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Part I

May 2004

I PULLED THE BOOK FROM THE SHELF AT BORDERS and read the names first. The title: Father Joe: The Man Who Saved My Soul. Then the author: Tony Hendra, my father.

That’s when I noticed the hands.

There is no face on the jacket of my dad’s memoir. Just a cassocked body of a monk, shot from the shoulders down, hands folded across what looks like a Bible. They are strong, sinewy hands, and they may belong to a priest or perhaps just a model posing for the cover. Still, I couldn’t help but see something different.

They reminded me of hands that had once held a child. That had pushed back her white-blond hair and carried her off to bed. That had felt beneath her nightie. That had explored a little girl.

They reminded me of my father’s hands.

Of course they couldn’t be his, I thought. He wouldn’t have volunteered to dress up for the cover just to save the modeling fee, would he?

Donning religious garb had been something of an obsession with my father. It had been his way of sticking it to the Catholic Church, an institution that he simultaneously revered and resented, and I could remember at least three or four pictures of him playing a priest or a cardinal, or even the Pope.

But this book wasn’t billed as a parody. In fact, it had just been described by the nation’s most influential newspaper as one of the greatest spiritual memoirs ever written.

A day earlier, I had come home to a phone call after a long and sweaty run, the sort I take every morning, no matter the weather or occasion. I ran on my wedding day and the morning after, never mind that it was below freezing and snowing. Running was my obsession, and my husband, Kurt, a character actor whose face you’d know quicker than his name, had grown used to my many foibles. He even helped me laugh at them. He understood that I couldn’t cook more than maybe four dishes, and that, if we ever had dinner parties, I’d just buy something from the store and guiltily accept what ever compliments came my way. He knew that I never bought a hair dryer because, for some reason, I could never quite figure out how to use it effectively. He accepted that, at thirty-nine, I still struggled knowing my right hand from my left, and that my dyslexia made it difficult for me to read even my own handwriting. He even figured out my secret: I tried to compensate by making my writing illegible (if I couldn’t read it, no one would!). And Kurt loved me anyway.

On the phone was Rudy Maxa, a former newspaper reporter and columnist better known to National Public Radio listeners as “The Savvy Traveler.” He had been the best man at our wedding and is a dear family friend. “Listen, have you seen the New York Times Book Review this morning?” he asked.

“No Rudy.” I smiled. “I live in Los Angeles now, remember?”

Rudy didn’t laugh. “Well I think you should take a look at it. There’s a lead review of your dad’s new book. And it’s a rave. I mean a rave. You may find it surprising.”

I wiped my forehead. “Surprising in what way, Rudy?” I felt as though he was trying to tell me something without really wanting to say it.

“I know you said your dad was writing a book about a priest,” he said, “but this book . . . well, it sounds like a confessional.”

“A what?”

“A confessional. The review says, quote, ‘It belongs in the first tier of spiritual memoirs ever written.’”

The first tier of spiritual memoirs? “What else does it say?” My voice had grown weak. I was reluctant to ask but too curious not to. When my father had first mentioned the book to me in passing two years earlier, he had called it “a biography of sorts.” I should’ve known to attach more meaning to the last two words—“of sorts”—rather than the first two. “Of sorts” was the sort of caveat my father loved to offer.

“Just go online and read the review yourself,” Rudy said. “You might have something to say about the book. If you do let me know. I can get you to the right people.”

The offer seemed odd, but I suspected Rudy knew more than he wanted to share. It was no secret to him that my dad and I had a difficult relationship. I wasn’t sure exactly what my husband had told him, but he had told him something, if not the whole story. Rudy had been in the newspaper and magazine business for years, and at one time—coincidently—he was the Washington writer for Spy when my father was its editor-in-chief. If he said I should read the review, then I would.

Kurt downloaded and printed it for me. “You read it,” he said. “I’ll go amuse the girls.” Our daughters, Julia and Charlotte, were six and three years old.

And so I closed the door and sat down in our playroom/office to read a review that began this way: “Saints are perhaps always best evoked by sinners. And it would be hard to think of someone more at ease in the world of modern sin than Tony Hendra.”

Modern sin? At ease? Did the reviewer really have any idea the nature of my father’s sins?

The book indeed was a biography—of sorts—about a Benedictine monk named Father Joseph Warrilow. For most of his life, my dad had known Father Joe, first meeting him when he was fourteen on a trip to an abbey off the coast of England on the Isle of Wight. Since then, the two had remained friends, and the book told the story of how Father Joe helped my dad, now sixty-two, come to terms with all he had done wrong.

I had met Father Joe twice before he had died a few years ago, and I knew him to be as my father—and the review—described him: an incredibly special man. What I didn’t recognize were the descriptions of my father, of his life, or of the sins that he had confessed. The reviewer wrote of my father’s sexual adventures and how none of them was truly “sinful.” How Father Joe’s great gift was to relieve him of misplaced sexual guilt. And I asked, incredulous, as I read it, How could my father write about this? About sex and sin and misplaced guilt?

Then came the phrase that I could not forget. Tony Hendra, it read, “spares us no details of his own iniquities as a parent. . . .” I reread it a few times. Spares us no details of his own iniquities. What does that mean? For a moment, I thought: He’s finally come out with it. But I saw from the rest of the review that, of course, he had not. All I wanted to do was to call this reviewer and shout, “How do you know he spared no details! Oh, he spared you a lot of details because if people knew the details, no one would have published this ‘biography of sorts!’”

I paced in circles holding the review in my hand, ignoring the cries of “Mommy, we’re hungry” coming from outside the door. I had locked it so I could cry without scaring the poor girls who were now rattling the door handle. Finally, I pulled myself together enough to go outside. I had been a professional actress for about twenty years, and though never as accomplished as my husband, I’d met with some success when I first came to Hollywood. But after I had Julia, I focused more on mothering than acting, and my most unforgettable role—as Dejar in Star Trek: Deep Space Nine—is remembered less for my acting and more because of the audience: Trekkies who log every character. That’s not to diminish my convincing portrayal of a “Cardassian female . . . [who] posed as a scientific colleague of Ulani and Gilora and attempted to sabotage a joint Cardassian-Bajoran scientific effort to place a subspace relay in the Gamma Quadrant.” At least, that’s how StarTrek.com describes it. Now, a much tougher role awaited me. I had to put on a happy face for my daughters. But as I mixed and poured pancakes and talked with them, distracted, I couldn’t escape the review, the book, and what, if anything, I should do about it.

Of course, I had to read Father Joe. The book sounded so different than the one Dad had told me about in France two years earlier. But maybe there was something that alluded to bigger “iniquities.” Or maybe . . . maybe there was some note that made it clear that the author left some events out of his “confession” for the sake of those he hurt. Yes, that would be enough, I decided. Some eloquent version of “I omitted details of my first family’s troubles to protect my children’s privacy.” So my husband, my daughters, and I headed to the local Barnes & Noble.

As we walked into the bookstore, I asked Kurt, “What section do you think it’s in?”

“Try fiction,” he deadpanned.

In fact, the book had been in the biography section . . . before it sold out. “We had a few in,” a clerk offered, “but they all went today. Should have more in next week. Can we hold a copy for you, ma’am?”

“No, thank you,” I told him. “I’ll try somewhere else.”

Maybe it was better this way, Kurt reasoned. “At least you can sleep to night without it burning a hole in your bedside table, Jess.”

But I was up for hours anyway. I simply couldn’t shake that phrase: “Tony Hendra spares us no details of his own iniquities as a parent.” I imagined my father in his Upper West Side apartment reading the review, the phone ringing all day with calls from friends, his agent, his publisher. “Congrats on the fabulous review, Tony! You deserve every word of it. It’s just such a wonderful book!”

Did he experience even one moment when his conscience pricked at him? Was he lying awake too, thinking about what he hadn’t mentioned? Did part of him squirm because he knew that not all of the praise was deserved? Or had he justified what he had done, had he buried it so deep that he was sleeping soundly, basking in the glory of the writer’s dream, a rave in the New York Times?

First thing the next morning, Memorial Day, I dragged Julia and Charlotte out to get the book. We tried Borders this time, and I went straight to the biography section. That’s where I first saw the hands.

I carried the book to the checkout counter, my two little girls trailing me. The clerk was in his early fifties—a friendly face, maybe the manager—and I handed him the book face down. He turned it over. “I just read a great review of this book in the New York Times yesterday.”

“Really?” I answered flatly.

“Yeah, I was a big fan of the National Lampoon back in the 1970s. Been following this guy Tony Hendra for a while.”

“Oh.”

Without thinking, I handed the clerk my credit card. “That’s weird,” he said. “Your name is Hendra too. Any relation?”

“No, no relation,” I said quickly. For the first time in ten years, I regretted not taking my husband’s name.

“Just a coincidence, huh?”

“Yeah, just a coincidence.”

“Well, enjoy,” he said, bagging the book and handing it to me.

As I walked from the store, I heard the little voice, the one that told me I had lied. But it was coming from beside me. “Mommy, doesn’t ‘relation’ mean someone in your family?” It was Julia, my six-year-old fact-checker.

“Yes, it does mean that.” What else could I say?

“Why did you tell that man you were no relation to Grandpa Tony? Didn’t Grandpa write that book?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“So you lied to that man?”

“I guess I did.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know honey. I just didn’t want to talk about Grandpa Tony right now.”

“Oh.”

I was safe. Then: “Mommy, was it a white lie?”

Help!

“Yes, I suppose it was a white lie,” but Julia looked troubled, and I felt awful. I was almost forty, but I had become that little girl again—vulnerable, anxious, and lost. My feelings about my father had been in remission. I was happily married with two wonderful daughters. I’d beaten an eating disorder or at least tamed it. I’d pulled my life together. And now, like a complicated cancer, those feelings were back.

For that, for how I felt at that moment at Borders and in the weeks that followed, my father would call me a victim, a member of what he cleverly termed the “Sally-Jessy-Raphael culture.” A person determined to live in the past. Of course, it was easy for him to say that, and at times, I wasn’t sure he was entirely wrong. When he’d call the house in the years before Father Joe was published, just the sound of his voice on my answering machine started an emotional chain reaction that made me feel crazy. “Hey Jessie. It’s me, Dad,” he’d say. “Give me a call, will you?” A simple message. But for me, nothing that involved my father was simple. Like the “biography of sorts” that became my father’s “confessional,” every phrase that he uttered seemed meant to be parsed. Every inflection told a story. I couldn’t help myself, and each time I heard his voice, I was reminded of how very complicated our relationship had become.

One day it might have been the way he said “Dad,” drawing out the sounds and ending strong on the last “d.” Or the fact that he continued to call me Jessie, the name I had as a little girl. In my teens, I had dropped the “ie” ending, just as my sister had gone from Kathy to Katherine and my mother from Judy to Judith. When my father left us, we had, without a single word between us, shed the names we knew when my family lived together, as if signaling some metamorphosis. That’s what it had been, a metamorphosis. We had all grown up—my mother, my sister, and me. But not my father. Responsibility was never his strong suit, and only my grandmother, his brother, and his two sisters ever called him by his Christian name, Anthony. To the world, and no matter how old he became, no matter that he became a bestselling author, he preferred to remain, simply, Tony.

Or maybe I’d feel inexplicably thrown by the message he left: Give me a call, will you? It wasn’t so much a question. My dad seldom asked anything. It was just an assumed command, as though through charm or force of personality, he could simply will the response he expected, the response he felt he deserved. Years ago, when their accents hadn’t yet dulled from decades of living in the United States, my parents’ voices fell somewhere between the Rolling Stones and the royal family. Now, his voice had mellowed, like my mother’s, and retained just a slight British accent. The closed “a” sound. The silent “l.” The enunciation that comes from using the front part of the mouth and the lips to form the words.

And if it wasn’t his voice, it might be the hands on the cover of his book—hands that probably weren’t my father’s but seemed to taunt me nonetheless.

It all seems so ridiculous, doesn’t it? So horribly tedious when I think about it. But maybe things will make more sense when you hear the rest of my story, when you learn how I got to this place. I knew in my heart that it was never really about what he said or how he said it, or even whether he modeled for his book. But every time I heard his voice, each time I saw him, I would simply try to preoccupy myself by focusing on the trees to avoid the forest, to try to escape the question that nagged at me: Should I have this man in my life at all after what he did? Wouldn’t it be better, wouldn’t it be less agonizing, to never talk to him again?

When I brought home Father Joe that Memorial Day, I felt as though my dad had left me another message, this one long, involved, and unavoidable. I needed to know whether something beneath those folded hands might somehow help me finally understand him, whether something in those pages might help me reconcile the events that, sadly, had come to define my life.




1.

Red Mill Road

FOR MANY CHILDREN, DEATH IS ONE OF THEIR FIRST vivid memories. Usually, it’s a grandparent or great aunt, someone distant, someone old. You see your parents cry, perhaps for the first time. And it startles you. But they console and soothe you, they reassure you because they know that you can’t possibly understand death, not when you are just four years old.

For me, the man who died was in his twenties—about the same age as my mother and father. And though I was four and too young to understand exactly what had happened, I was old enough to be scared.

They found him in his Hollywood apartment, and those who knew him—my parents included—gathered the next day in the living room of a friend’s house. I was sure—absolutely convinced—that his body lay somewhere in that house. I still remember how I clung to my mother, my wide eyes searching the pale, shocked faces. They seemed at least as scared as I was, huddling on the couches as if they were telling secrets—whispering and hushed, as though what ever killed their friend lurked just around the corner. They said he’d “OD’d,” but of course, that meant nothing to me. Then “choked on his own vomit.” Then: “Poor Chris. Heroin killed him.” What I saw, what I was sure would happen in just a few seconds, was the man walking toward me, covered in vomit, snarling with his nose and mouth and body dripping with this black goo “heroin.” Behind him there’d be a trail.

Heroin. I wanted nothing more than to get away from that house, to go play with my sister, Kathy, in the sun, to go home to Laurel Canyon. But I had to stay here with adults who seem as bewildered as me. And I was terrified: Would Heroin get me too?

It’s not the most ideal of childhood memories. But you have to consider the time (1969) the place (California) and of course, the parents. Mine had come thousands of miles from England to experiment with the Southern California scene of the late 1960s. They were born during the Second World War, part of the generation that would be responsible for the Swinging Sixties. My mother grew up in Wimbledon, a suburb of London. Her father, Alfred Christmas, owned a chemist’s shop. She, her sister, and her brother lived with my grandmother and grandfather in a mock Tudor house built on a lot leveled by a V-bomb in the waning years of the war. My grandfather spent his time growing roses and humming. Kind but emotionally reserved, he had a habit of walking with his arms behind his back, his right arm bent with the hand clutching his left arm, as if holding himself back. My grandmother proved warmer than her husband. On our visits, she played with us and baked jam tarts and Victoria sponge cakes for afternoon tea.

One of her great sorrows was her name: Doris. My grandmother said my great-grandparents had planned to name her Kathleen. But at her christening, when the godfather was asked to name the child, he announced—much to the horror of the assembled relations—“I name the child Doris.” And Doris she would stay. When I heard the story some years ago from my mother, I asked, with a degree of skepticism, what any American of my generation would: “Why didn’t her parents say anything?” At the same time, I was saying to myself: because they were English. As I can attest, the value of keeping silent for the sake of maintaining family peace seems to run in our veins.

Doris and Alfred named their second child—my mother—Judith. But for much of her life, Judith was Judy. I imagine it must have been hard being called “Judy Christmas.” As I told my mother during one of my more obnoxious moments as a teenager, it seemed a name more suitable for a stripper than for an intellectually gifted and talented girl like my mom, who became the bright light of her family by earning a place at Girton College, University of Cambridge.

Anthony Hendra, my dad, was born the son of a stained-glass maker and raised in rural Hertfordshire, the region in which Jane Austen set Pride and Prejudice. Even as a child, he seems to have been eccentric. My grandma Georgina told me how little Anthony used to ram his tricycle at top toddler speed into a brick wall over and over and over again. “All day long, just riding right into the wall,” Grandma Georgina said with a smoker’s laugh. My uncle recounted how my father, then a teenager and obsessed with becoming a monk, instructed his brother and sisters to send letters to the Pope recommending one Anthony Christopher Hendra for sainthood. The Pope failed to respond.

My father, like my mother, was tremendously gifted intellectually. To his family’s surprise (but no one else’s), he easily won a scholarship to Cambridge. Initially, he resisted accepting the place, having already decided on his vocation as a novice in a Benedictine monastery. But at the insistence of the more senior monks, he went off to the university.

It was at Cambridge in about 1962 that my parents met. By this time, my father had put his monastic aspirations in the deep freeze and instead embraced the world of earthly delights. By the end of her senior year, my mother was very pregnant. At twenty-two and dreaming of success as a comedian, my father was understandably reluctant to marry. My mother, more in love with my dad than he was with her, could neither face an abortion nor give the baby up for adoption. So, unsure of what was going to happen, she continued on with her pregnancy. In her Cambridge graduation pictures, though unmarried and visibly with child, my mother wears her gown and rounded stomach with pride. She smiles into the camera defiantly, holding her diploma over the spot where her illegitimate baby—my sister, Katherine—grows. She is beautiful, her long hair untidily looped in a Bronte-like bun, a concession to the formality of the occasion. My grandparents stand awkwardly on either side of her: my grandfather in his gray Sunday best, my grandmother in a Queen Mother hat. To me they look confused, caught between the pride they feel in their daughter having graduated from the best university in England and their mortification over her obvious “condition.”

In the end, sometime after my sister’s birth, my parents did marry, and they spent their honeymoon night in Paris. My mother said it was wonderful. My father said it rained and called it the worst night of his life. And so their marriage began.

In 1964, a year before I was born, my parents immigrated to America—first to the East Coast, a place where my father had visited to test the comedy waters. He and his stand-up comedy partner, Nick Ullett, had met with some success there, and the opportunities in the States seemed greater than in London. I was born in New York, where my parents had a fifth-floor walk-up apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan.

Not ones for baby-naming books, my parents turned to the pages of the Collected Works of Shakespeare, just as they had when my sister was born. She was named Katherine after the long-suffering but tough-as-nails Katherine of Aragon in Henry VIII. I became Jessica from The Merchant of Venice.

Our names foretold our futures. Kathy spent a childhood as “Thunder Thighs,” a name my father coined for her. She persevered by throwing herself into her studies. Today, she’s a doctor.

My name seems even more prescient. At the end of The Merchant of Venice, Jessica faces a decision a daughter dreads: to follow her heart, thus betraying her father, or to stay true to him and betray herself. And so I was given not a name that I hated, like my grandmother’s, or a diminutive one as unfitting as my mom’s, but one that foreshadowed a future that no one in my family could have imagined.

By the time I was born, my father had begun his career as a satirist and comedian. At Cambridge he performed with John Cleese and Graham Chapman. Soon after coming to America, the comedy team of Hendra and Ullett appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show (Dad and Nick believed Sullivan understood less than half of what they were saying but loved their accents). Dad was brilliant, charming, witty, and gregarious, especially to those who didn’t know him well. But he struggled. Despite his talent, he couldn’t crack the TV world. What he wrote was too racy, too clever, or just not right. And so, Hollywood wouldn’t be for us—or, more aptly, for him.

I have only two other vivid memories of California—whirling around and around on the Mad Hatters Tea Party Ride until I threw up all the treats I had consumed for my sixth birthday and waking up in a shaking bed to the sound of breaking glass and the eerie rumble of an earthquake. For me, death by overdose, Disneyland, and earthquakes summed up L.A. in the late 1960s.

I do, however, remember the day we left Los Angeles in the early summer of 1971.

My mother prodded me gently. “Jessie, you need to wake up.” It was still dark in the room where Kathy and I slept, and I could hear only faint twittering from the birds in the fruit trees in the garden. For a second, I wondered if there was another aftershock from the earthquake—if my mom was waking me to stand under a doorway until the hanging light fixture in the living room finally stopped swaying. But the world appeared still, and Kathy was already sitting up in bed, her brown hair messy.

“We have to leave today,” my mother reminded me.

Yes. Leaving. Today we’d be starting a drive that would take us all the way across the country, back to the house in New Jersey where I had lived when I was two. I sat up. Despite the mixture of memories, I didn’t want to leave this place. There was my school on Wonderland Avenue, my friends, the playground down at the bottom of the canyon. But maybe the house where we were going wouldn’t shake like this one. Maybe Heroin wouldn’t be there. And they did have winter, with real snow and everything. What did it feel like? Did it smell? What was it like to be really cold? What was it like to be bundled up in a big coat, a scarf, and boots as I had seen in the stories at school?

My mother told us we could keep our nighties on. There was no point getting dressed if we didn’t want to. Still groggy, Kathy and I walked through our bedroom doorway, along the hallway, and followed my mother’s slim, tall figure out the front door of a house that we would never see again.

My father was loading bags into the Volkswagen bus. He moved quickly and, despite being in one of his “heavy stages,” looked strong as he hefted the bags. The bus was white, with brown-and-red paisley curtains on the back. Its look was shabby but friendly, as though it were saying “It might be tough, man, but I’ll do my best to get you there.” In the back lay a mattress, the closest thing we had to car seats. There, we would sleep at night and perch during the long days of driving.

“Why are we going now, Daddy?” I asked. “It’s still dark.”

“We have to leave before the landlord wakes up,” he said matter-of-factly. “He’s a vampire and just went to bed.”

I was still groggy but that woke me up. “Oh,” I said, not sure if my dad were joking. It was always hard to tell with him. Like the other night when the police had pulled us over for speeding. The cop shone a flashlight in the back seat of the car and told my father to take the “little girls home.” When the officer walked away, my father turned to us: “They always take the children to jail first, you know, girls.”

When everything was packed, we climbed into the VW, and Daddy started the cheery engine. Kathy and I lay down in the back. I clutched the tattered mass of wool that had morphed from a baby blanket into my most precious possession. I called it, simply, “Mine.” Then I watched out the back window as Laurel Canyon disappeared.

“We’re off!” my father shouted into the early morning light. And so we were, a family making its way across the country in the true American pioneer tradition. Except we were going from west to east. And my father, the comedian and satirist, wasn’t looking to settle the country like the pioneers of the 1860s. He planned to unsettle it.

We drove all day and ended up spending that night somewhere in the Utah desert. But the job of getting to New Jersey was proving hard for the valiant VW. The next morning, I woke up to the sound of a choked engine.

“For fuck’s sake!”

The bus wouldn’t start. My father smacked the steering wheel in frustration.

“Jesus Christ!”

He jumped from the van into the desert heat and began to have a near epileptic fit, his huge blue eyes growing larger and larger the more his anger mounted. Each word, perfectly enunciated in a fine English accent, exploded from his mouth.

“God . . . damn . . . mother . . . fucking . . . piece . . . of . . . shit!”

He hopped around the VW, kicking it and screaming, his longish blond hair bouncing up and down on his shoulders. His unbuttoned shirt flew out behind him. His white belly reflected the sun. Sweat popped from his face, and his usually flushed checks grew scarlet.

“Fucking . . . heap . . . of . . . fucking . . . crap!”

My mother sat in the front seat, completely silent, her face tense, her full lips set. We would come to know that posture well. Kathy and I kept quiet too, waiting for my father’s eruption to subside. There was nothing else to do. After a while, he gave up kicking the VW and squatted glumly in the sand.

We waited in the desert for what seemed like an eternity. In the sweltering heat, the VW grew so hot, it sizzled to the touch. Then, suddenly, two shapes—bathed in intense sunlight—moved toward us from a car that just seemed to appear.

“Need some help?” one asked.

When we were chugging hopefully along again, Daddy told Kathy and me that the men who had gotten our car started were guardian angels of the desert, waiting under the scorching sun to help people like us. “The Mechanic Angels,” he called them.

The VW averaged two breakdowns a state. On highways, on small country roads. Not that my sister and I minded. We were having a great time watching the country go by, eating diner pancakes in the early morning, listening to trucks hurl through the night when we pulled off the road to sleep.

Finally, tenacious to the end, the VW willed itself across the New Jersey state line and into the tiny town of Glen Gardner. It sputtered past the gas station and local bar, past the general store, down a small winding road that led over an old bridge and into the gravel patch at one side of a shadowy barn. My dad cut the headlights. We were home.

He carried my exhausted sister and me out of the van and into a darkness deeper than any I had experienced. The house was a huge black box in the night. I heard trees rustling, the call of an owl, and a low noise that sounded like running water. I held Mine close as my father carried me toward the house. In the morning, I woke up and fell in love with Fifty-five Red Mill Road.

My mother and father had bought the house soon after they arrived in America. They became instantly enamored of the rural townships of Hunterton County, where they had rented a small summer place in 1966. Perhaps it reminded them of England: lush, green, and with a relatively long history. Or maybe it was just because it was cheap.

My mother had been desperate to get Kathy and me out of New York for the summer. She looked in the New York Times for the least expensive summer rental available. That meant we wouldn’t be heading to the Hamptons or the Cape but rather to unfashionable New Jersey. While exploring one day, my parents came upon the house on Red Mill Road. They scrounged together just enough money and bought it, renting it out during our years in L.A. Now we had returned, mainly because we were broke. Los Angeles had proved to be a place with a lot of talk and very few paychecks. My dad had retreated to the East Coast to try his luck writing for anything but television. And there the house stood, as if knowing we’d be back.

It had been there for more than two hundred years, surrounded by trees and fields, along a narrow country road that had once been even less—a cart path. By American standards, the house was ancient. And though it was neither large nor ornate, it was the sort of place that deserved respect. After all, it had been built by a blacksmith who dragged each of its hundreds of stones from the stream that ran a few yards from the front porch and from the fields that lay around it. The walls he constructed were so thick that from the outside, the house seemed much larger than it actually was. A covered porch ran along the front, and a small garden was nestled between it and a white picket fence.

Originally there were four rooms, two downstairs and two upstairs. Later, a kitchen—built not of stone but of wood—had been tacked to the side. And a bathroom was added upstairs. The living room had a low-beamed ceiling; small, paned eighteenth-century windows; and a large fireplace. Next door was a parlor of sorts that we called “the study.” On either side of the old parts of the house were two sets of thin, winding staircases. Even then I knew they were incredibly dangerous. But that didn’t stop Kathy and me from racing up and down them almost immediately. We’d start at the top step, then thump, thump, thump—down step by step, on our bottoms and collapse in a giggling heap onto the hard wooden floor of the living room.

Kathy and I were to have one of the upstairs rooms as our bedroom. It had two windows: one that overlooked the back lawn and another that gave us a view over the road and into the maple and oak trees that hid the stream. We could see the back of the small house—a blacksmith’s forge—that stood across from us. For the moment it was empty. Its own er, my father’s former partner Nick Ullett, was still in Los Angeles. Our room was decorated with pale blue wallpaper that had soft, red roses—the most beautiful pattern I had ever seen. A door separated my parents’ room from ours. The simple layout of the house hadn’t included hallways, but there was a small landing where one of the staircases ended. Then there was another door that, if opened, revealed the dark stairs that led to the mysteries of the attic, a place I feared to explore.

At the side of the house stood the wooden barn, sagging and blackened by age. At sunset, the bats that slept in the rafters all day left to prowl for food. My father made his office there, in a spartan upstairs corner. Whenever he worked there, I would run down the stone path that led from the house to the barn, open the creaky wooden door to his office and tip-toe up the stairs. Then I’d just sit and stare as he wrote. I loved to watch his hands.

He had bulky knuckles but long fingers that were far more nimble than they looked. I adored the way they flew over his typewriter, the keys tapping out a soundtrack to the words that appeared on the thin, yellowish paper. Then the music would stop, and there would be only the typewriter’s patient buzz as it waited for my father’s fingers to play again. In those moments, he would look out of the window above his desk, across the road, over the stream, and up into the field that lay on the other side of the river bank. He would puff long on the thin brown cigar that dangled from his mouth, dropping ash onto the floor. He seemed a world away, staring off into the field, deadly serious as he searched for a decent joke. His fingers would leave the typewriter and begin tapping on the wooden desk. First the thumb. Then the index finger. Then the pointer. Then the ring finger. And finally the pinky. Rat tat tat tat TAT. Rat tat tat tat TAT.

I remained quiet on the floor nearby, trying to roll my fingers the same way. But my fingers were too small, too light, and my barely audible taps lacked authority, style.

When he was finished writing for the day, Daddy turned off his typewriter, stood from his desk, and held out his hand. The veins shone greenish-blue against the pale whiteness of his skin. They seemed like huge, protruding pipes just under his flesh. When I looked closely, I thought I could see his blood pumping through them. I would take his hand and run my little fingers over the back of it, exploring the bumpy map. Then we would go down the office stairs together and out into the night.

The two of us walked in the fields or the woods around the house, exploring fallen trees, stopping to spy quietly on deer or rabbits. He’d tell me stories about the spirits that lived in the woods. I’d hold his hand tightly, reassured by those bumps on the back. They proved he was alive. They proved he was my dad. And as long as he was with me, nothing horrible could happen—to me or to him.

I loved our new house, but I still wonder what it thought of us. We weren’t of the same world, what with our beat up VW and California clothes. What did it think of my parents, of their 1970s intellectual attitudes? I wonder if it took one look at my family and wished for the old days of long dresses and dark suits, the formality, the clear line between child and adult. In my family, it was hard to tell who exactly were the grownups. But, of course, the house took us in, silent, solid, ancient—sheltering a young family that, unlike it, was anything but stable.

Kathy and I spent what was left of the summer of 1971 exploring the fields, picking black-eyed Susans and Queen Anne’s lace, running over the little bridge, jumping into the deeper parts of a stream; that was our greatest joy. We played mermaids and lounged on the rocks. We tried to fish with our hands and trekked up the river, jumping from stone to stone and discovering interesting mosses and funny bugs.

And at night, when we were exhausted and Daddy hadn’t gone to New York to work, he would create the most incredible bedtime stories.

“All right girls, what will it be to night?” he would ask.

“The Adventures of Sergeant Teddy!” I’d yell.

“Elizabeth Big Foot!” Kathy would scream.

“No, Five Foot Six, Five Foot Six!” Kathy and I would finally agree.

We both liked The Adventures of Sergeant Teddy, the sadistic sheriff of the toy room who tied up the Barbies and jailed the other teddy bears. We loved the stories about Elizabeth Big Foot—a young girl with an enormous foot that always got stuck in the bus. But Five Foot Six was our favorite. Five Foot Six was an eight-year-old boy who got his name from his unusual height. His parents treated him terribly. At dinner, they tied each strand of his spaghetti together and made him slurp it all at once. They tricked him into jumping into the swimming pool that they’d frozen solid. Or they blindfold him and told him they were taking him somewhere special for his birthday; instead, they made him sit for three hours in the car parked in the garage.

“Are we there yet, Dad? Are we there yet?” he’d ask, over and over again.

“Not yet, Five Foot Six,” his father (my father) would answer.

They were dark, dark stories—modern-day Grimm’s fairy tales. But Kathy and I loved them. We’d roll around our beds giggling and laughing at every word until my father’s voice gave out.

For much of that first summer, Kathy and I felt as though we belonged in that house. Life seemed quieter there than it had in Los Angeles. And no, the house didn’t shake. But then came fall—and school. That was where I first noticed how different we were, where I realized that the Hendras stood out like graffiti scribbled over a billboard ad for Wonder Bread.

Lebanon Township School (or Lebanon Township Jail, as it came to be called by those sentenced to attend class there) was a long, white, one-story building with a grassy playground. Inside it had been painted Board of Education green, and in each room—or, at least it seemed like each room—a portrait of President Richard Nixon looked down upon us. I think Spiro Agnew was there too—at least in spirit.

From the first day my mother dropped Kathy and me off, I couldn’t escape how odd we were. The other mothers wore neat Carol Brady haircuts, pink lipstick, and polyester pant suits. My mother had long, straight hair and a makeup-free face and wore a T-shirt and jeans. Worse was that her British accent stood out, and she didn’t drive a station wagon. I sensed I was in for trouble.

“Have a good time.” Mom kissed me good-bye. I didn’t want to let her go.

I trudged into my new classroom, never so aware of my shaggy white-blond hair, crossed right eye, and pigeon-toed feet. At the door was my teacher, Miss Mole. That wasn’t her name, of course, but it should’ve been, given the enormous black mole she had on her chin. It had a long hair growing from it, even blacker than the mole itself. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Its hideousness fascinated me. Did Miss Mole know it was there? I wondered. Didn’t she have a mirror? Come on, pull it out! I watched it sway gently as she ordered us to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance.

At noon, the bell rang, and we grabbed our lunch boxes and filed into the cafeteria. Except I didn’t have a lunch box, the most stylish fashion accessory for the elementary school student of 1971. I had nothing that bore the logo of Bonanza. No aluminum relief of Hoss or Little Joe, ever-so-slightly raised and painted on the front of the box. Not even The Jetsons! Just a crumpled brown paper bag from under our sink. Even before the days of community recycling, my parents were bag conservationists. I sat down at one of the tables. Some kids next to me were talking about one of the teachers.

“You know, Mr. Reposo, at wood shop, he ties you up in the closet if you’re bad.”

“I heard he once got a saw and cut a kid’s finger off.”

“No, he didn’t cut it off. He grabbed a drill and just drilled a hole right through it.”

I hoped that first graders didn’t have to take wood shop.

I pulled my cheese sandwich from the bag. My mom’s homemade bread came out in strange shapes with big holes in it. The thick-cut wedges of English cheddar cheese my dad brought back from New York fell through them and onto the table as I tried to take my first bite. I glanced at the kids around me; their bread was pure white, every slice exactly the same. And no holes! Their cheese was sliced thin, perfectly square, bright orange, and soft. Their carrots were sliced, peeled, and packed in the plastic wrap my parents refused to buy. They even had paper napkins—forbidden in our house. “Every napkin is a tree, Jessie,” my father had told me. But at that moment, I didn’t care about trees or preservatives. I just wanted a lunch that looked like everyone else’s. I wanted my mother to wear a polyester-pants suit. I wanted even a sliver of plastic wrap.

Pouting, I gathered what was left of my lunch and threw it in one of the huge green trash cans that rimmed the cafeteria. I trailed out to the playground, which was crammed with shouting kids, and sought refuge behind the swing set.

“Hey, little girl! Stay in the playground! Do not go out of the marked playground area. Got it?” Who was this girl with the bright yellow band across her chest and waist?

“Okay.”

I turned and fled into the crowd, making myself small on one of the benches. A kid my own age sat next to me.

“Did that safety yell at you?” she asked.

“A what?”

“A safety. They’re just big kids that get to boss us around on the yard.”

“Oh,” I said.

The bell rang, and we headed back to Miss Mole.

That night at dinner, Kathy and I told my parents about school. Daddy became livid when he learned that we were saying the Pledge of Allegiance.

“You girls are not even American for fuck’s sake. (Actually, I was, but Kathy had been born in England). I don’t want my children pledging allegiance to any flag, especially not the American one,” he told us. “I don’t want you girls involved in any of that nationalistic crap. What a fucking country!”

He would write a note to the principal of Lebanon Township School, he promised, insisting that Kathy and I not say the pledge. All I could think of was Miss Mole telling the class to stand up, hands over hearts, her mole hair waving as she spoke. “Everybody except Jessica Hendra.” I imagined her sharp voice as she said my name, her scowl, and the looks on the other kids’ faces as they stared at the commie hunched over her desk. “We knew by her lunch she was weird,” they’d whisper.

But Daddy was even more outraged about the safety who kept me away from the swing set. “Hitler Youth,” he called her, not that Kathy and I had any idea what a Hitler Youth was.

“Was this girl giving you a Sieg Heil?” he asked me.

Thankfully, by the next morning, my father had forgotten about the note and protesting against the safety. He was busy getting ready to go to New York. There was more and more work for him at the National Lampoon.

My mother would shuttle him to the commuter bus that left from Clinton (about fifteen minutes from our house) and went into the Port Authority Bus Terminal. Many evenings, Kathy and I would go into Clinton with Mom to pick up Daddy. Sometimes, he would have spent the night—or even a few nights—in New York, and we always looked forward to seeing him again. Often, he would bring little goodies back from the city. I remember once he brought back some caviar and black truffles he had shoplifted from Bloomingdale’s. Stealing from the “big stores” was “a moral imperative,” he told me, flashing his loot proudly. “But never steal anything from a mom-and-pop store, okay, Jessie?” Of course I said yes, but I didn’t understand at all. I didn’t know what “imperative” meant, but I knew that stealing was wrong. Was my father a no-good thief or a modern-day Robin Hood?

Then one night Daddy emerged from the bus with his head wrapped in an enormous white bandage streaked with red where the blood seeped through. He looked like a bleeding Mummy, and Kathy and I were horrified. Later that night he told us the story of what had happened, and I was convinced he was Robin Hood.
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