind of hoping she’d try to swallow it and choke to death at the dinner table. My dad gave me one of those looks that dads give when they’re fed up with life. Shelby thought it was a good time for her to chime in. “For the record, I’m not pregnant.” Still no comment from either Jeffery or Lorraine. Lorraine made it known that this wasn’t about Shelby. It was about Vance Briggs’ son who overdosed and was still feeling pain. “And where do I fit in?” I asked.


  “You have a lot of the same qualities,” she said.


  “I see no connection between a druggie and me.” My dad lit a cigarette. He was one of the few left on the planet who thought smoking was chic. He took a drag.


  “His kid died of an overdose,” he said as he exhaled the smoke. “His mother walked off a ledge at a local institution.” I finally understood the common bond this man and I shared. So what? His depression was not my concern. His despair was his problem. Besides, I’m not a therapist. “Aren’t ethics involved here?” I said.


  “You both have your own demons to deal with,” she answered. “Like your fear of the unknown that causes those bizarre dreams.”


  I stood up, pushing myself away from the table. “I have no fear of the unknown.”


  “It’s subconscious,” she fired back.


  “What I have is a fear of people like you, who convince other people like me, that they have fears.” As I turned and headed out of the dining room, which was now filled with second-hand smoke and resentment, I threw out, “You’re dangerous, Lorraine.”


  An hour later I was sitting in the corner of the shower wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer shorts with my knees hiked up under my chin. It’s a place and a position that makes me feel secure and safe. I’m sure it’s a womb/ uterus thing. I was on the phone with Sydney, my new friend from school, explaining how they would be sending me off to Venice for the summer.


  “No, Sydney, not the one in Italy. The one near Marina Del Rey, where all the pseudo intellects pontificate while roller blading.” Sydney started to ramble, talking a mile a minute, expressing her deep love and affection for me. I slowed her down and set her straight, quickly pointing out how she just loved my image, my insight, my intellectual capacity, nothing else. Agreeing I was probably right, she thanked me and hung up.


  My father appeared in the doorway, in a fidgety state. Very uneasy. Beads of sweat on his upper lip. This was not a good sign.


  “I have a proposition,” he said.


  “The kind that’s in my favor, or the kind where I’m bribed to do something against my will?”


  He took a deep breath and entered the bathroom, sitting on the toilet seat as if he was about to take a dump. Another breath. Dabbed his lip with a piece of toilet paper. Here was the deal he offered. If I agreed to stay with this Vance Briggs over the summer, in the fall I could go to whatever school I chose, in whatever country I wanted. I liked the offer. There was freedom ahead of me.


  Independence. Self-rule. My kind of lifestyle. I flat-out agreed to it.


  “So, when do I leave for this summer on the Venice Canals?”


  “Next week. Just keep this between you and me. Lorraine doesn’t need to be in the mix on this one.”


  It was obvious he was afraid of her. She fought him on everything and he usually lost the battle. He stood up and walked out of the bathroom. Not once did he ever question why I was huddled in the shower in my under-wear. I felt a world away from his influence. Fatherhood was not his strongest suit. He wasn’t really a giver. Ever since my mother died he had issues with affection and opening up. I suppose I did, too. I am not a touchy-feely, demonstrative, warm and fuzzy type.


  It was the night before moving day.


  I was in my bedroom packing, sifting through a dresser drawer like some thief in search of hidden treasure. Under-neath an assortment of brand-new socks, which I rarely wore, was a wad of cash. At least five hundred dollars in tens and twenties. An emergency fund, in case I had the urge to buy something in the middle of the night or run away at a moment’s notice.


  I stuffed the wad into my pocket, where it created a bulge that looked like I had some sort of ugly malignancy growing out of my thigh. It was cumbersome and obvious. I was just inviting trouble. Encouraging someone to rob me at gunpoint in a Venice back alley. I instead stuffed the cash in a brand-new sock. Safer. Maybe. Probably not. I tossed the sock into the leather messenger bag that sat on my bed.


  What else should I take? I mean, besides underwear. I did a three-sixty around the room and stopped at my bulletin board. There, hidden behind a bunch of obscure, unimportant notes and memorabilia was a photo of me and my mother. The photo drew me closer. I slowly crossed toward it. I was cautious for some reason. I gently took it off the board like it was a Van Gogh painting. I wasn’t more than two or four when this was taken. We were on some beach, sheltered under a faded striped umbrella. I played with a pail and shovel, digging for treasure. My mother, uninterested, read a magazine. I’m sure it was some issue of Cosmopolitan or Rolling Stone. She had a wide, ever-changing range of interests. To be honest, motherhood didn’t suit her. You can sense things even at such a young age.


  I tossed the photo into the bag. Don’t ask me why I wanted to bring it. Something inside compelled me — keeping some attachment to home, maybe. A mother’s security while headed into unfamiliar territory.


  I was making too much out of this. This sudden lack of confidence irked me. I took a deep breath and packed the rest of the things I thought I’d need for what I characterized as summer camp on the canals with a mental case.




  Chapter 2


  The Historic Canals


  LAX was crowded and hectic, passengers disembarking from a host of airlines. Being met by friends and relatives and loved ones. Hugging, kissing, crying, screaming. Me, I was met by no one. No hugging, no kissing. Did it bother me? Not in the least. I was used to being unassisted — flying solo, as it were. I preferred being a loner.


  It was 85 degrees out and I was wearing a scarf. People looked at me like I was either crazy or hiding the rope burn around my neck from attempting to hang myself. I never tried to hang myself. This was just my interpretation of how people evaluate me at first glance.


  The cab driver, I’m pretty sure, was Persian. But that didn’t stop him from trying to act the part of a seasoned veteran. “Where to, Mac?” he said, under a thick accent.


  I leaned forward in the backseat and spoke slowly and deliberately, hoping he’d understand me the first time. “Venice. The canals. Somewhere off Abbot Kinney. Take your time. I’m in no hurry to face what I’m sure will be a negative experience that will scar me forever.”


  This sentiment caused nothing but a blank stare and a smirk. As he accelerated and pulled away from the curb I took a deep breath. With it came a sigh. With that came, What in the fuck have I gotten myself into?


  He seemed to have found his way, which was a good start. As I made my way along the sidewalk that paralleled the canals, it started to drizzle. 85 degrees. Dark. Overcast. Damp. My first impression of Venice. While dragging my suitcase on wheels along with the messenger bag slung over my shoulder, I looked like a damn tourist in need of a hotel bellboy.


  The residential district surrounding the canals was listed on the National Register of Historic places. It’s a mix of renovated old houses sitting alongside more eclectic modern types. The idea was to recreate the feel of Venice, Italy. In my opinion, they missed the mark. There was not a fucking gondola or an Italian in sight--only weathered rowboats tied up to private docks. But I have to admit there was something about the ambience of this area that kind of stimulated me.


  Coming toward me was what appeared to be an entire kennel leashed to a girl who was being pulled with uncontrollable force. Six dogs took up the entire sidewalk. Except for jumping into the canal, I had no safe place to detour. I stopped dead in my tracks and braced myself, anticipating being trampled by the herd of mutts.


  Just as collision was imminent, the girl got control and brought the dogs to a stop. She was attractive. College aged. Great body. I don’t think she was wearing underwear. Actually, I had no idea. This was just me heightening the moment. It was difficult to talk over the barking.


  “I’d say you got your hands full, miss.” Miss? Why in hell did I call her that?


  “An understatement. This group thinks they own the sidewalk.”


  I nodded then proceeded to tell her how I was not a big dog fan because they expected constant attention. “For me, petting is frivolous,” I said.


  There was a long, strange pause while she gave me the once over and digested my comment. “You have to be Oliver Bass.” That, of course, took me by surprise. Why do I have to be Oliver Bass, and how did she know that? “And you know this because ... ?”


  “I was forewarned,” she said. “Alerted. By Briggs. With a detailed description down to the scarf and sunglasses. I walk his dog.” She pointed to a white ball of fluff with dirty paws, like he had stepped in one of the other dog’s poop.


  “He needs constant attention,” she said.


  “We talking Briggs or the dog?” I asked.


  There was an air of resentment in her voice and her body language was not friendly. Like she had just met up with some sort of asswipe.


  “The dog. He’s become antisocial. Introverted, with serious abandonment issues.”


  We finally got past all the bullshit repartee and got personal. I learned she was a second-year clinical veterinary student at Cornell. I explained how I got shown the door at Berkley Prep. I could tell she wasn’t impressed; trying to maneuver the dogs around me to leave gave it away. She stopped again to hear about how coming here was my father’s idea because he felt guilty ever since my mother leaped off the Golden Gate Bridge. “Needless to say, I missed Mommy and Me class that day.” She gave me a wary look. How could I joke about such a tragedy?


  “You have a unique way of making a person feel, well, uncomfortable,” she said. That ended this historic meet and greet. She muttered something to the dogs like “Let’s get the fuck away from this mongrel” and bolted up the sidewalk with her pack in tow.


  I yelled after her, “You have a name?”


  Without turning around she answered, “Yes, I do.” And just kept on going. Didn’t matter; I was pretty sure we’d meet up again.


  By now the drizzle had stopped. It made no difference in my previous mood. Just left a damp odor in the air. I rechecked my iPhone for the address and continued my trek to a small weathered house about 200 feet on the left. A patinaed wind chime hanging on the porch welcomed my arrival.


  At first glance the place was a dump. It needed paint and some serious landscaping, and even then it’d still be a dump. A small wrought-iron gate was barely hanging on its rusty hinges. The front lawn had bald patches caused by dog pee. In a few words, this place was not a castle overlooking a scenic stretch of water. I blinked, refocusing them in hopes I was in the wrong place. I wasn’t.


  You would’ve thought in that moment that I’d appreciate my lavish upbringing in an upscale San Francisco neighborhood. I sort of feel for people who have less. But who’s to say this guy got exactly what he wanted from life?


  I entered, full of trepidation. The wrought-iron gate seemed to groan as I opened it, so my arrival was no surprise. I took one step inside when a voice seemed to drift out from behind a frayed nylon chaise lounge.


  “Be sure and shut the gate so the dog doesn’t escape.”


  I talked back to the chaise lounge under the chimes. “The dog is on a walk. He’s already absconded.”


  “A matter of principle — shut it,” he said.


  I shut it, with force, trying to make a profound statement that I didn’t agree with his stupid logic.


  “You can always turn around and head back to where ever your negativity came from.”


  I knew a friendly, warm welcome when I heard one. Right out of the chute, I could tell Vance Briggs was a man with extreme psychological issues. He rose out of the chaise lounge slowly and deliberately. He was a handsome man in his mid-forties, with a perpetual five o’clock growth masking his face, tousled hair that could use some conditioner and breath that you can bet reeked of a combo of Bud Light and marijuana. (This was only a personal judgment, but I’m sure I was spot on.) It was obvious he and I didn’t immediately hit it off; hostile with a pinch of antagonistic was more like it.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  He led me into the house. Very lived in. Could’ve used a dust cloth — soaked in gasoline, and then with a match put to it. I couldn’t help but notice leftover take-out cartons and empty pizza boxes on the coffee table. This was my first hint of what was going to be served for supper. He lit a cigarette. It bothered me and I had to mention my disdain.


  “Is the cigarette really necessary?”


  “Only when I feel like a cigarette,” he said.


  Great, I thought. Yet another home where I will die of second-hand smoke. He did however, accommodate me and put the cigarette out in a slice of moldy pepperoni pizza. At least I think it was pizza. Could’ve been a fungal centerpiece.


  “This way,” he ordered. I followed him down a long, narrow hallway that was carpeted, I’m guessing in the mid-‘50s, an ugly, stained brown, which you can be sure was originally beige. We arrived at a door. Taped to it was a crude handwritten sign that looked as if it had been scribbled by either a fifth grader or a doctor. Pretty sure it read, Fuck Off. Leave me out of your life. Not exactly a lyric poem.


  Before Vance opened up, he made this declaration: “My son, Alex, was a rebel. He had a problem with people in general. This was his refuge, his retreat away from the establishment. It’s temporarily yours.”


  I needed to make my own official announcement, explaining that coming here wasn’t my idea, that I was forced by a reprehensible stepmother, who seemed to have some kind of vendetta against me. He just stared right through me for a split second then told me to wipe my feet before entering. I thought to myself, “Why? Does the dog wipe its paws before walking through shit and mud and piss?” Another logic area I decided to gloss over.


  Vance entered first. The room was dark and dank. Smelled of death. Not that I’m familiar with the smell of death. But if death had a distinct odor, this would be it.


  He crossed to the window and lifted the white shade that had yellowed from the sun. The room was surprisingly tidy. The walls were covered in posters: The Grateful Dead at the Fillmore. Dylan. The Doors. John Coltrane. This kid had a wide range of musical interests. I showed no expression whatsoever. It was a conscience reaction. The place was kind of unfriendly.


  Vance tried to break the uneasiness of it all. “Music played an important part in his life.”


  “Not a difficult concept to understand,” I said. I could tell that my sarcasm pissed him off. That was when he set down ground rules. Wanted us to have an honest dialogue, not worry about feelings.


  “Feelings have never gotten in my way,” I said.


  Vance nodded knowingly. He understood my meaning. “I’ll be on the porch smoking a joint. It’s how I get through the day. Welcome to my world.”


  He left me alone in this morose sanctuary to his dead son. I sat on the edge of the bed and took the lay of the land. The shelves were jammed with various books from art to philosophy, poetry to J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye and Kerouac’s On the Road. But my main focus zoomed in on the neatly stacked 45 RPM records from a bygone era. The ‘50s and ‘60s— this kid obviously had a serious obsession for rhythm and blues and the soul searching that came with it. I could tell he was a risk taker and I liked that of him. Alive he must’ve been a real work of art. I say that in a positive way.


  I did the unthinkable and went through his drawers. Maybe out of boredom. Maybe to get some insight. They were well organized. Socks matched up, T-shirts neatly folded. One drawer was dedicated to backstage concert passes. One stood out from the rest — Paul McCartney at the Staples Center in 2006. No doubt it was his father’s press influence that facilitated this. I wanted to take it, but that’s not my style, stealing from a dead kid.


  I thought I was done prying when something possessed me to pull out another drawer. I tugged at it. Seemed to be stuck, so I yanked harder. This did the trick. The drawer easily opened and what must have been a hundred loose photographs cascaded onto the floor. As I scooped them up, I noticed they were all pictures of human anatomy. A hand, arms, legs, toes. Some were taken from mannequins, others were close-up shots of living people; he even had a few prosthetics and horses’ hoofs and animal paws.


  Okay. No doubt: This Alex was one fucked up kid. I pose the question — who in their right mind has such a collection? Only a psychologically mixed up teenager. You can bet drugs played an important part of this twisted hobby.


  As I started to replace the photos I noticed one particular black and white that didn’t belong, of two whole people. I studied it closely. It was a picture of a young boy about four or five and a woman, who I assumed was his mother, sitting on the beach playing in the sand under an umbrella with a pail and shovel. Of course, this piqued my curiosity. This mimicked my picture.


  I quickly shoved the picture back with the rest and shut the drawer. I think it upset me. My breathing was a little rapid so I stood there for a moment trying to comprehend what I just discovered. It was without a doubt Alex and Vance’s wife Kate. Coincidence or was I meant to find it among the stockpile of body parts? I vowed not to open another drawer for fear what I might discover. Maybe someone’s head.


  Dusk. A couple of hours later and I was sitting on the porch with Vance eating Chinese takeout. I have to be honest, Chinese was not one of my favorite foods. Vance was a master at handling chopsticks. I went traditional — a fork, my fingers when the food required and a polite, “No thanks, I’m not about to stick whatever that is in my mouth.”


  “You’re not a big fan of Moo Shu pork, I take it?” he said.


  “Has anyone ever died from tainted Chinese pork?”


  “Can’t swear by it, but I’m sure they have,” he said.


  It was then, at that very moment, it occurred to me — I might be a card-carrying hypochondriac. The conversation turned to what my summer job would consist of. Filing, pulling weeds or just someone for him to eat Chinese food with? He took a drink of beer. It was like he needed to wash down the MSG in order to speak. He took a breath, then looked me straight in the eye. Then took another breath. I thought, this must’ve been some sort of unconventional job he wanted me to do. Like, take more pictures of body parts.


  “You’re here to help me solve a possible murder investigation I’m covering,” he said.


  Okay, it took a long time for this to digest. What the fuck was he talking about? Was he serious? Was he aware I wasn’t some character out of a Dashiell Hammett novel? Was he stoned? (Well, that was a given.) I came back with a highly intellectual, thought-provoking, “What?”


  “Aren’t you the least bit interested to know whose murder?” he asked.


  “Not really,” I said.


  “My wife’s murder.”


  There was a natural pause until I posed my next obvious question.


  “Wait, I thought she took her own life? Leaped to her death off a ledge at some institution for the mentally blemished?”


  “I’m thinking she was helped. Nudged. Think about it, Oliver Bass. No rush for an answer. I need to take a pill for my hypertension.” With that, he got up and went back inside.


  “You have evidence of this?” I called after him. “The murder, not the hypertension.”


  He said nothing, leaving me alone with the Chinese food, the misty night air and the opinion that this guy was completely at sea.


  Except for the moonlight coming through the window shade, the room was dark. I laid in bed staring up at the ceiling. The cracks were like arteries leading across the room. I closed my eyes, trying to force myself asleep. Twenty-two minutes passed, and sadly, I was still wide awake. I was hoping to drift off into a dream-like state that would take me to a better place than where I was.


  Suddenly, I heard what sounded like a boy’s desperate cry for help. I didn’t react at first. But when it came a second time, I bolted up and looked around the room, expecting to see someone standing at the foot of the bed. Nothing. No one. Just me and the record collection.


  The inevitable came to mind: This was the ghost of Vance’s kid, Alex. Idiotic assertion. I’m a bright / logical person with a 4.8 gpa. I know better than to believe in ghosts or apparitions.


  Nevertheless, I finally opened a stuck window and checked outside just to make sure there was no one trying to pull something over on me. I heard a dog bark in the distance, probably one of those dogs I saw earlier who needs to crap on someone’s lawn. I felt like yelling, “Shut the fuck up, people are trying to sleep!” But my instincts to keep my mouth shut were the best way to deal with it. I think I got an hour’s sleep that first night.


  The Venice Strand was four blocks away. Where the debris meets the sea ... freaks, and Muscle Beach. Welcome to Venice Beach, California. There’s no other city in America quite as colorful, crazy or content.


  At six thirty in the morning it was already jammed with avid fucking joggers, roller bladers and cyclists saddled on their beach cruisers. You could find Vance and me walking among the throng, trying not to spill our lattes or being run down by all those overactive people with an overwhelming desire to make their lives better through diet and nutrition. (What’s that all about?)


  Most of those same people were staring at me and shaking their heads in total disbelief. I’m guessing it was because I was the only one out there wearing long pants, a white dress shirt and a Burberry scarf. It was obvious their stares were attempting to rattle me, make me feel out of place with a look of patronizing superiority. I wasn’t bothered, but actually felt a sense of individualism — freedom from the norm. Fuck them and their bronze bodies and nutritional blended green shakes. I felt like flipping them the finger, but I’m above that kind of behavior.


  Another 500 feet, and still not a word from either Vance or me. There was this underlying conflict between us that seemed to grow overnight. I’m sure it had to do with my questioning his absurd mission of trying to track down his wife’s killer.


  He lit a cigarette; American Spirit I think. I was sensing he was a serious chain smoker. Throat cancer was in his future. Just an observation. I finally broke the deafening silence.


  “So what is it you do when you’re not being a reporter, getting high and chasing after an elusive killer?”


  He took a healthy drag before answering. Almost like a confidence builder. “I live with an enormous amount of guilt, is what I do,” he said.


  “Really? And what do you have to be guilty of? Except maybe a career that searches out and exposes political corruption in America,” I asked.


  He told me that being the last one standing in his family kind of answers the question. He stomped out the fresh cigarette with force.


  “According to Lorraine, you’re the pill that can remedy that,” he said.


  This made absolutely no sense. Lorraine is a licensed therapist who tried to make a difference and failed, yet she put this guy’s mental status in my hands. And the real tragedy is, he was willing to go for it.


  We reached a concrete bench that paralleled the sand. He sat and started to rub his calf. I looked at him quizzically. I said nothing.


  He volunteered an explanation, something to do with a mild form of arthritis. “Walking doesn’t help the cause,” he added.


  “Then why walk?” I asked.


  “I refuse to let anything hamper my lifestyle.” He rubbed the calf a bit more, stood and continued to walk — now however, with a slight limp. This made our trek a long and arduous journey. The sun was up, and it didn’t take long for the temperature to rise. I was hot but refused to remove my scarf or roll up my sleeves. I have a definite image and intended to keep it. I put on my sunglasses — again, more of an image thing than something justified by reason. Vance gave me one of those looks that you get when someone is about to reveal their inner soul, the same reticent look you have when you’re about to give penance. Which, by the way, I’ve never experienced but was told about by a fanatical Catholic girl at my school that I finger fucked once.


  Anyway, Vance’s stare lasted a few more moments before he said, “I’m pretty sure Lorraine sees your behavior, your personality, your mannerisms, your critical outlook on life as the same as Alex’s and is hoping that will generate some sort of meaningful breakthrough for me.”


  My God, what a waste of time and fucking energy, I thought. Actually, I just didn’t think it, I said it aloud. Vance wasn’t surprised by my reaction. That’s the exact attitude his son would’ve taken, he said. I fired back in my best combative nature.


  “So then did you just have a meaningful breakthrough?”


  He totally dodged the question, raising a question of his own.


  “You being here offends you, doesn’t it?”


  Damn straight it offended me. It offended my sense of logic. I couldn’t imagine how a man who was dealing with such serious psychological problems could help me earn my father’s respect. Turning my feelings around so that I could win the Nobel Prize for humanitarianism was not in the cards. I am who I am. A rogue in khaki trousers. You notice I called pants, trousers. Pants are for the mundane.


  “You have friends Oliver?”


  Jesus, like, out of the blue he asked me a question like that. Did he think I don’t have friends? He must have, or he wouldn’t have asked. He must think people didn’t gravitate toward me. That I push people away. That I’m a loner. Well, he might be right.


  I didn’t skirt the issue. But for some reason I squinted before answering. Who knows why? Maybe the sun got in my eyes, or I was anticipating being smacked.


  “I’m more of a keep-your-distance-I-don’t-need-you-in-my-life type of guy,” I said. “Like the crude sign on Alex’s door.”


  “How do people like us expect to survive and make a difference if we alienate ourselves from society?” he asked.


  “Obliterate the masses,” I said. He gave me a polite chuckle, which I didn’t need. I could handle criticism.


  Vance realized he was going to have his hands full trying to get close to me and gain my confidence. Actually, I wasn’t sure if he really cared or not. I was still trying to figure him out. The same way you try and figure out the plot of a bad play.


  “How about we grab something to eat?” he said. “In the mood for pizza?”


  No, I wasn’t in the mood for pizza. It was 7 o’clock in the morning. Who eats pizza for breakfast? (Except maybe for obese people with a serious carbohydrate problem.)


  “Sure. Pizza. Great,” I said, just to appease him.


  Sixteen minutes later, I stood with my arms folded in front of the frozen food section of Vons Market, trying to keep warm. Fortunately, I had my scarf, and I blew inside my cupped hands like I was atop the fucking Alps. I watched with amused puzzlement as Vance perused the banks of fogged-up glass cases in search of a large Wolfgang Puck barbecued chicken frozen pizza. Jesus Christ, man, is there no pizza parlor open at seven in the morning? I thought. And it was as if Vance had read my mind. As if he were some sort of psychic.


  “I’d prefer fresh. But this is all we got at seven in the morning.”


  Right before I was about to comment on how I don’t eat frozen foods because of the chemical content, a grubby hand with its fingernails embedded with grime and dirt and God knows what other kind of disease, tapped me on the shoulder. It startled me and I spun around like a top, balking at the sight of a homeless man draped in a garment that you know hadn’t seen a washing machine, ever. He couldn’t have been more than forty. Looked sixty. He was clearly in his own hapless world. He stared at me totally bewildered, as if I were an apparition.


  “Hey, brother, I thought you were dead,” he said.


  Okay, it wasn’t hard to determine this person was not the public relations rep for the Vons supermarket chain. He must’ve had me mixed up with someone else. I hope. I backed off, fearing he might do something crazy. Like hurl the can of baked beans he was gripping like a grenade.


  “You got the wrong guy, sir. I’m still very much alive.” He touches my cheek with one grubby fingernail the length of a javelin. I’m guessing to see if my flesh is spongy and warm and not cadaver cold.


  “Yes you are very much alive, Alex,” he said.


  Vance finally decided to step in and set this man straight. “Dave this isn’t Alex. His name is Oliver Bass.”


  So as not to disrupt this man, he gently explained that I was a guest of his for the summer. Dave expressed a sigh of relief. For a second, he thought he was experiencing some sort of divine intervention, he said. I found out that Dave had been living on the streets for 16 years and had survived by begging for loose change, food donations and an occasional pair of clean underwear. Dave nodded proudly, then wiped his nose with one of his sweat-stained sleeves.


  To be honest, I had an instant problem with Dave. He was what living in free America is all about— abandoning all pretenses of trying to succeed and surviving on handouts from those who do. I made the mistake of saying that aloud. This seemed to really irk Dave, who took umbrage, then threw the can of baked beans at my head, nearly hitting its mark. I ducked and it shattered the glass door of the frozen food section. Dave lunged at me with a knife — I think he got on aisle nine. Vance, thank God, stepped in and restrained him.


  This guy was the perfect candidate for a Thorazine drip. My adrenaline had elevated to an incredible level. It was like I was suddenly in a Brian De Palma movie. Like The Black Dahlia. I have no idea what made me think of that. Nerves and fear, I guess.


  Vance tried to comfort me. “This is a side of Dave I’ve never seen.” That, of course, didn’t make me feel relieved. Then Dave, like nothing unusual had just taken place, checked his watch. I noticed right away that it was a pricey Tag Heuer. This sent a red flag in my direction. How does a man dressed like dirt afford a two thousand-dollar watch? I can’t help notice how he looked at it like it was his best friend. With an incredible passion. I believe he was drooling. Fucking weird.


  Dave muttered, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got an appointment to piss at the free clinic.” What did that mean? He had the clap? A bladder infection? He took Vance by surprise and hugged him as if he were going off to war and never coming back. When they broke, Vance slipped him a twenty.


  “A little something to keep you afloat for a few days,” he said.


  “Thanks, man,” Dave responded. “You’re my hero. My savior. My Santa Claus in May.”


  Then, while gripping the twenty, he slid closer to me, leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone as if he were giving away trade government secrets.


  “I was Phi Beta Kappa. So don’t think for a moment you’re immune to this life, slick,” he said.


  He turned and walked away like he had just told the Queen Mother to go fuck herself. I watched as he made his way up the produce aisle. He snatched a Pippin apple for the road. No one batted an eye. They just nodded, waved and said hello like he were a rock star. If I did that, they’d arrest me for shoplifting and make me pay a hefty fine.


  Vance explained, “He’s sort of a legend around the canals.” Not to appear snobbish and unsympathetic toward the plight of the homeless, but all I wanted was a shower. I never got the pizza because Vance gave his last twenty dollars to Dave and his credit card was maxed out, and I wasn’t about to pay for a frozen breakfast.


  It was 3:30 A.M. I was fast asleep. I left the window open to get fresh salt air in my lungs. The sun had a few hours before rising. I was awakened by the same outlandish nightmare, where my body washes out to sea, and I go under just as I witness my mother trying to free herself from a fisherman’s hook. My thrashing and screaming woke Vance and he came rushing in, wearing Hanes boxer briefs and a torn Black Sabbath T-shirt. Even at three in morning, I was aware of ugly apparel.


  “You okay?” he asked. “I thought I heard you call out for your mother.”


  “Bad dream about getting food poisoning from Chinese food,” I said. He asked if I always slept on the floor or if I just fell out of bed. I side stepped the whole bed issue and went straight to how death and being in a room that exudes loss of life makes me really tense and uneasy. He assured me that his son, Alex, died in a car crash on his way home from a friend’s party where the buffet consisted of OxyContin, cocaine, heroin and a wide range of amphetamines. I actually felt a sense of relief.


  “If you haven’t guessed by now, I’m obsessed with death. Some people bowl,” I said.


  “Is there anything you’re not wary of?” he asked. “Consider me a professional skeptic,” I said. I went into the bathroom to pee. Vance kept talking from the bedroom.


  “You know, Lorraine said the whole idea of you and me is to hang out and get acquainted. Exchange points of view, ideas and fucking recipes if it opens up some sort of avenue to our subconscious and reveal why we are the way we are.”


  I ended his sermon with a flush and re-entered the room to find him holding my mom’s photo.


  “Put it down,” I said with a great deal of hostility and authority. He did, slowly and methodically. As if I were a cop asking him to step away from a victim. “I don’t like people touching my personal things,” I added.


  “I’m guessing this is a trust thing,” he said.


  He was right, but why should I admit to that?


  Then out of nowhere: “Did you morn your mother’s death?”


  I took a minute before answering. I could’ve used five minutes but I wanted to get this conversation over with. “If you mean did I throw myself on her coffin and weep, no. I wasn’t sensitive to grief yet. Besides, they never found her body after she leaped off the Golden Gate,” I added.


  “That’s a cop-out,” he said.


  “Every person handles death in their own way,” I said.


  Vance thought it was unnatural not to show emotion. My feeling was that if you spit on the sidewalk after someone dies it’s showing emotion. He, of course, thought I was being illogical.


  “Thank God for illegal Mexican nannies,” I said. “They were the glue that kept me together. I would’ve cried for one of them if they had committed suicide.”


  “You ever contemplate suicide?” he asked nonchalantly, even though it was a reasonable enough question. It didn’t take me but a second to answer.


  “Never saw the value in it. You?” Unlike me, he took a few beats before coming to a conclusion.


  “Mostly in the evenings when the house is empty and quiet and life outside is still and a bottle of sleeping pills are close at hand.”


  Okay, I’d had enough of this theme. My teeth were starting to clench. So far we’d managed to cover homicide and suicide and illegal nannies. Which I’m sure was all part of his plan to make me feel at home. I never got back to sleep.


  The very next day we took a short trip to a warehouse on Ocean Boulevard that was converted into office space. A brick and steel structure that once housed a shipping company but now was home to artists, writers, photographers and any other person who considered themselves a creative type. There was even a courtyard, overgrown with bougainvillea and potted plants surrounding a Spanish tile fountain that trickled and looked like it came straight from a hacienda. The whole place was airy and comfortable and kind of reeked of creative juices.


  “My office is in the corner,” he said. He moved on, I stayed put, still a little mesmerized by the Mexican flavor of the courtyard. I think it brought back fetal memories of my mother’s kitchen floor.


  “You coming or do you want to drop a penny into the fountain and make a wish?” he said. Truth, five dollars probably wouldn’t help make my wish come true. I snapped out of my reverie and joined him at a weather-beaten door with wrought-iron hinges.


  Just as he was about to open the door, this girl, maybe a woman — I’m not that good at guessing people’s age — approached. She was attractive and had the distinct aroma of oil paint. She gave Vance a serious hug. One of those embraces where she flattened her breasts against his chest. First thing that came to mind was he had been banging this babe ever since his wife died. Her jeans were covered with paint splatter. I’m guessing from burnt umber to cadmium red. She was definitely one of those artist types who rented one of the studios. Her eyes were nearly all pupil and she wavered trying to stay upright. She was clearly on something and it was more than the caffeine from her coffee.


  “I missed you, Briggs. You haven’t been around much.” She broke her hug and her breasts went back to their natural form. She waited for his answer. Vance shifted uncomfortably, searching for a response that wouldn’t require a long explanation as to why he’d been absent. He switched gears.


  “This is Oliver Bass, a friend from San Francisco. Oliver, meet Heather Wilcox. She is one helleva painter.” There was no hugging between her and me. We just nodded. She then kissed Vance on the cheek. “I expect a dinner out of you, Briggs.” She turned and walked off. Vance clearly checked out her ass as she went. I kept any sort of obvious sexualized comment to myself. She did have a terrific ass though. Tight.


  We made it inside. The office smelled of stale cigars and whiskey. It was dark and musty. Vance flicked on a desk lamp, just enough light to notice the place was a complete sty. Old newspapers piled high in a corner, overflowing bookshelves, backed-up mail pyramids in the doorway. This is where he spent endless hours exposing the monopoly of oil companies, political corrupters, corporate wrongdoers. Where he offered gin and cigars to whistle-blowers. His sanctuary of destruction.


  As he rifled through the mail, I crossed to a framed photo of an attractive woman on his desk. I picked it up and looked closer. It was the same woman from the beach photo with Alex. “The wife?” I asked, knowing it was her. No response, so I kept interrogating. “The girlfriend after the wife died? Someone whose hand you caught in a corporate cookie jar? Someone whose life you ruined?” He didn’t look up from sorting the mail.


  “She was somebody I admired,” Vance said.


  “Was?” I asked.


  “She’s dead.”


  “Jesus, Briggs, you have this innate quality of attracting people who eventually die around you. This does not look good for me.”


  I expected some sort of defensive retaliation, but got nothing. With an air of defiance, he tossed the pile of mail into the trashcan then turned off the desk lamp. In the dark, he said to me, “We’re done here.”


  That afternoon, after a nutritious lunch of hot dogs, baked beans and really mayonnaise-y potato salad, I was reading “Freakonomics” on the front porch when the ring of my cell broke my concentration. It was programmed to play “Subterranean Homesick Blues” by Dylan. I looked at the caller I.D. just to make sure it wasn’t someone I despise. Or my stepmother checking up on me. Or my father making sure I was being nice to the human fucking race. I answered it with a half-smile. “Hey, Sydney,” I said. “What an unexpected surprise.”


  She proceeded to tell me, at Mach speed, that she couldn’t get me out of her head. That I was all she thought about. She couldn’t sleep or concentrate. “It’s awful,” she said. “I’m only seventeen and already my life is crumbling around me.” Trying to slow her down was like trying to stop a runaway horse by waving a carrot in its face. But I managed after several attempts at yelling into the phone like a madman.


  Little did I realize she was calling from the top of our school building. At five stories up. That her legs were dangling over the side, and that she was contemplating ending it and taking her last breath while talking to the man she was in love with. Me. God, how I hated that kind of responsibility.


  “How are things with you?” she asked in a trembling voice that really made me nervous. (When I get high-strung I start biting fingernails. An awful habit. I was eyeing the good nail left on the pinky.)


  “Listen, are you okay? Because you sound a little disturbed. Not insane disturbed but more of a-cry-for-help disturbed,” I said. There was dead silence, for what seemed to be an eternity. This I’m not embarrassed to admit scared the fuck out of me. There was no way of knowing if she was safe or not. I attributed her whole screwy demeanor to someone with some serious dysfunctional issues, and left it at that.


  An hour later I was still captivated by a book that’s been described as melding pop culture with economics. For me, it’s a page-turner. For someone else, it’s a doorstop.


  And, once again, I was interrupted, only this time by the slam of the wrought-iron gate that was coming off its hinges.


  I peered over the book to see the dog walker coming my way. I have to say, she looked enchanting. I never use that word, but it seemed appropriate in this description. She approached with an air of confidence and reluctance. “Economic troubles?” she asked. I instantly became my usual caustic self


  “Oh, look, it’s what’s-her-face, the no name, rude dog walker.”


  “Mya. It’s Mya Gennero,” she said. She then gave me a weak smile. “I’m cautious, not rude,” she added.


  Gennero. I should have known, she was an Italian, Catholic. I can read people pretty well. She was a product of a narrow-minded parochial school education, where she was force-fed the intolerance of contraception and divorce and was punished for any blasphemous and heretical talk during gym class. We just stared at each other for a brief moment. But in that moment I realized something — she had these incredible blue-green eyes.


  Finally, she noticed. “You’re staring right through me. More of a leer, actually. Like a letch about to leap.”


  Okay. This was fucking awkward. I went against my code of behavior and apologized.


  “Sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I’ll turn my head away,” I said. Which I did. Which I immediately realized was an idiotic move. I think I was a little rattled. I stuck out my hand to make amends.


  “Nice meeting you, Mya. What I lack in manners I make up for in oral sex,” I said. She shook my hand and laughed. Which was great because it showed she had a sense of humor.


  Vance appeared in the doorway. He had a look of concern on his face. He even appeared flushed.


  “Problem?” I asked. “Run out of weed?”


  “I need to drive up to Ventura for the day,” he said. “Last-minute break on a story I’m covering on water pollution.” But it was the way he said it that made me suspicious.


  “Bad timing, I know, but any chance I can get my fee before you take off ? I need to buy books.” Mya asked. Vance paused for a brief moment as if he were asked to answer a Jeopardy question.


  “Uh, yeah. Fee. Sure. I owe you, what, one seventy-five?” Mya shifted nervously. She felt she had opened up something that wasn’t time appropriate.


  “Look, I can definitely wait ‘til you get back. Not an emergency,” she said. This whole exchange was kind of uncomfortable. First thing that came to mind was that he didn’t have the funds. That he was broke. In dire straits. On the verge of bankruptcy. This would explain the frozen dinners, the leftovers and the cigarette butts he smoked. I pulled out my wad of bills and offered to shell out the one seventy-five. I got deadly looks all around. Even from the dog.


  “Obviously not in good form, on my part,” I said.


  Vance was heated. He abruptly pulled out his wallet and handed Mya thirty-five dollars. “It’s all I’ve got for now,” he said. It suddenly got quiet. You got the feeling he needed the money to pay for gas.


  She couldn’t bring herself to take it. But he insisted. She took twenty and left him fifteen, stuffing it into her jeans pocket as if it were a stash drawer. “I can get the balance later,” she said. Okay, thank God that little bit of drama had ended.


  We both watched in silence as Vance, with his fifteen dollars still gripped in his hand, made his way up the canal sidewalk. His shoulders hunched over like a beaten man. I saw enough of this in my father to know there was a lot of pent-up guilt he was carrying.


  Later. I sat at the kitchen table while Mya poured us each a glass of iced tea. Not from scratch. Bottled. Snapple. She wore a low-cut top and I couldn’t help but sneak a surreptitious glance when she dropped a spoon and bent to pick it up. But I wasn’t that clever at it. She caught my obvious stare.


  “I could just take off my shirt if that’ll work for you.”


  “Could you?” I said. “That would be helpful.” I was hoping she’d find that remark cute. She didn’t. She rolled her eyes and shook her head.


  “Why are you really here, Oliver Bass? Certainly not for the sun and surf,” she said.


  In a sudden burst of personal energy, I began to open up about my doubts. I told her how I felt that the whole trip was pointless. And with Vance on his way to Ventura, I’d been given an opening to run and never look back.


  “I’m outta here,” I said. I stood up to make my point stronger.


  She, of course, tried to talk me out of it, claiming he needed me because she sensed he had this affinity toward me. A connection that he hadn’t had since his son, Alex, died. When that didn’t work, she tried the seductive approach. She slipped off her top, exposing her bare chest. Perfect. Her tits were like, I don’t know, the kind you see sculpted at art museums in bronze, but much softer and supple, I imagined.


  “Stay and you’ll have an incredible experience to look back on for the rest of your life,” she claimed.


  Okay, let’s be real. I was seventeen. At the peak of my sexual awareness and staying power. I went nuts and took advantage of the invitation. Cleared the table of all its kitchen wares with one sweep, grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her like I knew what I was doing, then threw her on top of the table and told her --


  “You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.”


  She opened her button fly jeans and tossed them aside. She was not wearing panties. This was when I began to have feral sex like you can’t imagine. We almost broke the table it got so rough.


  Wait. Stop. That’s all a shameless lie. It was what I fantasized about doing but didn’t have the balls to carry out, because, well, I was afraid Briggs would find out and beat the living crap out of me for fucking his dog walker where he ate supper, ate dinner, whatever.


  I thanked Mya for the bribe and went to my room to pack. Frustrated that she had lost her edge, she followed close behind while still topless, trying to convince me that staying would make a difference in Vance’s empty-horrible life. (Emphasis on “horrible.”) This time it was my turn to roll my eyes. The drama was getting to be too much. I mean, come on—how did the man survive before I showed up?


  I needed her to put her top back on because my cock didn’t seem to want to diminish in size and having sex with her was pretty much out of the question. She did just that and I felt I could continue my packing without any further stimulation. On the side table leaning against a lamp was the picture of my mother and me at the beach. Mya zoomed in on it and reacted, picking it up for a closer look.


  She stared at the faded image. “I’ve seen this before,” she said.


  “It’s my mother and I at the beach,” I explained. “I was four. It’s one of the rare highlights of my childhood.” She then told me she recognized the pail and shovel.


  “I’m sure you had one just like it. It’s common beach paraphernalia.” I carefully took the picture and was about to put it in my bag when she grabbed it from me. I went on the defensive. “Mya, be nice; hand it back,” I demanded. She looked at the photo again. Only this time there was certainty in her blue-green eyes.


  “I swear I’ve seen this photo of that lady with that kid in that exact setting.”


  It took a second but I remembered the photo of Alex and his mom I found in his drawer. I took it out and shoved it in her face. “This is the picture you probably saw. Right?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Yes. Maybe. I’m confused.”


  “That makes two of us,” I said.


  “Come with me,” she said, grabbing my arm and pulling me into the kitchen.


  She positioned me in the middle of the room and told me not to move a muscle. She then dropped to her knees. Trust me, I wasn’t expecting a blowjob. But I did notice the crack of her ass was visible as she rifled through a bottom cupboard of pots and pans. So far I’ve seen her tits and a portion of her ass. I had something incredible to masturbate about if in fact the opportunity ever came up.


  Like a cheesy birthday party magician completing a trick, she eloquently articulated a resounding “Voila,” produced a pail and shovel and held it up for me to see. If there were a rabbit in it I might have applauded. But I didn’t. She set the pail down on the kitchen table.


  “Check it out,” she said. “The pail.”


  I looked at it as if admiring some relic at a museum of natural history. I had no idea what I was looking for to determine that it was my pail.


  “Well?” she said.


  “Sure. Okay. It looks like the one from my photo and the one from the other photo. But who knows? I mean, chances are, it belonged to his kid, Alex, the druggie, who used it to haul his narcotics to and from the beach undetected by lifeguards.”


  “That is some clever presumption,” she said.


  “Look, this is nothing but a coincidence. You’re wrong about it being my pail. My pail is long gone. It’s scrap by now.”


  “It’s your pail,” said a voice from the kitchen door.


  Vance had taken us by surprise, solving the pail mystery.


  We turned to face a very serious Briggs. Suddenly I felt anxious. Why? I have no idea. If this pail were truly mine that would be a good thing. Maybe not. Maybe so. What would it really matter? It’s nothing but an inanimate object.


  “You sure?” I asked.


  “Look closely at the bottom,” he said.


  I turned the pail upside down and inspected the bottom as instructed. It was a little rusty but I noticed that the initials OLI were etched in small letters. A vivid memory came to mind. My mother wearing a straw hat to shield her freckled face from the sun, scratching OLI with her nail file. This was a safeguard, in case it ever got stolen or lost or washed out to sea and some Asian kid picked it up and we traced it back to Peking, she said to me in a nurturing manner.


  I looked over at Mya and she was giving me one of those I told you so looks. I didn’t need gloating, I needed more proof. A slow, detailed explanation as to why after all these years I came to Venice and was reunited with my childhood toy. Vance, who was now leaning inside the doorjamb with his arms folded in front of him, took up the challenge and promised results.


  “I can give you all the proof you want,” he said.


  “Okay. Go.” I said.


  “When I feel like it,” he said.


  “What’s wrong with right now? The lighting is bad?” I said.


  “Just give me some time to gather my thoughts,” he said. Mya was the one who got us off the subject. “What happened with Ventura? An amazingly short trip, huh?”


  Vance lit a cigarette. “I forgot my smokes.”


  We knew it was bullshit. But who cared. He had his reasons. And I was thinking his contact didn’t pan out or he ran out of gas money or he just drove around the block a few times to clear his head of whatever it was making him the way he was: an obnoxious prick. Before he left the room he made a blanket statement.


  “In case you’re wondering, Alex borrowed the pail and shovel after you and your mother went back home to San Francisco in June of 2002.”


  Mya left the room without a word. Pissed? Frustrated? Who knows? I hadn’t the vaguest idea. I did know, if she was smart, she’d run and never look back. I’m sure she went to comfort Briggs. I had the feeling this was part of her dog walking duties. To stroke his ego when it needed it. This was not a suitable environment for a girl of her intelligence. Babysitting a grown man as he sank deeper in to his depression.


  I went to the fridge, grabbed myself a cold can of Sprite and snapped open the tab. It hissed like a snake with a speech defect. I then headed for the shower to make a phone call to my stepsister, Shelby. I felt a need to vent. She wasn’t a really good listener but my only other choice was to … what, spend the money on phone sex? So there I sat in my boxer briefs with the sand pail between my legs. The pail and me, we had a sense of camaraderie. Like I had just reunited with a long-lost friend I hadn’t seen since summer camp. I explained the whole pail and shovel story to Shelby, taking sips of soda between sentences, because my mouth was dry like I’d swallowed cotton balls.


  “I think you’re blowing this whole bucket story out of proportion,” she said.


  (Let me digress for one brief moment. While having this dull conversation with Shelby, she stood naked in front of a full-length mirror obsessing over the shape of her navel.)


  Anyway, I managed to convince her my story was fact. She had no sage advice and suggested that I talk with Lorraine who was better equipped at helping with psychologically needy people. I quickly nixed that idea. Lorraine was the last person I’d reveal my past to, especially something that connected my mother and me.


  I switched gears and asked Shelby for a favor. Without even knowing what I was going to ask, she said, “I don’t do good deeds. It’s a practice I’d like to preserve.” I offered her money. That seemed to amend her practice.


  “I have this friend I want you to check on,” I said.


  “Friend? What friend? You have a friend?” she choked.


  “Not really a friend,” I said. “More of a stalker.” I went on to explain how disturbed Sydney was. Unhinged. Not even sure if she was from this planet. But nevertheless, I was worried something might have happened to her and wanted Shelby to check things out and get back to me.


  Even after semi-serious consideration, I had to bump up the fee before she would agree. I clicked off, took a deep breath and just sat there on the shower floor for a good thirty minutes before I even blinked. What a fucking subpar life I led, I thought to myself.


  I could smell the marijuana wafting through the house so I knew to find Vance on the porch in his favorite reclined stoner position. Mya was with him.


  She looked up with a concerned stare when I approached. Without her saying a word, I assured her I was fine. Maybe a few broken emotional bones, I said. I acquired a new perspective in the shower and suggested we all start fresh. No more bullshit. No hidden agendas. Just some good old-fashioned fucking truthfulness.


  Vance coughed from taking too big a hit, then squeezed out a breathless sentence. “I knew your mother.”


  “Obviously,” I said.


  “I knew Annie from college before I met my wife,” he said. He took another drag. I took exception.


  “Annie?” I said. “Do I detect a relationship was in the mix?” Before he could answer, I just let it go. Didn’t push it. Who cared? She wasn’t even my mother then. She was young. She was entitled to make foolish mistakes. But I couldn’t help a little pushing. “Did you sleep with her?”


  “Actually, no,” he said. “Strictly platonic.” I didn’t believe him, but again didn’t push it. I could tell Mya was feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing. She quickly changed the subject with a burst of energy.


  “I remember now. Where I first saw the photo of you and your mom. Stuck between the pages of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road.” A look from Briggs gave her reason to explain in detail. “He wanted me to hone up on the beat generation,” she said.


  I jumped in and explained the photos to Vance. Of course he knew about them. But he chose to just shrug. This was starting to get interesting as well as confusing. There were now three pictures, I guess. A duplicate of mine and the one of Alex and his mom. I needed answers.


  Vance knew I was anxious and began to explain how his wife Kate took the photo during one summer vacation when Annie stayed with them. I was four. I knew that. The other picture, a ghost must’ve taken it because he claimed he’d never seen it or known about it. Briggs started to take another drag from the joint, but I yanked it from his fingers then stomped on it with force. Probably a bad idea. But it was a knee-jerk reaction.


  “No more weed until you give me some solid information about your relationship. You owe me.”


  “Fuck you,” he said. “I owe you nothing, and you wasted a perfectly good joint on your petty behavior.”


  “Fine.” I said. I pulled out my cash tossed him forty dollars.


  “Go to your local green grocer and buy yourself more phony security. I’ll be out of your life in ten – no, four minutes.” Vance stood there, unfazed by any of it.


  I turned and walked back toward the bedroom to grab my stuff and get the fuck out of Dodge. Mya nudged him to do something. Say something. Anything. Vance remained steadfast. But deep down, he knew letting me leave would be a huge mistake.


  “Okay. Wait. Stop,” he pleaded. But I kept going. I had had enough. When I returned with my messenger bag slung over my shoulder, he knew I was serious, so he stood in the middle of the living room with his arms folded in front of him like a one-man road block.


  “I’m not in the mood for any kind of confrontation,” I said. “Thanks for the frozen lasagna.” I moved closer to the front door. He relented and opened up.


  “It was Annie who introduced me to your mother. They knew each other from college. Had a ceramics class together. They clicked. We clicked. We remained close friends until your mother transferred to Berkeley.”


  This wasn’t exactly action-packed news, but it was new information about my mother’s past that filled some of the void. I sat on the arm of the sofa and tried to digest everything Vance threw at me. According to him, he lost contact with her until she came to stay with him and Kate in the summer of 2002. She was a solid mess. Trying to keep a precocious four-year-old in line while at the same time dealing with a misbehaving husband who cheated on her. Not a big shocker about dad playing around. He was an adulterer and good at it.


  Vance took a swig of beer, then revealed the wild notion he’d been harboring.


  “I’m convinced both my wife and your mother were murdered by the same person.”


  “Jesus, fuck,” was all I could get out.


  Mya, who had been taking all this in, was astonished, if not in total shock herself. I was stumped what to do next. Stay or go. I decided.


  “I’m going to my room.” I took a beat for emphasis. “The one in San Francisco,” I said.


  “Knowing what you know now, you’re still leaving?” Mya asked.


  “Yes. Leaving. Seems like the smart thing to do under these insane circumstances,” I fired back.


  Vance was not about to give up. I had one foot out the door. He was desperate. His voice cracked when he begged me to stay. He upped the ante and gave me props.


  “With your brilliant insight and my investigative experience, we can nail this motherfucker to the wall.”


  Nail what motherfucker? I had no idea where this was headed. Probably nowhere. A “wild goose chase,” I believe is the terminology. Maybe that’s why I agreed to stick around another week. The unknown has always intrigued me. Especially if it involved my future.




  Chapter 3


  Lamb Chops With A Side Of Murder


  Hal’s Bar and Grill on Abbot Kinney was an eclectic eatery for those who liked an artsy ambience with their steak and baked potato. We sat in a back booth underneath a gigantic modern oil painting that looked like someone threw up on a canvas. This would be the first decent meal I’d had since I arrived. Vance was picking up the tab. Where he got the money was a mystery. This was a thank you for staying. A stack of photos was strewn on top of the table, making it very difficult to eat my salad. Vance leaned across the table, surreptitiously; he whispered like a government spy. I listened, waiting for him to take a breath, so that I could jump in.


  He was telling me that before his wife died she did some modeling. Print work. JCPenny ads. Nothing stellar like Vogue. And how a few months ago, he was sifting through a series of proof sheets taken on the strand and noticed a suspicious man standing in the background wearing a faded Yankees cap, taking his own pictures.


  “Means nothing,” I said. “An inquisitive jerk who had a thing for bargain-basement clothing. Where’s the waiter? I’d like some cracked pepper.” I wondered why he was so damned secretive about his wife. I asked if he was embarrassed, or if there was some hidden agenda. He lowered his head as if he were about to pray and said, “I’m just not that comfortable with what I discovered.”


  “What, she cheated? Did porn? Had her nose altered? A clue would be nice,” I said.


  Nothing that adventurous, he said. Seems he found a crumpled note stuffed in his wife’s jacket pocket. He handed it to me.


  It was written on a scrap of lined notebook paper. I read it to myself. It was a hostile message from some guy Kate and my mother went to school with. Lots of prolific name-calling. Stuck up, bitch, slut and cunt were in all caps and underlined. He also made a promise that someday they’d regret rejecting him. He ended the letter with a fuck you. No signature. Nothing. Just anonymous. I planned to have his handwriting analyzed by experts. Vance went on. “He was hung up on Kate for a while then when she refused his aggressive push he went after Annie,” Vance said. “This guy was your traditional psycho stalker.”


  I disagreed. Psycho was way too harsh. I just saw a college kid who wanted to get laid and when his masculinity was threatened, he felt the need to prove he was a real man by making idle threats.


  Vance began to dissect the whole situation like a veteran detective. Asking, why would she keep the note if it didn’t mean something?


  I said, “My feeling is, she stuffed it in her jacket and was planning to wrap her used gum in it.” It was a simple deduction as well as a smart-ass one — I knew that.


  He gave a half laugh. “Fair enough, but you’re way off.” Another sip of beer for him, another bite of Caesar salad for me.


  “I’m thinking she left it as evidence in the event something happened to her and Annie,” he said. I was thinking this seemed like a really irresponsible belief. I was about to tell him exactly what I thought when our waiter approached with our rib-eye steaks and baked potatoes. The table was cluttered with photos and there was no room for plates. This stumped our seasoned Latino waiter, who stared at the clutter. Vance took charge, grabbed the plates and put them on top of the photo piles. The waiter suddenly reacted, lifting the plates back up. Briggs sensed that the guy was insulted, so he set him straight.


  “It’s okay. Just set our meals down. We’ll take it from there.”


  It was difficult to know if the waiter understood what Vance was trying to tell him. So I jumped in. Took my plate and set it down.


  “Gracias,” I said.


  Once again, the waiter lifted the plate. This time, however, he pointed to one of the photos and spoke in his best south-of-the-border English.


  “I know the Yankee cap. Lamb chops and spinach mashed potatoes,” he said.


  “What?” I asked incredulously.


  “Si. For many years. A regular. Always ordered the lamb chops and the spinach mashed potatoes. Never takes off the cap,” he said.


  Suddenly Vance became, well … “hyperactive” is the best description.


  “A name? You know his name? I need a name,” Vance insisted.


  “No senor. But I remember, he was not the good tipper. Era muy barato. How you might say, cheap.” And with that informal declaration the waiter finally set our dinner plates down atop the pictures and walked off with a grin.


  “This proves nothing, Briggs,” I said. “It only says a man in a baseball cap ate here a few times. Doesn’t mean he ate lamb chops than went off to murder two women for dessert.”


  “What it does tell me,” he answered, “is that this man existed in the area and had the money to by himself a pricey meal. He was an educated man. Went to college,” he said.


  “You can detect all that from eating lamb chops?” I asked.


  Briggs went silent. I played it totally honest and told Briggs that I thought his whole assumption was nothing but an elaborate pretense in his overactive investigative reporter mind. He got angry and stabbed his steak with his fork like it was the belly of the man he accused of murdering his wife.


  I had to admit the idea of my mother killing herself made no sense. Not that she wasn’t capable. And deliberately leaving me alone, motherless, has always bothered me.


  “So are you in or not?” he asked.


  “What about the police? There are professionals that deal in this kind of stuff,” I said.


  “I called them three months ago. I’m still on hold.”


  I’m pretty sure that was the last nutritious meal I ever ate that summer using a cloth napkin. The next few days brought nothing but angst and tension. Vance inundated me with theories and mindless clues about the nameless lamb chop/spinach guy (which was my new designated name for him). Some of his speculations came in the middle of the night and I found it hard to fall back to sleep — that quickly changed when I found a stale joint hidden in Alex’s room inside the album sleeve of Jimi Hendrix’s Live at Monterey. That was my introduction to a euphoric state without having to jerk off.


  Early the next morning, I was licked awake by Vance’s dog, Bailey. Cute? I don’t think so. You have to take into consideration that he might have licked his balls first. Following that, Mya entered carrying a leash. “Time for my walk?” I asked.


  “I’m doing a couple of errands for, Vance. Thought maybe you might want to, you know, tag along,” she said.


  I was succinct. “No. I don’t do errands. I’m not an errand kind of guy. So, besides babysitting his dog, you pick up his cleaning and stuff ?” She took it the wrong way like I was inferring stuff to mean free sexual favors.


  She was also succinct. “Screw you,” she said, then turned and left, forgetting the dog.


  I was standing in line at the local Starbucks with the rest of the caffeine addicts when I got a text from Shelby.


  Ollie, I’ve had no luck tracking down your friend, Sheila. I’ve got other shit to worry about. Lorraine issued me an ultimatum. Get a job or move out.


  First off, she got the name wrong. Sydney, not Sheila. So there’s that. I texted her my opinion. You wanna survive. Get a fucking job, or suffer the consequences— being a homeless mooch, begging for spare change and sleeping under a freeway ramp.


  And then if by some, I don’t know, magic or fate or pure misfortune, Lorraine called to give me some even more upsetting news. Seems she and my father had temporarily separated. “I assume it’s because of his wandering penis,” I said.


  “Oliver, it’s complicated. I should let him explain,” she said.


  Understand, my father is not a person who opens up. He keeps most of feelings locked somewhere in his gut. This is why he has a peptic ulcer. Tension does not elude him, ever. Why Lorraine was the one who called and not my father is pretty fucking obvious. He’s a coward. My opinion, she is a shrew and a user who had no business being a mother or a wife or someone licensed to give advice to people in need of psychological direction, as testified to by Shelby’s cry for help.


  Nevertheless, I asked for her professional opinion about Vance’s obsession with the death of his wife and my mother. There was a long pause and she finally came back with nothing of consequence except that Vance was irrational, in denial and needed my help getting him through this guilt-ridden time in his life. He was searching for someone or something to hold responsible for his own contrition.


  I started to hang up when she jumped in with a confession. She explained how during the past several months my father failed to give her the attention she needed. The passion and romance had completely evaporated from him.


  “Okay,” was all I could get out.


  “I’m not a perfect person, Oliver,” she said.


  I knew where this was headed. She was the one who fucked around on him. She was the one who dropped her panties. She was the one I called a bitch/whore before punching off.


  Twenty minutes later, I was walking the strand drinking my four-dollar latte. I had finally calmed down from Lorraine’s ugly confession. I actually felt sorry for my dad and thought about checking in with him. But that notion was interrupted when Dave, that lunatic homeless gent, approached me. He had terror in his eyes, beads of sweat streaming down his cheeks and reeked of, well, everything putrid in the world.


  “I need to talk to you in private,” he said. Like he’s got a soundproof room nearby.


  “Can’t,” I said. “I have to call my father who is probably in pain and drunk with heartbreak.”


  “Your father can wait,” he said. “I, on the other hand, need your attention stat.”


  I needed to get away fast. “Nice talking to you.” I started to move off. He pulled me closer to a trash bin.


  “I’m not done with you, smart guy,” he said. He pulled out a knife and stuck it under my chin.


  Here’s the irony: It was a Swiss Army Knife, and it was open to a fork not the blade. Nevertheless, I saw it as the threat it was, and listened to what he had to say because at any moment this dude could snap and make a meal of me.


  “Okay, I owe you an apology for my aggressive nature the other day,” he started. He took a breath. “Sometimes I lose control for no apparent reason. I have no warning. Boom — suddenly I have a lack of mental symmetry.” Dave was now so close, I could almost taste the guy’s breath.


  “They have drugs to control chaos,” I offered.


  “I didn’t come here for medical advice,” he said. “I came to let you know that although I am not a big fan of yours, I respect your arrogance and intellectual capacity. Most people I come in contact with don’t understand me. I feel you do.”


  That’s when I started to feel a real sense of danger. “Just stay the fuck away from me,” I said in a loud, forceful tone.


  As he backed off I couldn’t help but again notice his very pricey watch. The Tag Heuer Carrera. Retail, we’re talking eighteen, nineteen hundred. Dave noticed me staring at his wrist and instantly became very defensive. “If you’re wondering about the scars, there came a day I decided to call it quits but failed miserably trying to end it with the Swiss Army bottle opener. The watch, I found in the sand. So fuck you and your nasty insinuations.” He walked off, angry and even more pathetic.


  As I headed back to the house— a little shaken I might add — I came to the obvious conclusion that this area and its inhabitants are nothing but an asylum with sand, surf and cocoa butter. Most people living in Venice are out of touch with reality. Throw backs of a bygone era — the beat generation. They claim to be serious artists when they can’t make a go of it in the real world. It keeps their egos alive. Some take the easy way out and just slash their wrists and never have to worry about their future.


  Speaking of throw backs ... I could swear I saw Sydney heading straight towards me. Her bedraggled hair blowing in the wind. The sun glaring off her horn rimmed glasses. Her Chuck Taylor Converse sneakers plodding along the canal sidewalk. As she neared I was, of course, completely taken by surprise. Caught off guard. Shocked as shit, actually. First thing out of my mouth wasn’t What are you doing here or Are you all right, but “Glad to see you’re not dead.”


  She hugged me. Tight. This was our first real physical contact. She was thinner than I imagined. She normally wore layers. I could feel her rib cage through her thin sweater. She got excited.


  “I missed you, Oliver Bass,” she said. “Your arrogance enthralls me.”


  “Really,” I said with not much enthusiasm.


  “I’ve been having withdrawals ever since you took off.” I took three seconds to weigh over the situation carefully. This was not good. This was a sign of trouble. Sure, I was flattered that she was captivated by me, but I’m not a person who is to be trusted. I come from a long line of womanizers. I’m prone to tactless sexual indiscretions. I told her this in the most delicate way I could. Honest and straightforward, that I would use her. It didn’t make a dent. She just smiled and hugged me again, wrapping her spindly arms around my neck this time. This was a troubled girl but I couldn’t just turn my back on her. I wasn’t that cruel, was I? Maybe. No.


  An incredible shimmering sun had just set in the neighborhoods and beaches of Venice Beach. We were all gathered in the kitchen. Vance, dressed in a faded blue terry robe that looked as if it were stolen from a psychiatric medical facility, was making herbal green tea. He looked pale and sickly, and wasn’t in the best mood. He said he had a low-grade fever. Every so often he belted out a cough just to remind us to not get too close. I decided to mention my scary encounter with the homeless guy, Dave.


  “Dave is harmless,” he said.


  “He stuck a fork in my neck,” I noted.


  “You must’ve irked him.”


  “I irked nobody,” I said. “He’s a lunatic on the fringe of sending someone to the fucking morgue.”


  Vance shrugged, immune to the conversation. “Can I interest anybody in a cup of green herbal tea?” he asked. Sydney raised her hand like she was in middle school.


  “You sure it’s okay if I stay?” she said.


  “Your parents aware that you’re here?” he asked.


  “They’re in France and I’m supposed to be away at summer camp, which I ditched. So the answer is no. They think I’m rowing a canoe on some lake in the high Sierras,” she said.


  I interrupted this senseless interlude. “He also owns a nineteen hundred dollar watch,” I pointed out.


  Vance gave me a quizzical look.


  “Claims he found it buried in the sand.”


  “I suppose it’s possible,” he said. “The beach is littered with hidden treasure. Loose change, car keys, watches and even body parts.” Vance reminded us of how in the late eighties they found some starlet buried in the sand. Her head was in Malibu, her torso in Carpinteria and her arms and legs in Bolsa Chica. This creeped out Sydney.


  “Oh my God, what kind of a disturbed mind would do such an evil act?” she said.


  I, on the other hand, wasn’t as shocked. I just vowed to stay clear of Dave the homeless guy on the chance he had the urge to redistribute body parts.


  Sydney, slept with me that night. Close. Her bony body was jabbing me. It was really uncomfortable. So much so I decided to sleep on the floor. This lasted maybe, I don’t know, fifteen minutes. The hard floor was worse than her elbow in my ribs. I got up and quietly headed for the living room sofa. It was already taken by Vance. As I tiptoed across the creaky floorboards, the sound reverberated enough to slowly wake him. He mumbled, half sleep.


  “If you’re here to rob me, there’s thirty seven dollars in change in a jar on the kitchen counter and a blender worth maybe fifteen.”


  I whispered back, “It’s me, Oliver. I can’t sleep. My mind is racing with questions I’d like to get some answers for. Are you up?”


  Vance rolled over on the couch with his face buried in a throw pillow.


  “Leave me alone,” he said in a muffled tone. I stood there for a minute before saying anything.


  “You are alone. And it’s rather sad.” It took a few seconds before he turned and faced me, his eyes now wide awake. “What the fuck do you want at three in the morning?” He then wiped his nose with his sleeve. It was running for some reason. Possibly a cocaine reaction?


  “What was my mother like when you knew her?”


  “Really?” He answered back. I nodded and waited for an in-depth review of the mother I lost at an early age. He sat up and cleared the phlegm from his throat. Disgusting. Another beat, then...


  “She was beautiful, smart, hostile, opinionated, funny, bitchy, artistic and a god-awful driver,” he said, wincing, like he hurt himself getting that out. It almost sounded like he had rehearsed it.


  “You liked her, didn’t you?” I said.


  “Of course I liked her; she was my friend,” he said.


  I wanted more from Vance Briggs. I pushed. Insinuated they had a physical relationship. He denied it. But didn’t deny they almost had a thing one night when they got smashed on a slew of vodka shooters.


  There was more. I knew there was more. You can always tell when there’s more. He told me more. On that same hazy night, according to him, I was given my birth name. She was a big fan of Oliver Wendell Holmes. (Now, if you turned out to be a girl you were fucked and would go through life explaining why you were called Oliver when, in fact, you had a vagina.) Interesting, I thought.


  “Was she pregnant? Sounds like she was knocked up.”


  “Hell no. She was just planning ahead,” he said.


  Although I didn’t find this interesting, it was information I never knew. I went back to bed to find Sydney sitting up drinking a liter of Diet Coke. Where in the fuck she got the Coke I’ll never know. Nor did I care. Nor did I ask.


  I slipped under the covers next to her. She told me to relax and enjoy the moment. What moment? She lightly grazed her hand down my cheek. It tingled. She must’ve meant this moment.


  “You know what I do when I get into that defeatist, destitute mood and wanna call it quits?” she asked. “Swallow a bottle of amphetamines?”


  She smiled tauntingly then moved her hand under the covers, finding my penis.


  “Engage in some intense primal sex with another human being,” she hotly suggested while stroking it.


  A quivering really was all I could get out at the moment. She then caressed my balls — rather, ball. I closed my eyes and began to enjoy it. Boom; just like that, I was up and ready to go to work. We fucked our brains out until the sun came up, finally falling asleep in each other’s arms, totally naked. I have to say, she was fantastic for a lightweight.


  I was awakened by someone clearing their throat and I knew it wasn’t the dog. I had to shield my eyes from the glare of the sun that was now blasting through the window like a laser beam. Finally getting my bearings and rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I saw Mya standing there with this quizzical look. She didn’t have to say a word. I knew what she was thinking. How could I have sex with this girl and not her? “How long have you been standing there?” I said.


  “An hour at the most,” she said jokingly.


  Sydney snapped awake. “I’m, Sydney. Is there coffee?”


  “I’m not room service,” Mya said, resenting the implication.


  “I didn’t mean it as servitude. I meant it more as a question.” Sydney excused herself and headed for the bathroom to pee. She was totally naked and was not inhibited about her body. Halfway she stopped and turned back to me.


  “The simple fact you possess only one testicle makes you a man among men and makes me jazzed to be in the company of such anatomical abnormality.”


  And then she was gone. I was slightly embarrassed, but felt the need to defend Sydney. “She’s unconventional. On the cusp of being a lunatic,” I explained. Mya just nodded.


  “I’m here to deliver a message from Vance,” she said, after a moment. “He’s at his office and wants you to meet him there right away.”


  “Why? I need a reason. It’s my nature to want a good reason,” I said.


  “There appears to be some break in his investigation. And before you ask, I have no idea what sort of a break.”


  I ended the conversation right there. “Time for me to pee, too.”


  I got out of bed with a pee hard-on and slowly drifted across the room, sore from the previous night’s sexual activities. I felt Mya’s gaze on me until I disappeared into the bathroom, shutting the door. I couldn’t imagine how she must have reacted once she heard Sydney give me specific instructions.


  “Fuck me in the ass before you pee.” Romantic? Depends on who you are. I’m not even going to reveal if I fulfilled her request.


  It was a good hour before I made it over to Vance’s office. Sydney, if you haven’t guessed, is a sexual predator.


  I found Vance seated at his desk slumped over his computer. His eyes were slits. He looked exhausted, maybe even dead. He slowly turned his head as I entered. I could tell he wasn’t happy that I was late.


  “I’m late, I know. But I have a good reason that I won’t bore you with,” I said. “Here. I brought you a latte. Drink it fast and wake up.” Uninterested in the coffee, he took it from me and set it aside.


  “Take a look at this, and tell me what you see,” he said.


  I crossed and leaned in closer to the computer. I knew he wanted me to find something that stood out. I saw nothing unusual. A still shot of his wife Kate, sitting in a makeup chair being prepped for a magazine shoot. In the background was a gaunt man, with trimmed stubble, wearing a Yankees baseball cap. His face was partially shielded by the 35 mm camera he held in front of his face. Unrecognizable. He could have been any average guy on the planet. I looked at it for maybe, another ten seconds, then gave him my findings.


  “I see your wife being closely watched by a Yankees fan who is impressed by the Hollywood scene and can’t wait to tell his friends back in Brooklyn.”


  “I think he is relevant. The same dude who ate chops at Hal’s,” he said. He then grabbed four Tylenol from his desk and chewed them like after-dinner mints, washing the remaining granules down with the latte. He began to rub his temples vigorously.


  “I’ve been racking my brain all night and I came up empty,” he said in a defeatist tone.


  He was mentally straining, that’s for sure. I tried to get him to relax. When that didn’t work, I proffered a theory — if he kept living in the past, he’d die sooner in the future. Think about it. Makes sense. I told him how I accepted my mother was a goner. Nonexistent. Absent from planet earth. No more Mother’s Day cards for her. No more visits on Parents’ Day. No more calling out her name when I have a nightmare. He’s got to do the same.


  “’Closure’ is the word of the day,” I said. “Accept that your wife and kid are never coming back. Your son was killed in a horrible car accident, Kate took her own life. End of mystery. There was no murder. No foul play. The Yankees cap/lamb chop man had nothing to do with it. He paid the check and went home. You’re following a dead lead. Go get some sleep,” I said, as crisply and to the point as I could.


  Seventeen years old and I was telling this guy how to survive in the world. Pathetic. For him. Not Me.


  Vance took a few beats to digest my suggestions. Guess they didn’t go down so easy — he wretched, his face turned bright red, then he barfed into a trash can. Most of it went on the floor. Some splashed on my shoes.


  “You are a ray of sunshine,” he said, as he wiped some residual spittle away from his mouth. I shrugged. He puked again. “I try to please,” was the last thing I said before walking out the door into the bright Venice sunlight.


  I was walking along the water’s edge with my pants rolled up to my calves. The wet sand beneath me was almost therapeutic. I was talking on the phone with my father, who was staying at the Stanford Court. Seems Lorraine, the unfaithful, tossed him out. Did he deserve such treatment? No. Probably not.


  Apparently, my father was laying face down on a massage table while being serviced by a woman from Bangkok. He was getting a Thai massage. He was upset, tense and needed some stress relief. He did not hold back his feelings.


  “The fucking boldness of some women, huh, buddy boy? They think because they have a pussy they have complete control over us,” he said. I hoped this masseuse did not understand his speculation. How you translate pussy into Thai?


  I switched gears, asking him why he never mentioned that my mother and Vance had a history.


  “Lorraine saw it as a negative,” he said. “She wanted you guys to start out on equal footing. Fresh.”


  I was crushed that he didn’t take my side. Disappointed for not seeing through her ulterior motive. She found a way to get rid of me so that she could take control. It was an obviously devious move.


  “She used us. She’s a user, pop,” I said. I didn’t often call him “pop,” but this time it felt appropriate. Endearing. Like it would bring us closer together. One word is not going do that, and I knew it.


  “I’m a beaten, man,” he said. He took a shallow breath. “I admit, I fell out of love with Lorraine. She’s a ball buster.”


  I heard a knock on his door. “Housekeeping is here. I gotta hang up and get dressed,” he said. Wait — he’s naked for the Thai masseuse but dresses for housekeeping? This wasn’t a subject I wanted to open up.


  My dad sounded devastated by it all. As well he should. He’d had a rough time of it. The combination of my mother taking her own life, Lorraine making him feel like less than a man and me getting booted from a pricey school had taken its toll on him, that’s for sure. I would have come to help lick his wounds but I lacked the sensitivity it takes to make someone feel better about themselves.


  If things hadn’t been bad enough ... in my sights, coming toward me was Dave, carrying one of those metal detectors and scanning the beach for hidden treasure. The last thing I needed was another confrontation with this delusional man.


  I hustled back across the hot sand to the safety of concrete and the rush of people trying to make sense of their own lives. God knows I’m not making sense of mine.


  I was now in a position to leave Venice. Nothing was keeping me here. My dad was hibernating in a hotel room, my stepmother, I’m sure, was lawyering up, plotting to take him for all he’s worth, and Shelby, my stepsister, was searching for an identity and smoking two packs a day. But where would I go? Exactly; I had no idea, either. So I chose to stick around and help out Vance on this ridiculous hunt for the faceless, imaginary “lamb chop killer.”


  Later that morning I found Vance leaning against a wall that runs parallel along the boardwalk. It’s sort of a rest area for tired joggers who want to stop and reflect as to why the hell they’re putting their bodies through such torture. Vance was lighting up his usual American Spirit. From the pile of butts on the ground, I guessed he’d been there since before dawn.


  As I approached I noticed he was checking out a very attractive bikini-clad young lady in her — what, thirties? — with amazing boobs and a tan to go with them. His eyes follow her ass as she made her way up the strand, disappearing into the throng.


  “Nice to see you haven’t lost the capacity to ogle,” I said.


  He never looked up; just stomped out his cigarette with some energy into the sand.


  “It’s good for the cardio,” he said, half serious. “You talk with your dad?” he asked, while lighting up yet another cigarette.


  “I did, yes,” I said. Halfway through my explanation of my father’s unfortunate dilemma, Vance interrupted me mid-sentence:


  “I took a closer look at the Yankees cap photo and noticed the guy was wearing a Tag Heuer.” After my quizzical look, he emphasized, “The Swiss brand watch.”


  “Of course, yes. I’m aware of the watch,” I said. That’s when I realized why Vance had been leaning against the wall: He was checking the wrist of every man who walked by. And as I was telling him how obsessive-compulsive that seemed, it hit me that homeless Dave had a Tag Heuer. I mentioned this to Vance, who immediately dismissed the idea that Dave was the man he was looking for.


  “He’s a harmless, insignificant vagrant who wouldn’t hurt anyone — unless it’s you.”


  “Why me? Why am I a threat to Dave the insignificant vagrant?” I asked.


  “Maybe it’s your odor,” he said.


  That took me a second. “What?”


  “Animal instinct. Animals in the wild can sense danger by their scent,” he says. “You must, in some way, exude danger.”


  That was one of the more insane analogies I’d heard. But I wasn’t sure if Briggs was putting me on or not. I wasn’t about to ask for fear of appearing stupid. I let it slide and changed the subject. I asked if he ever planned to see women socially again. Or just obsess over his dead wife and eventually die a sad, womanless man.


  “You’re being a dick now because I made that crude ‘odor’ reference, right?”


  “You can’t fuck a watch,” I said.


  “Where in this conversation did I say I was in need of sex?”


  “You didn’t have to,” I said. “You look at the wrist of every man walking by and the ass of every woman. Something in that combination is telling.”


  He paused, I figured to consider whether what I had said was straight on. I was wrong. He had something else on his mind.


  “Let’s go hunt down Dave and feel him out,” he said. And we were off like a couple of street-smart bloodhounds with a keen sense of smell.


  Thirty minutes later we caught up with Dave taking a shower in an outdoor public facility that mainly caters to beach-goers in need of rinsing off the saltwater. There was a small line of people waiting to use the facility — mostly kids and a few elderly ladies in flowered one-piece bathing suits.


  Dave was wearing nothing but boxer shorts. His clothes were piled on top of his shopping cart. The watch was nowhere in sight.


  Vance approached Dave first. I stood back. Didn’t want my “scent” to set him off in some kind of animalistic rage.


  “Nothing like a shower to wash off the smell of destitution, right, Briggs?” asked Dave, still showering.


  “If you say so, Dave. Listen I was curious if, in your travels, you ever noticed this guy hanging around the beach?” Vance showed Dave a photo of the guy in the Yankees cap.


  One of the elderly ladies became impatient —“Hey, Dave, while we’re young,” she squawked. Dave shut off the water and stepped away from the shower. He dried himself off with a towel that had a Santa Barbara Hilton logo. Obviously stolen. Unless, of course, Dave spent his honeymoon there. Dave looked closer at the photo.


  “I know most of the regulars and that cap doesn’t look familiar.” Suddenly I had the nerve to speak up. But still, from a distance. I asked Dave if the watch on the man’s wrist might look familiar.


  That was a mistake. Dave instantly became defensive, lunging for his shopping cart, grabbing his watch and holding it close to his chest. He began to rant at the top of his lungs: “My watch is not that watch! This is my watch! See: It’s even got my name etched in the back.” He showed us the back of the watch. It was engraved: To Dave, Love J.


  Vance became overbearing and went to interrogate him further. Dave claimed he got the watch when he was in New York from a rich friend named Joanne. I jumped in again and reminded Dave that he told me he found the watch in the sand. Dave, of course, said he made a mistake. That his mind sometimes plays tricks on him and wanders into unknown territory.


  “This man may have killed my wife,” Vance said, very decisively.


  “And you think it’s me?


  “Just covering all bases,” Vance said.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, sir, but I’m no killer. I’m an unfortunate soul with a shitty life,” Dave stated. He started to get dressed, putting his filthy pants on over his wet boxer shorts. It was a struggle.


  I saw an opening and threw in an additional detail, hoping it would help jar his memory and let his sympathetic side surface.


  “The same guy may have also murdered my mother. This is one sick fuck roaming the streets.”


  It just rattled Dave even more. He spit on me then took off, pushing his cart as fast as it would roll. One wheel was wobbly and made it difficult for Dave to maneuver, causing a head-on collision with a parking meter. This pissed him off. He started kicking the crap out of the cart — in his bare feet no less— swearing out of control. His foot was bleeding. He didn’t seem to be affected by it. A few more hefty kicks and a slew of obscenities, and Dave gathered himself, taking off again down the strand.


  In all the confusion a few personal items had fallen off the shopping cart. Vance picked up a sock, a well-worn Zippo lighter and a disposable razor. He called after Dave, alerting him of the situation. Dave couldn’t have care less; he was annoyed with us and tastefully flipped us the bird, then vanished into a side alley.


  It’s not unusual for a homeless person to collect all kinds of useless junk. Odds and ends and pieces of meaningless scrap. But we were both shocked to find out that the sock contained a diamond wedding ring.


  “Another lucky sand treasure?” I said.


  “Probably not. But we have to give the guy the benefit of the doubt,” Briggs said. “While at the same time still considering him a suspect,” he added.


  It was my feeling that Vance was grabbing at straws and obviously running on emotional fumes where Dave was concerned. That poor fuck didn’t kill anything but a bottle of cheap wine. But I could be wrong. But it’s rare that I am.


  This whole so-called “investigation” had become tiring and ludicrous. So I did my own research on Briggs and came up with his skill set. He pokes around the dark corners of America, doing scathing exposés on crooked politicians, dishonest child labor exploiters and shady business deals. He is not by any means a qualified sleuth. He’s a muckraking journalist out to nail anyone he can to the fucking wall.


  I’d made up my mind – I was getting out of there while all my fingers and toes were still intact. I intend to enroll in a high-profile academy in some foreign nation as promised by my father. If money was an issue, I was sure I could grab a scholarship or two with no trouble. I was sent here with the expectation that I’d evolve into a more civil person and learn to respect other people’s idiotic opinions without being critical. It didn’t work out that way. I walked into a scandalous exposé that was probably going to be the lead story on 20/20. I was leaving — this time, for real.


  I invited Sydney to come home with me. I grew to like her a lot. This was a rare opportunity for her to meet what was left of my family. She turned me down. She felt a responsibility to Vance’s wife and my mother’s memory. Here was a girl who, up until two weeks ago, didn’t have a clue and was now acting like it was her life’s mission to find the truth about two dead strangers.


  I tried reasoning with her. “The man is not trying to save baby seals from extinction,” I said. “He’s looking for a reason to expunge the guilt he’s been living with all these years. He blames himself for his wife’s death. He wants to shift all responsibility to a perfect stranger wearing a friggin’ watch. A fourth-grader can see that,” I added. There was a pause. Sydney took a deep breath and let it out slowly.


  “Gimme twenty-four hours to think about it,” she said.


  I gave her twenty-four seconds.


  “C’mon, how hard a decision is it to walk away from an unsound environment while watching a man slowly waste away into oblivion?” I said.


  Neither of us said anything for a moment. Then she leaned over, kissed me on the forehead and told me she would always adore me physically, mentally and spiritually. It was as if I had just been healed by fucking Billy Graham.


  The Stanford Court was a quaint hotel right off Union Square — the perfect hideout for my father. Nice and cozy. I went up to the front desk and asked for Jeffery Bass’ room number with confidence. The girl in a navy blazer was hesitant and suspicious. Like I was going to go up to his room and murder him. I eased her feeling of doubt. I showed her my school ID card and said I wanted to surprise him. Said I was out of the country at school at Cambridge University. This seemed to work— room 625 was my next destination.


  I rode the elevator with a middle-aged couple who appeared uncomfortable. Almost guilty. What I did next took both guts and stupidity. My feeling is, in order to learn and understand about human nature you need to make contact with humans. I looked at them with serious intent.


  “Married or just cheating on your spouses for the weekend?” I asked with a smile. Understandably, there was a long, questionable pause. The woman looked at her partner embarrassed, gripping his hand even tighter. Like she was white knuckling it on an airplane that was experiencing turbulence. The man responded in a forceful masculine voice that seemed to come straight from Dirty Harry —“Watch your mouth punk,” he said.


  “Excuse my audacity. Nothing personal, sir. Thing is, I recently discovered my father’s wife, my stepmother, is a common slut. Cheated on him. He’s in room 625 suffering from rejection. Probably drunk or worse, dead in the bath tub after slitting his wrists with a room service steak knife.”


  The lady gasped, trying to catch her breath.


  “Guess what I’m saying is, before you guys, you know, fuck around think about the people you are hurting.”


  These two were shocked by my honesty. But they said nothing. Just stared like deer caught in headlights. I was prepared to sue him for assault and battery if he hit me first.


  Ding. The door opened up and I casually stepped out in search of room 625. Who knows what that couple decided? Maybe they were married. Probably not. Saw no wedding bands. Plus, they were too affectionate to be a married couple.


  I knocked at least five times on the hotel room door. I called out. Still nothing. Okay, maybe he was having another Thai massage. Highly unlikely. Finally, I heard my father’s faint voice from inside the room.


  “What?”


  “It’s me,” I said. There was a beat.


  “Oliver?”


  “Yes. Oliver. Open up.”


  “I’ll just be a sec,” he said.


  I heard shuffling from inside. Like he was rearranging the room or making the bed or dusting. His time was up, so I tried the door and found it was unlocked. I entered using extreme caution in the event he was masturbating to an adult movie he purchased for an ungodly amount. Not something a son wants to witness.


  But it did become very awkward when I saw an attractive Hispanic woman in bed. My father was just slipping on his shorts under the covers. He instantly became defensive.


  “It’s not what you think,” he said.


  “It’s exactly what I think,” I answered. “You’re having sex with this nice lady. I’ve interrupted the momentous occasion and you’re both trying to figure out what to say that might make things less awkward.”


  “This is Maria,” he said. “She speaks very little English.” He introduced us. “Maria this is my son, Oliver. Oliver this is Maria from housekeeping.”


  Housekeeping? At first I just nodded and accepted the awkwardness of the whole situation. But when Maria started to get out of bed, something snapped and I let loose, even though she couldn’t understand a single word.


  “Please don’t rush on my account,” I said, a bit too loud. “I just dropped by to give my father moral support in his time of personal suffering. An obviously wasted trip. Infidelity seems to be the motto on our family crest.”


  “Oliver, life is not always a bouquet of roses,” he said, trying to ease his guilt with a tired adage. Naturally pissed and a little hurt, I left them with their housekeeping chores and decided to head back to Venice and resume the hunt for a murderer. But first I went to my father’s wallet sitting on a night table and took most of his cash. I waved it in the air.


  “Plane fare back to Venice. I left you just enough to tip the maid,” I said.


  It was a sad departure. I knew he was hurting and was just trying to cover his pain and prove to himself that he could still get it up by having meaningless, tawdry sex. As I headed for the door he gave one last attempt at saving his respect.


  “We gotta stick together, Oliver, or she’ll devour us in litigation. We’ll be on the streets.” I looked into his weary eyes; there were traces of tears mixed with fear. This might have been the first time I ever saw Jeffery Bass get emotional. But this was his fight, not mine.


  I stepped out into the hotel hallway. As I walked towards the elevator, I passed a door with the room service tray sitting in front of it. I noticed a half-eaten sandwich, Diet Coke and Saltine crackers. I stopped and considered them. For a moment, I imagined being homeless like Dave and having to scrounge a meal from wherever I could. By the time I got to the elevator I shook off the horror of it. I was smart enough to know homeless wasn’t going to happen and that my father was just overreacting with self-pity about being on the streets.


  The elevator doors opened. I stepped inside. Then as they closed — I thought — maybe I should’ve grabbed the Saltines.




  Chapter 4


  My Fear Of Pacific Heights


  I made a detour on the way back to the beach. I stopped off at Pacific Heights to grab some clean underwear and my passport. Just the smell of the house actually made me a little homesick. Pine Sol does that to me. My room looked the same. Not that I expected changes. I mean, I’d only been gone for a couple weeks. It’s not like I was a returning vet from a tour in Beirut.


  Shelby took me by surprise as I was going through my dresser drawers hunting for my passport. “You back for good or just travelling through town for clean duds?”


  I turned to see her standing there dripping wet in nothing but a towel. “Ten minutes and I’m outta here. Don’t wanna overstay my welcome. What’s new with you?”


  She dropped her towel to the floor. She was, of course, totally naked. I didn’t divert my eyes because I’ve seen her naked before.


  “I’m eleven weeks pregnant. Do I show?” she asked.


  “Really? Eleven? No you don’t show.”


  She turned sideways and showed me a profile of her belly, which was, in fact, slightly inflated, but I didn’t mention it because I knew she was obsessing over it. Why make her even more consumed by it than she was?


  “Who’s the lucky guy?” I asked.


  Shelby became a little frantic. “I screwed up and had unprotected sex.”


  “Obviously,” I said.


  “I was wasted on coke. I don’t remember his name. I think he’s now serving in Iraq.”


  I shook my head in total disbelief. Her life was ruined and I didn’t have the heart to tell her. “Lorraine know?”


  “If she did, I’d be in the fucking morgue, with a tag on my toe that reads ‘cheap whore,’ she said.


  I had no idea what to say next. But I believe I gave her some smart words of advice. “Run away to a foreign country, have your baby and put it up for adoption. It’ll somehow end up back in the States with a good family who can’t conceive. That’s the natural process.”


  I went over and picked up her towel, wrapping it around her. I’d seen enough of her shaved vagina and undetectable baby bump. There were tears in her eyes. I kissed her on the forehead. Thought it was the step-brotherly thing to do and wished her luck with the mess she got herself into. I mean, c’mon, what was I supposed to do? Give her cash for an abortion? Not my style. I’ve always been pro-life.


  Before I left the room she had a vivid recollection —“I remember he had a pierced cock,” she said.


  Good, that was good. She could ask every man she comes in contact with if she can see his cock because she’s looking for the father of her child born out of wedlock. You gotta love that system.


  A few minutes later I was downstairs rummaging through the hall coat closet in search of my navy university jacket. The nights get pretty cold in Venice. That’s assuming, of course, that Briggs will take me back. I kind of left him hanging, so you never can predict his reaction on that. At least I had Sydney to back me up.


  I tried on the jacket just to make sure it still fit. I admired myself in the mirror. The sleeves were too short. What’s with that? I tugged at the sleeves like I had the power to make them grow. I felt something stuffed in the pocket, reached in and pulled out a wrinkled, faded Yankees baseball cap. I was definitely blown away. Was this pure coincidence or a major clue to everything Vance had known all along?


  I heard Lorraine’s voice from behind me. I reacted, backing off as if she were a blood-sucking parasite — which she was, so therefore the response was justified.


  “Hello, Ollie.”


  She knew I hated to be called Ollie, so right out of the chute I was on the defensive and wanted to punch her in the face.


  “I’m just here for a change of clothes, not dull conversation,” I said.


  “I assume you know your father has left the nest,” she said.


  “Left the nest? Yes. I know. But let’s use words that better describe the action. He got the heave-ho and you managed to destroy his masculinity,” I said.


  She just shook her head and sighed like I didn’t get it and was wasting her time with untruths. Then I held up the cap. “This yours?”


  “No. It’s your father’s,” she said. “For a brief moment in his otherwise stagnant life, he wanted to become more involved in baseball and picked New York as his team of choice. He never wore it, never watched a game. It was a fleeting interest that never went anywhere. By the way, the jacket you’re wearing is mine.”


  Now the too-short sleeves made sense. I couldn’t get the jacket off fast enough. I dropped it to the floor and kicked it out of the way, letting it slide across the room to collect dust. I decided to be brutally honest.


  “Were you ever at one time in Venice taking photos of my mother and Kate, then maybe a few weeks later killed them in a fit of jealousy and made it look like a suicide — while disguised in my father’s cap to shield your true identity? Just asking.”


  She took a timely pause, then her professional persona oozed from her lips. “I know you’re smart and you’re creative.” She started to pace. Why? Who the fuck knows? Maybe to prove to me she could walk and be a bitch at the same time.


  “What you don’t realize is you blame your mother’s death on yourself, Oliver, and you’re looking for a scapegoat. It’s called transference neurosis,” she said with the utmost fucking arrogance. She turned on her heel and walked out of the hallway.


  I was about to tell her to go fuck herself but decided that was beneath me. Instead, I picked up a very expensive piece of Roseville pottery and heaved it against the wall. That was more satisfying than profanity.


  I flew into LAX, and within an hour I was standing in the emergency lobby of Saint John’s Health Center in Santa Monica. I’ve never felt comfortable with anything related to medicine or medical treatments or bandages or even rectal thermometers. I’ve always associated hospitals with incurable sickness and death. I still have my tonsils, thank you very much.


  Sydney and Mya met me in the lobby looking both worried and relieved. They brought me up to speed — Briggs had to be brought here by ambulance. When Sydney saw me she instantly jumped into my arms and hugged me, nearly squeezing me breathless. Mya was more subdued. She took a beat before getting to the point.


  “He was at the jewelers getting Dave’s ring appraised when suddenly he grabbed his chest and went down for the count,” she said.


  “Heart attack?” I said.


  She shook her head. “Panic attack. Too much anxiety in his diet.” A slight pause. I see you’re back,” she said.


  An obvious delayed reaction. She was not excited to see me.


  “I am, yes. Back.”


  “Why?” She asked.


  “It was like a virtual fuck zone between my father balling the hotel maid and Lorraine trying to fuck my father out of his estate. Coming back was the only practical move to survive a life I now believe to be in nonstop jeopardy.”


  “You know, Oliver Bass, you have become my hero in so many ways,” said Sydney.


  I’m not sure what I did to deserve that label. I’m pretty sure this was Sydney’s way of giving me strength to carry on.


  “Appreciate it, Syd,” I said.


  She whispered in my ear, “I’d give you head right now if it wasn’t against hospital rules.”


  As crude as Sydney could be, I was really beginning to admire her in so many ways. This was a whole new emotion for me. Respecting other people.


  I got up the courage to walk through the hospital corridor and go see Briggs. He actually looked the picture of health, sitting up in bed eating a cup of pudding. He gave me a nod between spoonfuls.


  “What brings you back, Oliver Bass, exiled from Pacific Heights?” he said.


  “The welcome mat was shredded,” I said. I leaned against the wall because I was feeling a little tense and queasy. Vance sensed my trepidation.


  “Alex hated hospitals, too. He had this obsessive fear of needles and death and the smell of disinfectant.”


  That didn’t make me feel any better. When I felt fear coming on, which was rare, I always tried to think of something safe, like my mother holding me in her arms or her sweet gentle voice rocking me to sleep when I had a nightmare. That memory didn’t last long. It was usually eaten up by the reality that she was no longer here to save me from my own anxiety attacks. This is why I became a stronger person.


  While we all watched Vance eat pudding, he enlightened us with a new theory. Before he passed out in the jewelry store, he discovered that Dave’s ring was worth somewhere in the neighborhood of ten thousand dollars. As his head hit the floor it jogged his mind— he was certain Dave was a serial killer who collected mementos of his victims. We all three exchanged quizzical looks; Mya, I think, actually gasped. Vance said he wouldn’t be surprised if Dave’s shopping cart wasn’t filled with reminders of his exploits. The thought of that guy as a serial killer was just absurd enough to make Dave a real threat.


  Vance asked for a favor while he was recuperating on bed rest and pudding.


  “Anything,” Mya said.


  “I could use a cigarette and a beer,” he said, half serious.


  “Try another favor,” she said.


  “Could you guys check with the homeless community and get their take on Dave? Pass around the photo. Know what I’m saying?”


  “I understand. Do some unauthorized digging. Probe. Expose. Ruin reputations. The muckrakers creed, right Briggs?” I said.


  Sydney crossed to Vance and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. She whispered something like, “I’ll pray for you.” This was my first indication that Sydney had strong religious convictions — or she was just full of shit. I on the other hand, was a devout atheist. If there was a God or a Supreme Being why did he or she allow Hitler to roam the earth? It’s a simple question I ask of all clergymen. They have no answer. They mumble, then trip over their dangling crucifixes.


  Mya was ready to go. It was hard for her to see her friend Vance in this condition. Wired to a machine. She touched his hand and told him to take care. It was the first time I had noticed that she had great hands. Model-type hands. Long, slender fingers. She could definitely be a hand model. (Not to mention give great hand jobs.) This is what I noticed.


  “Not to worry about Bailey,” she said. She’d handle everything.


  It was my turn to be nice to Vance. I just gave him a nod. Our relationship was not yet built on caressing hands.


  Sure, I intended to go seek out the homeless and ask questions about Dave, but I still wasn’t that convinced Briggs was on the right trail. Right trail – I was starting to sound like Raymond Chandler.


  I’m always thinking about hurting my image. Why am I so afraid of what people will think of me? Am I that insecure? If anything, I’ve always thought of myself as the smartest person in the room. Come to think of it, Raymond Chandler isn’t a bad person to look up to.


  Early the next morning we arrived at our first destination. Under the Santa Monica Pier. It was cold and the salt spray did not agree with my sinuses. Sydney, her cheeks rosy red from the chill air, was rubbing her hands together trying to keep warm. We chose to attack so early because a lot of the homeless are up at the crack of dawn rummaging and begging and swearing at people with no sense of purpose. We wanted to catch them before this sacred event took place.


  I was in the middle of talking with a man who was sitting in a rattan beach chair. Hard to tell his age through his full beard and weathered face. He was slightly irritable because it seemed we interrupted his breakfast — a half pint of cheap booze that he hid inside a plain brown paper bag. Mya brought doughnuts and coffee. She handed them out to a group gathered near us. I showed this man the only picture we had of our suspect wearing the Yankees cap.


  “He goes by Dave,” I said. “Six feet. Rubbery skin from too much sun. Like yours. A hundred and eighty pounds. Pushes a cart and has a propensity for spitting on people.” While the man takes his time trying to figure out what propensity means, it occurred to me I just described half the homeless community. He studied the photo with serious intent. Finally after two healthy swigs of his morning juice —


  “It sounds selfish I know, but I just like being left alone. Relationships are messy and feelings get hurt. Who needs that shit? Not me,” he said.


  Mya handed him a doughnut and a cup of hot coffee. He poured a hefty shot of his liquor into the coffee then dunked the donut.


  “I’m an alcoholic,” he said, almost proud. “Booze is the only thing that numbs the reality of my pathetic existence. It allows me to forget the family and home that I lost. Without alcohol I’d be a pathetic mess.”


  With that, Sydney gave this guy a hug and a friendly God bless you. I was beginning to think she believed that everything could be remedied with kindness. Which we all know is utter bullshit.


  Next, we met up with a woman who was missing most of her front teeth and was wearing a really bad stringy wig. She went ballistic when I approached her.


  “Keep your cock away from me, man,” she yelled.


  Of course I backed off with my hands in the air showing I didn’t mean any trouble and that I didn’t have a loaded cock in my hands. I let Mya deal with this psychopath. Mya gave it her best smile and asked all the standard questions about Dave, showing her the photo. She looked at it for not more than three seconds then started poking the photo with her index finger.


  “That’s the bastard,” she said.


  “You know him?” Mya asked.


  “Damn straight I know him. I’m pretty sure I was molested by a guy named Dave or Daniel or Derek. Now there’s a story that should be told. The risks of being an attractive woman living on the streets. Know what I’m saying? Your life is on the line every day out here among all the cocksuckers. I used to be a respectable person. Had my own nail salon ‘til the goddamn Filipinos invaded the neighborhood with their cheap fucking mani-pedis and fractured English. Drove me out of business. Next thing I know I’m living in an abandoned Camaro in the wrecking yard,” she said.


  Of course we couldn’t relate to this woman’s plight. Another sad tale of how life turns its back on some people. This woman was obviously of no help to us so we moved on to a man huddled in a doorway. Old newspapers were his alternative to a warm blanket.


  “The only Dave I remember died in 1994,” he said. “Nice enough gent. Had a wife.”


  A couple of other vagrants walked by us, and he called out to them. “What was Dave’s last name from ‘94?”


  They hadn’t the vaguest idea what he’s talking about, or who the fuck he was for that matter. They ignored him and just keep walking. He started pounding his forehead with the palm of his hand, trying to shake the answer from his dusty memory. It must have worked because he came up with it. “Patterson. That’s it. Patterson,” he said. Truth is, he could have made up any old name and we wouldn’t have known the difference.


  “What about the watch? Does it look familiar? Any sort of connection with the watch would be helpful,” I said. We waited for him to smack his forehead again. Never came. His memory seemed to click in this time without force.


  “The watch, I got nothing for ya. But the ball cap I remember,” He said. “He was a ballsy intruder with a camera. You’d be pissing in the street and this Patterson guy would be looking over your shoulder capturing the moment with his damn Nikon.”


  Suddenly, it occurred to me, my father could conceivably be pissing in the street after losing his fortune to Lorraine. It was a depressing image no matter how real or unreal it may have seemed.


  I began to have one of my rare anxiety bouts. Feeling closed in. I needed space. I needed to get away from the degradation around me. The smell of stale urine in the doorway was now making me gag. I had had enough of giving these people the third degree over something that might not even be factual. I gave no warning to Sydney and Mya, and virtually ran from this world of self-loathing and loneliness. I thought I heard the girls call after me, but the blaring of car horns trying to avoid running me over as I crossed into oncoming traffic drowned out any urgency.


  Unfortunately, I left them alone with the newspaper-wrapped gentleman. Later, they told me he exposed himself, exhibiting his uncircumcised penis. They overreacted just a little, unintentionally spilling hot coffee on his crotch. He threatened to sue them and Starbucks over the intensity of the beverage. They ran.


  It wasn’t until the next day that Vance finally made it home from the hospital. He wouldn’t tolerate us pampering him so the girls stopped serving him meals and rubbing his neck. He was more determined than ever to track down the killer.


  At his request, we did more digging into this “David Patterson” character and came up with an interesting résumé. Mya discovered that he was a published photographer who took shots of life in Venice up until his death in 1994. She found an out-of-print copy at the Mystic Journey Bookstore on Abbot Kinney. Pages were dog-eared, and there were a few rips and tears. But, all in all, a still very reliable source of information. Let me be the first to say, this guy had talent.


  As I flipped through the book looking for anything that would be useful in our investigation, Sydney grabbed the book from me. “Holy crap,” she said. “Check out the back cover jacket.” She held it up, and there was a picture of a young David Patterson. Early thirties, tops. Wearing a Yankees baseball cap and a Tag Heuer in clear view on his wrist.


  There was a stillness in the room. You could have heard a pin drop. Mainly because some of the pieces were starting to fit together. The cap and the watch as seen in the photo of Vance’s wife taken years ago. Sure, we’re smart enough to realize this didn’t incriminate the guy, but we seemed to be on the right trail. I found it kind of exciting in a morbid, depressing sort of way.


  There was a lot more to be had from the book. Sydney shared it with us. “Says he was never without his ball cap. It was his signature piece. He was also buried in it along with his most prized positions — his 35 mm Nikon and the watch his wife Joanne gave him on his 50th birthday.”


  “Explains the engraved J on Dave’s watch,” Mya pointed out.


  “So what are we saying? Dave dug up the watch from this guy’s grave?” I asked.


  Vance answered. “Nothing is impossible. A good investigative reporter leaves nothing to chance.” He snatched the book out of Sydney’s hands and started flipping through pages like, I don’t know, like he knew what he was looking for. His breathing became rapid. We all exchanged worried looks. Mya prepared to dial 9-1-1.


  Without looking up, he said, “I’m fine. I just have this crazy hunch that’s making me excitable.”


  While Vance delved into the book, it gave me an opening to call Shelby and see what was happening with Lorraine and my father. I went outside for more privacy. I didn’t feel like talking with my father because, well, I knew he was in horrible shape and I really wanted to avoid hearing him moan and gripe. But that’s not to say I wasn’t concerned about his welfare.


  I caught up with Shelby in the waiting room at her gynecologist’s office. She had to speak in a whisper so as not to disturb all the other pregnant women waiting to have their uterus probed — or is it uteri? (This is one of those careers where you have to stop and ask yourself, why?)


  Shelby filled me in. It wasn’t exactly great news. Her mother was already seeing another man. Her lawyer. Clever move on her part. You blow the lawyer on a regular basis and he gets you more alimony on a regular basis. Was I shocked? No. This is a woman who once told me to first have sex with a hooker just to shed myself of the stigma of being a virgin.


  Shelby told me she had decided to move out and get a job. “Doing what?” I asked. She of course had no clue. She was limited to being a waitress or being … uh … a waitress. This was not the career move for a girl who in nine months was going to be a mother. She needed future stability.


  I advised her to tell her mother about her situation and demand help. Shelby started crying and I could hear people trying to calm her down in the background. She lost it, screaming about how she was nothing but a whore bringing a bastard into this fucked up, mindless world. This did not set well with the other future moms in the waiting room.


  I tried my best to reason with her but she had thrown her phone across the room in a fit of rage and the connection was lost. Just as well because Sydney stuck her head out the door.


  “You’re not going to fucking believe what Briggs found. It’ll blow your mind.”


  I dropped Shelby’s desperate problem. That wasn’t fair of me I know, but what could I do? The truth is, this was not an uncommon predicament among young girls. Somehow, most have managed to get through it one way or another. Or not.


  I went inside to see what was going to blow my mind. There, standing in the middle of the room, Vance held up the photo book, displaying a black-and-white picture taken of two women holding infants sitting on a short wall near Muscle Beach. Everyone turned to me for a response. They expected a huge reaction. I knew from their faces and seeing the photo this was a big find. There was a caption that read: A very early introduction to Venice. Even though I knew the importance of this photo being in David Patterson’s book, I remained unfazed. Sydney felt she needed to spell it out in the event I was not getting it.


  “Oliver, it’s you and your mother and Alex with Kate.”


  “I understand,” I said.


  “Then you know the great significance of this being in Patterson’s book,” Vance said. “It brings him closer to being the killer.”


  I took a long pause, swallowing hard. My failure to react at once prompted more from Vance.


  “This is nostalgic stuff. Is there no part of you that secretes warmth?” He added.


  “Look, I’m a realist. I see my mother and me in an expensive coffee table book and it affects me in only one way. This guy made money off me. He didn’t give a crap about feelings, only book sales. Proceeds. Am I getting royalties? Fuck no.”


  “Briggs is right about not being touched,” Mya said. “But it’s kind of a contradiction. You’re unmoved yet you carry around a picture of you and your mother wherever you go.”


  I didn’t feel compelled to answer that. I have my reasons, which I preferred to keep to myself. I started to leave the room, with a petulant attitude. Which I’m good at. But I had second thoughts — this was immature. So, the sophisticated, more grown-up side of me kicked in. I turned back and spilled my guts.


  “Thing is, I have this problem with affection. My parents were distant. Hugs came at a premium. I carry the photo because, well, I look at it waiting for the mother to hug the little boy playing in the sand. It never comes, but there’s always hope. That’s my story.” I said. There was dead silence for a good thirty seconds. Sydney finally crossed to me and hugged me, squeezing the life out of me.


  “That was sweet,” she said. “God, you are so very sensitive.”


  “I’ve rehearsed it all my life,” I said.


  “I think its crap,” Vance said. “Sure, you’ve had your share of darkness. We all have. But whatever love you lack to give away is nobody’s fault but your own.”


  “Back at you with the crap remark,” I said.


  “Your mother dies and you think society owes you the affection she can no longer provide you?” he asked.


  I never said that. The man was putting words into my mouth.


  “I blame my father for my mother’s suicide,” I said. “Let’s be realistic: something had to motivate her to leap off that bridge. Unless of course, I was also to blame. God knows, a five-year-old can be a fucking handful,” I said, half serious. No, maybe I meant it.


  Mya, our very bright second-year clinical veterinary student at Cornell, decided she needed to add her opinion to the pile.


  “You’re being too hard on yourself, Oliver Bass. I have this gut feeling that this wasn’t a suicide and that homeless Dave is the designated bad guy here. Unless someone can come up with a plausible explanation how he got his hands on a dead man’s watch and his bride’s ring,” she said.


  Okay, sure; she made perfect sense. Still, that didn’t resolve the point I was trying to make: the love I lost and the heartache I felt couldn’t be measured by everyday affection from other people or strangers or professors or the bagger at the supermarket. I know logically that you can’t change how people feel about you or how you feel about them. But I sometimes wonder if my mother probably wouldn’t have killed herself if she hadn’t married my father and never delivered me on that cold Spanish tile kitchen floor seventeen years ago. I’m just saying, there was a very good chance we wouldn’t be chasing some douche in a Yankees cap if I weren’t born.


  “If anybody really needs me, I’ll be in the room packing my shit. I’m doing what I do best — leaving.” With that I walked out with a solid chip on my shoulder and a fuck you, world in my heart.


  “Very nice. What’s up with that? Fidgety? Can’t stand being in one place for more than an hour?” Mya called after me.


  “It’s his way of avoiding confrontation. He hates to always prove that he’s right. Which he is, I might add,” said Sydney. “I’ll go talk to him.”


  “Not everything can be fixed with a blow job,” Mya said.


  “With you, maybe not,” said Sydney. “But I have the extraordinary talent to generate miracles with my mouth.” Sydney was adorable in her belief that a blowjob could cure anything.


  It wasn’t difficult to sense the tension, so Briggs jumped in. “Everybody relax. I’ll talk to him. I have a knack with my mouth, too.” He looked all around. “I mean, using my conversation skills.”


  Four minutes later, Briggs came in to see me bearing a gift. A Heineken. First, I’m underaged. Second, I hate beer. And lastly, I can’t be bribed into staying.


  “Don’t try and calm the waters, Briggs, with some sort of grown-up, parental psychological babble. Better qualified adults with doctorate degrees have tried and failed miserably.”


  “You know, the idea of us finding a common connection was laughable, don’t you think?” he said.


  “Finally, Jesus, we share a common connection that there is no connection,” I said.


  “How about I drive you to the airport?” he asked.


  I have to be honest: this took me by surprise. I didn’t expect him to surrender that easily. I was waiting for him to give his best shot at getting me to change my mind and stick around. It never came. Nothing. There was some disappointment but I kept it to myself, of course. Never show signs of weakness. Truth was, I was a little hurt that he thought he could solve this so-called murder issue without my help.


  Vance’s car was an older classic Mustang with almost two hundred thousand miles on it. It had seen better days. It had the same distinct odor as his office — beer, cigars and dust. Wish he’d open a window once in a while. You would think a television personality with his success could afford something, I don’t know, less of an embarrassment that didn’t burn oil and was badly in need of a front-end alignment.


  He told me he disliked change. Not to mention, the car was paid for and the idea of car payments didn’t seem to fit his simple values. His words. Not mine. Simple. An ordinary guy who, sits on his front porch and watches the world go by while getting high on grass and drunk on beer. A man who revealed in one of his exposés, that he wanted to be cremated in his own kitchen oven and have his ashes strewn in the Venice Canals. This was his idea of simple values.


  We were on Lincoln Boulevard heading toward the airport at a snail’s pace of 24 miles an hour. I was clenching my teeth. I wanted to hurry the process and get out of there. I’d had enough beach life. Vance was one of those cautious drivers you dread getting stuck behind. He had both hands on the wheel with a lit cigarette dangling from his mouth. The ashes dropped between his legs but he didn’t seem to care as he looked out the window like a sightseer from Iowa.


  What I didn’t realize at the time was that he was actually looking for some sign of Dave along the way. Caution was not an issue, but conversation was at a complete standstill. Until we stopped at a red light and he decided to ask a semi relevant question that angered me because it was pretty obvious he was trying to pull me back in to his fucking frame of mind.


  He said, “So, you’re not the least bit interested how Dave got his hands on the watch and ring?”


  “Nope,” I said emphatically.


  “Or that Patterson went to his grave without the watch he cherished the most?”


  “Not really.”


  The light turned green and we slowly crept forward. Halfway through the intersection, I came unglued.


  “Why are we wading through this mire again? Dave’s in the clear. We know he’s not the author of that threatening college note to the girls. Consequently, my mother died the way she died, by her own will — as probably did your wife. Death by suicide. Tragic yes, but something we have to live with, Briggs.”


  Thing was, I wasn’t that convinced myself. Which scared me a little because most of the time my instincts were pretty astute. Briggs felt he owed Patterson an apology for accusing him of murder. I suggested he put flowers on the guy’s grave after he dropped me off at the departure curb.


  Suddenly without warning or even a nod, Briggs accelerated the car and drove directly for a man crossing the street about a hundred yards from us. I grabbed anything to brace myself and in a calm but panic-stricken manner I yelled, “What the fuck is going on?”


  For a split second he took his eyes off the road and looked at me like I was the crazy one. My first thought was, he was trying to kill us. But that was ludicrous. Then again, maybe not. A spineless act so that he could shed himself of all the guilt that has accumulated in his rather lonely life?


  In a moment of sheer terror, I wasn’t thinking straight and reached for the ignition key to turn off the engine. But it was too late: He slammed on the brakes, coming to a very abrupt halt not more than fifty feet from the pedestrian. My eyes widened. I was a whiter shade of pale and surprised to see that Vance had nearly killed Dave the homeless guy, who rightfully so, was pretty pissed.


  He flips us off, calls us cock-sucking, fucking-asshole motherfuckers then spit several times on the windshield. By this time, a small crowd had formed on the sidewalk, witnessing the display of confusion and mayhem. People were taking pictures with their iPhones. People were yelling at Vance for driving like a maniac. People were releasing their own frustrations on us.


  Vance, leapt out of the car and, with all the sensitivity of a Catholic priest, approached Dave to get him to renounce his sins.


  “Dave, my brother of the streets, it’s me – Briggs. I just want to ask you a couple of simple true-or-false questions,” he said. Dave stared him down for a second, then spit at him one more time before running into the park that parallels the street.


  Vance, in his eagerness to talk with Dave, chased after him, leaving me in the car that was still idling in the middle of the fucking intersection. Bystanders were now calling me a moron. I was in a huge dilemma: I never got my license and had no idea how to drive a car.


  But I’m smart. Handling this would be no problem. I got out of the car and asked a total stranger to move the car for me, explaining my predicament, of course. He seemed like a nice enough gentlemen.


  “Be glad to help,” he said in sort of Southern drawl. He even asked if I was all right, considering everything that just took place.


  “Fine,” I said. “Although I’m not that thrilled about being called a moron.”


  “Should I call the police?” he asked. “An ambulance?” “I think we’re good on all counts,” I said. “My friend saw a long-lost buddy of his from the war and was trying to reunite with him before he got away,” I said.


  You would think the guy would ask what war, but he didn’t. He smiled, got in the car and slowly inched his way toward the curb. Trouble is, he never stopped; he sped down the street and disappeared around a corner, out of sight.


  I was stunned. I was astonished. I was just fucking car-jacked. Now I could use that cop. And yes, I guess in this particular case, I was a moron. A sucker for having trust in the American public. This would not have happened in Europe.


  Point of clarification: This whole incident is not representative of me. I am a student of knowledge. I like to be enlightened by smart educators and enlighten them on their mistakes and misinterpretations. Yet here I was, duped and about to follow Briggs into the park and get re-involved in the chase. I felt a wave of revulsion at the manipulations I’d been party to. Logic and reasoning are my guidelines to living a sensible life. This was not one of those moments. “Motherfucker” was now my mantra.


  So like an Indian Scout, I was in the park trying to hunt down Vance by following the wheel marks of Dave’s shopping cart. As I made my way through the underbrush of the park, it dawned on me that I should’ve called the police about the stolen Mustang. But what good would it do? None. I had no license plate number or pertinent information— only that it was a banged-up, faded green classic piece of shit with bald tires, that reeked of stale cigarettes. The car not the tires.


  The carjacking would not go over well with Vance. He had told me, with a great deal of emotion, that he conceived his kid in the back seat. Therefore, the car was a shrine as well as a means of transportation. I was almost certain his disdain for me would be even greater. Nothing I can do to change that. Nor did I want to. The bottom line was that I couldn’t be what my father and Lorraine wanted me to be: a tolerable human being. I needed to go back to what I knew best — delusions of persecution.


  Suddenly I heard the snap of a twig from behind a bush. Cliché? Sure. But a real occurrence. I turned to see shopping cart wheels peering out just enough to make me nervous. I called out.


  “Dave, is that you?” I waited a beat, thinking maybe he was considering a clever response or getting ready to leap out from behind the bush and stab me with his Swiss Army fork.


  I spoke up again. “Look, let me say what I came here to say. After I say what I need to, we never have to see each other again. OK?”


  The bushes started to rumble, leaves vibrating, and with the force of a charging bull a shopping cart suddenly headed directly for my balls. I actually stepped to one side like a seasoned matador. All that was missing was a crowd cheering “Ole!” Dave stopped dead in his tracks and pointed a finger in my face.


  “Back off, motherfucker. This is my watch. Mine,” he screamed.


  Startled, my heart felt like it was punching its way out of my chest. This guy was a psycho killer in the making. I did as he commanded, slowly backing away, stepping on Vance’s pack of American Spirit cigarettes. Realizing Vance was here, I thought to myself that maybe Dave took him by surprise and he was lying hurt somewhere near here.


  “Where’s Briggs?” I asked in a mellow tone as not to excite Dave, whose eyes seemed to be glowing, like he was the Prince of Darkness. (Okay. I know. I’ve never actually been face to face with the Devil, or believe in such a demon, so my description could be a little off.)


  “Haven’t seen him since he tried to run my ass over,” he said, still screaming in my face, his nose pressed up against mine.


  He started to leave and I actually blocked his path. God knows why. In any event, I made an attempt to have a respectable conversation with him. I made no sudden moves and said I just wanted to talk. Made it clear that I wasn’t interested in taking his watch. Just wanted to learn its history.


  I did not expect what came next — he grabbed me from behind, wrapped his arm around my neck and brandished his Swiss Army knife under my chin. This time he didn’t use the fork, but the blade itself. I nearly pissed my khakis. I made an attempt to reason with him. I used words like “take it easy” and “if you cut my throat, you’ll have a murder on your hands”— you know, stupid things like that. Dave spoke in a haunting whisper.


  “I’ve been retracing my steps for days looking for a frayed black sock. Have you come across it?” he asked. Under the circumstances, I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I kept the conversation simple.


  “A sock?” I said.


  “Black,” he repeated.


  “Why is a sock so important, Dave? I’ll buy you new socks if you really need socks,” I said.” Cashmere, even.”


  That was when everything went south. Dave flipped out, tightened his grip on my neck and put more pressure on the blade.


  “Gimme the damn sock or I’ll cut you like Jake Gittes in Chinatown,” he says.


  Rather than trying to convince him I didn’t have his sock, I took a different path. Told him that if he cut my throat, he’d end up on death row with nothing. His freedom taken from him and the chance of ever getting his sock back would be unsuccessful.


  “You think you can talk your way out of this, with your smooth, intellectual rhetoric, don’t you?” he fired back. I was breathing pretty heavily by now and could barely get out my next sentence.


  “I know where the sock and ring are.”


  Okay, so, yeah, I made the huge mistake of mentioning the ring, which wasn’t a factor up until this moment. He went berserk. Making the obvious assumption I had his ring he threatened to slash my carotid artery unless I could produce the ring within ten seconds. He started counting backwards beginning with six. My life was on the line and all I could think about was how this raggedy-ass man knew where the carotid artery was located.


  The countdown was now at four. I wondered if I died right here on this spot, would I instantly join my mother with God in heaven? Even though I didn’t believe in heaven or the existence of God, it was an actual thought of mine.


  For a split second I considered struggling free. But I wasn’t a fighter. I was scholar. A thinker. An egghead with style. Besides, I didn’t have the balls to try any kind of idiotic maneuver. His knife hand was shaking a little. I’m pretty sure we were at one when he spoke the last words I’d probably ever hear: “Say hello to death, smart guy.”


  I winced, anticipating the pain and lying on the dirt in this godforsaken park bleeding out. But it never came to fruition. Next thing I realized it was Dave being thrown to the ground by Vance like a calf at a rodeo. Where in the fuck did Vance come from?


  Vance straddled Dave’s chest, pinning his arms back with his knees. The knife lay on the ground beside Dave. I kicked it out of Dave’s reach. My immediate reaction was a combination of relief, followed by some serious vomiting. I hadn’t been this frightened since I took a final oral exam on nuclear fusion. (Which I aced, by the way.)


  Dave was struggling trying to free himself from Vance’s grasp, but it was hopeless. Vance was strong. Dave was weak and undernourished.


  “I’m not the bad guy, here,” Dave said in a desperate, quivering voice. “I’m the victim.”


  Briggs tried to calm him. Said he’d release him, if he promised to be good and control his temper. Dave wasn’t that agreeable. He took umbrage actually. He screamed at the top of his lungs, “You guys stole my shit and I have to act like it doesn’t bother me. Fuck you, man!”


  I jumped in (figuratively, not literally). “Dave, just tell him the history behind the watch and we can all go home and call it a day.”


  We waited while Dave pondered. Finally, he said, “I am home. This park is my home. The bus benches and the doorways are my home. You’re trespassing in my home.”


  It was a sad picture watching him fight his emotions. His eyes blinked erratically. You could tell he was torn, revealing a personal secret he’d kept pent up all those years. He finally gave in. “Okay, I’ll talk,” he said.


  Vance backed off, cautiously letting him go. Dave chose to stay on his back as he explained how he lied about finding the watch. Not a big surprise. He told us this back-story that seemed to go on for fucking ever. He said he’d endured enough pain over the years to last five lifetimes. Called the watch a souvenir of a birth that never should have taken place.


  Vance helped Dave to his feet. He was unsteady and had to lean against a eucalyptus tree. His story deviated in another direction.


  “I wasn’t even a fucking Catholic, yet my parents thought sending me to a parochial school would help me become a better person,” he said. He considered himself a rebel. A nonconformist. When the nuns expelled him, his parents enrolled him in a military academy where they beat the crap out of him for not saluting the warmongering instructors. When violence didn’t work, he ran away from it all, and never saw his parents again until their deaths.


  “Which was the only fucking time I thanked God for anything,” he said. Both Briggs and I were pretty much speechless at that point.


  “This is some joyless explanation,” I said.


  “What about the watch, Dave,” Vance persisted.


  “I’m getting to that,” Dave said. “Be patient. I’ve never talked about this to anyone. It’s kind of jolting hearing it out loud. I could use a drink.” He reached into his shopping cart of possessions and produced a bottle of Muscatel. He took a swig.


  “My parents didn’t care enough to even try and find me,” he said. “Not a photo on a milk carton. Nothing. All my father cared about was his precious Goddamn camera and the Yankees.”


  At first, what Dave had just revealed didn’t sink in. It took a few beats and an exchange of incredulous looks between me and Vance, who was the first to say it: “Jesus Christ, David Patterson was your father?”


  “Wait, not that I distrust your claim but you have proof of that?” I asked.


  “Damn straight I do,” he said. “I got the emotional scars dating back to when I was first put on this planet.” His memory brought back memories of my own, when I slid through the vaginal canal onto that cold tile floor. You could argue that at two minutes old I didn’t have the mental capacity to do anything except breathe but I swear I have vivid memories of that morning as I cried my way into the atmosphere and watched my mother cut the umbilical cord with a steak knife.


  Dave continued to muddle through the rocky areas of his less-than-stellar childhood. His parents harbored bitter feelings because he was part of the family. They never gave him a chance, he said. Upon their death, they gave away their entire estate to the Venice Arts Foundation. Dave got shit. His word, shit. He paused then took another drink from his seven-dollar bottle of Muscatel. We were still wondering about the watch — and the ring for that matter. Dave was shaking a little from having to tell the truth.


  “I stole the watch right off my father’s dead wrist at the open casket ceremony,” he said.


  OK. I had a tough time believing that, but Dave actually produced a Gideon Bible from his cart, laid his hand on it and swore it was true.


  “And the diamond ring?” asked Vance.


  “Even better maneuver. When the old lady slipped into a coma, I slipped the ring off her wrinkly, corrugated fingers,” he said.


  None of this made sense. He had this intense hatred, yet it was important for him to have these mementos. I brought this up hoping to get a rational answer. I got sarcasm instead.


  “Baffles the male psyche, doesn’t it, smart guy? Where’s the ring? Hand it over. Now,” he demanded.


  He took another healthy swig to keep his confidence up. His eyes were bloodshot, his nose that purplish hue that big drinkers acquire over time. I’ve seen that look on my father when he had too many Bloody Marys trying to mask the depression while living with Lorraine. I was still skeptical that this whole story of Dave’s was nothing but a figment of his alcoholic imagination. I needed some sort of proof to convince me otherwise. And so did Vance, who was still convinced that Dave was somehow connected to his wife’s murder. All Dave wanted at this point was his sock and diamond ring back. To my surprise, Vance had the sock and wasn’t about to hand it over so quickly.


  “So, Dave, you wouldn’t happen to have a birth certificate in your basket, would you?” asked Vance.


  “You don’t believe I am who I say I am. I get it.”


  “I’m not calling you a liar, but I have my doubts. And I couldn’t live with myself if I were to hand over a precious gem that really doesn’t belong to you,” Vance said. I wasn’t sure how Dave was going to react to the allegation he was nothing but a common thief.


  “I got something much better,” he said. He rummaged around the contents of his cart. God only knew what he’d accumulated over the years. I stepped back a few feet just in case the better thing was a loaded gun.


  He produced a manila folder. Inside the folder were a couple of death certificates and a crumpled black-and-white photo of a man and a woman taken at a quickie wedding chapel in Reno. The woman was clearly pregnant. They both looked nervous and tense. As if this ordeal was a mistake but had to be done. Dave held up the photo for us to view.


  “That’s me and my folks on their wedding-day-slash-honeymoon,” he said. “Wasn’t exactly a joyful moment,” he said. “Inside that woman’s belly, I was frowning.”


  “I suppose you had good reason,” Vance said. “A nice memento to look back on, right Dave? Memories are important to have. Even the bad ones. We learn from our mistakes. It builds character and makes us stronger.”


  “That is such crap and you know it,” Dave said.


  “Man, I totally agree,” I said. “There is not one awful memory that I can think of that has made me a better person. If anything, it soured me. Made me defensive and critical, and at times a raging asshole.”


  “Excuse me, but I need to pee this wine out of my system,” Dave suddenly announced. He unzipped, whipped out his dick and pissed on a rock, splattering on his pant leg.


  “I know this seems uncivilized but the world has become my lavatory ever since I decided to live amongst the unfortunate,” he said. “Now gimme my ring and let me continue on my chosen path.”


  There was a long pause. All you could hear were the chirping of a few park birds, warblers I think, that were perched on a nearby tree limb watching the whole chain of weird events.


  I looked at Vance, and saw reluctance, like he wasn’t going to give up the ring. But he removed the sock from his back pocket. It was tied in a knot. I presumed the ring is still in it. Why wouldn’t it be?


  “You realize its value?” Vance asked.


  Dave rolled his eyes. He’d had enough of this bullshit back-and-forth game playing. A Frustrated, he said, “I know its value. But I couldn’t give a crap. For me, it’s worth knowing I confiscated the precious gifts they exchanged to express their deep admiration for each other.”


  “Why not sell it and buy yourself a toilet?” I asked.


  “Enough of the wise cracks, smart mouth. The watch and the ring were symbolic of their commitment. I like knowing they didn’t die with them,” he said. “Makes me feel in control.”


  Out of nowhere, Briggs went for the ultimate question: “So Dave, from all that you’ve told us, it’s safe to say that you didn’t murder my wife, right?”


  Jesus. It was pretty obvious Dave was not a murderer, but I liked Vance’s style. It really opened up the mystery.


  “Wasn’t me, man. But I do know who it was,” Dave said with pure certainty. “And you ain’t gonna like the answer, so prepare yourself.”


  We waited while he let the last drop of Muscatel roll into his mouth. Dave looked at Vance almost compassionately, putting a hand on his shoulder like some kind of healer. “It was you, my brother,” he said with confidence.


  I almost choked on my own spit. Could this be fact? I mean, you hear allegations like this all the time. The husband went ballistic over some minor incident and murdered his spouse in a fit of domestic rage.


  “You killed her with your radical lifestyle and the absence of passion.” Then Dave looked at me. “And the same goes for your daddy, too, smart guy. A loser, just like most fathers; they eventually run astray. They reach a point where their dick goes in search of fresh pussy. And that becomes the beginning of the end.”


  I couldn’t argue the point on this allegation. It’s as if he knew my father’s behavior by rote.


  “Okay, this is all such horse shit,” Vance said. “You know nothing about me and him or relationships for that matter. You are a loser. Your parents deserted you and you take out your hatred and aggression on the people of the streets. You piss on their lawns and spit in their faces.”


  “Maybe so, but I still know your type,” Dave said. “Work comes first. Family second. You’re a classic self-obsessed egotist. The marriage was on the rocks. You tried to pull it together but it was too late. It failed. She took the easy way out. Suicide.”


  With that, I have to say, I went a little nuts and punched Dave in the jaw with my fist. It hurt like hell. I might have broken my hand, actually. It was the first time I’d ever struck someone. I once punched a wall when I got an A minus in some subject that eludes me at the moment. Lorraine, my stepmother-slash-psychologist would have said I was hurting all those people who made my life difficult. Including her. People like idiot teachers who said I was wrong, students who hated me because I was smarter, bullies who called me a pussy.


  Dave went down hard. His head bounced a couple of times after he hit the ground. Still flat on his back, he threatened to press charges. As did I when he had dug his knife into my throat. We remained even on that issue. Violence was not my métier. My hand was throbbing.


  Briggs helped Dave to his feet and dusted him off like he was a Karastan area rug. He didn’t feel the need to say goodbye. He spit on the ground like a character from a Western movie, then took his sock and disappeared into the park. I’m thinking Dave Patterson Jr. felt whole again.


  Of course I had to mention the stolen Mustang thing. Which was why we were walking six miles back to the canals. Vance took it hard. Kicked a trashcan then yelled obscenities. Treated me like I was his irresponsible son who took the car for a joy ride.


  Admittedly, I’d never been admonished like that before. I come from affluent liberal parents who never said “no” and were too afraid to go up against my logic and rationale. I was never sent to my room for insubordination because, well, I always talked my way out of any episodes of bad behavior. Which were few and far between. Most of the time I was a semi-decent kid.


  I offered to reimburse Briggs for whatever the car was worth out of my inheritance. (Inheritance? Highly unlikely. Lorraine was gonna suck my father dry and I don’t mean that in a good way. I’d probably end up going to a community college and never see the likes of Cambridge.)


  Didn’t matter, as Vance passed on the money anyway, reminding me the car was worth a lifetime of memories that couldn’t be replaced by another car that’s got someone else’s fucking memories in its backseat. I tried to soften the blow by suggesting the car might be found abandoned somewhere. Like Mexico. Bad choice, I agree, but I’m new at being sympathetic and spreading hope.


  He said, “I can afford to buy my own car, thank you very much.” He then reached around his neck and revealed a diamond ring hanging from a chain. “I can pawn this.”


  Honestly, I was a little unnerved. It sure looked like Dave’s ring. I was hoping I would be wrong when I accused him of taking unfair advantage of Dave.


  “It’s not Dave’s ring,” he said, anticipating my question.


  “Okay,” I said relieved. I hadn’t even gotten out, “Then who’s is it?” when he told me.


  “It’s my wife’s. It was Kate’s. She threw it at me the morning before she killed herself. Told me to go fuck myself. That was the last thing she said to me: ‘GO FUCK YOURSELF.’”


  That was some confession he just unearthed. “You had a fight, she got angry and decided to kill herself. Is that basically how it went down?” I asked.


  “Look, no need for your smart-ass analysis,” he said. “We had this on-again, off-again fight for the past ten years. She’d leave for days then come back and we’d reconcile. It’s what high-maintenance couples do. And yes that’s how it happened. Do I feel guilty? Maybe. Maybe not.” He sighed. “Damn straight I do.”


  Then he did something totally unexpected and out of character, I thought. With force, he yanked the chain from his neck then tossed it and the ring into the Venice canal. I watched it sink into the algae-infested water. The look on his face was classic relief. As if he was finally letting go of a billion stored-up emotions.


  I was more confused than stunned. But I really didn’t care that he and his wife weren’t in harmony before she died. And why wait ‘til now to make this statement? Also, why did I have to witness this? There had to be more to it. Question was, did I really want to know? Only if somehow all this related to my mother and helped me understand why she leapt off the Golden Gate on that fateful morning. Only if it helped put an end to the weird dream I kept having of seeing her being fished out of the bay on a hook. I know, that’s a lot of only’s.


  So far, this had been one bizarre trip to the shore. No swimming. No sunbathing. No sunburn-blistered nose. No eating sno-cones on the boardwalk. Sounded like an old black-and-white movie description. But isn’t that what vacationing at the beach is all about? Fun in the sun and eating mustardy potato salad on the sand with your family? Maybe when it was all over I’d wake up and go back to the life I knew and understood — a life of psychological disasters with an occasional blowjob thrown in to remind me I’m a person with needs.


  I missed intellectual stimulation. There’s nothing like a good debate on abstract expressionism between smart people who characterize this form of art as nonrepresentational and chiefly improvisational. God, I missed using my infinite vocabulary. Sydney occasionally falls into that category. I loved her for that. Jesus, I think that was the first time I said I loved anything. It felt odd, but at the same time warm.


  We made it back to the house just as the sun was setting. Briggs was still upset. I went inside, filled the kitchen sink with ice cubes and soaked my swollen hand like a boxer. A pugilist, not the dog. I stood there, feeling confused. Whether to leave again or stick around until things mellowed out with Vance. Was he my responsibility? I didn’t think so.


  Briggs went straight for a beer, then rolled a hefty joint and hit the porch. After another ten minutes of soaking, I went out back to call my father. I’d never been out back. It was nothing spectacular. An overgrown weed-infested garden with an old rowboat that had daisies growing inside its hull.


  I climbed aboard and sat on the wooden plank that stretched across the stern. I pictured Briggs rowing on the canals, getting ripped until someone had to come rescue his butt and show him the way back home. It started to rain. Eighty degrees at four in the afternoon and it rained. Probably from a passing squall. My luck this piece of shit boat would sink on dry land.


  I was reluctant to call my father. For what purpose? I thought. To hear him wail about his depressive state of mind while he’s getting laid by yet another hotel employee? His life wasn’t so bad after all. I decided against it.


  It began to rain harder. As I sat in this miniature Noah’s Ark with the rain pelting down like a summer shower, I recalled the time my mother took me to Bud Collins Kiddieland and strapped me into the small boat ride that gave new meaning to the word monotony. Somehow I managed to unbuckle the safety belt and stand up while the boat was still in motion. Panic set in. Not by me. Bud Collins himself yelled at me about amusement park rules, my mother yelled at me for fear I was going to slip, fall and then drown in two feet of water. While all the other kids cheered me on. It was a memorable day of defying the rules and regulations of hysterical adults. Even at five, I resisted authority. Those were good times.


  Eight p.m. A late supper.


  Sydney and Mya had ordered in from a nearby Italian restaurant. The three of us ate at the kitchen table and discussed the events of the day over spaghetti and Caesar salad with anchovies. I hated fucking anchovies and wasn’t shy about letting everyone know that. I was always a picky eater. Go figure.


  Briggs was nowhere to be seen. He had left over an hour ago to go do something he wouldn’t share with us. I was sure he was still brooding over the wedding ring incident.


  The conversation, of course, centered on the chase, the capture and the eventual mind-boggling story behind Dave and his ill-mannered parents. The girls shared his anguish. Especially Mya who shed light on her own childhood woes. Seemed her parents divorced when she was only three. It was a confusing time for her, trying to separate good from unpleasant. Her father was tolerant of liberal ideals, while her mother more set in her ways. Conservative. Strict. Narrow-minded. Bitchy.


  “I grew to hate my mother,” she said. “Sure, she was my blood, who must’ve held me once or twice when I was growing up. But not tight enough. My dad I’m certain loved my mother. I mean, what I’m saying is, there had to be some of those moments that other people experience when they talk about family. Right?”


  “That’s hard for me to grasp since I don’t have a mother or a complete family anymore,” I said. But I thought it was kind of brave of Mya to open up like that to a set of perfect strangers. I wondered if she was just looking for sympathy.


  Getting back on track, I debated mentioning Vance’s little ring toss into the abyss. Why bring up a dismal subject? The whole house reeked of doom and gloom as it was, especially after Mya’s interruption about her family.


  With no warning whatsoever, Sydney felt the need to lean over and kiss me passionately. Her tongue tasted like anchovies. It was all I could do from gagging. That would have been in poor taste.


  “Not that I don’t appreciate that kind of attention, Syd, but what did I do to deserve that?” I said.


  “Nothing special. Just me sending a message that if you feel like talking in more detail about whatever negative thing happened today, I’m here for you,” she said.


  “What happened? Something happened? How do you know something negative happened?” Mya said.


  “Nothing more took place,” I answered. “Sydney just has this intuitive sense of human nature that isn’t always spot on.”


  Vance entered soaking wet and noticeably irritated. The rain had stopped two hours ago, so our stares were justifiable.


  “Lemme guess,” I said. “Too much weed and you fell in the canals?”


  “I had second thoughts about the ring.” I understood his frustration. He threw away the last link of his marriage and dead wife.


  “Any luck?” I asked.


  “No.”


  “Love to know what’s going on,” Mya said. Briggs tried to light a soggy cigarette, and somehow it lit. He took one drag then put it out. I couldn’t even imagine what a wet cigarette tasted like.


  “I may have driven my wife to the brink of her suicide,” he announced. “I’m the reason she took her own life. I’m the cause of her death.” He slumped in a chair, putting his head between his knees. “I was a lousy husband. I ignored her pain and her cry for help.”


  This was nothing short of pathetic. It was a confession that came out of nowhere and shook the room as if the pounding surf had just crashed up against the front door. He was shaking a little from revealing his innermost thoughts.


  But wait. There was more. The kind of more that makes you gasp for air then release a resounding Oh my fucking God. He raised his head up from between his knees, his face red from the blood rushing to his head. He looked at me, forlorn. He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.


  “I had an affair with your mother after Kate died.”


  There was an exchange of incredulous looks all around. Mya was almost hyperventilating. I’m pretty sure Sydney chocked on her mouthful of pasta.


  “It just happened. We were both in troubled marriages and found comfort in each other’s misery,” he said.


  My reaction in the moment was soft. Unfazed, actually. It didn’t bother me that he and my mother had a thing. I suspected as much. It was the fact that nobody bothered to ever mention this during arguments at family dinners or while trimming the Christmas tree. Unless, of course, no one had a clue. But I find that hard to believe. Rumors like that don’t stay behind closed doors for long.


  I finally spoke. “Who knew about this fuck-fest?”


  “No need to make it tawdry,” Vance said.


  The girls were chomping at the bit, wanting to ask the obvious question. I went for it. “So what happened? Why didn’t both you guys get divorced and live happily ever after?”


  “We had our reasons,” he said.


  “Can you give us a for instance?” Sydney said.


  “No.”


  “Look, this is none of my business, so I’m staying out of it,” said Mya, “but if I were Oliver, I’d probably want to know some details now that this is out in the open.”


  “Mya, I appreciate you standing up for me, but the reality is, I’ve been dealing with these scandalous issues for a very long time. One more scar against the family name isn’t gonna send us to hell any sooner,” I said.


  Vance lit another cigarette, which always meant he was nervous. When he stomped it out right away — on the kitchen floor, no less — it meant he was nervous, pissed and not thinking straight.


  “What’s in the past should stay in the past,” he said. Sure, the past. I got it. But curiosity got the better of me.


  “Something tells me, that wasn’t Kate’s wedding ring you tossed in the canals, was it?” I said.


  He looked at me, shook his head as if to say you’re right, then left the room without a word.


  “Am I the only one with a fucking migraine?” Sydney said. “This is making my head spin.” She was having trouble following the connection between Vance and the wedding ring that wasn’t Kate’s. After I explained about the ring that had been dangling from his neck for I don’t know how long, Mya let out a big sigh and pushed the pasta away from herself. “I just lost my appetite,” she said. “I feel bad for him. He’s had a rough time of it.”


  It? It what? I didn’t get these girls. What was this magnetic personality that Briggs exuded? It wasn’t like his life was so spectacular. He was just a regular, nice-looking rugged guy with above average intelligence who was going to die of fucking throat cancer if he kept smoking.


  So far this trip had been useless as far as helping me tackle my own personal issues. Maybe I was missing something. Maybe subconsciously I was slowly becoming a better person. I didn’t see a change. Nor did I feel that I was helping Vance restore his own life.


  I decided to take a walk to clear my head. It was filled with all sorts of negative, cynical thoughts. Contradictions galore. I tried not to think about my father’s situation, but it was hard not to. It was always there, staring me in the face. Reality can sometimes be a motherfucker.


  Sydney wanted to walk with me. Truth was, I wasn’t in favor of it. Don’t get me wrong: I loved her company, but with Sydney I’d have to take yet another walk just to clear the atomic energy between us. As anyone can attest to, she could be a handful.


  Her infectious demeanor got to me. She smiled her in-between smile that showed her perfect white teeth, and I couldn’t say no. (Sydney’s parents have money. Her father was a cardiothoracic surgeon. Her mother was a published poet. You have to assume they were both brilliant, educated people. She came from good genes and had good teeth. The bloodline of a fine breed.)


  Did she have a flaw? Of course. When she turned sixteen, her mother ruined her party by passing out in front of all her friends and family. Turns out, she was an alcoholic poet. That behavior escalated Sydney’s own love for an occasional mood-altering drug now and then.


  I made it to ten p.m. The night was clear and cool. The sky blanketed with stars. No sign it ever rained. A three-quarter moon that cast its reflection off the canals helped guide us down the dark sidewalks. Houses that lined the canals were lit up inside. You could see movement. Shadows of people eating a late night supper, watching TV. Couples sitting on their porches discussing their future. It was peaceful. A calm existence. I could understand why my mother fell in love with Venice and was unhappy when she had to leave.


  I turned to Sydney, who hadn’t said a word since we left the house. “You okay? You’re quiet. You’re never this quiet. Something wrong? “


  She stopped walking and looked up at me with tears in her eyes. What could possibly be upsetting her? I asked again. She took a couple of unnecessary beats before she told me there was a good chance Vance Briggs could be my biological father.


  Did I nearly crap and get hysterical? Fuck no. The possibility of this was totally absurd. However, when she produced a birth certificate, I wasn’t so quick to reject the notion. I swallowed hard.


  Seemed that while searching for a Tylenol she came across the document in a small metal file box under his bed. (Logical place to store your Tylenol.) She admitted she had been snooping around during a slow, boring moment in the day.


  I looked closely at it. It seemed real enough. My baby footprints even appeared at the bottom. (“Allegedly” my prints.) And Vance Briggs had signed his name above the line establishing him as the birth father.


  Even with all that, I found it hard to grasp. It was pure bullshit, I thought. Why wouldn’t my mother have said something? She was a woman of virtue. Besides, what would she gain by keeping this to herself?


  Sydney was still very upset. It was hard to tell if she was for the idea of Briggs being my father or against it. I wasn’t really sure and I didn’t ask. “I’m in the mood for coffee,” she said. “Something to settle my nerves.”


  Sure, it’s pretty obvious that caffeine isn’t exactly a double shot of Valium. Nevertheless, it was her way of dealing with tension. Who was I to argue with her approach to the central nervous system? But before coffee, I needed to check something out.


  She agreed to hold off and we headed toward the bridge where Vance tossed the wedding ring. By now it was dark and seeing was almost an impossibility.


  “You’re going to look for it, aren’t you?” she said.


  “I am.”


  “An impossible task,” she said. She stopped walking. I kept going.


  “I still plan to try,” I said.


  “You’re not thinking straight, Oliver Bass.”


  “Of course I’m not thinking straight,” I answered. “That’s what gives me the stimulus to do it.”


  So, there we were, standing on the bridge looking down into the murky water. Now I felt it was going to be a pointless endeavor. Even so, I knelt down and stuck my hand into the water, hoping to immediately find it. No such luck. I did, however, fish out a rusty beer can and a handful of algae.


  “Wait — I have an idea,” Sydney announced. She used her iPhone flashlight app to help illuminate the area. Brilliant. It not only helped but after a couple of sweeps like a prison spotlight, we saw the ring dangling from a rusty nail that had been partially hammered into an old wooden plank. Incredible luck or just good karma was anybody’s guess. I slowly slid into the water up to my neck. It was deeper than I thought.


  “Be careful. Don’t swallow water. It’s contaminated. You’ll die an awful, noxious death,” she said. Okay. A little dramatic but I got the idea. I could die from canal water that’s been sitting there since 1905.


  I had to duck my head under the water. I held my breath. Murky was an understatement. Amazingly, I managed to retrieve the ring. But not without first puncturing my hand on the rusty nail. It didn’t bleed much. Puncture wounds don’t leak. But it already hurt like a sonovabitch. Sydney, my savior, went into her overbearing mother mode and instantly ushered me to the nearest emergency room for a tetanus shot. God, how I hate shots. I am a pussy when it comes to needles.


  It wasn’t until I was sitting on the examination table that I realized I was still tightly gripping the ring in my good hand. My wounded hand was throbbing to the beat of a hard rock metal song. The doctor, a young guy who looked no older than me, was giving me a shot of something to the subdue pain. Maybe morphine. If it was morphine, could that small of a dose become habit forming? Was this moment in my life the beginning of a long, horrible, habitual stretch of becoming a junkie? Probably not. But the thought did occur to me.


  A nurse wrapped my hand in gauze. She was also young. Everybody was young. Makes you wonder what happened to the experienced medical staff. Probably ageism on my part. It’s the world we live in. Once you hit fifty you’re sent out to pasture. Your expertise, skill and years of accumulated knowledge are no longer needed. It’s up to you to reinvent yourself or end up sharing a shopping cart with Dave.


  I finally took a good long look at the ring. At first it didn’t look like anything special other than it had a lot of diamonds and appeared pricey.


  Sydney had a surreal suggestion. “Let’s cash in the ring and go hit the trail to the real Venice in Italy. On Vance’s dime, of course,” she said.


  Although it wasn’t an awful idea, it did feel a little insincere. Besides, while I held the ring tightly in my fist I felt an attachment. As if the ring somehow surreptitiously belonged in my life. I know: This had all the symptoms of transference neurosis. But just for the sake of discussion I decided to get the ring appraised. Sydney was pleased with this decision, because she envisioned the Trevi Fountain in her future.


  An hour later.


  We were at a local jewelry store standing across from a gray-haired man with stains on his shirt from the chiliburger he was eating. He studied the ring through his jewelers loupe. The shape, the cut, the clarity, the carat weight, all that crap that’s meaningless once you buy the ring and take it out of the store. He looked up, munching. Checked out the ring again, and then finally looked up at Sydney with his best dirty old man eyes.


  “You are a very lucky girl,” he said.


  “I am? Why’s that?” she said.


  “Your wedding ring is worth a bundle.”


  “Not my ring. I’m too young for marriage. Still have my whole life ahead of me. And even then who knows if committing to one person is a smart move? The chances of it lasting a lifetime are doubtful. Fidelity is overrated. Know what I’m saying?” The guy was a little surprised to hear Sydney’s outlook. He just smiled and nodded.


  “So, how much is it worth, sir? That’s why I’m here. I’m after a dollar figure.” I said. Maybe a little too desperately.


  The old guy put down his loupe and peered over his reading glasses with a serious stare. “In the neighborhood of fifty thousand,” he said.


  I didn’t want to appear overzealous. I showed no emotion whatsoever. Nothing. I didn’t even blink. Sydney on the other hand, pumped her fist in the air like she had just won the Super Bowl.


  “I appreciate the time and effort,” I said. “Do I owe you an appraisal fee?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “It’s on me.”


  I grabbed the ring and started to leave. I was at the door when he asked, “Who’s A and who’s V? Not being nosey — just curious.”


  I stopped dead in my tracks. Sydney glanced at me knowingly. “Excuse me?” I said.


  The jeweler explained that inside the band was a very small engraving. Almost undetectable by the human eye.


  “It says: To A love V.”


  Before I could get it out Sydney filled in the blanks.


  “Jesus, fuck. Annie and Vance.”


  I felt numb. Like my insides had frozen over. My mother and Briggs were obviously planning to make their relationship permanent. At least Briggs was. But death got in the way. Pathetically sad or just a lucky break? Not my call.


  8 p.m. As we approached Briggs’ rusty wrought-iron gate, Sydney, who was noticeably upset, stopped short of entering. She was having second thoughts about mentioning our discovery.


  “What do we accomplish by telling him what we know?” she said.


  “Look, I came here for one reason: To help the guy cope with his mental deficiency,” I said. “Holding back information could be harmful. Besides, I resent him not telling me the truth and need to bring it up.”


  We entered the house. It was quiet. No one in sight. From the bathroom we heard the shower running. I looked at Sydney.


  “We should wait till he’s done, right?” she asked.


  “Sure. Absolutely. Wait.” I said.


  We sat on the couch and just breathed heavily until Sydney lost control of her mouth. She crossed to the hallway door. “Briggs, we’re back and we need to talk some serious shit,” she yelled.


  Okay, I would’ve gone about it a little more subtly. My main concern was how to break the news to Briggs without him throwing a fit or tossing me onto the streets, or both. After a few beats he entered, standing directly in front of Sydney who was blocking his path. Except for the towel wrapped around his waist, he was naked and dripping wet.


  “You gonna let me by?” he said.


  “Uh, yeah. Sure.” Sydney stepped aside. Vance crossed to the center of the living room, grabbing a cigarette off the coffee table. Lit it. Then sat in an overstuffed chair that was in badly need of some new fabric. Better yet to toss the chair and buy a new one. He took a drag. Looked at Sydney.


  “Okay, lay it on me. What serious shit are we talking about here, miss?”


  Sydney gave me one of those pleading looks like I’m supposed to let loose with the whole story because her lips were stuck together with that white, sticky stuff you get in the corners of your mouth. Rather than take the delicate course of action that I planned, I just reached into my pocket, pulled out the ring, held it up and watched Vance focus in on it dangling from its sterling chain.


  “This,” I said.


  I won’t lie; my heart rate skyrocketed and I might have said please let this go down easy under my breath.


  “Congrats, you went back and fished it out. I’ll give you a ten for ingenuity and a two for stupidity,” he said.


  I admit this was not the response I expected. To be called stupid. I am not stupid. I am far from being stupid.


  “Look, you failed to recover it. Oliver had better luck. Why is that stupid?” Sydney said.


  “Because now you want answers. I can give you answers. But it’s not gonna be the answers you want to hear. You want to know that Annie and I were in love and that we planned to get married and live happily ever fucking after.”


  “You can skip the soft sentimental stuff,” I said. “I’d just like to know why she wasn’t given the ring after you went to such great lengths of having it nicely engraved?” He took his time before spilling his guts.


  “On Tuesday, May 25th, I planned to give her the ring and ask her to marry me. Set up a romantic dinner at a popular San Francisco bistro. The whole nine yards. Table in the back. Cozy. Champagne. We were going to meet up at eight o’clock. I waited ‘til nine. Called a hundred times. She never showed. I was sick with worry.


  “Six-thirty the following morning in the misty fog she decided to end it all. I thought I must have done something pretty bad that drove her away. Years later, guessing and hoping it had to be because of something else, not me. I couldn’t understand how she could leave a five-year-old kid. Never got the chance to figure out a reason.”


  He was right: I didn’t want to hear this, but I couldn’t stop his roll. He had found a captive audience in me.


  “The six o’clock news said there was no note. Nothing. Only her car still idling on the bridge. No purse. No ID, except for the car’s registration in the glove box, which was registered to your father. To Jeffery Bass. No matter how I reconstructed her death to appear light and airy, it always came back to one thing — heavy drug overdose. It was the drugs that drove her over the edge. Not me.


  “Even so, her memory still haunted me and I felt responsible. I couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. My work suffered. They gave me time off to try and gather myself. Didn’t make a dent. Finally, they let me go. Suggested I get professional help. A month later I contacted Lorraine because that’s when the depression got really bad. I escaped migraines by sleeping all day.


  “You were still living in Venice, right?” I asked.


  “I was. Yes,” he said.


  “So, what was it then, a fluke that Lorraine was involved with my dad when you went to see her? Did you pick her name out of the shrink book?” I asked.


  “No. I purposely chose Lorraine. I knew beforehand she and your father were involved. Thought her being close to all this would help me with my struggle,” he said.


  “And did it?” Sydney said.


  “No. Made things worse. Got a bleeding ulcer. Was on a diet of milk and cottage cheese for a year. Knowing your mother and Jeffery once were close made me insanely jealous.”


  “Even though she was dead, you were still jealous?” I said.


  “Yes. I was a mess. Still am. But I weaned myself off dairy and swapped it for weed and Corona light.”


  I knew I was about to throw him a curve. “So, what could possibly make you think she was murdered?”


  He took his sweet time answering because he wanted to form this sentence in a way that didn’t make him look like a complete unsympathetic idiot. “Denial. The idea that I could be responsible was too much for me to handle,” he said.


  “So you decided to put the blame on a perfectly innocent man. On Dave. Just to satisfy your own guilt. Is that it?” I said.


  “I know, really bad move on my part. I regret it. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was a man harboring a guilty conscience.”


  “And the ring? Why toss it if you loved her so much?” asked Sydney. “Personally, I’d want to hold on to it as a keepsake of my deep affection for her. But that’s me. I’m a silly romantic.”


  Vance said he was hoping that getting rid of the ring would give him a sense of closure. It was the one last vestige tying him and my mother together. Maybe it would work. Maybe not. Maybe nothing but a futile symbolic gesture, I thought.


  As it happened I came out of this conversation thinking how fucked up Vance Briggs really was. The idea of sending me to help this man was a huge joke.


  He managed to get up off the overstuffed chair. The towel fell to the floor. Neither Sydney nor I flinched. We’ve both seen a cock and hairy balls before. Wasn’t a big whoa moment. He picked up the towel, slung it around his neck and headed out of the room. Before he disappeared, he turned back.


  “Keep the ring. Sell it. Give it to Sydney. Bury it in the fucking sand for a treasure hunter to find. Whatever pleases you,” he said.


  Of course his story affected me. Nevertheless, I couldn’t wait to get away from this godforsaken summer adventure on the canals. Yes, I packed my toothbrush once again. For now I planned to stay with my father at his hotel until things were settled with Lorraine and my own problems were resolved.


  I never did say goodbye to Briggs after he walked out of the room naked. Never mentioned I was leaving. Went alone, by the way. Sydney, feeling, I don’t know, a sense of her own guilt decided to stick around and cater to his every need. Her strong devotion toward me seemed to dissipate. Fine. I felt no animosity. Actually, I felt a sense of relief. She was getting too dependent for my taste.


  I decided it was best just to keep all this new stuff locked up inside and vowed not to open any old wounds by pushing for any more answers or spreading what I learned. It was yesterday’s news as far as I was concerned I headed home with the ring around my neck.




  Chapter 5


  Spreading The Wealth


  Jeffrey Bass had no idea I was coming. This was intentional, in case he refused to see me. I was pretty sure he thought he had seen the last of his son. That I was now on my own fending for myself and his responsibilities as a parent were over.


  I was down to my last few dollars and was hoping he could give me some spending cash. Sure, he was being sued but I had to figure he had something stored away for a raining day. Something.


  I took the municipal bus to the hotel. A buck fifty and no tip required. I couldn’t remember the last time I took the bus. (Actually, I’ve never taken the bus.) It dropped me off two blocks from the Stanford Court on California Street. It felt good to be back in the city.


  I entered the hotel with confidence like I was a guest. Jumped in the first available elevator. It was filled with real guests. Four to be exact. A young gay couple who I’m guessing were on their honeymoon. They looked happy and in love, and kissed at every floor. I had to admit, watching two guys kiss in public felt a little awkward. Not that I was against it. Homosexuality these days is an accepted human lifestyle — my God, especially in San Francisco, right? The boys looked at me with a friendly smile.


  “We don’t mean to make anyone feel uncomfortable but when you’ve waited as long as we have to tie the knot, ‘uncomfortable’ is a blessing,” the groom said. How did I know he was the groom? He was holding the room key and a bottle of champagne. The other guy was holding a small bouquet of flowers.


  DING. It was their floor. They exited and the guy tossed me the bouquet before the doors closed. It took me by surprise, but I was honored. I was being stared at by the other passengers. I’m sure they were mocking me in some way. I wasn’t shy about responding to their glare. “Fuck you both in the ass. It’s an homage to the newlyweds,” I said.


  They, of course, were very offended by my comment. Probably because they were octogenarians and staunch fascist fucking Republicans, I would guess.


  I pounded on his door and called out at the same time. “Dad? Dad? Mister Bass! It’s me!”


  This went on for several minutes. Other hotel guests wandered by, looking at me like I was abnormal. Pounding on a hotel room door, holding a bouquet of flowers and shouting “Mister Bass.” I felt the need to explain my actions.


  “He locked me out and told me to eke out a living or starve.” This induced head shakes and rolling of eyes.


  I started feeling anxious, like something was wrong. And I’m not an alarmist. I was about to head downstairs to the front desk for help when the lady from housekeeping appeared around the corner pushing her service cart. Coincidentally, it was the same woman my father had been having sex with a few days ago – Maria, I believe her name was. I reintroduced myself. She remembered me. Vaguely. I told her that I was concerned about my father. He wasn’t answering the door.


  “Maybe he’s out,” I said. She nodded so I assumed she understood me.


  “When was the last time you saw him?” I said. She nodded.


  This was when I began to communicate using pantomime, like Marcel Marceau. Specifically, turning a key in the lock.


  “I understand. I am not stupid, senor,” she said. “I have not seen Mister Jeffrey since our last time. We decide to call it quits.”


  I asked her to open the door, just to make sure he wasn’t lying dead on the floor in a pool of blood in the bathroom. She cringed at the thought, then hurriedly grabbed her passkey and let me in. She stayed in the hallway.


  Inside, it smelled like stale food. The room service cart was located in the middle of the room. A half-eaten cheeseburger and French fries were being eaten by a couple random flies.


  I talked to the closed bathroom door as if it were my father standing in front of me. “Pop, it’s me, Oliver. You okay? Your food is getting cold.” I thought some stupid levity would provoke him enough to appear. Nothing.


  I put my ear to the door and listened. Again nothing. No breathing. No grunting. I tried the door. It was locked from the inside. This was not a good sign. But I didn’t panic. Much. I called out to Maria for help. She had a very worried look on her face. As if she had experienced this sort of behavior before from guests. She just stood there with the key in her hand, frozen.


  “Maria, you need to open the door. Open la puerta for fuck’s sake,” I said. My two years of Spanish finally paid off. She handed me the key. Like she knew what to expect on the other side and wanted no part of it.


  I opened the door, looked inside and fell to my knees. There, sitting on the toilet, naked, was my father, slumped over. Maria, screamed, crossed herself then said something in Spanish. You can bet it was a prayer to God Almighty. I turned a whiter shade of pale and threw up on the bathroom floor. Only because the toilet was taken.


  An hour later, the coroner hauled away his lifeless body. I sat on the edge of the unmade bed trying to understand how a person can go into full cardiac arrest while taking a dump. I was told it was not uncommon. The pressure and strain on the heart causes the heart to work on overtime, which is not good for anyone who has a heart condition. Which in my father’s case was the cause. And was something I never was privy too until now.


  I stayed there that night, because, well, I had nowhere else to go. My father had paid for a full week so footing the bill wasn’t an issue. I ordered room service even though I had no appetite. C’mon, when your father dies, swallowing is almost an impossible human function. I never really slept. Stared at the ceiling all night. That seemed to be my best nighttime activity anyway.


  I needed to pee in the worst way but I was skeptical about using the bathroom. So I did the next best thing and pissed in a flower vase. Was the hotel legally responsible to reveal to its next guest that a former guest had died on their toilet? Maybe they would replace the toilet. That’s what I would do. Or at least the seat.


  One o’clock in the morning. There was a knock at the door. Who the fuck could that be? I took a wild guess — Sydney. Briggs had thrown her out and she had come to brood and find shelter among friends.


  I crossed to the door. I was still fully clothed. Just in case there was a fire or an earthquake. After all, this was San Francisco. I opened the door and — Jesus crap – it was Shelby, standing there battered and bruised. Swollen cheek, bloody nose, split lip. She could barely stand. Her speech was weak and muddled.


  “Sydney said I could find you here.” She took one step toward me and collapsed.


  It was a busy night in room 625.


  The EMTs were prompt and knew exactly how to handle the situation. I rode in the ambulance to San Francisco General Hospital. The siren echoed through the empty streets, bouncing off buildings like crashing waves. Naturally, I was nervous and concerned. I couldn’t even imagine what had happened. My imagination ran wild. Some thief broke into my dad’s house, ransacking the place looking for drugs and money and jewelry. Killed Lorraine, then beat the shit out of Shelby, who wouldn’t give the combination to the safe. Even though there wasn’t a safe.


  It was one forty-five a.m. when we arrived at the emergency room. The place was jammed with injured people in need of a quick stitch or OxyContin refill for a knife wound. Shelby lay on a gurney in an examining room. She was semi-conscious with an ice pack over the whole left side of her bruised face. An IV drip in her arm. She was also hooked up to a blood-pressure machine. She looked as if she was just in a fight with Mike Tyson, who had shown no fucking mercy.


  Through her split lip she told me what actually happened and it was graphic and perverted and made you want to kill the fuckers who did this to her. She was mugged by two guys on her way back from buying cigarettes at one in the morning. Mexicans wearing red bananas covering their face. They were after her iPhone. They just couldn’t take it; they had to beat her into submission in order to make it interesting. The police were positive they were gang members. She was lucky she wasn’t raped. This might sound prejudicial but I’m not surprised about the Mexican perspective. Probably illegals. Those pricks were nothing but oppressive inhumane cowards who needed to have their cocks shredded and thrown back over the border.


  I was sitting on the edge of a chair next to her bed when the ER doctor entered with a serious face. He smiled a thin smile at me, then held Shelby’s hand, I’m guessing to comfort against the shock of what he was about to reveal.


  “You have a severe concussion, young lady, and I’m afraid we couldn’t save the baby. You lost your baby,” he said in the most delicate way he could manage. You could tell he had been in this situation before. “I’m sorry. Get some rest.” He then walked out.


  Shelby, of course, cried. Didn’t sob. Or wail. Just a steady stream of uncontrollable tears.


  What I haven’t mentioned, because it lacked the most human qualities of compassion imaginable, is that these pricks kicked her in the stomach a few times before taking off. Senseless act of violence.


  This time I cradled Shelby’s hand in mine. It was cold. I wasn’t sure how to comfort her. I mean, what could I say that would make a difference? Except that I’d be there for her if she needed anything and that I hoped they caught these guys and gave them the gas chamber. It was an old reference but I made my point.


  I leaned in closer and whispered. “Can I you get anything, Shel? Anything?”


  “Pudding. Is there any pudding? I’m in the mood for pudding,” she said. “Also, maybe drop in a couple of ten-milligram Percocets. My whole fucking face is throbbing like a motherfucker.”


  “I should call your mother. Lorraine should know.” I said. “No. No mother. No Lorraine.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’ll just get a slew of excessive psychobabble thrown at me. I’ll tell her I tripped over my own ego. That’ll satisfy her,” she said.


  “What about losing the baby? What do you want to tell her?”


  “Nothing. I never mentioned I was pregnant in the first place. So I’m safe on that issue,” she said. “Maybe it’s for the best, that I lost the kid. Imagine me being a responsible parent. A major joke. Think I’m about to fade to black, Oliver Bass.” With that she closed her eyes and passed out.


  Two days had passed. Shelby had been released from the hospital. Her wounds were healing at a rapid pace. Whatever lie she told Lorraine seemed to have worked.


  Also, on a positive note, that early morning trip for a pack of smokes cured her of that nasty cigarette habit. She does have a slight ringing in one ear but that should dissipate in time. The most heart-breaking thing of all is every so often Shelby felt her stomach as a reminder of the human being she carried for two months.


  I gave Sydney and Mya directions to the cemetery. The same place my mother would have been buried if in fact her body were ever found. The Hills of Eternity Memorial Park in Colma. Which is in San Mateo. The same place Wyatt Earp was laid to rest. My father was big on Western folklore and bought a plot years ago. I could have used the cash he spent on this pricey piece of real estate.


  We kept the mourners down to a minimum. Immediate family and a few close business associates of Jeffery’s. Lorraine seemed to take it hard. But who knows with her? She’s a therapist, with years of counseling and consoling grief-stricken patients. She could display misery without any real preparation.


  I don’t believe in any gods. I have trouble with the whole “higher power” aspect. In any event, I still ordered a woman of the cloth to say a few words over his body. I specifically chose a female because I didn’t want to show any favoritism when it came to sending his soul into the hereafter. If in fact, there was a hereafter.


  When it came time to pray, all the mourners bowed their heads, closed their eyes and seemed to silently say a few words of religious devotion. Me, I just looked straight ahead and watched a squirrel run across the lawn and scurry up an oak tree. I said “Amen” so as not to appear to be a complete heretic.


  My eyes widened when I spotted Briggs standing in the back behind the oak tree. Our eyes met. I nodded. He didn’t. He looked sad. Sadder than me, and I had just lost my last parent and officially become an orphan.


  Afterward, Lorraine had a catered reception at the house. The house she was going to end up getting. The house I grew up in. The house I’d soon be moving away from. The house that held mostly disturbing memories. You could add my father’s death to the list.


  Sydney and Mya discovered me sitting fully clothed on the shower floor of my bathroom. My place of refuge.


  “Want company?” Sydney said.


  “Sure.”


  “Slide over,” said Mya. “We’re coming in to console you.”


  The three of us crammed in the shower had to have been a ridiculous sight. They had brought a plate of food. I wasn’t hungry but they forced me to eat some appetizers. Chicken drumettes, I think. You tend to lose your appetite when you find your father dead on the crapper.


  “Have you cried?,” Sydney asked. “If you haven’t, you should.”


  “No,” I said. “What good is crying going to accomplish? It’s a human emotion that expresses one’s pain.


  And why do I need to reveal I’m in pain?”


  “It’s healthy,” Mya said. “Not good to store up emotions. Leads to depression.”


  Truth is, I didn’t cry when my mother killed herself, so what makes this death any different?


  “So, listen,” I said. “I saw Briggs hiding behind a tree at the cemetery. I was surprised. What was the point? Did he come with you guys?”


  There was a pause. It was a simple enough question that needed only a yes or no answer. Instead, it became a tag-team explanation between Mya and Sydney.


  “Okay, at first he was really reluctant to show up because, well ...” started Mya.


  Sydney continued. “… he knew you’d interrogate him for answers about your mother and him, and ...”


  And finally, Mya. “… he wasn’t sure if he was ready to handle that.”


  “So I’m guessing he accepted the fact I might drill him?” I asked. They both nodded like marionettes controlled by a string.


  We were interrupted by Shelby. “Lorraine wants to see you,” she announced.


  “Why? Is it time to light the candles on my father’s fucking death cake?” I said.


  “Nice one,” Sydney said.


  “I like it when he’s contemptuous. Always clever and caustic,” Mya said.


  “Tell Lorraine that whatever she has to say to me will have no influence or effect on me whatsoever,” I said. “Then give her the finger.”


  “You should relay that message yourself,” Shelby sniffed. “She’s still my mother, you know, and I might need her to save my ass some day in the event I do something stupid again.”


  The three of us nodded.


  Shelby said, “I’m going to lie down and mull over the death of Jeffery Bass, the stepfather who never had the balls to stick up for me when my mother would pummel me with insults and use bad parenting methods.” Then she left.


  I couldn’t argue against that. My father was a weakling when it came to being a parent. He knew how to make money and survive in the business world, but that was about it.


  Later I stood in the backyard that was filled with at least a hundred or so people who came to pay their respects. I knew none of them. Not a familiar face in the crowd. Wait — I take that back. I recognized the bartender from a party Lorraine and Jeffery gave for some charity event. I crossed to the open bar and asked him for a beer. A bearded guy in his mid-thirties who you knew had to be an actor in waiting, the bartender looked at me with an incredulous stare. It wasn’t difficult to know what he was thinking.


  “Okay. I know. I’m not old enough to be served an alcoholic beverage. But my father just fucking died, so cut me some slack, okay? One lousy beer isn’t gonna set off the puberty alarm.”


  He nodded and poured. There’s a trope that bartenders are great listeners as well as better advice givers. Some even think they’re worldly. Knowledgeable of human nature based on their expertise to mix a drink. Although I questioned this, I felt a sudden need to open up, and who better than to talk than a person who has no idea who the fuck I am?


  “You know, Jimmy,” I said. (This wasn’t a guess. He had a name tag.) “My father and I weren’t that close. We never talked like father and son do. About life, sports, women, sex, money, cars, pussy. Our conversations were mostly about my behavior as a human being and his exploits as a lawyer. He drank quite a bit. Alcoholic? Not really. Just drank to forget who he was — or wasn’t. I’ve spent most of my life thinking my father was a reckless man. He never covered his extracurricular tracks. Cheated? Oh, yeah. A prime example of an adulterer. But let’s stay with him and me. I’m pretty sure we played catch maybe once right here in this exact spot.” I pounded the bar for location emphasis. “Anytime I was in trouble he’d send the maid or the nanny to rescue me. She barely spoke English. But she always brought cash so that helped clear me of any wrongdoing. I mean, this was a man who didn’t know the meaning of the word ‘warmth.’”


  There was a break in the action when an attractive middle-aged woman approached, wanting a glass of wine. As Jimmy poured, she leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I am so sorry for your loss. He was a special man.”


  This verbal sympathy card was followed by a kiss on the cheek. She walked off with her wine, and I thought that this might be construed as a Mrs. Robinson moment.


  I turned to Jimmy, who had read all the ugly signs. “You could fuck that woman if you’re in the mood,” he said with certainty. “She had all the makings of an easy piece of tail.”


  Maybe. Maybe not. But what stuck out for me was her comment that she thought Jeffery was special. I consulted Jimmy once again.


  “I’m curious if my father thought of my mother as something special. He had to, right? But what if the answer was no? Then am I glad he’s dead. Too harsh? I’m just being honest.” There was a long pause. “This is where you should jump in and say something meaningful, Jimmy,” I said.


  Jimmy looked at me, totally lost and kind of vapid. “Look, I’m in no position to hand out advice,” he said. “I’m not a priest stationed behind this portable bar. My opinion means crap. I’m basically a loser. They repoed my car. My girlfriend left me. I’m living in a dangerous area of Oakland. Sorry for your loss.”


  Okay. So much for opening up to Jimmy the bartender.


  As I walked back across the dewy lawn, I saw Lorraine heading my way. This was to be the moment of our inevitable confrontation. I quickly rounded up Mya and Sydney for support and to act as witness against anything she might threaten me with.


  Lorraine was dressed in black for the funeral and had changed into something more fitting for a cocktail hour. It was all about style with her, even at a fucking wake. She balanced a dry martini in one hand as she approached. Spoke to me in a low, dramatic tone, somewhat in the manner of Bette Davis. I know, I’m only seventeen and I’m not supposed to know who Bette Davis was, but I do, so that’s the end of that debate.


  “We need to talk,” she said. She actually tried to put her arm around me.


  I backed away. “No touching,” I demanded.


  “Fine, but we talk alone.”


  “Not going to happen alone,” I said. “These are my friends. They care about my state of mind and don’t want to see me hurt anymore. So either we talk with them in attendance or you talk to the shrub behind me.”


  She paused, then, “It’s about Jeffrey’s estate. I feel there’s no time like the present to settle now and avoid a nasty fight.”


  “No fight. Simple mathematics. It’s all yours and I get nothing. I lose. You win. He left me nothing except my nightmares and a few bad memories. Fine; I can live with that. Adios.” Add yet another word to my Spanish vocabulary. I walked away with the girls in tow.


  She yelled, “It’s not that simple. There are papers to sign.”


  Without looking back, Sydney expressed how she felt about Lorraine with a heart-felt cunt. I never liked that word, but it seemed appropriate at the time. Mya put a consoling arm around me. She looked sad.


  “Look, don’t feel sorry for me. I’m just kind of disappointed that he won’t see me graduate from Cambridge. I think I would’ve made him proud for the first time.”


  The three of us walked toward the house. It was time to pack yet again. To say goodbye to Shelby. To say goodbye to my shower for the last time. Mya sensed that I was internalizing.


  “I’m sure if you can come to an understanding with Briggs, he’ll take you in for as long as you need,” she said. Truly, this was not the best solution. There had to be another way to survive.


  Later, after most of the mourners left (a lot of them drunk), I found myself alone in my father’s bedroom, staring at his clothes hanging in the closet. The closet that reeked of cedar chips and classic Aramis cologne.


  I wasn’t sure why I was there. Did I want to abduct a piece of his clothing as a memento? Not really. He had conservative taste, and everything was going to be donated to Goodwill. I imagined someday I’d see a homeless man, not unlike Dave, wearing my father’s three-piece navy pin-striped suit, looking for handouts on Market Street. All this would subsequently cause me to have awful nightmares of him slumped over naked on the toilet, dead.


  Then, uncharacteristically, I found myself checking his jacket and pants pockets. As if there’d be loose change or cash or a piece of scratch paper with his writing that said Don’t forget to tell Oliver that I love him. Instead, I found a nickel and kept it. It was probably the only inheritance I’d get. From behind, Briggs’ voice shook me out of my stupor.


  “Sorry about your dad. Fathers are important. Maybe even more important than mothers. They represent ... I don’t know what they represent. I’m just reaching for something meaningful to say and can’t seem to come up with something even pedestrian that could possibly comfort you.” He sighed. “I never knew my father. I think he was a sailor.”


  I turned to face him. He appeared tired and high. His eyes were glossy and he reeked of marijuana and beer.


  “Thanks for coming. I know this wasn’t easy for you,” I said. “Look, if you want a suit or a tie or something, help yourself.” I realized after I said it how idiotic that sounded.


  “Maybe I’ll take the tweed overcoat for Dave,” he said. Then came a long awkward pause. “About the ring ...” he started.


  “No need to explain. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t. I can use my imagination and it doesn’t exactly give me a warm feeling,” I said. He totally ignored me.


  “Both our marriages were failing. She took a break from your father and came to see me after Kate and I had split,” he said.


  He waited for me to respond. I was churning inside. I really didn’t want to hear this or deal with it. I wanted a joint. Totally out of character for me since I don’t get high. I must’ve been seeking refuge from the long day’s ordeal. Either that or it was the glass of beer talking.


  “Let’s take a walk,” he said.


  “A walk? Where?”


  “Away from the stench of cedar chips,” he said.


  It was like he was clairvoyant. Not more than ten minutes into the walk he lit up a joint. Took a healthy drag then offered it to me. I looked at it like it was an alien being, then sucked in the cigarette and coughed and choked out the residual smoke. In twenty minutes we were walking on Powell Street and I was higher than shit. Up until that moment we hadn’t said a word.


  “I was planning to ask her to marry me. Even went out and bought a ring. That part you know,” Vance said, trying to hold back tears. Of course I reacted. Stopped walking and sat on a bus bench and let out a frustrated sigh.


  “Why do I need to know this bit of information?” I said. “What’s in your past is your business, not mine. Knowing you guys had a relationship isn’t gonna make me feel any better about her or respect you any more. The only reason I’m keeping the ring is in case I need to use it for tuition. Or books in the event I get a scholarship.”


  The local bus drove up and stopped. The door opened up and a few passengers got off. Mainly elderly people who couldn’t afford a car. I gave Briggs a look, then a nod. “See ya, Briggs. Thanks for the high,” I said, with great finality.


  I climbed aboard. The bus driver told me the fare was two fifty. I had no money. Nothing. I only had the diamond ring hanging from my neck. I considered it for a brief moment. Did it mean that much to me? Was the bus trip worth it? I slipped it off my neck and dangled it in front of the driver.


  “How far will this take me?” I said.


  Without missing a beat, he said, “Acapulco and back to this very corner.”


  The bus drove off, leaving Briggs standing on the curb wondering what had just happened.




  Chapter 6


  In Search Of Freedom


  It had been over a week since we buried Jeffery. Things had settled down but the mass of condolence cards just kept coming in like letters to Santa at the North Pole. I had read none of them. People were sorry about his death and feeling sorrier for me. I got that message. Yes, I had been staying at the house, but I had a gut feeling that would change drastically this morning.


  Last night I had that nightmare of a dream watching my mother being fished out with a hook in her mouth. Now that Lorraine was the enemy, I had to sweat out my demons alone. Which I did. I screamed into my pillow. That seemed to do the trick.


  Later that morning, Shelby, Lorraine and I put on our best personalities and headed over to the lawyer’s office for a reading of the will. The office was located on Montgomery Street. The entire tenth floor. Lots of old-world ambience.


  We sat at a long, sleek conference table for which I guessed a dozen maple trees had had to be sacrificed. We were given bottles of water, a yellow legal pad for notes and a Pentel fine-point pen. The lawyer, Robert Westfield, was at least a hundred years old. He had a demeanor I disliked because, well, I never got along with control freaks and administrative types. He’d chew on the earpiece of his glasses frames when trying to make a solid point. That was a sure sign of an insecure person who never got over teething. Later, I’d find out he was my father’s professor at Yale.


  I shifted in my ergonomic chair several times. Antsy, to say the least. I just wanted it to be over. Tell me where I sign and let me go on with my insolvent life.


  Although I had known Sydney for less than six months, I considered her family and I asked her to come along. She sat there quietly and checked her e-mails with one hand while holding my hand with the other. My palms were sweating, but she didn’t seem to mind.


  Robert scanned the will as if he was checking the spelling on the fucking Bill of Rights. He then looked up and into Lorraine’s eyes. She was more than anxious to hear the results of her windfall.


  “Just get on with it, Robert,” she said.


  “Okay, but you’re not going to like what I have to say,” he said. With serious intonation, he read the fine points of the will. And as expected, my father left the bulk of his estate to his spouse. Pretty much a no-brainer. Which put a smile on Lorraine’s face. But there was a glitch. Lorraine didn’t fit the spouse bill.


  I know, it seems to make no sense. It was a real head shaker. According to the documents, Jeffrey and Lorraine weren’t legally married. They got married in Ixtapa, Mexico, and never registered their marriage certificate, which meant it wasn’t valid under the law in the state of California. They weren’t husband and wife in the eyes of God. If you believed God was watching. Therefore, my mother, Annie Bass, was entitled to the bulk of his estate, and since she was dead, her next of kin would take home the inheritance. That would be me. Yikes.


  Sydney was the first to react. She stood up on the expensive conference table —“Holy Jesus Fuck!” she blurted. Her thumbs were flying as she couldn’t text Mya fast enough. Of course, Lorraine went ballistic. She screamed at the top of her lungs, hurling her bottle of water at the lawyer’s head. Shelby tried to calm her down but it was futile. Her mother turned on her and called her a slut, which sent Shelby out of the room crying and threatening to jump off a bridge like Annie Bass. Killing one’s self must be a leisurely family pastime.


  I tried to reason with Lorraine. “Listen, I’m sure there’s a way we can work things out so you don’t feel so rejected and hurt and a complete failure,” I said.


  “Fuck you, Ollie; I’m no charity case,” she said.


  Well, I had tried to be accommodating, but that backfired. Lorraine took it a step further and threatened to have us all assassinated. A little over the top? Sure. This was the behavior of a bipolar woman who my father never should have been with in the first place. Poor judgment on his part. You have to wonder how they ever got together and what he saw in her. I’m thinking she was a mercy fuck or a rebound girl that got out of control.


  I signed the proper papers, drank my bottle of water and got the hell out of there unscathed and with a smile on my face.


  At the house, I went to my sanctuary in the shower and sat there contemplating the day. I was pretty sure if I looked in the mirror I’d see a look of pure gratification. Mya drove back to Venice Beach with Briggs. Sydney had to go register for the new school semester at Berkeley. She’s crazy bright. Her choices ranged from Stanford to Princeton. She wanted to stay close to me and home. I guess it never occurred to her I might go to school on the other side of the world.


  The house was empty of people and their natural scents. It was calm and peaceful. I hate calm and peaceful. It’s dull and uneventful. I always need some neurotic issue in my life for me to feel attached to the human race. I know it sounds deep, but it’s not. It’s just plain neurotic.


  The next morning I felt fresh. Cleansed. Like a person who had just taken an enema for constipation. Sorry. Ugly illustration.


  Anyway, I took my dad’s 1965 Porsche 356 sc out of the garage. This was his baby. I was reminded of the time when he took me for a ride along the coast. The sun was out because he’d never drive in bad weather for fear of rust. This car hadn’t been outside in years; It seemed to squint when I drove it carefully into the sunlight. (I didn’t have a driver’s license or insurance, so safety and responsibility were important. The last thing I needed was a lawsuit.)


  I started driving aimlessly when I found myself crossing over the Golden Gate Bridge and merging onto highway 101 toward Santa Barbara. This was one of those spontaneous moments that rarely happen in my life. Most of the time I had to plot out my every move or I felt lost. My subconscious had to be working on overtime. I was headed back to Venice to continue the conversation with Briggs about my mother. There was still a void to be filled.


  I was in Santa Cruz when I first noticed that there was only a half a tank of gas left. This presented a huge problem since I split in such a rush and hadn’t bothered to grab my wallet or a change of clothes. There I was without money or a credit card. This was not a very well-thought-out plan. It was only a matter of time before I would roll to a complete stop, stranded somewhere between Salinas and Monterey. Who would I call? Who would come to my rescue? Robert Westfield the lawyer, with a bottle of water and a legal pad? I turned on the radio to drown out the reality of the situation. Aerosmith’s Dream On and the sound of the car purring filled the air.


  Twenty-five minutes later, I thought I was hallucinating. Thought it was a mirage. Keep in mind, it was 2014, so seeing a hitchhiker was something of a phenomenon. The only reason I decided to pick up this guy was in case I needed help pushing myself into a gas station or off to the side of the highway. He couldn’t have been more than 23 years old, tops. Scruffy good looks. My guess, an actor or a model or a waiter. I was right on all counts.


  “Nice car,” he said after about a half a mile. “Steal it?”


  “No. My father died and left it to me.”


  “Lucky you,” he said.


  “Yeah, I agreed. “My mother killed herself, then my father had a massive heart attack and died on the toilet. Can’t get luckier than that.”


  There was a long pause. I knew he’d respond with remorse.


  “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to seem unsympathetic.” He smiled a thin smile. He wasn’t sincere and we both knew it.


  “But you did, so get the fuck out,” I said. And pulled over to side of the road.


  “What? Are you serious?”


  “Always serious. Humor is not my forte,” I said. “Now get the fuck out and go on with your own convoluted life.”


  “I really need the ride. I’m up for a job in L.A.”


  I was feeling malicious, I know. But I think all the grief and pain finally just came to a head and unfortunately I took out my anger on the poor fuck who just wanted a ride to some audition. “If you don’t get out I’ll drive us off the cliff onto the rocks below, we’ll both die and your career will be over.”


  In his best dramatic stage voice, he called me a psycho bitch before he jumped out and ran.


  And then the unexpected happened. A drop of moisture fell on my cheek. Rain? No. Tears. I was crying.


  Jesus, this was a whole new involuntary reaction for me. I tried to catch my breath, but I was out of control. I’m not sure, but somewhere during the course of this emotional outburst I may have called out for my mother. I have to admit this scared me. For a guy who prides himself about being strong willed, this was a first weak moment.


  I sat there for what seemed like an hour. Until I could compose myself back to normal. I looked in the glove box for a tissue. Something to wipe the emotional condensation away. Other than my sleeve. Inside I found, the registration, a toothbrush and a thick envelope. And what I found was a stroke of luck. A blessing, if you were an idol worshipper. Cash. Lots of it. To be exact, twenty-five thousand dollars.


  Who in their right mind keeps that kind of money in a glove compartment? And why? I took a wild stab and decided this had been my father’s getaway project for some time. The car. The money. The toothbrush. He planned to someday take off, leaving Lorraine and never looking back. I never found any tissue and wiped my tears with a hundred-dollar bill.


  I stopped for a bag of chips and gassed up in Santa Barbara. Just so you know, I did have a contingency plan in lieu of the found money. My mother’s diamond ring. I still had it. I told the bus driver that Briggs was my cruel foster parent and I was getting as far away from him as I could. I’m sure he didn’t buy that absurd story, but he still let me ride three miles for free.


  It was raining when I reached Santa Monica and Venice Beach. And only one wiper blade on the passenger side of the car worked so I had to lean to that side to see. I had no idea how I would be welcomed so I got myself a hotel room. Nothing elaborate. One of those beachy-looking places painted Nantucket blue with white trim. But it did have a nice ocean view and complimentary Dunkin’ Donuts coffee.


  My instincts told me to first contact Mya. Feel out the situation before approaching Briggs. I had no way of reaching her but I knew her dog-walking route, so I planned to ambush her on Venice Boulevard near the park.


  By the time I got there it had stopped raining. I sat on the wet park bench impatiently waiting. An hour had gone by with still no sign of her. If I were a smoker there would’ve been at least a half a pack of butts stomped out on the ground in front of me. I started to worry. I don’t know why. I mean, maybe she was sick and wasn’t walking today. My mind ran wild with crazy thoughts. I imagined the worst. The dogs pulling her so hard she lost her balance, tripped and fell on her head against the hard sidewalk. Surrounded by barking dogs, she was bleeding out while callous pedestrians, who don’t want to get involved, ignore her cries for help.


  Fifteen minutes later, Mya finally showed up, thank God. I was drowning in sick, awful thoughts. She had only one dog: Vance’s scruffy mutt. She, of course, was surprised to see me.


  “Holy, crap, Bailey, look who wandered back into the neighborhood,” she said. Bailey barked as if he understood what she was saying. I asked where the rest of her brood was. She explained that she had to quit her walking business to get ready to go back to school. Bailey was a special customer. Of course he was. Briggs was still a factor in her life.


  “You look great,” I said.


  “Thanks. And you look, well, tired and pale and thin.” “Thanks. It’s all the death and sleepless nights that keep me in this kind of substandard physical shape,” I said.


  She laughed a half laugh, gave me a hug, then a kiss on the cheek. I liked the affection. It was something I never really received from anyone in my family. And Mya, who I hadn’t known for very long, was beginning to feel like family.


  “Okay. Seriously. What are you doing here?” she said.


  “Seriously, I came to meet with Briggs. My plan is to apologize for my past behavior in hopes of getting some straight answers about my mom and him. I’m ready to accept the truth,” I said.


  “Very grown up of you, Oliver.”


  “Sure. Grown up. It’s my new persona. But I do need a favor. Come with me? Hold my hand? I could use the moral support,” I said.


  “Because, why? You’re afraid of what?” She said.


  “Conflict. Warfare. Hostilities. Pick one,” I said.


  She nodded knowingly, then smiled. Then she took my hand and led me away like I was one of her canine group. I was a little anxious and felt I needed to stop and pee on a tree first.


  We returned Bailey and found Briggs in his usual spot on the porch. Slightly inebriated. He was wearing his favorite Cream Disraeli Gears T-shirt and drinking a Heineken. He looked like a throwback of the sixties.


  I sat down across from him. Mya stood behind me, her hand on my shoulder. We never said hello or exchanged idle pleasantries. Not even a nod. He took several deep breaths and got straight to the point. It was like he knew exactly why I was there.


  “Your mother was an addict,” Briggs began. “She had problems. She came to me to try and get straight. It was a very difficult battle for her. It all started in college. She hooked up with the wrong crowd and fell into a life of crime to support her drug habit.”


  All I could do was shift nervously. I knew more was coming but hadn’t any idea how bad it was.


  “She was arrested twice for breaking and entering. Once for shoplifting. Once for slapping a cop in the face she claimed grabbed her ass while frisking her for paraphernalia. When you need instant cash you’ll do anything to score OxyContin and cocaine.”


  Briggs lit a cigarette and took a swallow of beer. There was a long, strained pause. You could sense he felt very uncomfortable talking about this. I met Briggs three months ago, but he looked three years older.


  “Howya doin’, Mya?” he said, finally acknowledging she was there.


  “I’m here for support, Briggs. Oliver was, well, nervous,” she said. Briggs nodded knowingly.


  “My mother was obviously a pretty messed up lady,” I said.


  “She was a seasoned addict,” he said. “All because she wanted to experiment with cocaine at a frat party. That was the seed of her addiction.”


  I thought to myself, she didn’t seem like a very strong-willed person if only one hit made her into a high-flying act. Was she that insecure that she needed a crutch? Hearing about her reckless lifestyle was starting to make me wonder if I had been a mistake. That I was the result of some drug-related interlude on her path to God-knows-what galaxy.


  “You ready for more? Your nervous system up to it?” Vance asked.


  “No. Fine. More. It’s all interesting,” I said. I knew the word interesting was the wrong word after I said it. It was a weak response because I was baffled by it all. Briggs continued to enlighten me.


  The next piece of information was way beyond interesting. “She left a note on the kitchen counter the day she killed herself,” he said. “It read: It’s such a lovely day I went for a walk. Be back soon. That was the last I heard or saw of her. It was like she disappeared off the face of the earth.”


  I reacted because this was something that had never been shared after her death. A couple of people walked by, waved and said hello to Vance. He gave them a blasé wave back and lit another cigarette. That made three he had going in the ashtray.


  I needed to rest my brain. I could’ve been in shock. You can only take so much before you crumble. “Okay,” I said. “Actually, I think I could use an intermission right about now.”


  Mya went home. I somehow fell asleep on the porch. Unusual for me, but I was wiped out. Physically, mentally, emotionally. Exhausted from the events of the past few days. The breeze off the ocean felt good. Therapeutic.


  A barking dog in the distance woke me. I rubbed my eyes awake. I felt refreshed even though I had slept for only fifteen minutes. Briggs brought me a slice of cold pizza and an envelope. I started to take a bite of pizza then thought better of it. He opened the envelope. Inside was a four-by-six photo of my mother, naked, sitting on the kitchen tile floor with her legs spread and what appeared to be a baby’s head peering out from inside her vagina. I don’t remember posing for that shot, but it was definitely my birthday without the traditional balloons and party clown on that chilled morning in November.


  “In case you were wondering, I took it myself,” he said. He even claimed he cut the umbilical cord with a steak knife. Jesus Christ, did I really need to know this?


  He went on to explain how there was no time to rush her to the hospital, so they did the best they could. And all this time I thought she delivered me like some frontiersman on the Great Plains. Knowing he helped kind of threw that heroic ideal out the window. I wondered about a few things, so I grilled him.


  “I’m curious, Briggs: Why were you there in the first place? Why was she totally naked? And why in the kitchen? Was she making you scrambled eggs in the nude when things went awry?” He ignored most of my questions and went straight to the important part.


  “Okay. Truth. I spent the night. Your father was out of town and we saw this as an opportunity to be together. Your dad couldn’t have cared less that his wife was about to drop her first kid.”


  Briggs went on to say how he lied and told his wife Kate he was working on a news story in San Francisco. I made an unscheduled stop in San Jose. “If I wasn’t around, who knows what the outcome could have been?” he said.


  “Yeah, I could’ve been delivered in a hospital like a normal human being,” I said. This was where I lost it and hurled one of the wicker chairs across the sidewalk and into the canal, followed by a loud “FUCK!”


  “You have a right to be angry,” he said.


  “Yes I do,” I said.


  “You’ve been through a lot.”


  “That’s an understatement,” I said.


  “Jeffery’s unexpected demise. Lorraine being a total failure in all areas of step-motherhood. And now me throwing you a curve ball. A lot to digest.”


  “Look, I don’t need to be reminded about how my life up until now has been a total disaster and an embarrassment. I came for answers, and I got them. Not the answers I had hoped for, but what did I expect?”


  “What answers were you looking for?”


  “I don’t know. Something more tangible,” I said.


  “Okay. I’ve got tangible for you,” he said. He swallowed hard. I figured he was trying to come up with the proper answer. And then he hit me with a fucking poison javelin right through my heart.


  “I’m your biological father,” he said under his breath, almost embarrassed, but matter of fact.


  I just stood there for a brief moment before answering. “Yes. I know that,” I said with a hint of disbelief and sarcasm just to make his public announcement seem questionable.


  He sensed my uncertainty and reached inside the same envelope and produced a neatly folded piece of paper. It was the birth certificate. The same one Sydney snatched from under the bed. This time, however, I took a closer look. His name appeared as the legal father below the name Annie Michele Landau, my mother’s maiden name. I just stood there speechless while a rush of reality finally surged through me. When that passed I caught my breath and asked aloud, “Why wasn’t I told about this? Why so secretive? What did you people expect to accomplish by holding this back?”


  Briggs lit yet another cigarette. He had to have known this day would eventually come, but he wasn’t prepared for it. The moment seemed to call for lots of honesty. But he caught a break, as Mya showed up unannounced. “I forgot my cell phone,” she says.


  “Does she know about, you know, us being related?” I asked.


  Briggs just shook his head.


  “Related? What’s he talking about?” Mya asked, looking at Briggs.


  I paused a beat before telling her the news. Not that I was nervous; it’s just that this would be the first time I said it out loud and I thought it deserved some space.


  “Seems I was just handed a brand-new father,” I said.


  Mya just shrugged.


  “According to Briggs, and that document he’s holding in his hand, he’s my biological father. Imagine my surprise. Seems Jeffery was a stand in for my first seventeen years.”


  Mya gave it her best. “What? Is this true? And if it is how could you be so irresponsible and not say something sooner?”


  “I had my reasons,” Briggs said as he walked back into the house.


  She was angry. She yelled after him. “So I guess he and Alex are half-brothers, right? You forgot to mention that part of the equation, Briggsy.”


  Adding that to the mix wasn’t a necessary ingredient. Alex being a brother didn’t make me wish I knew him. Or feel neglected that we didn’t get to share ideas. It was totally irrelevant. Actually, Briggs being my father was also insignificant. He and my mother had their reasons to shut me out. Was knowing all this going to make me a better person? Fuck no. I had to sit down.


  “You okay?” she said.


  “Let’s see. I was lied to for seventeen years by a weakling who turned his back on parental responsibility for who-the-fuck knows why.” I yelled my own disapproval. “Screw you Briggs. I don’t need you to survive.” I hurled another object into the canal – a citronella insect candle, I think. I turned to Mya. “Do I appear unstable?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “I was just checking, because I could use a drink,” I said.


  “You don’t drink,” she thoughtfully reminded me.


  “Yeah, well, there’s no time like the present to start,” I said.


  “While my stomach is in multiple knots and I feel unattached from the real world.”


  The neon sign of the Sand and Sea liquor store lit up Windward Avenue like an alcoholic beacon in the night. It was maybe a little too noticeable that I stood outside like a greeter waiting for just the right moment to approach someone to buy me a bottle of wine. Mya was nervous. Thought it was a bad idea. What if I asked a plainclothes cop by mistake? I was willing to take that chance.


  As luck would have it, one of the homeless guys we had interviewed was in need of some spare change. I reminded him who I was. He had no idea. His brain was pulp. Nevertheless, I struck a deal. He’d buy me a bottle, and he’d get one for himself free. It worked out for both of us. I’m betting he had never had a forty-dollar bottle of chardonnay before.


  We sat on that same wooden bench in the park drinking our wine from paper cups. We couldn’t care less that there was a beautiful sunset happening right before our eyes. I was numb. Mya was confused as to what I was going to do next. That made two of us. The one thing I knew for sure was I would keep my plan to enroll in school. I had only a few weeks before the new semester started, so I had to move fast.


  “So, your summer break is almost over,” I said.


  “I appreciate the warning,” she said. “You still planning on Cambridge?”


  “Yes.”


  “Smart. Feed your mind with knowledge. Wipe away the horror of tragedy and move on,” she said.


  Then a familiar voice from behind us echoed through the night air. “Easier said than done, young lady.”


  We turned around to find, of all people, Homeless Dave leaning on his cart as if it were the fender of a sports car. “You can’t wipe away the ugly things in your past like they never existed. There are always reminders.” Dave suddenly became wise, seemingly cognizant of life’s little glitches.


  “Dave, how’s it going?” I asked.


  “It’s going as expected — slow and tedious,” he said.


  I had no idea what to say next, because I knew the man was easily rattled. “You look fit.”


  “Yeah. Let’s dispense with the bullshit small talk, smart guy.”


  He went on to tell me that he decided to sell his mother’s diamond ring for cancer treatments. He needed my help getting the best price available. People have a tendency to take advantage of an indigent who looks as though he’s a thief, he said. Actually, the way he put it was, “They’d call the cops and I’d run until they’d bring me down like a calf in a rodeo and cart me off to prison where I’d get fucked in the ass by some black man with anal issues.”


  He believed I had a strong sense of business and wouldn’t be intimidated by shifty pawn brokers who wanted to screw over their customers. After careful consideration, and some urging by Mya, I agreed to help out. Amazing isn’t it? One day this man tries to slit my throat and now he was a comrade in arms.


  “We should drink to that,” he said. He grabbed the bottle from me and took a healthy swig. “Beautiful bouquet. French. 1962,” he said.


  He then offered it to me as if it were a peace pipe being passed around during a tribal ceremony on an Oklahoma reservation. I refused. “It’s all yours,” I said. “A gift.”


  Knowingly, he wiped the bottle top with his grimy sweat-stained shirt, then offered it again. I still passed. “I’m a germaphobic,” I confessed.


  “Amazing. You probably lick unfamiliar pussy, yet you won’t drink where my lips have touched,” he said.


  I just shrugged. What could I say after something as raw and descriptive as that that would make sense? I planned to meet Dave the next day at a Santa Monica jewelry store that buys gold, antique watches and precious stones.


  I was lying on the spongy, backache-inducing bed with the huge dip in the middle, staring up at the cracked ceiling and wondering if they had been caused by an earthquake or just shoddy construction. Anything to take my mind off the difficult challenges ahead of me. I was exhausted and it didn’t take long to nod off. It hadn’t happened in a long time but my reoccurring dream finally reoccurred.


  I’m lying face up on the wet sand of Stinson Beach. Fully clothed. A peaceful enough picture. I am cold and damp and pretty much dead since I stopped breathing. How I got here is yet another great mystery.


  In this version, an older bearded man walking his dog suddenly approaches. It’s one of those Golden Retrievers. The dog, not the man. He’s not on a leash. Again, the dog, not the man.


  “Excuse me, you okay, son?” he asks. You’d think he’d know I wasn’t okay after the fifth inquiry.


  The man nudges me with his foot. The dog sniffs, wondering if this is a good place for him to relieve himself. Then under a nervous breath the man says, “If you’re dead, I need to call someone to remove your body or the gulls will nip you fleshless.” There’s a pause. What’s he waiting for? I think. Go get help, you old fuck. “Okay, I’m calling for help,” he says, then hustles across the wet sand with his barking dog in tow.


  Just as the bearded man is out of sight the tide comes in, washing over my body several times. I’m washed out into the bay eventually going under and disappearing from view. But before I sink, I open my eyes to get my bearings. Am I dead or what?


  I bob up and down in the choppy water like a hundred-and-twenty-five-pound cork. Yes, I’m a lightweight at five feet nine. In the distance there is that familiar fishing boat with a handful of fishermen on board. Several lines are over the side. Suddenly there’s a bite and my mother appears hooked on a line like a mackerel, furiously trying to free herself. This is where I normally wake up in a cold sweat. Only this time, the nightmare continues without my consent. I see my father sitting naked on the hotel room toilet smoking and drinking a fucking Bloody Mary. He looks frail and seems to have aged a hundred years. He’s breathing slowly and with difficulty. Suddenly, without warning, his entire body is pulled down into the blue toilet bowl water and disappears from view.


  I bolted awake, gasping. That was unexpected for a daytime afternoon nap.


  I spoke out loud. “What in the fuck was the significance of the whole toilet scenario?”


  No one answered. I’d have to figure out the meaning for myself. My interpretation — both my mother and father, if in fact he was my father, were drowning their sorrows. Water was the enemy. Water was my nemesis. I should avoid bodies of water whenever possible. If you have any brains at all, you’ll recognize this as a stretch of the imagination that makes no sense whatsoever.


  I got up, went straight into the bathroom and splashed water on my face. I lived through it, so the water theory wasn’t relevant. I wanted to change into fresh clothes but I couldn’t because in my rush to get away from Pacific Heights, I had brought nothing. I also forgot to lock the front door. A cleaned-out-burgled house could be waiting for me when I return.


  As I went to meet Dave at the jewelry store, Briggs pulled up in his old classic Mustang. This was a shocker on several levels. One, that it was him pulling up next to me like a stalker and two, that the police obviously tracked down his classic stolen car. I kept walking as he slowly drove alongside. He rolled down the passenger-side window. Cigarette smoke billowed from inside.


  “Look, I owe you an apology,” he said.


  “Don’t have time for apologies right now,” I said with some disdain.


  “You have a right to be mad.”


  “Yes, I do. End of conversation,” I said. He totally ignores my bluntness.


  “She had a brain tumor. She didn’t have a lot of time left and ended her pain and suffering sooner. That’s why she jumped.”


  I stopped. Then he stopped the car. Our eyes met. Was he being truthful or was this just another bullshit excuse that was going to lead to his reckless abandonment? I moved closer to the car.


  “Who else knew about this?


  “She told no one,” he said.


  “She told you, though, right?”


  “Of course. She confided in me. We were, you know— we trusted one another,” he said.


  “So, since you knew, why not share the ugly news with, I don’t know, her son? So that he doesn’t have to live with the guilt that he was in some way responsible for her depression,” I said,, raising my voice to a higher pitch by the time I got to the word DEPRESSION!


  “You’re right,” he said. “I made some horrible mistakes. That was one of the worst. That’s why I’m here, to apologize for being a complete asshole.”


  “Too late for asshole apologies. Try an insignificant, lower than life, prick apology.”


  I began to walk away. At a fast pace. I didn’t want to be late for Dave who was counting on me. Not to mention I was tired of dealing with Briggs and his never-ending stories.


  I had to pee in the worst way. I went into nearby Hal’s Bar and Grill on Abbot Kinney to use the head. I’d been there before with Vance. Great place. Great ambience. It was only four o’clock but the place was already busy. Cal Bennett, a jazz sax player, was performing. Never heard of him, but that meant nothing.


  I hustled back to the bathroom and peed as fast as I could. Oddly enough, the Mexican waiter who first recognized the Yankees cap was washing his hands. He remembered me. “Steak, medium rare, baked potato, salad dressing on the side,” he said. I nodded like he was some kind of genius. Truth is, most people who ate there order that particular meal. He had a ninety-ten chance of getting it right.


  I was now late. When I left the bathroom, the place was like a morgue. Quiet. Still. Like an evening with no breeze. Cal Bennett had stopped playing. Everyone turned their attention to the TV behind the bar to see a special news bulletin. At first I thought nothing of it and quickly headed for the front door to go meet up with Dave.


  And then out of the corner of my eye I noticed a photo of Dave flashing on the TV screen. I stopped and became one of the crowd. What the fuck was this about? A newscaster from Channel Eleven was at the scene of a crime, describing a jewelry store robbery in the local Venice Beach area. Just a few blocks from where I was. One fatality they said. It became very clear to me that I was about to freak out when they described an unidentified local vagrant who was gunned down while trying to stop the assailants from stealing his personal stuff.


  My heart sank. I was numb. Frozen, knowing that if I had been on time I could have been killed during the holdup. My bladder had virtually saved my life. I turned to Cal Bennett, who was now standing next to me.


  “Did they catch the assholes who did this?” I said with a crack in my voice.


  “Haven’t a clue, man,” he said. “But it’s a senseless shooting. They said the poor fuck was just trying to protect his meager belongings. Cocksuckers. Senseless,” he repeated.


  I agreed with him then left the restaurant crestfallen. I found myself heading toward the jewelry store. Why? Who knows. I felt an obligation. Also thought maybe I could shed some light, identify Dave and clear any doubts in the event they thought he had stolen the diamond wedding ring. He deserved at least that much.


  When I got there, the entire area was a madhouse.


  Cordoned off with yellow caution tape, it was hard to get close. I tried speaking to one of the cops but it was futile. He told me to keep back in his most unpleasant authoritative voice.


  “Go home, there’s nothing to see,” he said.


  I thought to myself, Maybe he’s right. I should go home and leave all this behind me. Just as I was about to retreat I saw Briggs standing inside the tape speaking with a guy in a cheap suit — I’m guessing a detective because he looked like he stepped out of a Raymond Chandler short story. Our eyes met and he waved me over. I was hesitant. But I thought of Dave and ducked under the tape and crossed to Briggs. He introduced me as his son, Oliver. The color drained from my face. I was right about the man being a detective. Made sense. Briggs was an investigative reporter. He had a slew of relationships with the law.


  The detective seemed stumped. Not about the robbery. He turned to Briggs. “Wait. I thought your son died in a car crash.”


  “He did, Vance said. “You see, Oliver here is ...”


  I interrupted. “I’m the son he forgot to mention because he and my mother were having an affair while she was married to a man I thought was my father but turns out he was just a non-specific husband who recently died on the toilet,” I said. A long beat. What could this man do, except nod and convey a blank, lost stare.


  “I know, it’s very confusing but if you really think about it, it’s also a sick and perverted commentary on deception at its very best.” I took a breath then turned to Briggs, who was ending his series of shrugs.


  “Did you tell him about Dave’s ring and the pricey Tag Heuer watch?”


  Briggs just shook his head. “I was about to when I saw you.”


  I went on to explain everything to this Philip Marlowe wannabe with all the feeling I could muster. The man claimed that in searching Dave no watch or ring was among his personal effects. Only worthless junk.


  This pissed me off, so I came to Dave’s defense. “Excuse me, but that’s total bullshit, sir,” I said. “I was meeting him specifically to help him sell the ring. Look again.”


  Briggs jumped in. “Oliver, the detective isn’t saying Dave didn’t possess the watch and ring; he’s saying they weren’t found anywhere near the crime scene. Right Mac?”


  Mac nodded. A nod that told me this guy was second to last in his class at the academy. Then it dawned on me. “A black sock. Look for a black sock with a knot tied at the top,” I said.


  Mac said he’d ask around, and then walked off in the wrong direction.


  I turned to Briggs. “He was dying of cancer, you know.”


  “What? You sure?”


  “It’s why he needed the cash,” I said. “For treatment.”


  “They’ll perform an autopsy and it’ll reveal what type of cancer and how long he had,” he said.


  “What does it matter now? The man is dead. Dave the homeless guy is no longer walking among us. His worries are over. He’s going to meet the parents he hated in the afterlife. If you believe in immortality, which I don’t.”


  I took a deep breath and leaned against a cop car. I felt I needed some support, and that was all that was available to me. An inanimate object with its red-and-blue lights flashing like a beacon saying some guy just took a bullet here.


  I was still numb. Emotions flare up and sometimes you don’t recognize it. The past few months for me had been a series of heartaches and a stress level that skyrocketed beyond belief. I was surprised I was still able to think logically and focus. God, how I wished I was a big drinker. I’d get plowed and for a few moments I’d forget that Vance Briggs was the seed that brought me into this horrible mess from the get-go. It was his insecurity that prompted Lorraine to send me packing to help tackle his own demons. And I guess it was my selfishness to attend Cambridge that seduced me in the first place.


  Briggs suddenly rested his right foot on the bumper of the squad car. His head faced the ground, and he spoke with a soft reluctance.


  “I have the date tattooed on my leg.”


  “The date?” I said. What date, I thought, December 7th, 1941? Pearl Harbor?


  “Of her death,” he added.


  He rolled up his pant leg and revealed the tattoo on his calf. Nothing special. Just the simple outline of a small heart with the date etched in the middle. Truth, I found it cheesy.


  “Not that I need a reminder,” he said. “It just makes me feel like she’s with me in spirit. Stupid sentimentality? Maybe. Maybe not.” Then he looked at me, I’m sure waiting for a favorable response that would clear him of the guilt that had been haunting him since the morning I appeared on the Spanish tile floor wailing my first breath.


  “So, I’m curious: How much did you pay for that?” I said. You can bet it wasn’t the response he was hoping for. He just smiled and nodded knowingly.


  “I paid dearly, you can be sure of that,” he said.


  By now, Mac the apathetic detective whose suit was wrinkled from the mist in the air, returned from the crime scene inside the store. He has news of what went down.


  According to the store owner, Dave was showing him his stuff for appraisal when the robber came in brandishing a gun, demanding everything in sight. Dave refused to turn over his valuables, so he swallowed the ring, stuck the watch down his underwear and deliberately peed his pants. That’s when the perp went insane and shot him, thanks to Dave’s impudent behavior.


  “So, x-rays will at least reveal the ring, right?” I asked.


  “It should, yes,” Mac said.


  “Eccentric. Dave was an eccentric,” Vance noted.


  “He should be buried with his family heirlooms,” I said.


  Mac informed us that if there was no next of kin to pay for a proper funeral, the city would cremate him and any valuable effects would be given to a homeless shelter in his name.


  I clenched my fist, noticeably angry. This was unacceptable in my opinion. I felt a responsibility. I let Dave down. I made a solemn promise. Well, a promise anyway.


  “I’ll pay for a funeral,” I said, since suddenly I had the funds at my disposal to do that. “He should be buried in the local cemetery. Venice was near and dear to his heart. It was his home. He needs to stay here close to the sand and the ocean and the incredible sunsets.”


  “I’d like to be part of that,” Vance said. “He was a trusted friend.”


  I stuck around until the coroner hauled Dave’s body away in a black plastic bag that resembled a carry-on garment bag. Vance and I didn’t say much after that. It was apparent I was still dealing with this new-father issue. And he was still feeling the guilt about not mentioning it to me.


  Briggs headed for his office. He said it’s where he goes when he wants to be totally alone and ponder shit. Ponder shit were his words, not mine. On my way to the hotel, I took a detour and sat on the Strand wall and texted Sydney with the news. She texted me back to say she was weeping aloud in a coffee shop on Powell Street. People were staring but she didn’t give a fuck. She said as soon as she finished her latte she planned to fly down and pay her respects to Dave, a man she hardly knew. But she felt he could use someone to mourn for him.


  I spent my whole life thinking that my father ( Jeffery) and I were so different, and now that I know the truth, it all makes perfect sense why we had nothing in common. Our genes didn’t match.


  There’s still the question of why? Why did she and Vance Briggs feel the need to keep this a secret? What did it accomplish? Nothing. It proved that they were both good liars. Were they ashamed? I started to feel sorry for myself. Their lie denied me the joy of having my real father visit me on Parents’ Day. Father’s Day cards now seemed meaningless.


  Fuck it; I intended to get answers. The thought of confronting Briggs made me ill. I never would have thought my life would come to a moment like this.


  I never made it back to the hotel. Took another circuitous route. It was about eleven o’clock when I reached Briggs’ office. I stood in the courtyard contemplating if I should knock or just walk away and avoid the inevitable confrontation. The area around me was dark and the only sound was the running water of the fountain that sat like a Mexican shrine in the middle of the courtyard.


  This was a stressful situation. My gut was churning and I felt like I was going to puke into la fuente. Not because I was afraid of facing Briggs. No — it’s what I was going to hear that made me anxious. I knew even beforehand that whatever the reason he abandoned me, I wasn’t going to like it. I would hate him for it. I would hate my mother for it. Nothing good was going to come out of this unexpected visit. So, being the rational person that I’ve always been, I decided to leave. Thinking I could live my life without a reason.


  I got as far as the front wrought-iron gate when his office door swung open and I heard him from behind me. “I had a call from my artist friend Heather who rents the studio above me.”


  I turned back. He was holding a Heineken and smoking a cigarette. My blank stare encouraged him to fill in the details. “Heather. You met her a few weeks ago. Attractive, nice breasts, great body, smells of linseed oil. Anyway, she said she saw you loitering outside, so I came to see what was up before she called the cops.”


  “Nothing is up. I changed my mind. Whatever it was I wanted is no longer important,” I said.


  “Your mother was ...” He paused, took a sip of beer and stomped out his cigarette while struggling to find the right word. “She was sick. Teetering on bipolar disorder. Tipping the point of schizophrenic.”


  Seemed my mother’s maladies kept piling up. She was a drug addict, schizoid and now bipolar. When would it end?


  “Okay, fine,” I yelled at the top of my lungs, “we all have a little bipolar disorder living inside of us, but what does that have to do with why you and her hid the fucking truth from me?” I was loud enough to arouse Heather from her linseed oil studio. She leaned over the balcony. Her breasts rested on the railing. Cleavage, as far as the eye could see. I’d love to have sex with this woman. Sure, like I’d have a chance of ever achieving that ambition except maybe in a wet dream. But you have to think positively.


  “You okay, Briggs?” she called.


  “Fine,” he said. “Just a little family discussion gone awry.”


  She went back inside. Believe me, I had caught that casual description of his. Suddenly I’m family?


  We went inside his office to continue this family discussion. He sat at his desk. I sat across from him in a leather club chair that was worn and cracked and hadn’t been cared for. It’s like I was sent to the dean’s office, awaiting punishment for speaking up and calling a teacher a neo-fascist prick.


  “So, how about some straight-forward answers, Briggs? No bullshit fiction, just real-life facts without the sugarcoating,” I said.


  He lit a cigarette. Why do people who smoke need the help of a cigarette to speak? Is it a confidence builder? Or do they just want to look cool while they construct a sentence?


  “It was your mom’s idea to have me walk away. I know, it’s easy to blame a dead person who can’t defend herself. But that’s the way it happened. Anyway, I didn’t even know she was pregnant with my child until after she married Jeffery. I fought her to leave him and let me help raise my own kid. I even agreed to marry her. Even bought a ring. It was a no-go. She wanted you to have the world at your fingertips. I couldn’t provide that. At the time I was just starting out as a journalist. I barely made ends meet. Lived in a loft apartment in the Haight. When you were old enough to understand, which was at a very early age, I didn’t have the heart to tell you the truth. By then you guys were settled into a comfortable rich lifestyle. Private schools. Nanny. Big backyard. A swing. Upsetting things would have been disastrous. So I let it slide. I allowed you to reap the rewards your mother wanted you to have.” He took a long drag off his cigarette.


  “To the day he died, Jeffery Bass had no idea. The birth certificate was altered.” He said all this as if he had just divulged his sins to a Catholic priest. So I digested what I just learned and took the logical way out — it was kind of like I was adopted by a father and later on tracked down by my biological parent. Was I hurt? Sure. But who do I blame for this? My mother for wanting more for me or Briggs for being a chicken-shit bastard and not fighting harder?


  “You should’ve fought harder, Briggs.” I said, deciding.


  “I did. Every chance I got, I made a move to bring us closer together. The pail and shovel. Your favorite childhood toy. It was a gift from me. It’s the one time your mother allowed me in your life. You guys were at the beach. I met you there with the bucket and shovel. You beamed with joy. Fell in love with it. Slept with it. Ate your Cheerios in it. Peed in it once,” he said. (I hoped that was after the last time I ate cereal in it.)


  I sat still for a minute. The question was, what did I do with this new knowledge? Absorb it, and move on? Or act on it? And if I acted on it, did I accept Briggs as my father and put our family picture on this year’s Christmas card? Should I just erase the memories of Jeffery Bass as a poor role model and parental figure?


  I finally said, “Did it ever occur to you that I might not want to hear any of this in detail?”


  “Yes. But I ignored it and decided it was a good idea that you knew your real cultural heritage. That maybe there might be a chance you got your brains, wit and artistic temperament from me — and if you really think about it, that would make sense because Jeffery is artistically challenged,” he said.


  “Easy to put the man down when he’s six feet under,” I countered.


  “Yes it is,” he said. “Easy. Still challenged.”


  Even so, I still found it hard to understand why my mother kept Vance Briggs from me. There had to be more than he was telling me. Turns out, there was.


  He got up from his desk and crossed to a cabinet, where he retrieved a newspaper clipping from a cigar box. He studied it for a beat. His expression became sober. He crossed back, sat down and slid it across the desk so that it was directly in front of me. Before I even looked at it, I asked what it was.


  “New York Times newspaper article from 2001,” he answered.


  “I was three, spitting up puréed carrots,” I pointed out. “And I was in jail.” He pointed to the article. “That tells you why, if you’re interested.”


  This time I looked closer at the clipping. The headline read: investigative reporter found guilty of assault on a congresswoman allegedly turning tricks.


  “I’m not proud of that,” he said.


  “I should think not,” I said.


  “It was self-defense.” He turned his head toward me and looked into my eyes. “I was doing a story on a Congresswoman who was doing tricks on the side. When I got too close and discovered she was a crook and a political fraud, she tried to kill me with a gun. I ran her down with my car and was convicted of attempted murder, which typically floats between a one-to ten-year prison term. The gun was a toy aimed directly at my head. I had no way of knowing that.”


  “Sure. Understandable. A toy.” This whole thing was sounding like a low-budget movie.


  “I didn’t want to tell a son of mine that his father wasn’t around because he was in the fucking slammer.”


  “I appreciate that, Briggs,” I said.


  You would think I’d be shocked and sickened by this sudden confession. The question was, did I believe him or not? I wanted to. What did he gain by lying to me? Truth, I was … what’s the word … saddened. I kind of felt sorry for Briggs having to spend all those years in solitary with nothing but negative thoughts.


  He closed his eyes and took small breaths. “I’m looking for some forgiveness, Ollie.”


  “Okay, before we go on, let’s establish that I hate being called Ollie.” Briggs nodded.


  “No matter what you heard, or what people claim, I was the one who named you after Oliver Wendell Holmes.”


  “Fine. I’ll give you the credit.”


  The more I found out about my mother, the less she seemed to be the mother who nurtured me. But that was all behind me. I supposed it was time to learn more about my father. About Vance Briggs, ex-convict with a blemished past.


  “FYI,” he said. “The state ordered me to seek out professional help and this is where your stepmother, Lorraine, came into play.”


  Lorraine. Christ, I’d forgotten about Lorraine and her scheming involvement in all this.


  “She came highly recommended by the prison system shrinks,” he continued. “Had to see her once a week to make sure I wasn’t about to run down another person.”


  “Makes sense,” I said.


  “At the time, I had no idea of her connection with Jeffery, you and your mother until it was too late. Until I spilled my guts and revealed my pitiful stories of how I lost a wife to insanity, one son to drugs and the other to fear of rejection.”


  At this point I got up from my chair, opened the office door, inhaled as much fresh air as my lungs would take, coughed, then turned back to Briggs.


  “No offense Briggs,” I said, “but you are one messed up individual.”


  “You noticed, huh?” he said.


  “What happened to the hooker Congresswoman?”


  “She remained a political figure. I never did get to air my story, so the corrupt side of her was never divulged. She could still be turning tricks with horny cabinet members for all I know,” he said. “For the record, she was no raving beauty. She just gave great head. And the price was right.”


  You’ll notice I never asked who she was. Reason was I didn’t really want to know what elected official was sucking cock to gain the popular vote.


  I left Briggs alone with his thoughts and my sand bucket and shovel. I’m sure he wanted some closure on this father/son issue, but I wasn’t ready to commit to anything. I was still digesting the fact that my mother didn’t permit him to be a parental figure in my life and that he didn’t fight it in court even while he was in jail.


  When I got back to the hotel, Sydney was waiting for me. Naked. In bed. Ready to calm my nerves with a blowjob and some feral sex. I passed. Took a shower instead, then ran down the events of the day starting with how Briggs now wanted to take parental responsibility and be a dad, ending with poor Dave’s pointless death. After that discussion, I got my blowjob anyway and fell asleep half way through it. I hope Sydney wasn’t insulted. I was exhausted. I only had a partial hard on anyway.


  It was early morning when we all gathered to bury Dave. The sun had just risen over Venice Beach. The weather couldn’t have been more perfect to put someone in the ground and cover them with earth. I decided not to buy a plot next to Dave’s parents for obvious reasons. He despised them. And even dead, I figured, why cause trouble?


  Vance, Mya, Sydney, myself and a host of people from the homeless community stood near an open grave site as a couple of cemetery workers slowly lowered his twelve-hundred-dollar casket into a freshly dug hole. It was, of course, a solemn occasion. When my mother died they just had a service at the waters edge, since they never found her body. Jeffery wanted me to wear a suit and tie. At the beach, on the sand, in the misty fog. I refused. Even at five, I never saw the logic behind the gesture. What is the significance of looking nice for the dead? Out of respect? For who? The weepers and mourners? I guarantee they’re not commenting on how wearing khakis and a Hawaiian shirt is rude to the memory of grandma. I’m using grandma as a metaphor by the way. In any case, there have been too many deaths. Too many burials. Too many sad memories to absorb in a lifetime.


  Vance had offered to say a few words. It was evident he was nervous. He swallowed hard a few times. Cleared his throat. Hadn’t shaved in a month and had a serious untrimmed beard. I thought he fit in quite well with the homeless community.


  “Today we mourn a fallen friend, tomorrow he becomes a memory in our hearts and minds. That’s how it works. The dead get memories. The living get grief,” he said. There was a pause while most of the people tried to understand what the hell he meant by that. I knew exactly.


  “Well, that was depressing,” I said.


  Sydney and Mya each placed flowers on the casket. Very thoughtful of them. Some of the homeless lifted their favorite beverage in the air and drank to yet another fallen comrade taken by life on the fucking city streets.


  The burial was over. Simple. Done. No fuss. People began to leave. Not many tears. Mostly just wondering who would be next. You could look into their eyes and see it in their rugged sun-dried faces, which one of them it would be.


  I turned to the girls. “Anybody up for breakfast? It’s on me.”


  Before they could answer, Briggs jumped in. “I think it’d be a good idea if we all paid our respects to Alex while we’re here.”


  “Leave me out,” Mya said.


  “Yeah, I’ll pass, too. I’ve paid enough respect for one day,” I said.


  “You realize he’s your half-brother?” Briggs asked. “Look, you may be my biological father, which I’m still not sold on by the way, but that’s as far as it goes,” I said. “Anything else that may arise with that title I totally dismiss as bullshit coincidence.”


  Sydney, as always, came to my rescue. She spoke under her breath. “Relax, Oliver; it’s just a headstone. A piece of rock. You don’t have to carry on a civil conversation and express any sort of grief. You look. You nod. You walk away forever. That’s your choice.”


  She was right. But then, I thought, was that what I was so ill at ease about? Being part of Briggs’ idea of a sick family reunion or the realization that I had a half-brother who was an addict and whose DNA ran through my system?


  I turned to Briggs, skeptical but hopefully reassured. “Okay, Briggs, you got my attention. But don’t expect any sort of reverential reaction from me.” I said.


  Ten minutes later. Briggs, Sydney and I were standing in front of a rather uninteresting headstone. Nothing unique except for the inscription, that blew my mind. It read, In loving memory of Alex Oliver Briggs. I was shocked, stunned and pissed. All those emotions. He gave him my name. He fucking gave him my name.


  I yelled, “You fucking gave him my name? You got some pair of balls, Briggs.”


  I needed to get away— fast. I grabbed Sydney’s hand and pulled her as hard as I could. She nearly tripped and fell over Hunter J. Blaisdell’s headstone, whoever the fuck he was, but recovered. I didn’t look back at Briggs.


  Sydney said exactly what was on her mind. “That was wrong of him. He went too far. I’ve lost total respect for this man. He’s a prick. End of story.”


  Briggs followed, trying to soften the blow. “It was an homage to you, man. Come on, I thought it was a fitting gesture for both my boys.” I was a good hundred yards from him by then. “Your mother approved of it, I swear,” he called.


  “I’m driving straight back to San Francisco. You coming?” I asked Sydney.


  “Absolutely,” she said.


  I’ve always been ready for everything that has happened in my lifetime. Even when I wasn’t ready, I was prepared. I had the ability to adjust to whatever was thrown at me — intellectually, physically, psychologically, romantically. Until now. You can take only so much emotional pummeling before it makes you think about your own mortality and wonder how you’re going to go out. Jumping off a bridge? A random shot by a holdup man? Straining your bowls on the toilet? Or maybe overdosing on drugs. Without seeming selfish, I’d like to die of old age while fucking an attractive girl with a high IQ and a distinguishing quality for interesting conversation. In other words, I don’t want to die of boredom. I’d love her to recite Keats while I’m climaxing and at the last passage of Ode to a Nightingale have a massive heart attack. That, in my opinion, would be death at its finest twenty minutes. Maybe twenty-five, if I can keep a hard-on during congestive heart failure.


  It was three a.m. on the following week. I was fast asleep when I got a call from a hysterical Mya telling me that Briggs accidentally drowned while surfing in the dark with his artist friend Heather Wilcox.


  I just sat on the edge of the bed, stunned and speechless. I’m sure the color drained from my face. My mouth got that dry, cottony feeling. My immediate reaction — I knew how the Kennedys must’ve felt. An onslaught of family crises that seemed to never end.


  I got up and headed for my inner sanctum — the shower. The house was void of activity. Not a sound of another person to be heard or relay the tragedy to. This was the first time I realized with brutal honesty — I was alone. Alone with my own thoughts. Alone in my own world. Alone. Just plain fucking alone.


  Rather than just sit in the corner of the shower and pine as I usually did, I stood there for a minute then turned on the cold water and let it cascade over my head. When I felt the time was right, I screamed out of pure necessity and cried for help. Help to let me understand what God was intending for me. (I know — I’d already declared that I was a committed atheist, but under the circumstances I was starting to think otherwise.)


  I fell to my knees. It was hard to tell the tears from the shower stream. If I wasn’t a logical person, I’d almost swear the shower, that had been with me through all the ups and downs, was feeling my pain and crying along with me. I know; it was a ridiculous assumption. Thing was, I wasn’t thinking straight.


  For a split second I thought about cutting my wrists and joining the rest of my family. But there was no fucking way. I’m too damn selfish. I had financial security and I still intended to get a solid education at Cambridge. I had to think positive. I was not like the rest of those people. They were weak with no direction. I had a direction — to find happiness. If not happiness, at least freedom from danger.


  I’d said my goodbyes to Shelby and suggested she either stay at my house or try to tolerate living with her mother in the rental house until she could run away from home. I texted Sydney, who was on her way to meet Mya and help put Briggs to rest. Since we were on the subject, I still wasn’t sure if Jeffery was my father or Briggs. What I did know is that my mother had a random sex life and any one of several men could be “daddy.” So losing Briggs wasn’t the end of the world for me. I felt bad he died but I truly believed it was just his turn.


  It was early morning. The sky was clear.


  It was also a terrific/safe day to fly. I was on British Airways headed for London’s Heathrow Airport for the opening session of the new school year at Cambridge. Enrollment was a breeze. I must say, I was ecstatic. I intentionally got a window seat just so I could look out and see Stinson Beach for maybe the last time.


  I look down and there I am, lying face up on the wet sand, looking up at me. I’m fully clothed in exactly what I’m wearing on the plane, a long-sleeve button-down shirt, a scarf around my neck, khakis, loafers with no socks and Ray Bans sitting on the top of my head for style points. A peaceful enough picture. I rubbed my eyes, blinked and shook my head because this made no rational sense. It had to be a hallucination. Maybe the flight attendant drugged my ginger ale. Maybe I had a brain tumor. But I was smarter than to think any of that.


  What I surmised was this — my subconscious was working overtime. Flashing distant memories because I was leaving it all behind. Taking on a new journey with no looking back. I mean, sure, you can look back. But you know what’s so great about memories? You can turn them on or off whenever you want. You control your thoughts. And the really depressing, dismal ones that keep you up at night and bring you to your knees in a cold shower, that’s when you get creative and break out your pail and shovel and bury them in the sand.


  I switched gears and reached in my backpack and brought out the photo of my mother and me sitting on the beach on that warm, sunny Venice day. I stared at it. Always hoping it would come to life. Then for a second I pondered on the photo of Alex and his mother. In some selfish, thoughtless way, I didn’t want his photo to come alive but fade and yellow with the years.


  The person sitting next to me glanced over. She was very attractive. Dark hair. Maybe forty-ish. American. Nicely dressed. Great skin. Possibly a lawyer, definitely a professional business-type woman. She couldn’t help but comment.


  “Your mother?” she asked.


  I nodded, almost reluctant to make it known.


  “Beautiful lady,” she said.


  “Thanks. She killed herself when I was five. If you lean over and glance out the window, she jumped from the Golden Gate right below the left wing.”


  “Sorry,” she said.


  Everybody says they’re sorry. It would be nice and honest, if once in a while I got she must’ve had a good reason.


  “Anybody in your family ever commit suicide?” I asked.


  Caught off guard by my abruptness, she showed no expression at all. She just slowly shook her head, then in a shallow whisper said, “Not that I’m aware of.”


  “Too bad. You don’t know what you’re missing. It’s a riveting experience. First nausea sets in, then you feel faint, then you actually do faint, then someone breaks an ammonia capsule under your nose, you snap out of it, and wind up living with your father, who as it turns out really isn’t your father at all but a fucking imposter.”


  “Sounds horrible,” she said. “But it also appears you got through it.”


  “Oh, I got through it all right. I’ve got the emotional scars to prove it. Don’t get me wrong: My life up ‘til now has been more than satisfactory. I got accepted to Cambridge carrying a four-point-eight GPA. I have financial security and three female friends who care about my wellbeing. One of whom I’ve had incredible sex with.” This woman did not flinch from my bluntness.


  “Friends are important,” she said.


  “Agree. You have kids?”


  “Kids? Uh, no. No time for kids. I travel a lot. Sales rep for a pharmaceutical company.”


  Jesus, if I were a user this would have been the perfect opportunity to seize some free samples. A regular fetching drugstore sitting next to me. I thought of Alex, my so-called half-brother. He’d be like a kid in a candy store fawning over this lady.


  “Besides, it’s too late for me,” she said. “I’m fifty. Fifty is pushing the gestation period.”


  “Well, I see it as a plus for you,” I said. “The responsibility is overwhelming. Most kids are nothing but trouble. It’s a crapshoot on the child that crawls out of the uterus screaming for air. Doctor, lawyer, serial killer? You never know. Some take drugs and overdose, others are stupid teenagers who get pregnant because they let their sex drive overtake their common sense. And then there are kids in my category. Rebels. Nonconformists, who fight the establishment, test the collective community and get booted out of elitist schools because they’re smarter than the fascist, right-wing conservatives running the fucking institution.”


  “Interesting concept,” she said.


  “It’s not a concept, it’s a proven fact. By the way, you look great for fifty,” I said. “I mean, fifty is still young, but whatever it is you’re doing, and swallowing and rubbing on your skin, don’t stop. It’s working.”


  “Well, I appreciate the compliment,” she said with just enough modesty to convince me she knew she was hot. Okay, I might have just gone too far with the compliments. Maybe a little pushy, coming on too strong. But seventeen is a jumping-off point for taking down older women.


  “The deal with my mother is, she just had a series of bad breaks and chose the wrong path, the wrong men and found a quickie solution to end her pain and misery,” I continued. “Death. Boom. Game over. Some would call her selfish to leave a child behind to fend for itself. I felt no contempt. In a way I found it courageous.” I took a needed breath and a sip of my ginger ale. “Okay, that is complete bullshit. I’m lying. I missed having a mother around.”


  Another pause. This was when the affection began. This was where she put her hand on my hand for comfort. I could feel my heart racing. I was turned on. Fucking turned on. I was getting a boner. I tried to change the subject to prevent her from looking at my pants rising. “You sure you don’t want to look out and see where she, you know, leapt?” I said. “I realize it’s not the Grand Canyon, but in my mind it’s just as historic.”


  “Look, uh ...”


  I helped her out and filled in the blank. “Oliver. Oliver Bass,” I said with a sense of pride and confidence.


  “Look, Oliver, you’re very charming and bright for such a young man. There’s no shame in crying for the mother who deserted you and left you alone and scared.”


  Scared? I never said I was scared. But I didn’t interrupt because I loved the fact that she was touching me softly. Nothing like Lorraine ever did. Nothing like I remembered my mother ever doing. Soft, gentle hands that seemed to have a positive effect on me.


  She told me, “I understand your pain. I was recently rejected by a person I thought I could count on. No notice, no hint, she walked out the door and never looked back. I was devastated, hurt and wanted to end my life.”


  Jesus fuck, suicide? I was like a yellow porch light that attracted head cases with psychological traumas.


  By now my penis was soft again. The mention of another woman and suicide was a complete turn off. Well, not completely. The idea of fucking a lesbian was invigorating. There was something about her that was honest and protective and sexy.


  I asked myself: What in the hell does all this mean? I’m sure it stems from an Oedipus complex. Even so. I’m also certain that this is what a lot of what I’m going through right now is all about: The male child’s desire to sexually possess the parent of the opposite sex. Am I in some sick, macabre way thinking about fucking my own mother? Holy crap. The sound of that makes me wanna puke. But not an unlikely craving according to Freud, so it’s not that disgusting or extraordinary. With that, the desire to puke became less of a complication.


  The seat belt light flashed on. We were about to hit a patch of turbulence according to the pilot. I was familiar with turbulence and chaos. My summer in Venice proved to be just that and more. As we hit the rough patch, my new lesbian friend reached over and grabbed my hand. Slightly squeezing it. I wasn’t sure if she thought I was frightened or that she was just being overprotective in a way a mother would be. Either way, I liked the attention she was giving me. I’m sure my story had made a lasting impression. I hoped she wasn’t feeling sorry for me. The last thing I wanted was pity. From anyone. Especially from someone I intended to fantasize about later while servicing myself.


  I put my seat in the recline position. Leaned back. Slipped on the complimentary sleep mask and settled in for a long trip and a longer life. I was interrupted by a baby’s cry coming from economy class. Soon after the whining stopped. I assume it found its mother’s nipple to shut itself up.


  My seatmate’s hand was warm as she began to interlock her fingers with mine. I thought back to when my own mother would pamper me. I tried to remember a time, but I didn’t. Nothing came to mind. Guess I was too caught up in the moment to recall my early childhood.


  I was still grasping the picture of my mother and me on the beach. The only real memory I ever had. A pail, a shovel, a mound of sand. I peeked under the sleep mask and glanced at it, then immediately tucked it into my shirt pocket. A strange feeling of loss came over me. I promised myself this would be the last time I ever looked at it again. This would be her final resting place. Why? It was time to evolve.


  I took a needed breath and slowly exhaled. I could feel the air conditioning slowly drift above me from the outlet onto my forehead. It felt good. I felt good. I felt a sense of maturity.


  I never got to know the lesbian’s name or why she considered suicide. But it didn’t matter. It was her personal conflict that she trusted enough to share with a total stranger. I took the liberty of guessing that she was running from her troubles. She never alluded to it, but I saw it in her eyes and felt it in her touch. She was an equal in that respect. Unattached and afraid of commitment. I heard someone cough a few rows behind me, and I was reminded of the air we shared and the germs that were floating through the cabin. Deadly germs that could get into your nervous system and destroy you in a matter of days, maybe even hours.


  Question — was there not a person on the planet who hadn’t considered wanting out before their time is up? I say yes. See, I’m still waiting for my time. Oh, don’t worry, it’ll come. I’m just not sure of when, where or how. Doesn’t really matter though, does it? It only matters to the people you leave behind and the guy with the shovel who digs the hole on a cloudy/dismal day. Never fails. Always dismal during burials. Dreary. The weather echoes the mood.


  I think by now it’s obvious I have this obsession with death. It’s a matter of choice. Some kids are fanatical about computer games.


  Tonight, I would be sleeping in unfamiliar student housing with three total strangers. Probably Brits who spoke proper English and who would try to make light of my American accent and my forward-thinking radical point of view. I thought, fuck them, even before I tangled with them. Trust me, the fight was coming.


  I went to brush my teeth and wash my face in the sterile loo that reeked of English lavender and the smoky atmosphere of English Ovals cigarettes. I was exhausted as shit, experiencing jet lag, yet there I was, staring up at the ceiling cracks that had been there since, probably, who knows, Churchill masturbated on this same royal pediatric mattress. I started thinking of clever comebacks to fight off the tenured faculty pricks and reflect on how I got here and where this place would eventually take me.


  It was around 3 a.m.


  I was still wide awake and I could see the fog beginning to roll in through the one window in the room they’d provided us. I’d counted every ceiling crack. Three times over. I could hear my roommates tossing and turning. Some were talking in whispers. Probably about me. Paranoid? No. Yes, maybe a lot.


  My mind started to drift, anticipating how I’d respond to the pretentious fucks on parents visiting day who see me standing alone at the punch bowl. If I’d choose to be defensive or even apathetic. I’d prepare myself with some form of the truth to shove in their pasty faces. Or not. I could opt to just tell them to piss off. Harsh? You bet. Straightforward is in my genetic makeup.


  I’d been away from home (and I now use the term home loosely) for less than 24 hours and I already missed the girls. They were my support system. They gave me the strength to accept death as a part of life. My lids suddenly grew heavy. My eyes finally wanted to close. Thank God. (Remember, that’s an expression, not a belief.) I rubbed my temples to soothe my stress and thought, what if I didn’t wake up and all this living I’d endured up ‘til now was for nothing? My aspirations and goals, shattered. Sure, it was negative, but say it happened; then what? Then it was all a complete waste of energy. Right? I was right.


  I released a sigh. Followed by a belch and a repeat of the shepherd’s pie they served for dinner. Disgusting the second time around. I began to fade. A deep enough loss of consciousness where an illusion started to form on the tip of my brain. I see my mother waving to me from the Bridge. I wave back. I’m five. Adorable. She looks angelic before she hits the water like a cement block. Once she goes under, I’m seventeen and wide awake again.


  I coughed several times, harshly. Hacking up some nasty cadmium yellow phlegm. The sound bounced off the walls like bad opera, awakening a couple of my roomies, who made some sort of lowbrow, derogatory comment. I believe wanker was the proper term they used. I responded, telling them to fuck off or I’d pay to have them circumcised in their sleep. That seemed clever enough to shut them up, since their basic belief was that normal people didn’t mutilate the genitals of children. It’s called keeping good hygiene you foreskined pricks, I yelled to myself.


  Little did I realize that night would go down in my date book as one horrific moment, which I planned to underscore with a Day-Glo yellow highlighter. It was the genesis of tuberculous. Yes, you heard me right. T fucking B. The lost and semi-forgotten respiratory illness that had returned to American soil via who the fuck knew. India, I think, was the major contributor. Which in retrospect, was my tipping point.


  Thing is, about a week ago when things were at their most destructive peak, I had this vivid premonition that imminent disaster was coming my way. And there I was, fighting off the Angel of Death myself. Not that I believed in such a dark concept. But it was the best way I knew to describe the feeling that I was feeling. But I won’t let those motherfuckers win. (I’m talking about the human race in case you’re wondering.)


  I started questioning my reasons for even coming to London. Did I still yearn for a degree in history or political science or law or fucking rugby for that matter? Or was I wasting precious time when I could be living out a life of nonconformity, becoming a Bohemian free spirit and living off the inheritance I acquired through deadly mishap and rare misfortune? Who the fuck knew my fate. Anybody in my shoes would probably skip the college education and just kill time until their nervous breakdown came along. Sensible, I think. Maybe not.


  At 3:45 a.m. my cell phone rang and awakened everyone like a fucking fire alarm drill. Besides the Kings English, I was cursed in several other languages. I looked at my caller ID and saw that it was Sydney. I couldn’t just not take the call. Rude. Besides, I wanted to talk. I was feeling exceptionally lonely.


  “Hey,” I said. “What a perfect surprise at four in the morning.”


  “I know, I’m in the wrong time zone but I just had to speak with you. I’m emotionally unraveled and this was my only alternative other than flying over. Maybe we can have some phone sex if you’re up for it,” she said.


  “Not a good idea, Syd. I’m surrounded by sleeping students who will not appreciate the outburst of sexual pleasure.”


  “I’m calling you from Briggs’ house.”


  “You’re in Venice?” I asked.


  “They’re selling his place to the highest bidder on Friday. At auction. I was rummaging around and found a last will in the kitchen drawer. Official. Drawn up by lawyers right after his son died. You sitting down?”


  “Lying down, Syd. I’m in bed,” I said.


  “He left the house to you,” she said. A few beats. “Did you hear me?


  I heard. But chose not to react. This was not one of those “jumping for joy” moments. That dump was the last piece of real estate I’d want. It should be condemned then burned to the ground. The land was worth more than the structure.


  “Yeah. Syd, listen I really don’t think I wanna step forward and claim Briggs’ place. In all fairness, I don’t see him as family, no matter what documents he coughed up,” I said. There was a pause as she worked up the nerve to tell me the real reason she called.


  “Okay. But I have an alternative notion that could benefit both me and Shelby and even Mya if she’s up for it.”


  “Up for what?” I said.


  “You take the house and let us live there. Rent free, of course. Shelby needs a place. I could use a place. Lorraine is getting to be more of a handful. She’s not a fit mother. She’s totally lost all signs of professionalism. She gave one of her patients a slap in the face to make a point about sexual assault. It made the papers. They’re going to revoke her license to practice. So what do you say? Good idea? Yes? No? Maybe? I’m crazy? What do you think?” she said in one breath.


  “Let me sleep on it, Syd,” I said. Then I signed off.


  This was a lot to consider. Shelby needed space from Lorraine, who seemed to be sliding downhill, and I could change all that. But I’d have to admit to people that I was related to Briggs. Confess being his son. If we didn’t have him cremated we could’ve had a DNA test. But I had to ask myself. Is this such a bad admission? I couldn’t be more embarrassed about Jeffery dying on the toilet and my mother, a declared drug addict, killing herself and making the front page of the San Francisco Chronicle.


  I got out of bed, walked into the loo as quietly as possible and sat on the shower floor in my boxer briefs. My usual contemplation position. Not the same beige travertine tile I had at home. Fifteen minutes later one of my roommates came in to pee. He noticed me and asked if I was OK.


  “I’m fine,” I said. “This is where I do most of my serious thinking.”


  “You Americans are bloody bonkers,” he said.


  I nodded and took that as a compliment. Before he left I asked for his advice. He said his name was Simon and that he was from Sunderland, England. The same city where Dave Stewart of the Eurythmics came from. This was a random piece of useless information. Anyway, I proposed the question:


  “So, if a person who claims to be your biological father dies and leaves you his piece of shit house on the canals of Venice, California, but you’re reluctant to accept because, well, he fucked your mother, who eventually committed suicide, what would you do? Take the house or not?” I asked.


  Simon was naturally baffled and also appeared afraid. He looked at me like I was a warlock. First, he told me to stay away from him for the rest of the school year. Then he said, “Take the bloody house. You must’ve meant a lot to this bloke. Even though he’s dead, you’ll hurt his feelings.”


  “So, you think the dead still have feelings? Even though their brain power, wisdom and judgment are also deceased, too?” I said.


  “Yes. I do,” he said.


  “Are you on drugs?


  “Yes. I am,” he said. “Xanax. For depression.”


  “Then that explains your ridiculously stupid answer.”


  He just nodded and walked away. He was not a candidate for the debate team. I came to discover later his father put up the money to build a new library. Hence his low grade point average was glossed over for a pile of quid. Even so, I took his advice, and made an adult decision about the house – I called the lawyer, his name escapes me, the guy with the bottled water and the expansive conference table and had him put the house up for sale – the house in Pacific Heights that is. I decided to hold on to the dilapidated Venice property.


  The sun was rising and I was still wide awake in the shower. Never slept. Never closed my eyes. 7 a.m. Cold. Damp and uncomfortable. My butt was killing me from sitting on cold tile all night. In a matter of a few minutes the bathroom was rushed by two early risers. One dashed for the toilet. He farted as he pissed. The other guy, so overweight he couldn’t see his own dick. He was totally naked, with barely any body hair. He stood before me holding a bar of soap and a towel. He wanted to take a shower but was caught off guard when he saw that it was already occupied.


  “Pardon me, mate, but you’re in my way,” he said.


  “Gimme another five minutes, mate. I’m just about done,” I said.


  “Done doing what? Crowding the shower floor like a fucking yoga mannequin?” he said.


  This guy was nothing more than an arrogant condescending hostile prick.


  “Meditating. I’m a Hindu,” I said.


  “You’re a bloody nut case, is what you are,” he said.


  This was when I closed my eyes and started to chant something I made up on the spot. He took serious umbrage and turned the water on me. When the water first came out it was rust brown, and then slowly it began to clear up. I didn’t move a muscle. I hardly flinched. I let the ice-cold water cascade over me while continuing to chant the lyrics to John Lennon’s “Give Peace a Chance.”


  Everybody’s talking about


  Bagism, Shagism, Dragism, Madism


  Ragism, Tagism, this-ism, that-ism


  Ism ism ism --


  And then I nonchalantly got up, let the water continue to run and looked this fuck straight in the eye. I noticed one eye was blue and the other as green. Like a Siberian husky. Interesting as well as eerie.


  I said, “You may think I’m some kind of pussy, but let me demonstrate in the most uncomplicated possible way that I’m no such animal.”


  With that subtle warning — BOOM — I punched him directly in the nose. He fell back, staggering. This, by the way, was the second time I’d actually hit a person in a matter of weeks. And like the first time, it felt, well, abnormal. My knuckles were stinging. Blood dripped down his naked, hairless, stark white chest. (For the record, I am not some sort of bully. He started this battle. He threw the first punch by turning the brown rusty water on me. I had no choice but to defend my honor.)


  I gave him some sage medical advice. “Lean your head back and put pressure on your nose with your towel,” I said. He looked teary eyed and queasy. “Don’t cry. Hold back. If you cry people will think you’re a coward and lose respect for you for the remainder of your school year, not to mention later into your career they’ll see you as weak, lacking the power to perform harrowing tasks that take courage. Cheers,” I said. Then I walked away. He went under the shower to rinse the blood that flowed down the drain like a red river.


  Having established myself as a Yank with a set of balls, I was feeling a sense of self-confidence. This, however, was only one of many confrontations I’d face with the student body and faculty. I admit, I loved the challenge. I was back where I felt most comfortable. Fighting the system and the people running it.




  Chapter 7


  Addenbrooke’s Room #402


  A month had passed.


  I’d made a few new friends, mostly women. No Americans. Swedish, English and German. A culturally diverse group. Especially this one German girl, Emily, who liked to suck American men off because it represented a high degree of status, according to her. Who knows. She was probably just a nymphomaniac. I’d also made a handful of enemies, mostly guys with bad attitudes and buzz cuts, who look like they stepped out of an Aryan Nation menswear catalog.


  On the plus side, I was doing well academically and seriously considering a career in medicine. I know. Insane. What prompted me, God knows. Maybe after witnessing all that death and despair, I wanted to give back and help save people’s lives with a comforting bedside manner and a 90-day supply of Prozac.


  I have to be honest: Here in Britain it wasn’t the same illuminating sunrise I’ve witnessed at the beach — the smell of the salt air, screeching seagulls skimming across the white caps, diving for crustaceans and scavenging for fresh breakfast garbage. Not the same sunrise with the sunlight streaming through my bedroom window casting a blinding beam into my face, forcing me to put on my Ray Bans before getting out of bed to pee while exhibiting a serious hard on. Not even a close match as far as sunrises go. But these gull-less mornings would have to do until I got homesick for the sand between my toes, my childhood pail and shovel and a reminder of where I came from and who I was – rather, once was. Who I once was.


  I was at Cafe Carringtons, a small local eatery in the heart of historic Cambridge. I was having a ham and cheese panini when I was approached by a girl in a London Fog trench coat with the collar turned up. Cliché. Yes. But kind of sexy.


  She sat down without an invite. She smiled. She was very cute. She was a Brit, so she spoke in a traditional English accent. Very proper. She began or ended every sentence with the word “lovely.” This, I admit, could become very annoying.


  “Hello. My name is Vivian Lambert.” She extended her hand to shake mine. I reciprocated.


  “Oliver Bass,” I said.


  “Lovely to meet you, but I know who you are,” she said. “And you know, because?”


  “Because I am Mya’s second cousin, on my mum’s side.” “Really,” I said. “Your mum’s side.”


  “She e-mailed me about you coming to Cambridge and thought I should ring you up. Instead I made a personal appearance.”


  “Okay. Well. What a treat. Nice to meet you, Vivian. I’ll be sure and tell Mya we connected,” I said. I then went back to eating my panini. She didn’t leave. She didn’t take the hint that I wasn’t in the mood for company.


  “I like your style of clothing.” she said.


  “Thanks. It’s a matter of convenience more than style. Nice talking to you,” I said without looking up.


  “Excuse me, I understand you want me to leave but Mya made it perfectly clear that I was not to be intimidated by your bold tactics and stand my ground.”


  “So far you’re doing a great job of it.”


  With that said, I got up and walked away, leaving her with my half-consumed panini.


  I was sort of in a confused state when I stepped off the curbed and failed to notice the lorry heading directly for me. You tend to forget they drive on the opposite side of the road in this backwards country. Looking both ways is a must in Britain. Especially for Americans.


  The last thing I remembered was hearing the screeching of brakes and then flying twenty feet into the air like being shot out of a fucking circus cannon, landing in a crape myrtle bush, instead of a net. The girl, Vivian, was on her game and called an ambulance straight away. How lovely is that?


  They took me to Addenbrooke’s Hospital. Nice enough digs. Clean. Sterile. Nurses. Doctors. Drugs. All the distinguished markings of an impressive medical facility. I was not unconscious, but I did suffer a concussion and a fractured wrist trying to break my fall. Painful? Hell, yes. Thank God for the OxyContin, codeine and morphine. I can understand now how my mother and Keith Richards got hooked on narcotics.


  They took an MRI, a CAT scan, drew blood. The whole a la carte menu. When they came in with the lab results, the look on the doctor’s face was a telltale sign that something was not quite “lovely.”


  “I’m afraid I have some disturbing news, Mr. Bass,” he said. Disturbing. Not a good word to include in a sentence when you’re lying in a hospital with wires attached to you. At least he didn’t mention notifying my next of kin. “We detected a tubercular microorganism in your blood stream,” he said.


  Oddly enough I was relatively calm. Unshaken. It wasn’t like he said they’d have to amputate my wrist and fit me for a prosthesis. So, there I was diagnosed with a strain of TB. But not to worry; it got better.


  “It’s treatable,” he said with an air of confidence. However, I needed to be quarantined for a fortnight. (Two weeks in language that’s not as fucking stiff.) I was put in room 402. A nice enough view of an English garden where rehab patients roamed around rose bushes in terry cloth robes and slippers. I was not contagious, but they fitted me with a protective mask and told me school would have to be put on hold for a while.


  It was close to a month before I was finally allowed visitors. The first and only was Vivian, Mya’s cousin. She told me she felt responsible for me being run down by the lorry. She brought me a cold ham and cheese panini as a peace offering. Truth is, a cold blowjob would’ve been much better.


  I wasn’t permitted to leave the hospital but I rebelled and ignored their rules. Vivian snuck me out for a drive in the country in her classic 1992 Mini Cooper. Unlike Briggs’ Mustang, this car was in amazing condition.


  “I detail it myself every week,” she said. “This is my baby. This is my hobby. No, this is my obsession. This is what I get off on.”


  “You hear about people who are in love with their cars, but I’ve never actually met one in the flesh,” I said.


  “There’s a whole new breed of car fanatics out there,” she said. “Some people play cricket, we polish chrome.”


  The fact that she and I were on the same page when it came to being manic made me comfortable. I soon discovered that she was an only child whose parents died in a car crash. A plane hit them.


  “Jesus,” I said. “How is that fucking possible?”


  “A small engine plane was in trouble and needed a place to set down. Its only chance was to bail on a stretch of highway a few miles from the university. Early morning. Thick, dense, impenetrable fog. My parents were on their way to work. They were both faculty members in the Art Department. The plane exploded on impact. No survivors. Just one bloody mess of airplane and auto parts strewn everywhere.”


  I stuck my head out the window like a retriever and sucked in as much fresh air as my lungs could take. The brutal accident had affected me really badly.


  “They were driving a ‘92 Mini. Just like this one. An homage to them, I suppose.” Her voice cracked as she said it.


  We drove to Notting Hill. A district in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea in central London. It was very run-down until the eighties, but now had a reputation as an affluent and fashionable area known for attractive terraces of large Victorian townhouses and high-end shopping and restaurants.


  We pulled up to a three-bedroom flat that was located over a bistro called Cafe Lorraine’s. I was thinking this had to be a bad omen of some sort. No way was I stepping foot in this place, I said to myself. I was sure of getting food poisoning. Fortunately, I said nothing about despising the name Lorraine for obvious reasons, because as it turned out Vivian inherited both the flat and the bistro from her parents, Marc and Lorraine. Seems it was their first place together as newlyweds, when the area was famous for cheaper rentals.


  Inside, the place was warm and homey and very English. It smelled like Caswell-Massey English lavender. Scattered framed photos of Vivian and her family were a constant reminder of her childhood. I got the feeling nothing had been touched since they died. And maybe twenty years before that. I stood in the middle of the living room while she opened drapes and let in the sunlight.


  “Want a cup of tea?” she asked.


  “Sure,” I said. Even though I wasn’t a big tea drinker, I felt it’d be rude to say no. Weird how I was suddenly concerned with feelings.


  “Have a seat. I’ll go put on the kettle.”


  I started to sit in the most comfortable looking chair. From the kitchen I heard, “Any seat but that one. That’s dad’s favorite.” I wanted to point out that dad was dead and wouldn’t care if I used his favorite seat. But I didn’t. I sat somewhere else. On the sofa with the ugly old English rose fabric.


  After a moment, I had had enough of the rose sofa and walked over to the window and stared out at the two-mile stretch of antique dealers on Portobello Road. I thought. How much could these vendors make in a year? Survival must be a daunting task. But they might not have the capability to better themselves in a white-collar job, so who was I to judge?


  Then I took a breath and asked myself a personal question — What in the fuck was I doing here in a country that was the focus of loyalty and service to a Queen who carried an empty handbag wherever she went? Why? What was the purpose? Empty. Collects dust. Since I didn’t say it out loud, I had no sensible answer.


  And then something came over me. Fear mostly. No, more of a feeling of total anxiety, and I reacted on it. I took another breath, and then turned toward the kitchen where Vivian was preparing the English tea ritual.


  With energy, I lied, “Listen, I’m gonna pass on the tea. I’m not feeling so hot all of a sudden. I should go back to bed. I’ll find my way back to the hospital. Nice meeting you. Sorry about your parents. Cheers and all that. It’s been, you know, lovely.”


  I wasn’t even sure she heard me. Didn’t matter because I would never give her the chance to respond. I was gone, hustling down Portobello Road, maneuvering around the series of antique traders as quickly as I could. At this point, I wasn’t sure about returning to school. Even here in the UK there’s tragedy at every turn. I needed to get my bearings. Find my center.


  It was 57 miles back to the hospital. A good hour and fifty minutes by cab. Walking, forget it. I was sitting in the back seat watching the cityscape whiz by. Halfway there, I made a conscious decision. Maybe irrational but I was pretty sure it was the right move. I deviated to Heathrow Airport and boarded a plane back to American soil. I left the UK and Cambridge in my wake and was headed back to San Francisco. No. Wait. Hold that thought. Venice. Yes, Venice. It’s where I belong. On the canals with Sydney and Mya and Shelby. My three supporters and cheerleaders.


  I left everything behind in Cambridge. Clothes, grades, toiletries, career, my apparent future. Truth, the curriculum was a snap. I would have graduated with honors. So I missed out on throwing my cap in the air. So what? Who needed a degree, or an MBA, or a doctorate to show to some runny-nosed prick CEO just to get a job wearing a suit in corporate fucking America? I had everything I needed to make it in this world. Brains and money. I could do whatever it took to be a success in whatever field or area I so desired. Sure, I couldn’t be a surgeon, but what was I missing? Nothing. Blood and cutting open a human form.


  By the way, I got a clean bill of health. It wasn’t TB after all. It was chronic sinusitis. They tested someone else’s blood by mistake. Imagine the poor fuck who was told he had a post nasal drip but in fact had TB. Imagine the look on his face when he spit up blood and lost a hundred pounds and nearly died of an infectious bacterial disease. There is a huge lawsuit somewhere in that guy’s future. I could’ve been his lawyer if I had stuck it out.




  Chapter 8


  Home Is Where You Hang Your Sanity


  It had been three months since I got back from England. It was a relief. The house in Pacific Heights had multiple offers and sold for a hefty sum. Had a major garage sale, getting rid of everything that was meaningful. I emptied out and discarded the bad memories as best I could.


  There was still the matter of what to do with the Venice Beach house. Sell it, renovate it or give it to the girls and find a place to call my own. For now I chose to let the girls move in. While I improvised. Bought myself a queen-size air mattress and slept in Briggs’ office, which had a year left on the lease. I know. Why not sleep on the couch at the Venice house? I needed a space to think and create a firm, unfaltering future. So far I had nothing to show for it except the willingness to make something of myself without the help of an adult looking over my shoulder or an MBA degree.


  It was early morning. 6:30. Overcast, misty, cold, and I was walking the shoreline with Briggs’ dog Bailey. Because? Because, well, I felt bad for the little guy. He just lost his master. His best friend, and I knew the feeling. Not the master part, but the feeling of emptiness. Plus I needed someone to talk to who wouldn’t talk back and would just listen with rapt attention. Bailey was more than suitable for that particular purpose.


  It wasn’t the ideal morning for joggers and exercise freaks. In the distance I could see a few diehard surfers testing the choppy waves. Crazy fucks. I was wearing a jacket. Unusual for me, but needed. It was one I bought at the local Army/Navy store. A peacoat, actually. Second Class Gunner’s Mate Sandy Veith was stenciled inside. Who knows who this guy was. Medal of honor winner? Dead maybe. Killed in action. Or just gave it away because he didn’t want any memories of his pointless military life. Whatever the reason, it was keeping me warm and there were no bullet holes that I could see.


  Suddenly Bailey spotted a sand crab sprinting for the ocean. He chased after it. I yelled for him to stop. He didn’t pay attention and splashed his way into the sea after it. I commanded him to stop. He ignored me again. Maybe it was the way I said it. A threatening or else might have helped, because now he was dog paddling for Catalina Island. I go in after him.


  I know. Craziness. Rough waters. The surfers were having a tough time of it. I thought to myself, was it worth saving this dog? I mean, I’ve already established I’m not a dog lover.


  Then as the water reached waist high it dawned on me: Bailey wasn’t swimming to Catalina, but following his master’s voice. Briggs was calling to him from where he drowned. The dog was going to join him.


  Okay. Let’s be realistic. Did I actually believe this was the case? Maybe. Maybe not. Sure. Why not? Dogs do have incredible instincts. A natural ability to hear sounds undetected by the human ear. So if Briggs was calling him, why would he put his dog in jeopardy? Companionship in the hereafter?


  The dog kept swimming out further. I had to stop and tread water. I was getting exhausted. I still had on the overcoat and it was like a sponge, soaking up salt water and weighing me down. The seas seemed to be getting unbearably worse. I yelled at the top of my lungs. “HELP!” I wasn’t sure if I was calling out for someone to save me or the dog. Also, who was I yelling to? There was no one in sight. Not even the early surfers.


  Bailey suddenly went under and disappeared from view. Gone. “Shit!” was my reaction. I swam back to shore. By the time I made it on the sand, I was on my back, out of breath and hyperventilating rapidly into the thin cold air.


  And then, in a moment of truth, when this crisis had to be faced head on … I woke up from a deep, nightmarish sleep on the air mattress in Briggs’ office. Jesus fuck was all I could gasp.


  I sat up and after a few quiet moments of recovering from the shock and allowing my brain to stabilize, there was a knock on the door. Without so much as an “excuse me” a female figure entered. Barged in. Well, not barged in. Walked in unannounced.


  The light from the outside imbued the room with streaks of light. If you’re paying attention, you know right off that this was no longer the office of Vance Briggs. It was the kind of luxury accommodations you’d find at the Four Seasons Hotel. Expensive, but not showy. There was a view of a beautiful garden. Oftentimes I walked along a path to connect with the earth’s atmosphere.


  It’s been over a year. I was now 18, almost 19. I was growing physically. Mentally, well that’s another issue. I was still highly intelligent, well dressed and clever. So those traits were still intact.


  The woman spoke with a gentle authority.


  “Oliver, it’s nurse Reynolds. It’s time for your pill,” she said. I was sitting up in my queen-size bed. I cleared my throat of any obstruction that might cause the pill to lodge in my esophagus.


  “My pill. It must be 7 a.m.,” I said.


  “Do you have to pee?” she asked.


  “What male on planet Earth doesn’t have to pee first thing in the morning?” I said.


  “I guess the ones who pee in their sleep,” she said.


  “Nice retort, Reynolds,” I said. I love it when people show a wit about them. Nurse Reynolds handed me the pill and a glass of water. I downed the pill.


  “What is this pill for again? I forget.”


  “It helps you remember,” she said.


  We shared a laugh. It was rare that I got to laugh here. Everyone was so fucking deadpan serious.


  A half hour later, after a light breakfast of one egg, toast, juice and yet another pill, I was off to meet with a very attractive woman with great legs. If you haven’t guessed by now, I was a resident at a high-profile “wellness clinic” in San Francisco. A psychiatric facility with all the comforts of a four-star hotel. Please don’t imagine One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Nothing as dramatic. There was no electroconvulsive therapy. Although there were rules. I couldn’t wear my usual long-sleeve button-down shirt, scarf, khakis, loafers with no socks and Ray Bans. No, when I visited Dr. Rachel Miller, I was only authorized to wear white scrubs with an elastic waistband for easy access.


  I was sitting across from her. I was nervous, shifting in my chair. You might recognize Rachel from the plane ride to London Heathrow. If you recall, she claimed to be a drug rep for a pharmaceutical company. But in my real world she’s the head shrink at the clinic.


  “How are we feeling today, Ollie?” she asked.


  “You realize you’re the only one I allow to call me Ollie?”


  “And I feel special in that way,” she said.


  “Actually, I’m feeling extremely anxious and shaky.” I said. “The flight back home was bumpy and turbulent.”


  “Well, the pill will take effect in a few minutes and it will help the nerves,” she said. I stared at her for a brief moment, then smiled. She noticed.


  “Something on your mind, Ollie?”


  “It’s just that, without sounding rude or sexist, your legs look amazing today, Doc. Did you shave?” She, of course, danced around my question.


  “Did your mother have nice legs?”


  “She looked great in a bathing suit,” I said.


  “Do you miss your mother?”


  “Depends. I miss the breast feeding mostly,” I said.


  “What about Alex? You feel an emptiness without your brother in your life? Alone?” she asked.


  “I’m never alone. I make sure of that. Whatever happened to Alex?”


  “We’ve discussed this at length,” she said.


  “I know. But refresh my memory,” I said.


  “It was over a year ago. You were driving your father’s Porsche at a very high speed. Close to a hundred. Alex was in the passenger seat. You had been drinking and smoking. Heiniken and marijuana.


  “But I don’t drink or smoke weed,” I said.


  “You did then,” she said. “Then without warning, there was water in the road, the car skidded, you lost control and crashed into a light pole. The car was totaled. You survived. Alex didn’t. Remember?”


  “Yes. No. Vaguely,” I said. “When do I go home? Have we determined a firm date that I can pencil in?”


  “Which home is that, Oliver?”


  “Well, the one where I grew up,” I said.


  “The home in Venice or San Francisco?” she asked.


  I thought for a moment. I desperately wanted to come up with the correct answer. Everything was a test here.


  “Either one,” I said. “The home where I was the happiest.” See, here’s the sad truth to all this: After the car wreck I suffered a traumatic psychosis. I became numb. My brain refused to recall my life as it really occurred. The doctor and I were trying to fit the pieces back together in the order that I remembered my life. A life of pain, denial and a sprinkling of happiness.


  “So, where did we leave off, Oliver?” she referred to a legal pad of notes, then turned on a cassette tape recorder to capture the events as I remembered them. Or as I hoped they had occurred. She recapped.


  “You’re back from London, dropped out of school, discovered you don’t have TB and sold the house in Pacific Heights. Right?”


  “Pretty much. I had just notified Mya, Shelby and Sydney that they were the new tenants of the beach house, while I moved into Briggs’ office,” I said.


  “Briggs. Can you tell me if Briggs is your biological father or Jeffery?” She looked at me hoping I’d get it right. Another test. But I knew I couldn’t answer this question until I truly realized that killing Alex was just a horrible accident. That I was not responsible. That bringing the reality to the surface was my only hope of getting back to a normal life again. That my mind was frozen in time. I knew this because logic and theory is what drives me.


  An hour had passed. The morning session was over. Not much headway. I would return tomorrow to continue revealing my illusions, dreams and preoccupations, hoping for a breakthrough. I wasn’t a lunatic that needed to be kept in shackles. I was just stuck in an altered state. We had tried hypnosis and failed miserably.


  As nurse Reynolds guided me back to my room, I looked down at my hands. I hadn’t realized it before but I had bitten my nails and they were short. I was a nail biter. Awful fucking habit. Small hands meant what? Who the fuck cares?


  “What day is it today, Reynolds?” I said.


  “Saturday. It’s Saturday. It’s shower stall day,” she said. Inside, I’m jumping for joy, like I just won the fucking Nobel Prize for abnormal behavior.


  “Yes it is,” I said. “Saturday.”


  I loved Saturdays because, well, it was when I got to sit in the shower and contemplate life and talk to my friends. The clinic gave me a good hour. Never questioned my motivation. They were good about that.


  Sundays were a different story. My parents came to visit, which was always an emotional roller coaster. At least they claimed to be my parents. They could be stand-ins for all I knew. I never knew what Rachel had in store for me. She’d try anything to rattle my subconscious and get me out of this fog. Once she handed me a fork that my mother supposedly ate with. Don’t ask me the significance. I’m sure it was a connective thing that was supposed to bring up a fond memory. A link into my soul. But a fork? C’mon.


  There was a puzzle here that had to be put together. It was one of those ten thousand-piece mind-numbing jigsaws that your Aunty gives you for Christmas and you hate her for it because it’s going to take an eternity to solve. I estimated so far I’d notched together two thousand pieces. Not enough to create that winter scene with the horses pulling the damn sleigh as illustrated on the box cover. Know what I’m saying? I’m saying, I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to say fuck it and crawl out that garden window into the real world and just run for the hills and not look back.


  I was finally escorted back into my room. The slip-on elastic-waist hospital pants kept falling off my hips. It was not a good image for someone of my status. This was why, on several occasions, I’d requested to wear my own pants, my own shoes with no socks, my scarf and Ray Bans. They brought out the charm in me and I related better with real people.


  As the door slowly closed behind me, I was instantly transported into Briggs’ unkempt office, where I lay down on the air mattress. I closed my eyes and tried to smell the scent of oil paint from the artist Heather Wilcox, who rented upstairs. But there was no scent because she drowned with Briggs as I recall.


  I then refocused and continued my mental journey. It’s been a long trip and it’s only going to get longer. God, how I wish Sydney were here to comfort me and impart one of her amazing blowjobs that takes me away from all the mind games.


  After a few anxious moments, there was a gentle knock at the door. I got up slowly, crossed and opened it to find Sydney standing there with a friendly smile.


  “You must’ve been reading my mind. I love it when you do that,” I said.


  “I’m so into you, Oliver Bass, it’s sickening. So, tell me, you in the mood to, you know, have some fleshy fun?” she said.


  I just nodded because my mouth was salivating with anticipation. She grabbed my hand and lead me to the air mattress. She smelled fresh, like she’d just taken a bath in a bottle of Calvin Klein Eau de Parfum for women. Other than fresh-baked bread, it’s my favorite scent. The one thing about Sydney, she was clean. Her mind however, was dirty and dark. Which was what attracted me to her in the first place.


  There was a radio. She turned it on to a jazz station that was playing Dr. Johns “Such a Night.” Appropriate.


  Underneath the spell of the music, she threw me down on the mattress like a WWE wrestler, unzipped my khaki pants and slid them down around my bare ankles. Boom. There it was, in plain sight. We had lift off. I was erect like a Big Stick Popsicle. What a glorious life. Why in the name of perfection would I change it back to the way it was? Reality is not what it’s cracked up to be.


  I closed my eyes and while I accepted Sydney’s generous oral fixation, and transported myself onto Stinson beach, where it all began for me. I was fully clothed of course, on my back looking up toward billowy clouds. It looked like it was going to be a lovely day.


  However, the tide was rougher than usual. The same tide that swallowed up Briggs and his dog Bailey. White caps were visible like foam on a glass of beer. As Sydney kept stroking with her moist mouth, I was washed out into the bay, eventually going under and disappearing from view. For me, it was a familiar tipping point. I held my breath. A natural reaction for anyone trying to avoid going to a watery grave. My head resurfaced like a periscope seeking warships in the Pacific. I stayed afloat and treaded water just long enough to get my bearings and form a mental picture of the helpless woman who reoccurs in my foggy mind. She is being fished out of the sea by an intimidating hook.


  For me, this was an upsetting portrayal of neurotic, unbalanced fisherman, who tell fucking lies about catching the big one, hanging their catch on their den wall as a reminder of the real woman who got away. Be it a mother, wife, girlfriend, sister or occasional fuck-fest partner. It’s the loss in their lives.


  Okay. I could no longer hold by breath. So, then I asked myself just as I began to plunge deeper into the perilous briny. Am I dead? Alive? What? I could use an answer.


  After I recovered, and had my lungs flushed of salt water and flossed the seaweed from between my teeth, I settled down for a few years in Paris, the city of lights, and became a successful sketch artist. Nudes. Women mostly. Had several showings at prestigious galleries on the Left Bank. In the beginning I sold my work to tourists on the Champs-Elysée. Just as a diversion, nothing else. Made a few Euros. Never took it seriously, because, well, I wasn’t so sure if that part of my life was real or just a figment of my very creative imagination. Know what I saying? Sure you do.


  Either way, it pleased me, and I got to wear my khakis and Burberry scarf during that French growing period. Sydney eventually joined me. Having her with me in Paris was romantic as well as comforting. An important detail that you might find interesting — I knocked her up and nine months later she had a baby. Named him Dylan. After Bob. Very irresponsible of us, I realize. But it gave new meaning to my otherwise unstable life.


  Not really. I was still a total mess on the verge of a second breakdown. Or worse, being diagnosed with a brain tumor. Which I didn’t have. This was just the neurotic me projecting. On a positive note, no one died in the past two years, so things were looking up in the death department.


  We were settled in a flat overlooking the Seine River. Great view. Pricey but achievable with the money I inherited. It was October, so the weather was colder than crap.


  9.5 degrees Celsius. I was standing on the small balcony, which was accessed by French doors that were in need of repair. Paint mostly. There were potted plants that filled the small patio. It was our private garden.


  I took a deep breath and sucked in the French air as if it were a healthy thing to do. Life seemed to be good, but who really knew for sure?


  I heard Sydney calling out suddenly from the back bedroom. Her tone indicated it was a high priority.


  “Oliver, Dylan needs changing,” she blurted.


  I thought to myself, Why the fuck can’t she do it? She’s in close proximity of the disposables and talc. Unless, of course, she was referring to his demeanor and whole persona that needed changing. Which in Sydney’s case was probably her point.


  “It’s something we can work on together, Syd,” I hollered back.


  “You’re the best, Oliver Bass,” she said in that meaningful way that has kept me afloat since that glorious day we connected at the school lockers.


  I smiled knowingly and focused in on the Eiffel Tower that loomed like a large Erector Set pointing toward heaven. Almost as if it was telling me to look up. So, I obeyed and looked up into the cloudy sky. Why? Maybe hoping to get a glimpse of my mother and all those other unfortunate souls who died on me. No such luck. Dark clouds and gloom were the only images I could distinguish. By now it was apparent that misery was a genetic flaw in my character.


  The only thing I could be sure of those days was that my mother was crazy and there was nothing anyone could do to change that. The same went for my father. Be it Jeffery or Vance. They were all fucked up, complicated people with numerous hang-ups. Now that I really thought about it, I’d been on my own since birth.


  Oliver Bass died three years later at the hands of a psycho who stabbed him seven times during the night with a Swiss Army knife. He was twenty-one and really never defeated his psychological neurosis. Sydney fulfilled his wishes and spread his ashes from the top of the Eiffel Tower, a place he visited only in his mind. Nevertheless, it was an illegal act and she paid dearly for it: arrested and fined. Sydney eventually settled down in Venice with Dylan. Before you shake your head and wonder, along the way she did have Oliver’s child as a result of visiting him during his stay at the neighborhood asylum. For his first birthday, young Dylan scored a pail and shovel, and was taken to the beach to dig for his own memories.
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OLIVER IS ABOUT:

The existential highly educated, rebellious kid, whose only pro-
tection with the world outside his brilliant mind is his sarcastic
‘wit and his subversive private school demeanor.

At seventeen he finds himself still
haunted by his mother’s abandon-
ment and horrific suicide, the lone-
liness he felt since age five, and the
emotional void that came from an ab-
sent father. The real drama is whether
he can come to grips and separate fact
from fiction in order to keep his own
sanity intact, when a perfect stranger,
who has a penchant for mystery and
homicide, suggests his mother was
actually a victim of foul play.

While reluctantly giving in to his father’s request of seeking
personal intervention from Vance Briggs, a former mental pa-
tient of his stepmother, Oliver falls in with a group of question-
able characters with their own turbulent history, including a
free spirited, schoolmate, Sydney, who is relentless in her quest
to be with Oliver in mind, body and soul.

Oliver is hopeful that all paths will lead him to a place where
the psychological scars of an oppressive dysfunctional family
can be erased from his mind forever. All the clues are scattered
throughout his journey but he, of course, never thinks to look
for them because he distrusts humanity as a general rule.

Now join Oliver Bass as he relocates from the protection of the
posh Pacific Heights district of San Francisco into an unfamil-
iar world of deception, greed and indifference on the murky
canals of Venice, California.
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