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FOR JETT, FOR MY FATHER, AND FOR ME
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Since my house burned down I have a better view of the moon.

Mizuta Masahide
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Hello and Welcome to My Book

Growing up I was just like you—I had a rock star for a dad, was told to call my parents by their first names, had two invisible camels for playmates, and daydreamed about my future following in Frank’s footsteps by helping people and making them laugh, only I’d be dressed like a nun.

I admit I was also tempted to be barefoot and in charge behind the scenes like my fertile, bossy mother. One hundred babies sounded about right for my temperament since I already adored helping Gail raise my three younger siblings. Ninety-seven more of what I already loved seemed like a dream. Plus that episode of The Little Rascals where they took care of all those babies by gluing them to the floor and feeding them cake really cracked me up.

… Of course, the children-acquisition details were hazy since I didn’t want to have a husband. Who wants a man who leaves all the time and stays away too long?

Luckily, destiny had something else in mind for me altogether.

As they say, man plans and God laughs. Or gives you an unconventional celebrity family and a random hit single when you’re not even a musician. Or psychologically, emotionally, professionally, and legally kicks you in the taint until you rock-bottom your way back to life among the loving living, or whatever the expression is.

But I’ll get to all that …

I got my first journal when I was five, for Christmas, then every year after, I’d get a new one. They were hardbacks bound in black leather with gold embellishments on the cover and along the paper edges. So fancy. These books felt important. I believed I had a responsibility to do excellent work in them, to match their external beauty and honor the dead trees I held in my hands, a concept my mother had recently illuminated along with explaining that hamburgers were deceased cows. Plus, the diaries were from Gail and Frank, my mother and my father, with the inscription to me in his handwriting, so I put undue pressure on myself to turn these blank nothings into weighty somethings, as I saw my idol dad doing on his large, butter-colored music paper.

When I wasn’t writing short stories about my imaginary camels, T’mershi Duween and Sinini, or about aliens or ballerinas or nuns, or alien ballerina nuns, I’d report on the happenings in the house or the world at large. I was political and wrote a letter to President Ford to ask him to stop men from clubbing baby harp seals. I was ambitious and practiced signing my autograph in various handwriting styles. I was complimentary and wrote a letter to Tina Turner to let her know she was almost as good a dancer as me. I was boy crazy for Shaun Cassidy and scrawled my married name “Moon Unit Cassidy” everywhere in loopy cursive. I used my journals as a secret best friend I could tell anything to: “I’m sad. I wish my dad would take me with him to Europe.” When I still lived at home and had no privacy, I’d write in code about really secret stuff so I had somewhere safe to be the real me, to vent my feelings with impunity.

Or draw penises.

As time went on, I loosened the reins on my dad-comparing and perfectionism in my journals. And in life. I had no choice. Rightly or wrongly, I believed I would never be as good as my dad, so I had to learn to live with plain old me.

This book is a collection of memories, reflections, drawings, photos, actual journal entries, and some overheard stories as I recall them. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of those mentioned.

I partly wrote this memoir as a reclamation, to tell my version of what happened in my childhood and early life as a gift to myself, as a map that charts how and where I ended up as an adult. I also wrote this book to entertain, so I hope you find something funny or of value here.

If you choose to only read this wee introduction, I hope you can embrace my big takeaways: Love yourself, love yourself, love yourself. Growing up doesn’t end when you become an adult. Outrage is the appropriate response to deception and betrayal. The way out is through. Make peace with what hurts and head toward joy. Run with the people who love you, lift you, and make you laugh. Write your future with the ink of today.

May you go farther sooner.

Xx Moon
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CHAPTER 1

Moon Unit

First, some context:

It’s America in 1967. The twentieth-century space race is on, Evel Knievel has successfully jumped sixteen cars, the Vietnam War is growing in both number of troops and amount of pushback from the flower children protesting in Haight-Ashbury. In the same year Elvis surrenders his pelvis to marriage during the sexual revolution, I get born in New York City, instantly famous, to a Jean Shrimpton look-alike and a skinny icon with a big nose and notable mustache. Frank has already been dubbed a musical genius by fans, critics, enemies, and peers. My birth name—Moon Unit, no hyphen—raises eyebrows across the planet during a time when “longhairs” are as terrifying to “the establishment” as communists.

My first name, Moon, is weird enough at a time when girls usually receive more common names, like Lisa, Kim, Karen, Debbie, and Jennifer, but my middle name, Unit, polarizes people, either unhinging or enthralling normies worldwide. If, however, you knew my dad’s softer side, you’d know my middle name was bestowed upon me because my arrival heralded our foray into becoming a family unit. I will automatically feel an unspoken, steadfast, ferocious loyalty to my family—the Unit part—and a pull to be like the actual moon, with no light of my own, just an ancillary object in the infinite reflecting of the light of the sun, a.k.a. the light of my heavenly father, Frank, orbiting his every need and expression.

The way it was told to me, my twenty-year-old mother, working as a secretary to the owner of the Whisky a Go Go on the Sunset Strip in 1966, first met my formidable twenty-five-year-old father at LAX, when she drove a coworker friend, his girlfriend, to pick him up. Insta sparks commenced between the club assistant turned chauffeur and the composer with “Freak Out” and “Absolutely Free” under his belt. Shortly thereafter, he ran into my mother at the bank. Flirtation on rocket fuel. He was the eldest of four, she the eldest of seven. Both his parents were second-generation Italians; his dad was a research scientist and metallurgist who spoke Italian to his stay-at-home wife. Gail’s second-generation German American dad was a nuclear physicist and naval captain, her Honolulu-born mother of Portuguese descent also a homemaker but with movie star good looks.

Gail and Frank were both negatively impacted by constantly moving from town to town as kids. They both had an aversion to religion, the status quo, and being mislabeled as hippies. They both had a love of sex, civics, cigarettes, and self-expression. I am unsure if either of them was technically single when they met that second time, but Frank asked Gail out on an official date while waiting for his turn at the teller window.

They say you know everything on the first date and everything else on the second. Frank, a gentleman, made good on his reputation for being antiestablishment when he picked Gail up in his lemonyellow station wagon and took her to a business meeting, where he blew his nose into her skirt. Gail was shocked but smitten, impressed by his dominance and humor, and high on being brought into his inner circle immediately. He was impressed that she was gorgeous, could keep up, and knew when to defer to him but could also speak her mind. Date two was accompanying him on his whirlwind winter tour in platform shoes and floor-length coats and never leaving his side, from what I can tell from old photos. Their fates were thus sealed.

In January 1967 my mother swore she felt my conception in Montreal, Canada. In early September of the same year, when my father was about to go on the road for many months, in anticipation of missing my birth, Frank gave my very pregnant mother two names to choose from—Moon Unit and Motorhead. Doe-eyed, lovestruck Gail, née Adelaide Gail Sloatman, made her selection.

The now twenty-six-year-old, Baltimore-bred Frank Vincent Zappa, realizing he would be leaving the twenty-one-year-old, miniskirt-wearing, military-brat model/secretary/fangirl from Philadelphia to fend for herself in a basement apartment on Jane Street in the West Village, offered something else—matrimony. I imagine my hypersexual maestro father must have known that due to cost, time differences, and leggy groupies in every city in Europe, he would likely not be checking in all that frequently, and, if he did so, it would be via expensive (therefore short), static-y, long-distance landline phone calls.

So, they tied the knot.

I like to think it was mutual true love, but perhaps it was a swirling mix of practical and conciliatory stressors along with some latent, good old-fashioned Catholic guilt that caused my father to hastily marry my mother in a New York City courthouse fourteen days before my delivery. Comically, he sealed the wedding offering (his second, her first) not with a ring, but with a ballpoint pen they’d used to sign the courtroom paperwork. No bouquet, just that pen clipped to her dress. The pen was promptly lost, a “sign” my mother must have considered, and my dad hopped on a plane in the smoking section to be fêted for his virtuosity.

Then, two days later, on September 16, 1967, twelve days before my birth, Gail’s father died under “mysterious military circumstances” reported as “heart failure.” I can only imagine that in utero, my system was also flooded with an abundance of grief hormones. In a photo, it appears Gail attended the funeral solo. It is easy to picture the new bride feeling doubly abandoned by the most important men in her life, deeply sad and helpless, wondering about the “government cover-up” she believed was related to her father’s classified knowledge of UFOs. The navy captain grandfather I never met was buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

While mourning, broke, and friendless, my “rock widow” mother fought postpartum depression in a sunless, underground one-bedroom apartment. After a few intolerable, snowy months more or less trapped with a newborn attached to her nipple and a needy, talkative Siamese cat, Gail hit an all-time low. The isolation, exacerbated by the alarming smell of the “Great Garbage Strike of 1968,” pushed my mother to express her misery. The only advice my absentee father gave was “Go west, young woman.”

So, she did.

Their dollars stretched in the Golden State. Swaddled in cotton, satin, and velvet, the grieving but determined newlywed and new mom returned to California and the warmth of their holy meeting place, where she single-handedly settled the three of us into a Laurel Canyon landmark known as the Log Cabin. Long gone now, the all-wood mansion, resplendent with a bowling alley in the basement and boasting 1920s movie cowboy Tom Mix’s horse buried beneath it, loomed large near the Canyon Country Store, a rock and roll hot spot that still stands today. Our spacious oasis had a swimming pool, a waterfall, and caves behind it that my parents would soon discover housed another burgeoning clan, the Manson family.

So, we moved again.

This time, Gail found a sun-drenched, two-bedroom, ranch-style fixer-upper in the windy hills above Laurel Canyon under canopies of eucalyptus, pine, royal palm, and Chinese elm. Do either of them have an inkling this will be their forever home? That here Gail will hone her penchant for color and the humble abode will eventually morph into an outer manifestation of her inner chaos and whimsy, a sort of Winchester Mystery House-like compound with a full recording studio in the basement? Do they realize that together they will plant roots and claim victory over childhood upheaval? That here my father will do the difficult, solo, quiet, internal work necessary to transcend his potential, cementing his stratospheric talents for the ages? That here they will raise and divide a family and breathe their last breaths?

I have no clue, but this home with all its raw potential is where my story begins.



CHAPTER 2

Dweezil

I love the word “skedaddle.” It has the word “dad” embedded in it and sonically conjures a fast, cartoonish fleeing. I often wish escaping with Frank were an option, but I stay put on a street named after a dead president where I have my living and growing to do.

In 1969, the year of the moon landing, we are firmly ensconced as a family, baby number two is on the way, and Gail already has a couple of stories she takes pride in sharing about me. There’s the time she was barefoot and hitchhiked to the Canyon Country Store with me on her hip, and I, not yet two, protected us by saying, “Fuck off, pervert,” to the flirty creep who approached her. Then there’s the one where I, not much older, was playing naked on the hardwood floor in the living room. Apparently, while splaying my labia open, I called out to a visiting fellow, “Jerry, look at my pee pee.” He glanced, then looked away. “JERRY!” I demanded. “LOOK. AT. MY. PEE PEE!”

“Moon just knew he was gay and had to confront his fear of vaginas,” Gail would say, beaming, in the retellings.

Gail informs me I am an empath and my stomachaches, mysterious ailments, and emotional outbursts “belong to other people.” Gail explains that, like her, I am psychic, with the ability to detect people’s secrets and the presence of ghosts, especially their unrest. On numerous occasions she tells me that I “chose” her to be my mother before I was born and that “the younger you are, the more you understand everything about God and life, and the more you remember all your past lives.”

No matter how many times I hear Gail say this, I can’t quite grasp the math that you “understand everything” when you are at your youngest, because she also says, “You understand everything at your oldest.” My mind melts like candle wax; a lifetime on a straight line bends into a circle.

The God part is also confusing because Gail and Frank said they don’t believe in God and are atheists because they were both raised Catholic. Now they are “pagan absurdists,” which I think means they make their own rules up about what to believe and how to express their ideas in a funny way on any given day, but also something about oak trees and druids. Gail also says I am not allowed to go to church, but I am allowed to look at her collection of prayer cards and watch The Flying Nun. Gail’s convinced I am a wunderkind after reading an article about spacing out being a form of genius. “Earth to Moon,” she sweetly says to coax me out of my wall staring/other-side-transmission gathering.

In addition to my unusual “abilities” tuning in, I’m getting all kinds of otherworldly intel by osmosis, by eavesdropping on conversations, or from Gail directly. Gail loves talking, and I love listening and watching her every move while she cooks or cleans or smokes or talks on the phone or drives or makes tea for the drop-in freaks or sews or draws pictures for me. I pay close attention when she explains about spontaneous combustion, Area 51, UFOs, black holes, and how to spot friendly aliens versus the Greys. She also talks about karma, Stonehenge, dowsing rods, telepathy, reflexology, Tutankhamun and mummy curses, Bigfoot, Loch Ness, the Salem witch trials, the difference between good and bad witches, and how to cast white and black spells. I don’t question Gail about any of this because I love her and she loves me. No one else challenges her either. This is all just taken as gospel and normal for life at my house.

When Gail isn’t doing her Lamaze breathing or chain-smoking, we use the Ouija board to contact the dead. Gail also encourages my ESP and something called “remote viewing,” which means seeing the past or future or something hidden or far away, training me with a deck of cards covered with triangles, squares, circles, and wavy lines. We playfully practice “sending” and “receiving.” Then we play a memorystrengthening game called Concentration with a regular deck of Hoyle playing cards. This, alongside front-row seats to my dad’s in-home enjoyment of vacuuming visiting women’s titties instead of helping Gail clean the house and actually hoovering the dusty floor.

I love Gail’s special attention and occult homeschooling, but some of what Frank and Gail do and say and the people and things they have around the house scare me. Like the orgy artwork on the walls or when Gail is mad or the moaning that comes from their room or the story about the crazy person who showed up at the Log Cabin with a gun. Apparently, my quick-thinking father suggested everyone step outside and toss what they had in their hands into a well on the property. It worked; the guy threw his weapon in. Then Frank said everyone had to leave so he could get back to the studio. That worked, too. The guy left.

When Tutu, Gail’s mother, arrives from Hawaii, and Gail practices her breathing more regularly and Frank pays a little more attention to Gail, like standing closer to her or touching her arm more when she gets on and off of furniture, I know the baby is coming soon.

I’m right. On September 5, 1969, my brother Dweezil is born in Hollywood, California. His full name is Ian Donald Calvin Euclid Dweezil Zappa. If people thought my name was weird, they lose it over his. It’s hard to believe when I overhear Frank and Gail say the nurses at the hospital were so outraged by the name on his birth certificate that they refused to feed Gail after my brother’s delivery. He gets the name Dweezil because he has the same baby toenails as Gail, which Frank has nicknamed “Dweezil toes” because the nail beds on her pinkie toes are so small. His other names come from the guys in my dad’s band. In a few short years, my brother will ask for a legal name change to just Dweezil Zappa and get his wish.

I adore my quiet, cherubic baby brother to pieces. I love his curls, his green eyes, his long lashes, and watching him eat his feet when Gail gives him a bath in the kitchen sink. I love his full pink lips and all his drool. I am grateful he brings some temporary calm to our busy house. Everyone but me seems enthralled by Gail’s declaration that she had the best orgasm of her life pushing Dweezil out of her vagina. I may not know exactly what she means, but it makes me feel wiggly.

By the time Dweezil is two I’ve already been grappling with a host of complications. Table surfaces are littered with R. Crumb comics, Omni magazines, empty tea and coffee mugs, and ashtrays with my dad’s snuffed-out Winstons and my mom’s Marlboro Reds. A diverse array of horny dreamers, oddballs, misfits, and sycophants freeload on heavy rotation. I still wear my pacifier around my neck for security, never knowing who’s safe and who isn’t, who my dad is humping and who he isn’t. The house smells of pungent men and women who dance on our kitchen countertops. Our backyard is full of oleander, ivy, crabgrass, dog shit, and the remnants of old milk cartons and carnation-scented wax. I don’t love seeing strangers in our yard cavorting or making candles in the nude, near my toys. My feet are just starting to heal from the time two ladies were supposed to be watching me and my feet got burned on the radiator.

Don’t get me wrong, there are some great times, too. When my father is home, Gail hugs me tight and Frank draws bugs on my nose in between composing and editing, or he vibrates my chin with his strong, speedy guitar fingers or bounces me on his knee to make me sound funny when I talk or sing. I love when my dad plays 45s with spooky sounds like creaking floors, rattling chains, strange laughter, howling wind, or thunder. I study how gently and precisely my dad sets the needle into the album grooves. I look at the rectangle of gray felt on the record player lever and I listen as my dad adjusts the rate switch to show me how different the same record can sound. He also trains my ear to listen for whether the sound is real or how something else could be used to make a sound seem convincing. He also tells me about an art form called walla walla that is just for people who specialize in background sounds in movies.

Another time Frank shows us reel-to-reel black and white cartoons of Betty Boop and Felix the Cat through a projector on a screen in the basement. Sometimes Frank will draw something like he used to when he made sets and greeting cards before he became famous. He is very good at drawing funny things, like a monster made of snot, and once he painted the whole bedroom I now share with Dweezil black without asking Gail.

At home in our purple kitchen, while Gail makes peanut butter toast, I love when my dad uses every curse word and laughs and encourages me to say them. He shows me all the finger gestures and other profanities that he learned on his travels all around the world, even the things he can’t say on TV. I like the hand gestures from England and Italy the best. He says them all so funny and explains there is no such thing as a bad word, only a bad intent, and that any word can be a weapon.

I love listening in on Frank and Gail talking about people’s hangups with him and Lenny Bruce or explaining about true lewdness and what a deviant really is. I love learning about my father’s strict no-drug-use policy and firing people who disobey. Frank demands perfectionism and has long, rigorous rehearsals, but he also insists on improvisation. I also love hearing people talk about Frank performing nightly for a year at the Garrick Theatre and how he would do a show just as professionally for no one as he would for a full house. There was also the time the audience became the show and Frank sat and watched them bang around onstage instead. We still have an artifact from that residency in the basement, a naked, pink blow-up sex doll that’s taller than me with an O for a mouth and a hole between its legs that my father liked to play with onstage. I don’t really like it because it gives me the wiggly feeling. I wish my dad would play with regular dolls with me.

Another great thing is when Gail makes spaghetti and chicken cacciatore and beef stroganoff for my dad and we put it on a tray with a glass jar of cayenne pepper and we put it on the dumbwaiter and lower it into the basement so he can eat without having to stop working. I do not like that food because it’s too wet and chewy, but I adore helping Gail help Frank. If Dweezil and I get lucky, Gail and Frank might take us to my favorite restaurant, Sambo’s, for waffles, or into Hollywood to CC Brown’s for a hot fudge sundae.

I also adore watching Gail do side bends by the pool to get her figure back, and I love watching her in the bathroom when she drops a bit of water on a tin of thick, black, cakey mascara, then dips a tiny brush in the tarry pool and blinks it onto her eyelashes. Dweezil can walk now, but when he says “up,” Gail lifts him onto her hip. I wish she’d still carry me on her hip, but that’s my brother’s spot now. Since Dweezil’s arrival I am getting used to new rules. Outside our house everything is about what my dad needs, like before, but inside our house everything is about my dad and Dweezil. Gail and I come last.

When my father is away, which feels like most of the time, the patterns and rules change. Gail hugs Dweezil way more and pays even more attention to him. It takes forever to leave the house and we go to boring places like the swap meet, where it’s hot and dusty and crowded, or Pic ’N’ Sav, where it’s cold and the lights are too bright. When Gail pampers Dweezil, our cross-eyed Siamese and our cream-colored German shepherd named Georgie provide some comfort to me. Or one of the members of the band the GTOs, which stands for “Girls Together Outrageously,” will hang around and might give me some attention I am missing—Miss Pamela watches me swim in our giant, freezing-cold pool, and Miss Sparky lets me smell her Mary Quant pot gloss and try on her slip-on boudoir shoes with real feathers. Once I even got to see where they each live—near Busch Gardens, where they sometimes take me. Dweezil and my dad and the drop-ins get the lion’s share of attention, so I am glad to hog a small amount wherever I can get it.

The good part when Frank is away is that Gail lets us sleep in the bed with her. I treasure these times because Gail reads so many books to us: Where the Wild Things Are, In the Night Kitchen, Snow White, Fletcher and Zenobia, all the Richard Scarry picture books, and all the Pooh and Piglet stories. I could do without The Pink Fairy Book and all the other yucky ones in that series. I memorize the poem “Jabberwocky” and beg Gail to read the Brer Rabbit stories from Walt Disney’s Uncle Remus Stories over and over again, especially the part where the willful, impatient rabbit gets stuck in tar. Gail is so hilarious when she reads, and she does every voice perfectly. I absolutely adore funny voices!

I admit I get very mad when everyone says Dweezil is so pretty. I am the girl, so I am supposed to be pretty. Everyone from the GTOs who comes over or people that we meet on the street or in a store says he has “bedroom eyes.” How come Dweezil has good eyes and good hair that everyone loves, and I don’t? I guess I am mad a lot because Gail makes me sign a contract she draws up to insist I stop biting people in perpetuity. It is my first binding family document, but as life unfolds it won’t be the last.

Each time my dad comes back from touring, I have to get used to him all over again. It takes a little bit of time. Like his band practicing his new songs, we all have to learn how to play our new parts and count in yet another different time signature.

By the time I am four, Dweezil and I have a secret language and we name the messiest side of our house, with its shade and the ivy that no one waters, the Wild Way. There we sneak and eat bark and march through fallen leaves. We sometimes go to day care in Hollywood, where we nap on cots and I throw sand at the bullies who pick on Dweezil for his name and shyness. At playtime we talk on a fake phone and add salt to a bucket with a handle we take turns churning to make cherry ice cream from scratch. One time they give us a salad at snack and my mind is blown when I try something called “French dressing.”

At home, Gail teaches us songs until we know them by heart and sing along to them, like “Lollipop” and “Witch Doctor” and other silly songs her mom and dad taught her about frogs and Eskimos, King Kamehameha, and a guy named Susanna who climbs over a garden wall. Sometimes Gail drives us to take Suzuki-method play-by-ear piano lessons. I love when she explains about the difference between puns and limericks and Gail and Frank’s made-up jokes, like “Eggyhoog,” which is “the celebration of cosmic awareness of egg-sistence,” and “Gream, the weekday between Thursday and Friday.” But the Dweezil-doting by her and absolutely everyone is wearing thin. Just because I am getting big, how come I can’t have baby food and bottles, too? But also, why can’t I have my own high-heeled shoes, and a Gypsy outfit with veils and a real crystal ball?

When I take matters into my own hands and try to cut Dweezil’s eyelashes off, Gail catches me halfway through and I get yelled at and spanked. I decide I do not like my family or the house where we are living. Too many people. Too much nudity. Too smelly. Too loud. Too many cigarettes. Too many lima beans. Not enough plum Gerber’s. Not enough attention.

I love the song “Hooray for Hollywood,” so I decide to pack the things that matter most to me—a large hat, two statement rings, a dress with flouncy sleeves, a beach ball, and our dog Georgie—and run away from home to start my own life in Hollywood.

No one looks our way as Georgie and I head down the crumbling brick stairs. I have heard about Schwab’s drugstore and getting discovered at the counter. I might want to go there. I want to be an actress so I can dress up all the time. I want a pink house like the one belonging to somebody named Rudolph Valentino that we see when we drive on the winding road. I want my name in a star on the sparkly street by the Chinese Theatre.

Outside our falling-down brown fence covered with bougainvillea, I smell eucalyptus. I see hill after hill with palm trees and elms, sycamores and pines. I see the blue sky and birds high above. My white sandals make a slapping sound as I wend my way to where our driveway meets the road. A decision is made for me about which direction to travel as Georgie trots left. But my rainbow-sherbet-colored beach ball slips through my fingers and rolls right. I watch it stop between two houses across the street. I trot after my ball and feel my arm scrape on the stucco. “Ow!” I yelp. Tears fly. I can’t figure out how to get my ball, carry my little suitcase, get my dog back, and start my new life. Four things at once is a lot for a four-year-old. A neighbor hears me crying, and I’m taken back to Gail and Frank, who hadn’t even noticed I’d gone missing.

Oh well, I think, I’ll try again later.

Many years from now, when I am a parent of a child I’d never leave alone and naked in a room with strangers, I’ll wonder, Could my spacing out have been overwhelm or the parasympathetic nervous system “freeze” response to a chaotic full-throttle household? I’ll ask Gail why she didn’t protect me. She’ll eye-roll like a bored teenager, defensively shaming me for being so uptight, and inform me that Jerry, the man I insisted as a two-year-old should look at my “pee pee,” has since become a prominent elected official and an activist for gay rights, further proving her skill in recognizing my inherited gifts.

Potāto, potäto.
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