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Probably a crab would be filled with a sense of personal outrage if it could hear us class it without ado or apology as a crustacean, and thus dispose of it.

“I am no such thing,” it would say; “I am MYSELF, MYSELF alone.”

—WILLIAM JAMES, The Varieties of Religious Experience
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CHAPTER ONE

Names are just what we all agree to call things. They have nothing to do with the intrinsic reality of the objects they name.

I have been thinking about names, actually my name in particular, for about fifteen minutes now. What I should be doing is working on my college application essay. That’s one of three things I have to do this summer. The other two are running between seventy and seventy-five miles per week, and getting to know my father, whom I just met. I’ve made a training schedule for running, and the essay only needs to be between three and five hundred words, so those two shouldn’t be that hard.

My father flew me out here to Los Angeles five days ago. I wouldn’t say that I know him yet.

Anyway, before I get to the essay, I’ve got to fill out the personal information section on these forms: name, gender, ethnic affiliation. “Who are you? What are you?”

It’s a very American kind of question, “What are you?” People are always telling you how they are Sicilian, or Polish, one-sixteenth Cherokee. People might hear my last name, and say, “Oh, is that English? Your family is from England?” And I will say, “No, my family is from America.” Because when it was your great-to-the-eighth-power grandparents who emigrated here from England I feel like, “Yeah, I’m not really English, okay?”

I guess this doesn’t happen so much in other countries, where they don’t have an Ellis Island to chop off two syllables and six letters from your last name. Imagine this kind of conversation going on in Tokyo:

Japanese Speaker One: Hello, my name is Fumio Watanabe.

Japanese Speaker Two: Water … NOB … hay? Am I saying that right? What is that? Russian?

Yesterday I visited my dad for the first time on the set of his TV show and there was a little confusion at the security booth. I gave my last name, “Prescott,” but the ID tag they had for me said “Franco.” I guess they assumed that I would have my father’s last name. It seems weird that he would have told them I do. Anyway, Mark Franco isn’t even my father’s real name.

My father’s real name is Anthony Boyle. He had to change it when he became an actor because when you do a movie or a television show you have to join the Screen Actors Guild and there was already an Anthony Boyle registered in the union. Two actors can’t have the same name, so my father had to change his. He didn’t make “Franco” up: it’s his mother’s maiden name. She is second-generation Mexican. (His father was “maybe Irish and something else.”) I forgot to ask where he got the “Mark” part.

My father told me that if people ask him what he is, he says he is Italian. His manager told him to do that because being Italian sounds sexy and being half Mexican and half maybe-partly Irish sounds “kind of random.”

If my father had kept his real name, then we—my family—would have made the connection that the guy on television and in movies was my dad. But since he and Sara—that’s my mom—didn’t really know each other that long, well, not really at all really, and Sara didn’t have any pictures of him, and she never watches action movies anyway, and you don’t usually consider that famous people’s names aren’t actually their names, you can see how the whole thing got lost in translation.

Knowing this about my father’s background, I see that I could check off the “Hispanic” box right here on my applications, but that seems shady. I just met my father. It doesn’t seem ethical to try and cash in on his partial ethnicity, and furthermore out him as a not-so-sexy-as-Italian half Mexican. And like I said, I don’t even have his last name, either Boyle or Franco, since he and my mother were never married.

Sara was married once and that is how I have my two sisters, Aurora and Pearl, but after she got divorced she took back her maiden name. This was all before I was born. So all three of us kids have always been Prescotts and when we moved in with Sara’s mother—my Nana—that really worked out because Nana is also a Prescott.

Nana is a Prescott by marriage, but her ancestors have been in America for a long time too. She has a special Bible from the seventeenth century with her maternal family tree written down on the inside covers. I guess it was a good way to keep track of people. And the family Bible they wrote in often became a keepsake kind of thing, something to pass on to your children, especially if you were poor and the only other things you had to leave your children were, like, a calico blanket and a thimble.

I should say that Nana’s family Bible is not a collectible item. It’s held together with masking tape, and there is water damage and ripped pages and stuff. Nana has it stored now in a special acid-free box. Before that, she kept the Bible inside a ziplock bag at the bottom of her nightgown drawer.

One night when I was about nine, I guess, Nana said at dinner, “Well, I suppose after we clear the table, I might show the children the family Bible,” and maybe we all said, “Yay,” or whatever because we had all heard about it but never seen it. Nana brought it down from her room—at that point it was still in a ziplock baggy—and we all sat around and looked at the names of our ancestors.

Daniel Perkins (b. 1657, d. 1709)—Abigail Perkins (b. 1664, d. 1738)

That was the first line. The dates might be off by a year or two.

“Abigail Perkins,” Sara told us, “was one of the women who were accused of witchcraft in the Salem trials.”

My sisters Aurora and Pearl sort of oohed at that; so I oohed too even though I hadn’t gotten to the Salem witch trials in school yet.

“Did they hang her?” Aurora asked.

“Oh no,” Nana said. “She had to go to prison for a little while and then they let her go. She was just fine.”

“She must have been terrified,” Pearl said, liking the sound of that. “Absolutely terrified.”

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Nana said. “We don’t really know anything about it.”

“Aunt Nancy did some research on Abigail Perkins,” Sara said. “She thinks Abigail might have confessed and that’s why they let her go.”

“Not that she really was a witch, of course,” Nana said.

“Maybe she was,” Pearl suggested. “Maybe she was the one real witch and gave the one real confession.”

“That’s a very creative idea,” Sara said.

“They weren’t witches,” Aurora announced with authority. “They were probably midwives or healer women.”

“Anyway,” Nana said.

“Let’s read all the names out loud,” Sara suggested. “Everybody can do one line.” So we did that. They filled the front inside cover of the Bible and continued on the back, right down to the bottom of the page. The handwriting got much clearer, regular cursive mostly toward the end where we got to Nana and her two sisters, and Sara and her two sisters, and then my two sisters and me. Aurora read that one out loud, and we all applauded ourselves.

“I’ll just make some tea,” Nana said, going into the kitchen.

“There are a lot of Emilys.” Pearl leaned over the Bible. “I wish my name was Emily. It’s a million times better than Pearl.”

“You can be anything you like.” This was what Sara always said to Pearl when Pearl complained about her name. “You tell us what you want us to call you, and we will call you that.”

“Everybody had girls,” I said, looking at the names. “Unless they left out the boys’ names?”

“They didn’t leave them out,” Sara said. “There weren’t any boys. Does anybody see another pattern?”

We all leaned in closer.

“There’s always three,” Aurora said. “Three girls. Unless people are missing.”

“No, that’s exactly right,” Sara said. “And only one person in a generation ever had children. See how there’s only one line coming down from every set? Only one of the sisters ever had children, and when she did, it was always three girls.”

“Oh yeah,” Aurora said. “I get it now.”

“Pretty cool, right?”

“Is it supposed to mean something?” I asked.

“Well, what do you think?”

“I think it means something,” Aurora said.

“It means something if you believe it does,” Sara said. “Remember, it’s not, ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’ It’s, ‘I’ll see it when I believe it.’ ”

That was when I suddenly thought of the Plinko game. I had played Plinko at the county fair with my sisters that very summer. It’s this game where you are given a ping-pong ball to drop at the top of a wooden board with nails sticking out of it. It’s like a kind of maze. You drop your ball in at the top and it falls down, bouncing left or right depending on which nails it hits, and what angle it hits them on, and eventually your ball falls into a bottom slot. The object of the game is to have your ball land in the WINNING slot in the middle of the bottom, and if you do, you get a prize. You watch other people do it, and you strategize and think, “Okay, I’m going to start my ball at the far left corner, because then it will have to mostly bounce right, and it’ll kind of work itself over to the middle.” But of course strategies like that don’t work when the game is entirely random. You can’t do anything to improve your odds.

So thinking about that, and looking at the names running down the pages of the Bible, it didn’t look to me like a family tree. It looked like a family Plinko game, with girls ricocheting off of girls.

A few years later I did a search on Ancestry.com and found out that those names in the Bible are accurate. None of those women had any boys and there were only three girls to a generation and all of those girls always came from a single member of the previous generation.

It’s hard to say why. Take Nana and her sisters, for example. Her younger sister Eileen is still alive, but she never visits because she breeds Dandie Dinmont terriers and says she can’t ever leave them. She lives in Nebraska, and sends my sisters and me checks for fourteen dollars on our birthdays and at Christmas. “The mystery of Great-Aunt Eileen,” Aurora says, “is not, ‘Why did she never marry and have children?’ but, ‘Why fourteen dollars?’ ” No one has an answer for this. But I guess we can take it that Great-Aunt Eileen’s reproductive interests are pretty much canine.

The other of my grandmother’s sisters, the one my mother was really close to—Great-Aunt Nora—died the year my sister Pearl was born. It is Sara’s belief that Pearl is actually Great-Aunt Nora reincarnated. (Pearl is totally not into this idea and says that it is “an invasion of her free will” and also “gross.”) According to Sara, her aunt Nora was very spiritual and had these amazing psychic powers and through those powers she always knew that she was not “the one” of her generation to have children.

So Nana was the one. Not that she would ever describe herself that way. If you ask her about the whole thing she will just say, “Yes, our family has always run to girls.”

The precise geometry—not to mention redundancy—of how our family has run to girls is not especially mysterious to Nana because it falls into the general mystery category of God’s will, which is also something you will see only when you believe it.

How did it work out for my mother and her sisters? Aunt Nancy didn’t really like children. Our aunt Caroline liked children, but she was married to a really old guy, my uncle Louis, who is almost as old as Nana. Not that old men can’t have children, but I knew that Aunt Caroline had to have her ovaries removed because they had cysts in them and that you needed ovaries for babies. Sara studied the human body when she learned massage therapy, and so she had this great Anatomy Coloring Book, and she would show us all the pictures and explain stuff. I had seen the ovaries. Sara had made them gold. (The testes, on another page, had been colored blue.) Sara left college after two years to get married when she was really young to a guy named Paul. At that point, neither of her younger sisters was married and everybody’s ovaries were intact, so the playing field was level. But after a couple of years, Sara got pregnant and had my sister Aurora. By the end of the following year she had my sister Pearl, or, if you will, the reincarnation of Great-Aunt Nora.

So that was two girls down, one more to go. Plain sailing for Sara, you would think.

Except that about a year after Pearl was born, Sara’s husband Paul decided to renounce his life in New York City, all his worldly goods (and girls), change his name from Paul to Deepak, and join an ashram in India. Sara, who had met Paul at a yoga retreat in Boulder in 1982, seems to have been generally supportive of all of Paul’s previous renouncements: Judaism, grad school, meat, Paul’s investment-banker brother Barry, shoes with laces. To India, however, I guess she was not prepared to go or not anyway, as the renounced wife of Deepak.

So Sara had no husband and potential father for the third daughter. If she had never known about the three-daughters thing, would she have decided that two children were enough? She did know, though. And she believed she had a destiny. She’s said that.

The actual facts were vague to me up until just a few months ago, but the basic outline is that my mother met my father one day and they spent a magical night together and she got pregnant. They didn’t get married, though, or keep in contact, because they were on very different paths and my father was more like a comet that blazed through my mother’s sky.

So that is how Sara had her three children: Aurora, Pearl, and me: three children born of (the mystically chosen?) one of three daughters who was herself born of the (randomly selected?) daughter of three daughters and on and on. So it seems like, hey, mystic or random, everything happened just as was expected, just as was planned, just as it had happened before, just as it had always been for twelve, and now thirteen, generations. There’s a kind of flow to the whole thing. Or was, anyway. Because just when Sara thought her ping-pong ball was about to go in the winning slot, it bounced off a nail and went left. What are the odds? When Sara’s third child was born, she got what she least expected.

She got a boy.

That’s me.

As you can see at the top of my personal information sheet, my name is Luke.

It’s not like I didn’t know I was expected to be a girl.

“Your name was going to be Leila,” my sisters liked to tell me.

I just didn’t know the extent to which I was expected to be a girl until that day we all looked at the family Bible. My sisters didn’t know either, I guess.

“So, Luke messes the whole thing up,” Pearl had said after Sara pointed out the patterns.

“It’d be perfect if he was a girl,” Pearl said, frowning at the Bible.

“Pearl,” Sara said. “I’d like to hear more mindful language from you.”

“Luke was sort of a mistake, I guess,” Pearl shrugged. “Too late now.”

Then Sara and Pearl got into it, and by the time Nana came back with tea Sara had sent Pearl to her room to think about the ways in which words can be hurtful and Aurora had told Pearl that her new name was going to be “Insensitive Jerk” so Aurora got sent to the laundry room to fold sheets and think about how you can defend someone without being hurtful yourself. (Aurora and Pearl shared a room and you couldn’t exile them in there together.) Nana put the Bible back into ziplock and went upstairs.

“Pearl likes playing with words,” Sara told me, once she had some tea and calmed down. “She didn’t mean to be hurtful. You know she adores you.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I don’t think it means anything,” I said, indicating the spot on the table where the Bible had been.

“Then it doesn’t to you,” Sara said. “And that’s perfectly okay.”

On a side note: I’ve done a little research on Abigail Perkins, accused witch of Salem. She’s listed in all of the books on the trials, usually with a little parenthetical statement after her name: (convicted, but not executed). There’s nothing to indicate whether she confessed or not, although they did let people go if they confessed. I also found out that most of the accused weren’t midwives or healers or anything like that. Mostly they were people in the town that no one else liked because they were troublemakers, or argued with their neighbors, or were involved in lawsuits with the parents of the accusers, stuff like that. I actually just read an interesting article suggesting that the hysterical symptoms of the accusers might have been caused by ergot poisoning from the rye bread that was a staple food of Salem.

I don’t know that any of this will make a good essay, though. I know good writing is supposed to be showing, not telling, but for the essay it’s not really about showing or telling. It’s about selling. Selling myself as the possibly gender-confused descendent of a false confessor and victim of rye bread–munching hysterics isn’t going to get me into a good college.

And with that thought, Luke pushes himself away from the desk where he has been typing.

Luke slides back (the chair he’s sitting on has casters) to the desk, scrolls through what he has written, and makes a few grammatical changes. Luke does not consider himself to be a writer, but he has writers in his family. His Nana wrote a series of books for young adults called The Mountjoy Girls. His mother, Sara, is writing a book on alternative healing, and contributes articles to various journals. His aunt Nancy has written a book on Lucrezia de’ Medici. His sister Pearl has had her poetry published. His great-aunt Eileen has written a manual on the proper care and training of Dandie Dinmont terriers.

Luke saves his writing under the title “Notes #1.”

He wonders how accurately he has remembered that evening when they all looked at the Bible. Luke was the star pupil of his AP Biology class and is a subscriber to Scientific American, so he understands the basic synaptic principle of memory creation, and that the act of memory retrieval will—to some extent—alter the memory being retrieved. Deprived of the exact stimuli that produced a unique neuronal sequence, cells will reconsolidate in a new way, depending on where and what and who Luke is at the time he remembers. Luke’s brain—presupposing there is a “Luke” separate from his “brain”—can only remember a memory of the memory from the last time he remembered the memory.

Example: Luke did not think of the Plinko game while looking at the Bible that night. He constructed the analogy two years later, under totally different circumstances, but it so exactly suited the bouncing helplessness of looking at three hundred years’ worth of girls’ names that it seemed as if he had always made that connection: that he must have thought of the Plinko game at that moment, and forgotten about it, and that he was—two years later—remembering it at last.

But he wasn’t.

Also, Luke didn’t point at the names in Nana’s family Bible and tell Sara, “I don’t think it means anything.” What he said was, “Yeah,” and then, “Can I have a small piece of cake?” Luke was both alarmed and angered by the revelation of his family history. Luke knew Sara was worried about how he felt, along with feeling bad about losing her temper and yelling at Pearl. Luke wanted cake and knew that if he asked for a specifically small piece, he would get a larger one than if he had not specified the size. Luke could not stop himself from feeling alarm or anger. He could, however, and did, get dessert.

Luke is on the move now, leaving the bedroom for the kitchen. He does not think of the bedroom as “his” bedroom yet, even though his father introduced it to Luke with: “So this is your room.” For four days, Luke has been moving cautiously about his father’s house, putting anything he uses or touches back very carefully. Luke does not stand in his father’s house and shout, “Who are you? What does this mean? Are we supposed to love each other? Why didn’t you ever want to know me before?” Luke puts magazines down at the same angle he picks them up, flattens them into stacks, and says to himself, “I like keeping things neat too.”

“What’s his house like?” Pearl asked Luke by phone the day after Luke’s arrival in Los Angeles. “Is it really fancy?”

“It’s awesome. But it’s not, like, super huge or anything.” Luke looked around the living room where he was standing.

“Well, describe it,” said Pearl.

“Um … it’s really sort of empty.”

“Empty? Like no furniture?”

“No, there’s furniture. But everything is put away inside it. All the stuff. It’s really organized.”

“So it’s impersonal,” Pearl mused. “Cold.”

“Oh no. It’s really nice. No clutter. I’ll take some pictures,” Luke said.

Luke is in the kitchen now, which has all new appliances. He admires the refrigerator particularly, which is full of food in clear containers. His father told him to help himself to anything at all, and so Luke forks broccoli salad into a green rectangular dish. Even the dishes are cool: Japanese style, he thinks. Luke munches broccoli, thinks briefly about sex, which he has never had, and then his jeans pocket rings. It is the new cell phone his father’s assistant, Kati, gave to him. (Kati, who, three seconds before, Luke was imagining sitting naked on top of the kitchen counter.)

There is a text from Luke’s father: Done in 1 hr. C U at home. Evrythng ok? Luke smiles. Mark likes texting. Luke is not used to it because the cell phone plan allotted to him by Sara on his old phone has very limited texting. He likes that Mark texts him about ten times a day, sometimes with information, sometimes with an observation, or a description of what he is doing. Luke types back: Great! See you then. After a moment he changes this to: evrythng cool! C U when.

Luke puts the now empty dish, the fork, and the glass in the dishwasher, closes the door, thinks, takes everything out and washes them by hand over the sink, dries them with a brown dish towel, restacks them in cupboards and drawers.

Luke sees that somehow, in transferring salad from container to bowl, he has left blobs of salad dressing on the marble countertop. Luke grabs a sponge.

Now that he is examining them more closely, Luke thinks that the tiny blobs of dressing look like cells, and the splattered threads of dressing spreading out from the blobs look like the dendrites and axons that extend from a neuron.

Luke separates a dressing axon from a neighboring dressing neuron with the tip of his index finger. He knows that the axons of neurons do not actually touch other surrounding neurons. There is a space between them, a synaptic cleft. This space is where information is relayed from neuron to neuron. Neurotransmitter molecules move across the tiny space (five thousand of which would equal the width of a human hair) to neurotransmitter protein receptors. Electrical signals become chemical signals, and are converted back to electrical signals.

Signals, Luke thinks, sponging up the dressing. He thinks of Nana’s family Bible and conceptualizes the names as cells, the lines connecting the names as dendrites, the spaces between the names as synaptic clefts. Signals, he thinks again. Signals being sent. Signals being sent from a mother to a daughter, then another, then another. Electrical signals. Chemical signals. Luke decides now to take his father’s copy of Fitness magazine outside and look at it on the patio.

It had taken Luke awhile to think through the ramifications of his ancestral history, but once he did it had seemed pretty obvious to him that Sara had sex with his father for the sole purpose of conceiving a third daughter. A Sara in the grips of a mystical idea made more sense to Luke than a Sara who had a random one-night stand. So what happened? Did an embryonic Luke receive signals to become a girl and then ignore them? Refuse in the womb to obey his mother’s electrical and chemical desires to produce a third daughter? Whatever happened, Luke has spent much of his conscious life attempting to correctly read and interpret the signals being sent from one female in his household to another. He is very, very good at it.

Sitting in the California sun, looking at a photograph of a man who appears nearly crazed by his own outsized musculature, and reading an article debating the merits of various protein powders, Luke appreciates the feel of the sun on the tops of his feet, imprecisely imagines sex with Kati (now on all fours with the moon-faced serenity of the Kama Sutra), wonders if he should start drinking protein shakes, thinks about sex again, is slightly disgusted with himself, then not. Luke closes his eyes, visualizes the spaces between the neurons in his brain widening and expanding, no longer synaptic clefts but synaptic seas, with room for swimming, floating on his back, letting the water cover his ears, hearing his heartbeat underwater. Drifting quietly, knowing for a quick second himself to be himself, forgetting all his names.

Luke cannot quite believe he is where he is, and for a moment he wishes the summer already over: hours running logged, essay written, father known. Questions begin to form, and so Luke opens his eyes and returns to the article about supplements. He wonders what doubling up on his protein intake would do to his body chemistry and if doing so would make him look more like his father, who is extremely muscular.


CHAPTER TWO

Okay, new plan is to think out stuff for my essay while running, therefore accomplishing two things at one time, instead of letting my mind drift. I don’t want to have to worry about writing. It’s enough that I’ve got to answer all these emails from my family.

The conditions for running here are really great: sun without humidity, hills, near-absence of bugs in the eyes, cool stuff to look at. The section of Los Angeles that Mark lives in is called Beachwood Canyon. It’s not a scary-rich-looking neighborhood, but a lot of the houses have signs outside them saying they have video surveillance provided by Bel-Air security.

Mark said he could arrange for the studio to send him a car service, and then I could use his car when he’s working. They added another week that he didn’t anticipate, and he seems worried that I’ll be bored or feel stranded, or something. We keep having odd conversations where he’ll ask, “So you, like, drive and everything, right? Do you want a car?” And I’ll say, “Do you mean … like … what do you mean?” and he’ll say, “I missed all your Christmases and birthdays. Can I buy you a car?” and then we’ll both sort of laugh. I told him about Vlad the Impala, and said I would be nervous to drive anything that wasn’t already on the short list for the Grim Auto Reaper.

Anyway, we are going to do more stuff together once the show is finished shooting and he has his “hiatus.” Yesterday, though, he had a day off and he took me out to Santa Monica beach. Oh yeah, I could tell my family about that. Of course, what they all want to know is how I feel about everything, and what it’s all like, how I am experiencing it. That’s called “qualia” in philosophy of mind. Qualia is the way things seem to us. It’s one of my favorite words.

What’s the qualia of being with my father?

I always knew I had a father, obviously, but we’ve just never had any dads around. Actually I think most people assume that all three of us kids come from Sara’s ex-husband. I don’t look like my sisters, but they don’t totally look like each other either. All of us look a little bit like Sara, especially Aurora.

Sara had a simile for the way we should think about my sisters’ father. Paul was like a caterpillar that had become a butterfly.

“You’re not sad for a butterfly that isn’t a caterpillar anymore, you’re happy for it,” Sara said.

It wasn’t always possible for Sara to get other people—divorce lawyers, for example—to accept this kind of explanation, so my uncle Louis—who wasn’t my uncle then, he was just our next-door neighbor in New York—helped Sara with the paperwork and she was divorced by reason of “desertion” as opposed to “metamorphosis.” On Sara’s advice, Aurora, Pearl, and I use the phrase “moved on” when referring to Paul, which we don’t often do.

I knew my father’s name: Anthony. In New York City, the building my family lived in came with a doorman who was also named Anthony. I don’t have any memory of this doorman personally, but I do remember the sucking air sound that happened when he pulled open the glass entrance doors of our building, and so I guess I’ve always connected the name Anthony with that sucking air sound. The other thing Sara would say about my father was that he was young and beautiful: “Like an angel,” is what she said.

Sara didn’t tell me to think of my father as a butterfly, but more as someone who was on his own path, a path that did not include fathering in any sort of tangible way, and that I should choose to honor that path, whatever and wherever it might be. And according to Nana, we all had a father in the Lord.

In actual fact, I saw my father in two movies (The Fast Lane and Night Begins Now), without knowing at the time that it was my father I was seeing. Of course I had no way of knowing that Anthony Boyle had become Mark Franco, the guy who plays “Miggs,” the rookie cop who spills coffee all over himself when Laura Laughton smiles at him in Night Begins Now.

My father has told me a little bit about his acting. It took him awhile to get famous. At first he only got small parts like Prison Inmate, or Drug Dealer. Then he said he started really working out hard and his roles got bigger as he did. He’s played race-car drivers, assassins, bodyguards, Navy Seals. He’s been in a ton of movies.

The Last is a futuristic drama where he plays the role of James Knox: an ex-military astronaut who struggles to lead a band of survivors abandoned by their own government to a place of refuge where they might be able to make contact with the resistance faction still thought to be circling the planet. (The planet is Earth, which has been partially destroyed by nuclear war and where strange things happen due to high radiation levels.) It actually makes sense if you watch it from the beginning.

The Last is the number-one network television drama now. But even when my father began appearing on magazine covers, sides of buses, billboards, Sara failed to recognize him. She doesn’t really notice stuff like that. Also, she didn’t have any photographs of him around to remind her of what he looked like, and their actual time together had been pretty brief.

Then, about four months ago, Sara got a call. And it was my dad. He said he wanted to get back in touch. If that was okay.

That’s what Sara told me when I got back from working that night. I was standing in the kitchen making myself a sandwich and Sara came in and asked me to sit down with her. “So something has happened,” is how she started.

“Really?” I asked, when she finished. “Wow,” I think I said. I felt a little dizzy, even though I was sitting down, but I had also done a ton of yard work, and was very hungry.

“I know,” Sara said. “We didn’t talk for that long but he’s … lovely. Just like I remembered. I think there’s something very … beautiful here.”

Sara held out a piece of paper. In my mother’s language, “beautiful” can mean many different things. Sometimes it means that something is very beautiful. Sometimes it means that something is awful, and it’s the process of understanding that something, and treating it with compassion and love, that is beautiful. I looked at the paper.

“Mark Franco,” Sara had written, with a phone number underneath that.

“Wait, who’s this?” I asked.

“That’s him.” Sara tapped the paper. “Anthony. He changed his name. He said it might be easier if you—we—just all call him Mark.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay. Why?”

“He’s an actor. He lives in Los Angeles. He wanted to know if I thought you would like to talk to him. I said I couldn’t speak for you but that I thought you would.”

“I would,” I said. “I do.”

I looked at the phone.

“Well, it’s probably too late to call now,” I said.

“There’s a time difference,” Sara pointed out. “It’s earlier there.”

“Maybe I’ll call tomorrow,” I said. I thought maybe I should eat first, and think things over. The first time you talk to your actual real-life father you want to be calm.

“Luke? Are you okay, sweetie? This is a lot to take in.”

“I’m okay. I’m just …”

“I know,” Sara said. “I am too.”

She got up and put her hands on my shoulders. Among other things, Sara is a Reiki Master. I didn’t experience healing rays or lightning bolts of clarity or anything like that, but Sara has nice strong hands. I asked her to tell Nana about the whole thing because I wasn’t quite sure of what my face was doing and because I knew Sara could use someone to talk to about it. It felt weird that I was still hungry, and weird that I still ate my sandwich and did things like flossing my teeth before I went to bed.

I didn’t sleep much that night and I woke up really early.

“Your mother told me there was a telephone call,” was what Nana said to me, at breakfast.

“My father.” I tried to make it sound casual.

“Well,” said Nana.

I waited.

“The Lord makes a tapestry of our lives.” Nana glanced at the ceiling and smiled approvingly, as if she were giving Him a thumbs-up for His needlework.

“Your mother and I trust your judgment, Luke. And you and your father are in my prayers.”

Then we worked on her crossword puzzle as usual. Well, I was a little distracted, so I didn’t contribute much. But Nana is very good at crosswords. Even though she is someone who believes that the sudden materialization of my father after seventeen years of absence is the work of a first-century mystic, she is also someone who knows the seven-letter word for the currency of Malaysia.

It was a Saturday, so Sara was at yoga class. I had a ton of homework to do, which I did while waiting for it to be late enough to reasonably call California. I thought about what message I would leave if I got his voicemail, and decided NOT to leave one if that happened, but my father answered his phone on the second ring.

“Hello!”

“Hi. Hello. Is this, um … Mark?”

“Luke.”

“Yeah. Hi. I mean, hi. It’s Luke.”

“Hi. I’m … hi.”

“Hi,” I said, starting to laugh, forgetting what I had planned to say. “Hi Mark, I’m Luke.”

“Hey Luke,” my father said, laughing too. “Hey Luke, I’m Mark.”

Later that afternoon Sara came home and I told her about the conversation. I didn’t tell her that I had spent most of the day doing research online about my father. I hadn’t ever seen The Last, but I had heard about it. It was a strange thing, looking at all those pictures and saying to myself, “That’s my dad.” And also, “That extremely good-looking guy who is massively ripped is … my dad?” and, “That’s the guy I just talked to on the phone. Who is my dad.”

There were some mini-biographies of him on various websites but there wasn’t any mention of me on those. I was prepared for that: he told me in that first phone call that he had always thought a lot about me and wondered and stuff, but that he was careful to keep his personal life very personal.

“And I didn’t want to do anything without talking to your mom,” he had said. “I wanted to respect her privacy, and yours too, of course. She’s great, by the way, your mom. I was pretty nervous and she could not have been nicer or cooler.”

At school on Monday, my semi-sort-of girlfriend Amy asked, “What’s up with you?” and I said, “What?” and Amy said, “You’re weird today,” and I said, “Really?” After school, I biked to Kim’s Video and searched for every movie Mark Franco had appeared in that I could find from the list I got from the Internet. I rented The Hard Line and Flight of the Phoenix 2: The Phoenix Rises to start with.

“Did you tell your sisters about your father yet?” Sara asked when I got home that day.

I hadn’t. I hadn’t even thought about it, which was weird, because normally I thought about my sisters all the time, especially this year since Pearl was away too, and I had been feeling a little lonely.

“Maybe I’ll go see them. This weekend?” Aurora and Pearl both go to college in New York City, two hours away by train.

“Oh, good.” Sara was being very cool about the whole thing, but I could sense anxiety underneath the coolness, and on top of it as well.

Mark Franco was barely in The Hard Line but had a much bigger part in Flight of the Phoenix 2: The Phoenix Rises. I watched these on my computer, using headphones to conceal all the screaming, shooting, and “Motherfucker!”s from Sara and Nana. His character got killed halfway through Flight of the Phoenix 2, and as it was now almost two in the morning, I stopped the movie there. I still couldn’t see any resemblance between my father and myself, but I knew that in movies they put a lot of makeup and stuff on people. I also thought he was a very good actor, even in the small part.

In the following week, I rented Time Out, and In the Zone, and Goodnight Stranger, which my father, in an email response to me, had listed as the ones where he had “halfway decent parts.” I’m not sure why, but I didn’t tell any of my friends what was going on. I actually kind of avoided Amy, really.

At the end of the week, Sara came to my room for a talk. I had been expecting this. The DVD of Goodnight Stranger lay on my desk, and I put my American history textbook over it when I heard her footsteps in the hallway.

“Tea?” Sara asked, from the doorway, a cup in each hand.

“Yeah, thanks,” I said.

“Okay time to talk?”

I nodded.

“So.” Sara handed me one of the cups and sat down on the end of my bed. “It’s funny. The moment I heard his voice on the phone all these memories about him came flooding back. Little details, things I had forgotten.”

“Really?” I took a sip of my tea, which turned out to be kind of cold. “I thought it was just like … this moment that you had.”

Sara eyed me thoughtfully.

“Not exactly. There was a little more to it. There was love, for one thing.”

That sort of surprised me, because Sara had never said that she loved my father. “You loved him?” I asked.

She blew into her teacup, which must have been as cold as mine was.

“Well, it was a moment of love,” Sara said finally.

I nodded.

“He worked in an electronics store,” Sara said. “That’s where I met him.”

I remembered that Sara did actually once describe her brief relationship with my father as “electric.”

“Oh,” I said. “Like a RadioShack or something like that?” I tried to picture Mark Franco in one of those shirts the employees of Best Buy wear. Maybe with a name tag.

“Something like that. He—your father—helped me with a VCR.”

“It was one of those things,” I said. I knew the next part. Sara and Anthony—Mark—my father—had made a connection. There had been a spark. It seemed my mother’s choice of words in describing the night of my conception had not been entirely metaphorical. I tried imagining my father in a jumpsuit with a tool belt, cords dangling from his hands.

“No, it was a real choice,” Sara said. “I wasn’t … well, I knew that there was a reason we had met, and when a few weeks later I found out I was pregnant, I knew the reason we had met was going to be you.”

Sara’s had the safe-sex talk with all of us, but to her credit, she’s never said, “You have to have safe sex,” because she obviously didn’t in my case. What she says is, “Be aware of the choices you are making and accept responsibility for them.”

“So when you found out you were pregnant,” I said, “you called him.”

“Well, no.” Sara shook her head. “I didn’t have a phone number for him actually.”

“Oh.” I wondered where I had gotten the idea that she called him. It had been a long time since we had had the “your father” conversation.

“But you did see him again. To tell him about me.”

“Yes, we saw each other on the train.”

“The train?” I asked. “Like, a train train, or the subway?”

“The subway, Luke,” Sara said, patiently.

“How long had it … I mean, when was this?”

“Oh, well, let’s see … awhile … it was a few months before you were born.”

I thought.

“So you were pregnant when you saw him again,” I stated. “On the subway.”

“Well, I was pregnant since the night I had met him!”

“I mean … visibly pregnant,” I persisted, shaping a phantom hump in front of my stomach. “Big, I mean.”

“Mm-hm,” Sara nodded.

“So he guessed?” I said. “When he saw you, he was like, Did I do that?”

Sara laughed a little.

“It was funny. He knew. Right away, he knew. He looked at me and he said—oh, I don’t remember exactly what, but he knew. And we got off the train at the Sixty-sixth Street stop and we sat by the fountain at Lincoln Center and we talked all about it.”

“What did he say?” I thought that the scenario sounded like the kind of movie Mark Franco didn’t do. Mark Franco did movies where if people met each other in a subway train, they started fighting, or slipped a tracer into the other one’s pocket, or yelled, “Everybody get DOWN!”

“Did he freak out?” I asked. For the first time I was really trying to imagine my father’s side of this whole thing, and it seemed like freaking out was probably a reasonable response.

Sara let a little silence elapse before she answered.

“There was no freaking out.” Sara leaned back and switched over to her guided meditation voice and started explaining about how my father wasn’t in a place where he could be there for me, etc., but how ready and eager for me she was and how they were really honest with each other and how he came to see me right after I was born and held me and some other stuff but I wasn’t really listening because I had already heard all of that and I was still trying to picture my father by that fountain.

Also I was thinking that Sara left it all to chance, really, that she would see my father again, and if they hadn’t been on the same subway car he might never have known I existed. That part was definitely new. I didn’t say anything more to Sara about it, though. What I was thinking was something along the lines of, “Okay, seriously, what the hell,” but I needed some privacy to organize my ideas, so I just told her I understood, and stuff like that.

Saturday I took the train to New York City to see my sisters and tell them the news. Aurora, uptown at Columbia, and Pearl, downtown at NYU, met my train in midtown, at Penn Station.

“We thought a walk through Central Park.” Aurora waved an umbrella and a Zabar’s bag at me. “Kind of a late-winter picnic.”

“What’s up?” asked Pearl. “Sara called us both last night. We’ve been told to ‘be there’ for you.”

“Pearl thinks it might be girl trouble,” Aurora said.

“Is it SEX?” hissed Pearl, leering at me over her (not Starbucks) coffee.

“Shut up,” I said. “No.”

“Oh crap,” Pearl said.

“Well, I guess it is in a way,” I reconsidered. “Just not mine.”

Later, camped out on one of the benches in front of Bethesda Terrace, I explained the situation.

“No WAY,” said Pearl, when I was finished. “That guy from The Last is your DAD? No WAY.”

“I know,” I said.

“This is so weird.”

“And Sara didn’t know about him?” Aurora asked. “I mean, she never recognized him?”

“Well,” I said, “you know Sara.”

We all nodded. Sara loves music, so she’s current on that, but she’s not into TV. She was once asked to do a yoga series for television, and she turned it down because they wanted it to be like a workout thing, and Sara says yoga is moving meditation, not exercise.

“She recognized his voice on the phone. And they talked about it all.”

“God,” Pearl said. “I’ve never really pictured your dad as an actual person, you know? I guess all that celestial talk really sunk in.”

“How did he find you?” Aurora asked.

“He said he hired a private investigator.”

Pearl looked impressed. She lit a cigarette.

“Apparently it only took him about twenty minutes,” I told them. “The investigator, I mean.”

“So you’ve talked to him?” Aurora asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “And we’ve been emailing every day.”

“Also he probably has to be careful,” suggested Pearl. “I mean, you could sell your story to the tabloids, right?”

“Pearl,” Aurora said, “I’m sure it’s not like that.”

“ ‘TV Star Abandoned Son,’ ” intoned Pearl.

“Come on.” Aurora stretched out a leg and kicked Pearl. “Luke wasn’t abandoned.”

“ ‘No Presents at Christmas, Says Boy,’ ” Pearl continued. “ ‘Son Left to Be Raised by Deranged Women.’ ”

“Luke had presents. We gave him presents.”

“Okay.” Pearl conceded the point with a wave of her cigarette. “Wow. This is huge.”

“What’s Sara’s take on it?” Aurora asked.

“Luke, go and live and breathe freely as I have always done,” Pearl said, in Sara’s meditation voice.

“Kind of,” I said. “Mixed in with a little ‘Are you okay/are you really okay/is it okay if I ask you if you are okay.’ ”

“Sara hooked up with the guy from The Last,” Pearl said. “That’s something to brag about. This is really juicy.”

“He seems cool,” I said. “He wants me to come visit him in Los Angeles.”

I had given some thought to how my sisters might react to the news, and had decided it would be best to play the whole thing kind of low-key. I mean, it wasn’t likely that my sisters’ father would become a television star in India and would soon be contacting them with offers to fly them to Mumbai for the summer. I also decided that I wouldn’t tell them about Sara leaving it all to chance and just running into my father randomly on the subway. Because I wasn’t sure I could say it without sounding pissed off about it, and then Pearl would get pissed off on my behalf, and either one of them might tell Sara that I was “upset” and there would be drama. Sara would want to talk more and she might get weird and not want me to come here and I had already decided that I really, really wanted to.

“This is a big deal,” Aurora said.

“It’s a big deal, Luke,” Pearl agreed.

“Well, yeah, it’s a big deal,” I said. “But it doesn’t change, you know, anything fundamental. I’m still me.”

Another month of phone calls and emails passed. Plans got made. It was decided by everybody that I would not go to Belize for the summer to build homes and a school with the Helping Hands and Hearts program. I would go to Los Angeles for the summer and get to know my father. The Belize trip—or something like that—could be found for next summer. Sara stopped asking me if I was okay and started leaving me little notes that I would find in my textbooks, or my backpack, or my sock drawer:

“Accept life whole, as it is, without needing by measure or touch to understand the measureless untouchable source of its images.”

And,

“The man of stamina stays with the root below the tapering—Stays with the fruit beyond the flowering: he has his no and he has his yes.”

I finally told Amy the whole thing. Well, not the whole thing. I didn’t say “Mark Franco.”

That’s when Amy told me she had been spending some time with her ex-boyfriend, Darren Vincz, and they were getting back together. I wasn’t really surprised. I guess a part of me always knew that Amy was using me a little. So I just sort of nodded, and then she wanted to make out, and we ended up almost having sex. Sara always talks a lot about the mind-body connection, but your mind and body can act in total opposition to each other. Like, I knew it was ethically wrong to hook up with someone else’s girlfriend, and I even knew Amy only wanted to do it because I had been too okay with the Darren thing, and so I really thought we should NOT have sex, even though my body totally wanted to. Anyway, it didn’t happen.

Later, when I got home, I watched The Kindness of Strangers on my computer. In that one my father, hair slicked back and sporting a Middle European accent, manages to kill several FBI agents before being shot himself, in a car-chasing sequence, in Prague. It’s really good.

A plane ticket arrived: round-trip, first-class.

“I wonder if you will recognize each other,” Sara said to me on the way to the airport in Philadelphia.

“I sent him some pictures,” I reminded her. “And I know what he looks like.”

“You know, I’m really excited for him,” Sara said. “It’s like I’m sending him the best present in the world.”

Six hours later I stepped off an escalator and into the baggage claim section of Delta Air Lines in Los Angeles. I looked around and met eyes with this tiny blond girl—well, woman, I found out later—and she came right up to me.

“Luke?”

We shook hands.

“I’m Kati,” she said. “I’m your dad’s assistant. He’s waiting for you right over there.”

I nodded, looking around, although Kati’s “right over there” had not been accompanied with any sort of gestural indication of where “there” was.

“I’ll get your luggage, okay?” Kati patted me on the elbow. That’s when I realized I was still holding her hand.

“Oh, I can get it,” I said, letting go of her.

“Just tell me how many and what color.” Kati smiled over my left shoulder.

That’s when I turned and saw my father, standing by a row of metal chairs. That is, I saw the outline of my father: baseball cap pulled low, sunglasses, slightly hunched shoulders. Nevertheless, I recognized him. I would say that this was because of the movies I had rented, the first season of The Last my father had sent on DVD, and all the images I had found on the Internet. Sara might say I recognized him from that one and only meeting, seventeen years before. Either way, I saw the man—Anthony Boyle—Mark Franco—angel, comet, cop, bodyguard, bad guy, bomb-squad captain, beautiful person, astronaut with a destroyed planet to navigate, and thought,

“That person is my dad.”

So that’s how we met. We didn’t fly into each other’s arms or anything like that. We shook hands. I appreciated that, because I think it’s better to not load a whole bunch of feelings on top of things. Like, you could have a bunch of feelings about my family history and say it’s very meaningful, or you could say, “Nope. Just random. Doesn’t mean anything.” You could say, “Oh, my long-lost father, what an emotional moment,” or you could say, “Okay, we are biologically related. Interesting.” My point is that people act like their feelings are something they can’t help, but that’s not totally true. Every time you run something over in your head you are firing the same set of synapses into the brain. You can create an emotion, is what I’m saying. You have to be careful about that.

Yesterday we went to the ocean and he said, “Do you want to go in?” and I said, “Well, just to feel it?” and he said, “Let’s do it, man,” and we took off our shoes and socks and sprinted to the water and Mark yelled, “Jesus fucking Christ it’s cold!” and we started laughing and trying to jump over the tail edges of the waves coming in and this became a sort of game of who jumped the best and where one would say, “Oh, you are going down, my friend,” or “You can run, but you can’t hide,” right before a wave hit.

And that did have a certain qualia to it, sure, but I don’t really know how to describe it. I’m not good with similes.

This is why I need to start organizing my thoughts, while running. Surely I can get three hundred words assembled during a 10-K.

Luke sighs, and stops typing. He did not “space out” while running today, but space in the brain is an issue. So is relevance. Luke had passed a rose bush, heard a dog bark, noticed a squirrel dart across the street in front of a Mercedes with a dented fender and a bumper sticker that read “IMPEACH BUSH,” and said to himself, “Man, those roses were as big as my head.” Luke may use the phrase “roses as big as my head” in the postcard he will write later to Nana, but in summoning the phrase he will probably not ALSO recall the dog barking, or see the squirrel, or the bumper sticker. On the other hand, if he recalls the bumper sticker, he might forget about the roses.

Actually, Luke had spent most of his run trying to remember everything about the moment of being in the ocean with his father—the exact degree of coldness of the water, the way the beach looked, how it felt to say something that made his father laugh. Luke wanted to return to this moment because it had seemed possible then, jumping over waves, shouting at each other, laughing, that they could simply be known to each other like this—as two guys, genetically linked, doing something together, isolated from all expectations and desires contained in the words “father” and “son.”

But in the car ride home, there had been an advertisement on the radio for “That Perfect Father’s Day Gift for That Special Dad,” resulting in a heavy wave of silence that, for Luke, drowned out the next advertisement and the latest news of more suicide bombings in Baghdad. A few minutes later, Mark asked if Luke liked Indian food and Luke said, deliberately, awkwardly, “Yeah, Dad, I like Indian food.” It was the first time Luke had used the word “dad” in speaking to his father. It came out with an unintentionally italicized sound. After a moment, Mark said, “Me too … son,” in the same italicized way. They had laughed a little. Mark did a funny imitation of President Bush, and they laughed a little too much at that. Then Mark had turned off the radio.

During his run Luke had also imagined describing the ocean experience to Sara and his sisters. He created responses from his family along the lines of “Sounds like you are creating memories, that is a beautiful moment to share,” or “So is it hugely relieving to be with a dad after being locked up with us crazy bitches your whole life?” Luke does not want or need any of those responses. He is determined to maintain a rational, detached, scientific approach.

But sometimes when Luke sees a butterfly he does feel sad for the caterpillar that was lost. And there is no logic that can stop him from feeling this way. The fact that Luke does not acknowledge this feeling only strengthens the feeling, which is allowed to rest in Luke’s subconscious, biding its time, as much a part of Luke as his two feet, driving into solid earth, remembering and forgetting with every step.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Howr_9780307379610_epub_tp_r1.jpg
BLIND SIGHT

Meg Howrey






OEBPS/images/Howr_9780307379610_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BLIND SIGHT

A NOVEL

MEG HOWREY







OEBPS/images/Howr_9780307379610_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





