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LIAR




I make my living as a vacuum-cleaner salesman. Ive met a lot of good liars in my day. None of them are as good as my mother.

When people lie, the story goes, some tic gives them away. They blink or break their gaze or touch their noses with their fingers. Polygraph machines operate on the principle that these physical signs are inside the body too, and involuntary. Breathing quickens, heart rates jump, and the needle on the lie detector skitters over the graph when run-of-the-mill humans try to deny a criminal truth.

Who can beat a lie detector test? Swamis, maybe, with pulse and breath control, or con artists, or cold-blooded sociopaths. My mother claims to have relatives among the first category, and most observers probably think she belongs to the other two.

I agree that Mom would have no trouble fooling a machine. Ive seen her walk into parties filled with little clumps of people who each know her under a different alias. Instead of fleeing in panic, she works the room, remembering what fake name she used with each mark, never slipping, never breaking a sweat. A few electrodes and straps on her arms wouldnt faze her.

But its too easy to say her skill stems from the sangfroid of a grifter. Her gift for lying comes from passionate conviction. She never blinks or stutters in the midst of the most ornate fibs, because she believes what shes saying without reservation. A good liar always starts with a germ of truth and builds from there: thats Mom. She cant distinguish between whats real and what shes invented, which makes her preternaturally persuasive.

I can make a more educated guess than anyone on earth about when shes lying, though there are no outward symptoms. I just know when and why she does it, and about what. The hard part is reaching backward through decades of fabrications and embellishments to find what she started with, the first hard kernel of reality. Even when I think Ive found it, I dont always trust it.

If you ask me where Sante Kimes came from, then, I cant be sure, nor would I swear to anything under oath. All I can tell you is how the story evolved.



At 9 A.M. on Wednesday, July 8, 1998, I pulled my white Corvette into a parking space and killed the engine. I unfolded a cardboard sunshade and spread it across the dashboard, just like all the other morning commuters in Greater Las Vegas, and then walked to the service entrance of the low cinderblock building on Decatur Avenue that housed my business. Id been out of town over the long holiday weekend and had a lot of catching up to do.

As soon as I was inside, my sales manager approached me. I heard Greg chirp Good morning, but what struck me was the pained expression on his face. Your mom and your brother have been calling here, he said. Thats why he looked uncomfortable. He knew I wouldnt consider this good newsI hated having my fifteen employees know anything about the antics of my estranged mother and brother. Theyve been calling nonstop for the last two days. There was a backlog of sixty messages, most of them aborted collect callsthe kind people in jail have to make.

Already I was embarrassed, but I played it nonchalant. If my mother or Kenny calls again, tell them Im not back yet. I really dont want to talk to them.

The last time theyd phoned so often was fourteen months before, when Kenny got arrested in Florida for shoplifting and aggravated assault on a police officer. His story was that he was with a girlfriend who happened to put something in her purse with every intention of paying for it, but the police got the wrong idea and he had to defend her, and so on.

I knew who the so-called girlfriend was: Mom. She not only liked to steal, she liked to dress conspicuously. A security cop with an eye out for shoplifters couldnt help but notice a senior citizen in fishnet blouse and bell-bottoms, wearing her trademark black wig and trailed by her gawky twenty-two-year-old son. On this occasion, at the Federal Discount store in downtown Miami, a plainclothes detective had stopped my sixty-two-year-old mother as she waltzed out of the store, her bag filled with stolen lipsticks. While Kenny defended his girlfriend, swinging at the detective, Mom slipped out the rear door and went into hiding at a motel. Kenny went to jail.

The phone calls that ensued were almost comical. The first came from Mom. In her breathy, high-pitched voice she fed me the usual stew of manipulative half-truths, lies, anger, and actual concern. Kent, you have to help your little brother. He didnt do anything. False. With my record, I cant help him. True. Youre all hes got. I often thought that was true.

What happened? I asked.

Oh, its just silly, no big deal. He was trying to cover for his girlfriend, and the cops roughed him up, and I am so worried about him.

His girlfriend wouldnt wear big black wigs, would she? I joked.

I had nothing to do with this, Kent, she lied. Her voice changed from pleading to demanding. This is your brother, for Gods sake, and he really needs your help!

I explained that I was two thousand miles and three time zones away from the Miami lockup and there was nothing I could do for either of them in the next fifteen minutes. The conversation ended, but in the time it took to pour a cup of coffee the phone rang again. Kenny, calling from jail. Id never heard him so panicked. This was his first real experience behind bars.

Kent, he barked, have you talked to Mom? His voice was even more hyper than usual.

Yes, we just hung up.

If she calls back, give her this message for me. Tell her to go, go, go! Ill be all right, but if those assholes get their hands on her, itll be the end of her.

So much for the girlfriend story, I thought. Aloud I said, Kenny, get a lawyer, and do what he says. You havent been in any major trouble before, and Im sure theyll go light on you. Part of me still held out hope that this would be the long overdue event that finally shook him. I wanted him to know there were consequences to the way he and Mom had been operating.

The Miami calls poured in hourly for another three days and then stopped dead. I found out later that Kenny had pleaded guilty on two counts and received probation, and as soon as he was released he and Mom had fled the state.

So when Greg told me on July 8, after more than a year had passed, that the calls had started up again, I assumed something similar had occurred. Mom and Kenny were in another misdemeanor of a jam and hadnt yet scratched their way out. They wanted, needed, my help, as usual.

But things were different nowI was different. At least I hoped so. Id tried to stop caring. Asking Greg to cover for me wasnt a momentary impulse. Avoiding Mom and Kenny had become my policy, and I was praying I could stick to it. After Greg gave me the unwanted news that they were once again burning up the phone lines, I tried to put it out of my mind and get on with business as usual. At nine-thirty the whole staff assembled for our daily sales meeting. Then the reps went out into the field. I settled down at my desk to deal with stacks of accumulated paperwork.

Almost immediately, Greg poked his head into my office. Line one is for you, he said.


Its not them, is it?

No, its your friend Carl. Carl was a pal from my brief stab at college.

I picked up the phone. Hi, howre you doing? I was hoping he was going to buy me lunch.

Kent, have you seen todays paper? He sounded as wary as Greg.

You know I dont read the paper. It wasnt part of my routine.

I really think you should look at todays.

Well, just tell me whats in it. I was impatient, and his tone perplexed me.

Go get the paper, pressed Carl. Theres something about your family.

Okay.

Its on page four. Im sorry. Call me later.

I walked into a coworkers office and hijacked a copy of the Las Vegas Review Journal and saw my mother staring back at me. Shes going to be pissed at that picture, I thought, almost laughing. She was dressed in her jail uniform, without her big black wig, scowling. It was a photo, circa 1986, from her trial for enslaving illegal aliensMexicans she worked to the bone as unpaid maids. The headline was also pretty familiar. WOMAN WITH 1986 CONVICTION LINKED TO N.Y. CASE. My mother had made the papers often in her forty-year criminal career. I figured shed stolen something again, only this time it was extra big.

Then I saw the first line of the article and I think my heart stopped. A woman previously convicted in Las Vegas on charges of enslaving four Mexican women is now at the center of an investigation into the disappearance of a New York City millionaire.

I had to tell myself to breathe as I read the story: A wealthy Manhattan widow named Irene Silverman had vanished and Sante and Kenny were being held in connection with her disappearance. Who in the world is Irene Silverman? I wondered. But further down in the article there was a name I recognized, and when I saw it I went into shock. Investigators in Los Angeles want to question the pair about the fatal shooting of David Kazdin, 64. Kazdins body was found in an airport trash bin earlier this year.

Dave Kazdin had been a friend of the family, and of mine, for years. I started connecting the dots. Daves name was on the deed of the house on Geronimo Way where Mom had lived off and on since we moved to Vegas. His body had turned up in a Dumpster not long after Mom, desperate for cash, had told me she wanted to take out a loan on the Geronimo propertyand not long after the house had burned to the ground.

I read the article over and over, my spirit sinking a little lower each time. But the shock was mixed with an odd sense of relief. The fear of what Mom and Kenny would do next, and the waiting for it to happen, were over. Then I chastised myself silently. Your mom and brother are arrested for murder and you feel relief? Then anger and confusion came in waves, a different emotion every few seconds, as I sat behind my desk dumbfounded. I had known this day might come, and now that it had, there was nothing I could do about it. The word was spreading among my employees. Id noticed them gathering outside my office before I started reading the paper. Ten minutes after I finished, the phone began ringing, and it didnt stop for two days. This time it was the media. Now I was going to have to relive the past whether I wanted to or not.



Over the long Fourth of July weekend, when Id packed my wife, Lynn, and our three kids into the car and headed for California, Id been flooded with memories but had tried not to dwell on them. Wed attended a friends wedding in Temecula on Saturday the Fourth, then driven to Newport Beach. It was there, long ago, that Mom and I had moved from Palm Springs to start our life with my stepdad, Ken Kimes, and it was there that my half brother, Kenny, had been born when I was almost thirteen.

We pulled into Newport just as the sun set. The cool ocean breeze was a welcome relief from the oppressive heat of Vegas in July. There was a carnival atmosphere down by the Balboa Pier, the streets full of people celebrating the holiday.

The excitement my wife and kids felt just being a family by the sea helped bury my memories of that other, earlier family for much of our four-day trip. I recall thinking to myself, So far, so good. I wanted to make some new memories.

The vacation was just what we needed. The kids played in the surf and fed the seagulls. Lynn and I enjoyed some romantic dinners and watched the sailboats in the harbor. On our last night there, Monday, July 6, we went to the Studio Caf, a little club at the base of Balboa Pier thats known for live jazz. Its also known for the Adios Mama, a concoction of gin, rum, and every fruit juice you can imagine. Drink one of those blue monsters, and youre relaxed. Two, and youre done for the evening.

Lynn and I were sipping drinks at the Studio when she asked, gently, about a subject she knew was sensitive. She wanted me to show our kids where Id lived when I was young. I got a sinking feeling, but I thought to myself, I can do this. So I said, Tomorrow, and ordered a second Adios Mama.

Tuesday morning we drove south down the Pacific Coast Highway through my childhood.

We passed restaurants where Id eaten as a kid. The sight of some of them made me smile. Others I remembered because Id once hurried out the front door ahead of an angry manager or waiter after Mom had said or done something. Moms favorite, Chucks Steakhouse, had vanished. That was where Mom and Ken had the first of their serious public arguments, the first where Mom had to be physically evicted from the premises. She was drunk, and in one of her incandescent rages, a sort of altered state that was frightening to witness, shed flung a full tumbler of bourbon at the wall. Glass and ice had showered the other patrons.

Soon we neared the condo that had been my first address in Newport, the first home that Mom and I shared with Ken Kimes. We were there only a few months, but they were good ones. Not once did the police come knocking, and no one tried to serve Mom with a summons. We didnt hide when the doorbell rang. It wasnt like the way wed lived in our old hometownin Palm Springs, Mom and I had always been on the run.

But soon after the first place in Newport, the old pattern had resumed. In two years we lived in five different houses and changed our phone number eight times. We bounced between addresses in a master-planned neighborhood called East Bluff. As I piloted my new family through East Bluff twenty-five years later, I was reminded of what it felt like to lose friends. I remembered how the halls of my elementary school had buzzed with talk about Mom and the ring shed stolen from another students mother. Parents wouldnt let their children play with the son of someone like that.

Whenever there was a problem, wed move, and as I drove around East Bluff with my own kids, I realized just how many problems there had been. We passed the convenience store where Mom had bluffed and shouted her way out of a shoplifting arrest. We passed some more former homes. I realized that I didnt want to show my children more than one of my old addresses. Theyd become accustomed to stability; theyd lived on the same suburban street for years. I didnt want to have to explain to them why their dad had moved so often.

So I picked one address out of many, a Spanish-style ranch house on a cliff overlooking the Newport Back Bay. The setting was beautiful, a hundred feet above the water, and there was a twenty-foot-wide, mile-long greenbelt along the bluff that the whole neighborhood used as a backyard. I could take the family on a stroll there and show them at least one place where Id lived, and if I was lucky the kids would think it had been my only home instead of one among dozens.

I pulled over to the curb on Vista Entrada and parked. We walked out onto the greenbelt. This is it, I said, pointing to the rear of the house. That window there is my old room.

Cool, said my daughter Kristina. You mustve loved living here.

It was pretty neat, I agreed. It had been, some of the time. While Lynn played in the grass with the kids, I looked out over the marsh-fringed bay, now a nature preserve. Then I looked down at the ice plants on the cliff, and an afternoon from 1973 came flooding back.

I was in the fifth grade and had just gotten home from school when the phone rang. I picked up the receiver. I was alone in the house.

Hello, I said.

Hi, Kent. It was my stepfather, Ken. Mom hadnt yet worn away his health and his fortune, but that day there was strain in his voice. Kent, I need you to do something for me, and its really important that you do it right now, okay?

Sure, Ken. I never called him anything but Ken for the whole quarter century he was my stepdad. What do you want me to do?

Do you know those big brass scales your mom and I brought home a few weeks ago?

Uh-huh. I could see them on the living room coffee table. They were antiques, heavy and ugly.

I need you to get rid of them. His voice was growing more nervous and hurried. The only time he sounded like this was when he knew Mom was itching for a fight.

What do you mean, get rid of them? I asked.

You have to get them out of the house right now. Ken was insistent. I dont care what you do with them, just get them away from there, and dont let anyone see you.

I can put them in the trash. That made him yell. No! Put them someplace where no one can find them. Do it now, Kent. Its really important.

And then he hung up. I looked at the scales again. They were grotesque, but Mom and Ken had seemed so proud of them. When friends dropped by, the two of them would brag about how valuable the scales were. Now they wanted this prize to vanish; it didnt make sense. But Ken sounded scared, so no matter how strange it seemed, I obeyed orders. I ran to the closet, grabbed a sheet, and wrapped up the scales. They were even heavier than they looked. I slung the makeshift sack over my shoulder and stepped outside onto the greenbelt.


Kens urgency made me nervous. I looked around to see if anyone was watching and then crept to the edge of the cliff behind the house. I grabbed the ends of the sheet and swung. When I let go, my bundle sailed out into the abyss as if propelled by a slingshot. The scales bounced once in the ice plants and disappeared.

When Mom and Ken got home that night, the air crackled with tension. Typically, I didnt learn the truth until much later, long after the scales had vanished, when I overheard one of my parents drunken fights. Mom, it seemed, had stolen the scales from an antique shop. Weeks after the theft, shed sauntered brazenly back into the same store, and the owner had summoned police. That was when Ken called me. He thought the cops were racing toward our house, sirens squealing, so hed asked me to dump the evidence.

Before I could start cataloging all the other times I either watched or helped as expensive items were disappeared, my wifes voice brought me back to the present. We should be going now.

I was ready. Touring my old neighborhood had awakened too many memories. It had been four years since Ken died, months since Id spoken to Mom and Kenny. Id worked hard to leave the bad stuff behind me and had almost succeeded. I thought about it less and less and felt that much stronger. But as we walked back to the car for the ride home to Vegas, I realized that the visit to East Bluff had kicked up old doubts about myself. Why had I let myself, even as a grown man, get sucked into so many of my mothers schemes? I still didnt know whether it was because I loved her or because I was like her. I renewed my vow to keep the past out of the presentfor my own sake and for the sake of Lynn and the children.

I had tried to shut the door on my past in Vegas the year before. By then, there had been a hundred reasons not to let Mom and Kenny come around anymore. But it was hard to deprive my children of their grandma, or Babish, as they called her, especially when Babish always brought gifts and excitement with her. The problem was, she also brought trouble, and with Kenny as her lieutenant she had only gotten worse.

My daughter Kristina was the first to get burned. In the summer of 1996, when Kristina was twelve, Mom and Kenny convinced me she should keep them company on a trip to the Bahamas. The three of them were in the Vegas airport watching their carry-on luggage squeeze through the X-ray machine when the attendant saw something strange on the scanner. There was a stun gun in one of Kennys suitcases. By the time the attendant had called the police, Mom and Kenny were gone. They left Kristina next to the pile of bags, holding the bag, so to speak. The police interrogated my terrified twelve-year-old daughter for hours before calling me, and didnt release her till I convinced Kenny to return to the airport and take the blame. He must have conned his way out of a bust, because I heard no more about it.

Neither Mom nor Kenny ever apologized. Yet after a brief interruption I not only resumed speaking to my mother and brother, I even let them live with me. Ever since Ken Kimess death in 1994 theyd had a cash-flow problem. A year after the stun-gun debacle, Mom and Kenny left their house on Geronimo Way and moved in with us.

Trouble erupted immediately. There was a chasm between the way we lived and the way they lived. My household was fairly average, until Mom and Kenny appeared with their maids. Up through the mid-eighties, the maids were usually Mexicans and Central Americans without papers. After the feds put Mom on trial for slavery, she switched to white vagrants. Shed troll for them at the local homeless shelters, and soon theyd be scrubbing her floors, taking orders in exchange for nothing but a place to sleep. Now these scruffy maids were bunking at my house.

The verbal abuse began within hours of each maids arrival and continued till the victim decided that homelessness was preferable. Sometimes Sante treated my wife as if she were a mop pusher too. After ten days, Mom had gone through six maids, and Lynn had seen and heard enough. She didnt like the strife, and she didnt like another woman running her home. Meanwhile I feared that one of these ex-servants would file a lawsuit. When I asked Mom to stop bringing them home, she agreed.

The very next day I walked in the door and found yet another strange woman on my couch. Shes from an agency, Mom insisted. Are you sure youre not from the Shade Tree shelter? I asked the woman directly. She said she wasnt.

A few hours later she ran down the stairs crying. Take me home! she wailed.

Why do you treat people this way? I shouted at my mother. Kenny began cursing at me. As the conflict escalated, the latest ex-maid blurted out the truth. Please, she begged, take me back to Shade Tree.

I decided it was time for an ultimatum. I wanted to sit down with Mom and Kenny and stipulate that there were to be no more vagrants in our home. Lynn and I would hire a legitimate housekeeper who was answerable only to Lynn.

I invited my wife, my mother, and my brother to lunch at the Macaroni Grill in Las Vegas. When everyone seemed to be getting along, I raised the issue of the maids and Lynns unhappiness. A bitter, profane argument broke out.

My mom has never been able to handle the idea that someone else might be more important to me than her. We were in the foyer of the restaurant, about to move the fight into the parking lot, when Mom began talking about my wife. I cant believe, she hissed, that you put that cunt in front of me.

In a flash my hands were around her throat. I dont remember whether I lifted her off the ground, but I could have. Im a big person, six-foot-three and 220 pounds. Mom had used me as her muscle in the past, and now Id turned on her. Shed finally pushed me too far. You and Kenny, I spat, are moving out.

She looked scared for a second, but I could also see the steely resolve in her eyes. I let go of her neck, wheeled, and escaped to the parking lot. Sante followed. She grabbed at my arm as I opened the car door, but I pushed her away. She fell against the side of the car. As I backed out she stepped behind it, daring me to hit her. I swerved in her direction. Anyone watching would have thought I was a criminal, brutalizing a little old lady. My own feelings were mixed, as they always were when it came to Mom. I was disgusted at myself, but I also felt justified, and free. Id finally made the break with Mom and Kenny. When Lynn and I got home, we piled their belongings in the driveway and vowed to cut off all contact.

During the next year I backslid occasionally. I let Mom and Kenny deliver Christmas presents to my kids. I called them when I received water and power bills in my name from the Geronimo property. They should have known better than to scam me.

But for the most part I kept my no-contact promiseand I felt like Id had my heart cut out. I missed Kenny, but the absence of my mother destroyed me. She was the superhuman force that had sustained me all my life. Sante Kimes loved me with an unconditional, all-enveloping, fearsome, enormous love. Nothing compares to it.

Ive loved you the longest, my brown-eyed boy. Mom has said that to me as long as Ive been alive. Maybe, as a sociopath, Mom couldnt really tell where I ended and she began, but that meant that if I stubbed my toe, she felt the painshed do anything to make it go away, anything to make me happy. In her presence I felt invulnerable. For whatever reason, healthy or unhealthy, she exalted family above all else, and that meant that she praised and exalted me.

I gave a speech at my high school graduation, and from the podium I spotted my mother in the crowd. She was mouthing, I love you, her face streaming tears, pride coming off her in waves. Youre so lucky, said a friend whod been standing near her. Your mother loves you so much. I smiled, having heard similar things before. You would never have known Id lived with a classmate that whole school year while my mother ran from the law.

Ive never been a cookie-baking type of mother, Mom would say, with epic understatement, but I did the best I could. She was right. On her own terms, she was devoted. Every year when I was a kid I had a birthday party so lavish that it spooked the adult guests. Mom buried me under expensive gifts, all stolen, and plied the grown-ups with caviar and top-shelf liquors.

Mom continued her over-the-top tradition with Kenny, one birthday surprising him with a pony. It was stolen, shoved in the back of an RV, and then hidden in our garage, but it was a pony. As Kenny grew up, Mom kept the party going with her grandkids. She collected pumpkin seeds the day before Halloween when my daughter was seven. She scattered them in the grass and told Kristina they were magic. After Kristina had gone to bed, Mom covered the lawn with jack-o-lanterns, so that when my daughter woke up there was a magic pumpkin patch outside her window.

Babish became a hero to my kids. But adults found Moms presence still more enchanting. It was exciting simply to be near Sante, and to soak up her enthusiasm and the good times that followed her around. She was the center of attention in every restaurant or hotel or casino we entered. If you could bottle all that positive energy, a friend marveled, you could fly a rocket to the moon!

Once Mom and I were flying to Hawaii when she decided that the rest of first class should help us celebrate Kens appointment as an ambassador (another story in itself). Within thirty minutes, all the passengers were out of their seats and partying like the home team had won the Super Bowl. When the grumpy captain left the cockpit to quiet the ruckus, Mom went to work on him too. Before long hed joined the party. The drinks poured, the in-flight movie was cancelled, and the pilot accepted an invite to dinner at our house. In the months that followed, whenever he flew over our property hed flash his landing lights.

It was exciting to be with Mom when she was good, but it was more fun when she was bad. I watched speechless as a woman approached our table in a restaurant and, thinking Mom was a movie star, asked her for an autograph. Mom took the pen and signed, and a crowd gathered. She wrote Elizabeth Taylor on two dozen napkins and menus, never breaking character.


It was even more thrilling when she was very bad. Getting Away with It can be addictive. I remember racing through the streets of Manzanillo, Mexico, in a cab, minutes ahead of an angry hotel owner whom Mom and Ken had stiffed. We owed him for a week in a luxury suite. We got on our plane, breathing hard, pulses racing, and as the wheels left the runway and we knew wed escaped, it was like being high.

There was a price for all the love and fun. Sante demanded total loyalty in return. She never ceased her mantra of family, family, family. In her mind, everything she did was for the benefit of her children, and she never let me or Kenny forget it. In later years, as her legal troubles mounted, shed invoke the higher good of family to summon me to her aid. Those sons of bitches are trying to kill us, shed insist, and she expected me as a good son to do my duty and help her.

By that time I was trying to resist her pull, but it was difficult. Mom and I had too much in common. Shed passed on to me her temper, her love of luxury, and some of her quirky tastes. Every time a new science fiction flick hit the local theater, she and I had a date, and we shared a geeky obsession with Star Trek. Id tape episodes of the original series and The Next Generation and take them to Moms house. Wed watch stacks of tapes at a sitting, driving everyone else from the room.

Ultimately I pulled myself free of my mother by relying on one of her virtues. Her willpower had always enabled her to outlast her foes. Id inherited that toughness. Everyone else would back down from a fight with her, but after my early teens I never did. In the end, I was able to resist her, no matter how much it hurt. Kenny, thirteen years my junior, didnt inherit that strength. Hes now suffering the consequences.

As I drove back from Newport Beach on the night of July 7, I had another twelve hours before Id learn how tragic the mixture of Moms love and Kennys weakness had turned out to be. I still hadnt heard the name Irene Silverman. But I was thinking about my mother and brother all the same. Try as I might to focus on other subjects, as I followed the highway through the empty spaces to Vegas my mind kept spinning back to Sante Kimes. I miss Mom so much, I thought, and Im always wrestling with whether or not Im like her, yet I dont really know who she is. Ill never know. My mother is a woman without a verifiable past. All I have to go on are the creation myths of her own making, and even those are constantly subject to change.
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THE HINDU AND THE WHORE




During her enslavement trial, part of Moms strategy was to come up with a pitiful tale about her early years. What she revealed was intended to evoke sympathy. It doesnt jibe with what I heard growing up, but thats to be expected.

The Sante Kimes who was on trial claimed that she was born in Oklahoma City on July 24, 1934, to a thirty-four-year-old mother of Dutch extraction, Mary Van Horn, and a forty-four-year-old farm laborer father with a background thought exotic in those days. Prame Singhrs was an East Indian. Sante Kimes was born Sante Singhrs, an Okie with a twist. She said she had an older brother, Kareem, and an older sister, Reba. Before the slavery trial Id never heard Mom so much as mention siblings.

Like other Okies, the Singhrs family supposedly escaped the Dust Bowl by migrating to Los Angeles in the mid-thirties. My alleged grandfather abandoned his son and two daughters when Mom, the youngest, was three. My grandmother, claimed federal defendant Sante Kimes, turned to prostitution to support her kids.

By the time she was eight, Sante was allegedly a street kid in Studio City, just over the hill from Hollywood in the San Fernando Valley. According to what she told a court-appointed shrink, she scrounged food for herself and her siblings while my alcoholic grandma turned tricks. A bubbly, eccentric woman named Dottie Seligman, who owned a movie theater on Ventura Boulevard with her husband, Kelly, apparently saw the little girl hanging around and began to buy her meals. Noticing that the mother of the dark, vivacious kid seemed very scarce, Dottie Seligman hatched a plan.

Dotties brother-in-law was another Okie, an Army National Guard colonel who had put down roots in Carson City, Nevada. Forty-eight-year-old Edwin Chambers was a stern, well-respected man with a noticeable stutter. He and his wife, Mary, were unable to have children, so Dottie provided some. She had decided that Sante and another L.A. kid, a chubby, reserved seven-year-old named Howard, needed parents as much as her sister and brother-in-law needed children. My mother arrived in Carson City as Sante Singhrs, a name the other kids ridiculed, but within a year she was Sandy Chambers. Papers had been drawn up that said so. An instant family was created.

Several knowledgeable people, among them Moms best friend from high school, Ruth Tanis, have come forward since July 1998 to shore up this version of the truth. This camp holds that Sandy was a liar and a thief while still in high school. They say that my grandmother, Mary Chambers, referred to her daughters Hindu background long before the maids trial, and that Sandy admitted her real mother was a whore. There is a birth certificate with the right names, dates, and places on it. Who can argue with that?

Documents, to me, are the least reliable evidence of anything in the life of Sante Kimes. She has always finagled alterations in official records by befriending a dozen clerks till she identifies a suggestible person willing to break the law. She promises so much, and has such a good reason for the change she wants, that it seems a small favor. I have, on tape, a conversation in which my mother dangled a fake trip to the Bahamas in front of a sucker to get him to do her bidding. It worked.

I look at the birth certificate that says my mothers name is Sante Singhrs and rearrange the letters. Maybe Singhrs was Sanchez. S_N_H_Z. It wouldnt take a whole jar of Wite-Out to pull it off. Sante is a Spanish-sounding first name; Sanchez would explain why Moms skin was semi-dark and why her Spanish has always been so good. Or if she was born in Oklahoma, maybe she is an Indianthe Native American kind. In 1934 there were hundreds of thousands of those in Oklahoma, and fewer than a hundred Hindus.

The Hindu/prostitute story rings false for other reasons. For instance, Mom told the shrinks that Ed Chambers had raped her repeatedly in Carson City and that even earlier, during her Studio City childhood, shed been molested by other adults. Given the way Mom used sex as a weapon in her later life and the fact that she did seem to be a runaway when Aunt Dottie met her, I wouldnt be surprised if there was truth to her tales of abuse in California. Young girls often leave home for that reason. Her sexual behavior and her terror of poverty fit the profile of a kid with a desperate past, as does her appetite. Like many ex-street kids who never really believe the next meal is coming, Mom binges. But I seriously doubt the stuff about Grandpa Chambers raping her. Mom leveled those charges in 1985. Not only was the man dead, but sex-abuse claims had become a newly popular means of seeking mercy from the court.

Because of Moms mysterious roots, and because she changed her story so often, my own ethnicity is an open question. Im happy that way. Its hard to be prejudiced against anyone when you dont know what you are. I might be Latino, East Indian, American Indian, or plain old vanilla. For a while my mother was more French than de Gaulleuntil she became East Indian. In my lifetime, shes called herself Sandy, then San-tee, then Sahn-tay, then Shawn-tay. Moms maids tale may be the one moment of unguarded truth in her life, but its equally likely that its just another fiction. Im sticking with the version I heard when I was young, which is as good as any other.

As a kid, I was well acquainted with Dottie Seligman, who moved to an apartment near us in Palm Springs after her husband died. She also visited us later in Newport Beach and Hawaii. I can confirm that she did procure two children from Studio City for Ed and Mary Chambers. But the rest of Dotties version of events, as presented to me and my father, was nothing like Santes. According to Dottie (who died long before the maids trial), Mom was a wild child from a respectable family. She wasnt the daughter of a prostitute, but of parents who simply didnt know how to control her.

In the early eighties, when my real father was living in Carson City and working as a plasterer and Mom had become Sante Kimes, dashing from one gilded town to the next with my millionaire stepdad, my father got a phone call from a woman who claimed to be Santes sister. She said that the siblings had been separated in 1947 when my mother was adopted, and nowas my dad recalls itshe wanted to come by and talk. She had accompanied her husband on a business trip and was calling from a Reno hotel room. Dad thinks her name might have been Reba. She knew that Sandy, as she called my mother, had wound up in Carson City and that my father was Sandys long-divorced ex-husband. In lieu of her sister, whom she hadnt yet tracked down, Reba wanted to meet my dad. He said yes.

Dad says that the woman who appeared on his doorstep was a carbon copy of Sandy Chambers, aka Sante Kimes: same dark hair and olive skin, round, pretty face, buxom figure. And shed brought photographs of the two look-alike sisters and their solid middle-class family, including their mother, who didnt look like a whore. Nor did Reba make a single reference to hard times. As Dad remembers it, the woman explained that the family had come from back east, maybe Pennsylvania, and that theyd been prosperous and happy in Los Angeles. She also said that Sandythe woman never called her Sante, the name that appears on Moms supposed birth certificatehad been a girl with peculiar habits. Reba laughed as she told Dad how much young Sandy enjoyed putting matches between the toes of sleeping people and lighting them. The fire tales were eerily believable. Childhood pyromania almost guarantees adult criminality, and Mom grew up to be a crook with a special interest in arson. Shed rather burn a house for the insurance money than sell it.

Before she left, Reba gave Dad a phone number in Reno. Intrigued, Dad rang her the next day to talk some more and was bewildered by her response. Why are you calling this number? she hissed. Never call here again. She slammed down the phone. The woman who claimed to be my aunt seemed to share her sisters mercurial nature.

My dad is an honorable man, not prone to hallucination or invention. I believe that this encounter with Santes sister occurred, especially since he told me about it soon after it happened, years before the disappearance of Irene Silverman and even the maids trial. Already there were plenty of cops, from Honolulu to D.C., who knew about Sante, and plenty of department stores and car dealers and carpet warehouses and furniture emporiums and ex-friends whod been burned too bad to forget her. But she wasnt known to the world at large in the early eighties. There was no reason for anyone to pretend to be Moms sister, call her ex-husband, show him a bunch of old photos, and then disappear.

Ruth Tanis, my mothers high school friend, also claimed that Mom had a sister named Reba, though in Ruths version the sisters didnt look at all alike. According to Ruth, Reba and Moms real mother came to Carson City while Mom was a teenager, and tried to drag her back south, but my mother wouldnt go. After the two women left, Sandy told Ruth the prostitute mom/Indian dad story, adding that her father, Prame, had been some kind of Hindu holy man, which made her a princess.

I wasnt convinced by Ruths story. By the time I heard it, Ruth was an ailing sixty-four-year-old alcoholic, and Mom was locked up on Rikers Island. I knew that Ruth hated Mom for breaking her heart. She died in the fall of 1998, only a few months after my mothers arrest, so Ill never be able to question her more closely. If my mom hit Ruth in high school with the same spiel she gave the judge thirty years later, it was either true or it was a story, and Mom has always been able to keep her stories straight.

Who Sante was before Dottie plucked her off Ventura Boulevard is a matter of speculation. Its after that point that the mostly true history of Sandy begins. She was Sandy Chambers by eighth grade, when her new parents deposited her at school in Carson City, Nevada. She grew up there during the forties and fifties, when the town was a couple of blocks wide and a mile long. People still hitched their horses to posts on the main drag.

My father, Ed Walker, had entered the same school a year late because of whooping cough, so he was a thirteen-year-old seventh grader when Sandy Chambers appeared in his life. There were only forty kids in each class, and she was the new girl, a dark-haired and outgoing (if quirky) transplant from the far-off cosmopolitan realm of Southern California. She was willowy then, though often her weight would soar upward and shed wear a girdle to disguise it. She had a beautiful face and a full bust, the raw material that she would later force into a Liz Taylor mold. She had already started caking her face in white powder to conceal her olive complexion.

It was a tiny town, and everybody knew everybody. By the time she started Carson City High School, my mother had attracted an admirer in Ed and a best friend named Ruth Thom, while alienating many others. Sandy, a B student, joined club after club: Spanish, 4-H, Future Homemakers of America, the Girls Athletic Association, the school paper. She was full of energy and involved in everything, as everybody was; there were fewer than two hundred people in the whole school. But the new girl from L.A. seemed to want to control whatever she touched, to run every activity, and that put some students off. Twice she ran for school office. Both times she lost.

Her only close friend was Ruth, aka Boobie, a doctors daughter who seemed to thrive on Sandys energy. Short and blond and as busty as Sandy, Ruth could be silently stubborn when she wanted, but she was an enthusiastic and loyal participant in life Sandys way. They went skiing and horseback riding together, and Ruth moved into the Chamberses house during her senior year because of trouble at home.


Like Ruth, my father was bewitched by Sandy. She barked and he jumped, though all the while she had her eyes on other boys. Ed was tall, handsome, and rugged, sort of like James Garner with a crooked grin, and he just hung in there till Sandy decided to let him be her boyfriend. By then he was in tenth grade and a basketball and track star. She was a year ahead of him.

We had plans, my dad has told me, suggesting that when Sandy graduated in 1952 and he was about to start his senior year, they had some kind of understanding that theyd be getting married. It seems more likely that he had that plan, and she had another.

After graduation, Ruth and Sandy, who were inseparable, took a six-week course at a Reno secretarial school. Then they lit out across the Sierra Nevadas for the big, or bigger, city of Sacramento, the capital of California.

The two girls attracted a good deal of male attention in their new hometown. Jim Tanis, a Naval ROTC student at the University of CaliforniaDavis, sixteen miles east of Sacramento, met them somehow, and one night he and a buddy went over to the girls apartment. The guys brought their acoustic guitars so they could impress the ladies. They strummed their instruments as they sang folk and country songs.

Tanis was somewhat taken with the big-breasted blond girl. He figured shed be somebody he could go out with for a while. As for my mother, she just wasnt my type, he recently told me, and he wasnt talking about her looks. Im a pretty good judge of character, and she impressed me as bossy and pretentious. She put on airs. She came on like she was King Farouks wife.

By then my mom was already a skillful liar, dropping hints that she knew famous people and generally had a window into a life more fabulous than what was possible in Carson City or Sacramento. People who loved her accepted her tall tales as a side effect of her early unsettled life, which had left her with a desperate need to be important and adored. She was an imaginative person, with ambitions to be a journalist or novelist, and like everything else about Sandy, her writing style was imperial: she talked while Ruth Thom typed.

Jim Tanis knew better than to criticize Sandy in front of Ruth, but he failed to see the charm in my mothers penchant for twisting reality. To Ruthie, he said, Sandy could do no wrong. I never mentioned her name, and I tried not to run into her.

Moms ways didnt deter my father one bit. After Ed finished school, he got a summer job in Sacramento and moved in with relatives so he could be close to Sandy. Mom promptly relocated to San Francisco. Her sidekick Ruth tagged along, while Jim Tanis kept making the trip from Davis to see her. Soon he and Ruth were engaged. My father continued his long-term, long-distance pursuit of my mother, sometimes double-dating with Ruth and Jim. When Mom got restless again in 1954 or early 1955, she moved to Santa Barbara, Ruth in tow, and took journalism classes at the local branch of the University of California.

Jim Taniss father managed a ranch near Gaviota in the Santa Ynez Valley, inland from Santa Barbara. One weekend Jim brought Ruth and Sandy to the ranch, where the three young people attended a barbecue. Then Sandy went back to Santa Barbara alone.

A little later Jims dad got word that a dark and pretty young woman had used his name to open an account at the I. Magnin department store in Santa Barbara, charging more than $400 worth of merchandise. Now Mr. Tanis, who earned perhaps $250 a month, was in debt, and Sandy Chambers had disappearedjustifying Jims suspicions about his fiances best friend.

Jim married Ruth in January 1956 and shipped out to Pensacola for navy flight training. Though his pay was barely enough to cover rent, he sent money regularly to his dad to pay off Sandys debts. Ruth and Sandy kept in touch by phone after that, and Ruth rarely told Jim what her friend was up to because she knew how he felt. Ruth still believed, however, that Sandy could do no wrong, and that the I. Magnin scam was a youthful indiscretion.


Ed Walker, meanwhile, was now attending college in Seattle. He wanted to be an architect. Some say this was Sandys dream rather than his (shed later demonstrate an odd edifice complex, chasing after builders, developers, and major property owners). My dad denies this. He insists that the desire to build was all his own, in place since freshman year in high school.

Eds other plan was to marry Sandy as soon as he graduated from college. She was getting farther and farther away but still let him visit her, especially during his summers in Carson City. Hed drive down to Santa Barbara, rent a hotel room for the weekend, and on Sunday hed make the long haul back to northern Nevada.

One day in the summer of 1956, my father knocked on the door of the Chamberses ranch house in Carson City. He hadnt heard from Sandy for months and didnt know where she was. Mary Chambers had to give him the bad news, knowing that hed be deeply wounded. Ed, she said, Sandy is married. On May 9, in the Chamberses living room, Sandy had exchanged vows with an army officer named Lee Powers. Hed flown in from Fort Benning, Georgia, for the ceremony, and shed driven east from her latest address, the University of California at Berkeley. Ed was crushed. That whole year, while he was making his epic treks south to spend a few hours with his beloved, she was two-timing him.

Powers, like Ed, was tall and handsome. He was a jock who wanted to teach high school phys ed when he left the service. He also happened to be Jim Taniss lifelong pal. Tanis had been a small kid and would have been an easy target for bullies if not for Powerswho was Jims bodyguard in grade school and his crony through the end of high school. Sandy and Lee had met through Tanis, but somehow Tanis hadnt warned his best friend about her, and now it was too late. Sandy was Lees wife.

My mother had landed her jock dreamboat with a lie, an old-fashioned, unimaginative one. She told Lee that she was pregnant, and like a good soldier he did his duty. They married on May 9, 1956, four months after Boobie and Jim. Powers left the army and signed on as a graduate student at Cal State in Long Beach. Mom became a housewife.

I can see my mother enjoying the Suzie Homemaker gig for a week or so. Maybe less. Peace and quiet always bored her, and the thought of being a schoolteachers wife must have mortified her. She tried to talk Powers out of it. He wouldnt budge. He was doing what he wanted to do and ignored Moms entreaties to take up some more lucrative occupation. She was at the interview when he got his first teaching job, in the northeastern suburbs of L.A. in the spring of 1957, and Ill bet her mind was racing as she sat in the chair smiling at the principal. She could imagine where she and Lee would be living in thirty years and she hated it. Images of entrapment and penny-pinching virtue and high school basketball games and a measly pension made her sweat the way no polygraph could. It was the fight-or-flight instinct. She picked flight.

My mother went to plan B. Plan B was good old reliable Ed. He would be better husband material because he would do whatever she said.

Sandy left Powers after a year of marriage and called him from the road to say she wouldnt be coming back. She wrote to Ed and told him Powers was history. The letter was really a royal summons. Sandy knew that Ed would come running at a crook of her finger, and he did. He quit school, walking away from his architecture degree, and reported to her side. They were wed on November 9, 1957. After six years my father finally had his wish. Dad may never be sure that he even knew Moms real name, but were both certain of one thingwhen she came back into his life, it was the worst thing that ever happened to him.
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