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      Introduction

      On a February weeknight in 1956, in Santa Barbara, California, Linda Millar, sixteen and already chronically sad, sat alone in her car and steadily drank nearly two quarts of wine. Then she started driving. She ran through three thirteen-year-old boys walking home from a basketball game at their middle school, Our Lady of Guadalupe. Two of the boys were thrown seventy feet: one of them died and the other was maimed. Linda didn’t stop. Ten minutes later she plowed into a parked car with its lights on and a couple inside. That vehicle was thrown sixty feet, and Linda’s car rolled over. When she was detained, she lied; it took her forty-eight hours to admit to both accidents. A month afterward, she slashed her wrists and was hospitalized.1 In June Linda was found guilty on two felony counts and sent to the prison hospital in Camarillo, California.2 Ken Millar (pronounced “Miller”), her father, was undone.

      Millar, using the pseudonym Ross Macdonald, wrote popular detective novels, six with Lew Archer as the detective by 1956. Now he would write something very different. “Notes of a Son and Father” is an unpublished, confessional, harrowing account of Macdonald’s childhood, marriage, and fatherhood. It can be found among the Kenneth and Margaret Millar Papers in the Special Collections and Archives at the University of California at Irvine Libraries. It looks unassuming: a dime-store spiral notebook with thirty-seven unnumbered pages of small, tightly penciled handwriting. Without doubt, it was an anguished exercise in courage both for Macdonald to write and then to give over to researchers who happen across it. It is a keystone of sorts for this book.

      Macdonald began writing “Notes of a Son and Father” for Linda’s psychiatrist in order to provide “enough to give a line, at least a line to read between.”3 He was desperate to help his child, to heal her faster. “[W]e are interested in the moral mechanisms of family life, and where the machine broke down,”4 he said. As he worked, he found the process of writing “Notes of a Son and Father” was an accounting of his own life, helpful for his own sake. On every page, Macdonald judges himself guilty of not loving his mother, father, wife, or daughter enough. The reader sees differently: Macdonald’s father was unavailable to his son for years at a time; his mother was a hysteric; and his wife was angry. Macdonald—a successful academic and writer, an effortful husband and father—surely loved all of them enough.

      Macdonald’s childhood was full of predatory secrets and sexual shame. As soon as he could—and by 1936 both his parents had died—Macdonald reinvented himself. He triumphed in this willed performance for twenty years and then his daughter killed a thirteen-year-old boy. So Macdonald wrote “Notes of a Son and Father” and then tried adapting that experience to create openly self-realizing fiction, and the adventure of doing that made him a less-haunted, more present man. He finally could write about his past in the guise of Freudian fables within the structure of the hard-boiled genre. These later books, and particularly the best ones—The Galton Case, The Chill, and The Underground Man—got Macdonald to the far side of pain, to a place where he could make the best of the rest of his life. He changed. His detective changed. As Macdonald would say: “Solve is the wrong word. Let’s say understand.”5 “I think [my novels] have deepened my understanding of life,” Macdonald would maintain. “Let’s put it this way, my novels have made me into a novelist.”6

      The twelve Lew Archer books written after 1956 extend the work begun by Dashiell Hammett, who invented hard-boiled detective fiction, and Raymond Chandler, who gave it romantic voice. Macdonald’s contribution was to see that the genre has conventions that can support any number of themes—yes, even Freudian fables. He also had an inchoate theory that a culture has to have a popular fiction in order to grow an elevated literature, and that’s what Hammett, Chandler, and Macdonald did: they turned their work in the hardboiled, pulp genre into exceptional literature.

      Macdonald correctly argues that Dashiell Hammett’s work showcases “the direct meeting of art and contemporary actuality” and begins “to find a language and a shape for that experience.”7 Hammett makes clear the “second city,” where the secret meanings of the factual world are. He does more than select telling details about San Francisco in 1929; he distills its rank perfume, using its cockeyed vocabulary and inventing the lonely, near-tragic

      
        little man going forward day after day through mud and blood and death and deceit—as callous and brutal and cynical as necessary towards a dim goal, with nothing to push or pull him towards it except he’s been hired to reach it.8

      

      Hammett’s “little man” is the Continental Op, the first hard-boiled narrating hero. He sprang from the reports Hammett filed as a Pinkerton National Detective Agency operative. From the Op forward, the hard-boiled private eye has been fashioned anomalously in his creator’s image, which makes knowing that author’s biography all the more crucial to understanding his fiction. In Self-Portrait: Ceaselessly into the Past, Macdonald encourages us to coordinate the work with the life:

      
        I can think of few more complex critical enterprises than disentangling the mind and life of a first-person detective story writer from the mask of his detective-narrator. The assumption of the mask is as public as vaudeville but as intensely private as a lyric poem. It is like taking an alias, . . . and it constitutes among other things an act of identification with the people one is writing for.9

      

      Hammett’s coming of age—his Pinkerton work, tuberculosis, marriage, daughters (and a paternity question that arose in 1980, nineteen years after Hammett’s death), and his long affair with Lillian Hellman—provided the parts at hand that he used to assemble a code for both his fictional protagonists and his own behavior. The code was existentialist, honorable, atheistic, and unexplained; and it worked for the lot of them—author and shamuses—but not in a sustained way because it did not address the anxieties that fueled Hammett’s capacity for self-destructive behavior. Readers of his novels learn more about Hammett than he ever would have wanted known. They reveal what he and his detective heroes wouldn’t discuss, matters especially taken up in Red Harvest, his “sex stories,” and The Thin Man. It’s like reading Macdonald’s “Notes of a Son and Father” and seeing what Macdonald doesn’t.

      In his essay “The Writer as Detective Hero,” Macdonald recognizes that this proclaimed-versus-hidden-in-plain-sight model is also at play, though in different ways, in Raymond Chandler’s uses of his detective Philip Marlowe:

      
        It is Marlowe’s doubleness that makes him interesting: the hard-boiled mask half-concealing Chandler’s poetic and satiric mind. Part of our pleasure derives from the interplay between the mind of Chandler and the voice of Marlowe.10

      

      Chandler elevated the language and the hero of the hard-boiled form. Macdonald said that he “wrote like a slumming angel, and invested the sun-blinded streets of Los Angeles with a romantic presence.”11 Brought up on the classics in English public schools, Chandler made over Hammett’s private detective into an unlikely soul—a Depressionera, Los Angeles–based knight errant. Moreover, Marlowe isn’t who Chandler really was; Marlowe is who Chandler needed to insist he was.

      Close readings of Chandler’s movie scripts for Double Indemnity and Strangers on a Train, and of his novel The Long Goodbye disclose the sexual doubleness that Chandler was concerned to deny in himself. Somewhere in Chandler—in his childhood, education, or marriage—sexual anxieties were wrought that contributed crucially to the sadness in both Marlowe and Chandler. Factor in as well the too-little-considered, doubled reality that Chandler was regarded as a closeted homosexual by his friends in England while living to all intents and purposes as a heterosexual in the United States.

      “A man’s fiction,” Macdonald believed,

      
        no matter how remote it may seem to be from the realistic or the autobiographical, is very much the record of his particular life. Gradually it may tend to become a substitute for the life, a shadow of the life. . . . As the writer grows older more and more of his energy goes to sustain the shadow.12

      

      Hammett and Chandler got what they thought they wanted when readers saw them as perfect doubles of their fictional detectives. It became complicated, though, when they started believing those perceptions themselves. Frantic to maintain the shadows, the personae, they crippled themselves and eventually were unable to write fiction at all.

      Hammett and Chandler tried to use the hard-boiled genre to mask their own predicaments: the Op’s and Sam Spade’s vaunted code makes a virtue of Hammett’s lifelong need to live at a self-protective remove. His “sex stories” spell out marriage as a male-neutering institution wherein dominating wives run needy husbands and there-by justified Hammett’s indiscriminate womanizing. His detectives’ across-the-board, wise-guy attitudes condone Hammett’s penchant for abrupt violence and slashing verbal cruelty. Marlowe’s poetic loneliness eulogizes Chandler’s rigidly constrained marriage. The women as bitches or nymphomaniacs in his writing made Chandler’s sweaty nervousness in the company of attractive young women seem sensible, while he wrote enough sadistic homosexuals into his novels to deflect any questions about his own doubled sexuality.

      But Hammett and Chandler’s defenses actually worked to reveal what they attempted to keep hidden; fiction makes known its author’s anxieties. “Like burglars,” Macdonald writes, “who secretly wish to be caught, we leave our fingerprints on the broken locks, our voice-prints in the bugged rooms, our footprints in the wet concrete and the blowing sand.”13 Given this sense of the failure of every defense and disguise, Macdonald was to read Hammett and Chandler as confessional writers, even when they were trying not to be.

      In Literary Biography, critic Leon Edel posits an

      
        axiom that the poem is the poet’s and no one else’s; the words, the structure, the poem’s character and psychology issue from the poet’s inner consciousness; its contents are tissued out of those memories of reading and of life that have become emotionally charged. In saying this we reject the old and rather naïve concept of the happy artistic inspiration which just “flew” into the poet’s mind. The flight is outward, from assimilated experience.14

      

      Edel’s axiom, “flight is outward,” is in keeping with psychoanalytic thought; his metaphor is apt for the dispersed power of any man’s private sexuality. In The Novels of Ross Macdonald, Michael Kreyling emphasizes that we do not develop sexually or psychologically in isolation:

      
        [F]or better or worse we develop in families: the first “others” we desire are family members; the first “others” from whom we hide those desires are the same people. Family tensions ripple outward from the intimate nuclear family to the extended family of kin to the past and future.15

      

      Reading literary biography, watching the experience become assimilated, can be a part of truly knowing a work of fiction. Sigmund Freud biographer Ernest Jones’s opinion is clear:

      
        A work of art is too often regarded as a finished thing-in-itself, something almost independent of the creator’s personality, as if little would be learned about the one or the other by connecting the two studies. Informed criticism, however, shows that a correlated study of the two sheds lights in both directions, on the inner nature of the composition and on the creative impulse of its author. The two can be separated only at the expense of diminished appreciation, whereas to increase our knowledge of either automatically deepens our understanding of the other.16

      

      Macdonald fully invites his reader, his critic, to participate in such a correlated study of his novels. He uses the genre straightforwardly; unlike the agendas of Hammett and Chandler, Macdonald’s is unhidden. Writing hard-boiled fiction is how he organizes his search for a defined self. His process is something like this: a private, original sin becomes a myth, and that myth is then told within hard-boiled conventions. In this way, Macdonald gets both distance from and perspective on that early, searing pain. “The whole apparatus and tradition of the detective story,” he says, “is to provide what I once described as a welder’s mask which enables you to handle dangerously hot material.”17

      Macdonald pushes further: he believes that fiction has to have that higher purpose.

      
        [It] has to feed the writer as he is writing or it won’t feed other people. It has to be a living act, which you do for your own sake in your own time. You don’t just do it to produce a book. You do it to struggle with demons, to get them under control. I say demons, but I mean problems, memories, or whatever else makes up one’s own psychic life. To put it another way, you’re wrestling with your own angels.18

      

      Macdonald is choosing a welter of sexually tinged metaphors to describe the process of writing fiction: “dangerously hot materials,” “feeding [both] the writer [and] other people”; “problems, memories—whatever else makes up one’s own psychic life; wrestling with your own angels.” These all speak to the guilty anxieties of childhood.

      Edel continues, “Art is the result not of calm and tranquility, however much the artist may, on occasion, experience calm in the act of writing. It springs from tension and passion, from a state of disequilibrium in the artist’s being.”19 Creative work comes out of the novelist’s private and painful history. The process of writing self-realizing fiction assimilates experience for the courageous author and the brave reader. It brings surcease in the forms of understanding and acceptance: “exile and half-recovery and partial return,” as Macdonald puts it.20

      Hence, the solving of the murder case posed in a Hammett, Chandler, or Macdonald novel is nearly beside the point. The real mysteries, those that gain the reader something, are in the several doublenesses: detective and author; coded behaviors and revealed truth; and factual city and second city. Macdonald, in contradistinction to Chandler and Hammett, argues in favor of figuring out the real mysteries above: author, revealed truth, and second city.

      
        The connections between the work and the life—other men’s as well as my own—have always interested me. It becomes more and more evident that novels . . . are built like Robinson Crusoe’s cabin out of the flotsam of the author’s past and his makeshift present.21

      

      The more we know of an author’s life, the better we can find him in his canon.

      Remember that Ross Macdonald is, in effect, telling us: I consciously have started with the secret blows of my childhood, transformed them into myths, and organized those myths into narratives controlled by the conventions of hard-boiled fiction. That Macdonald was and wanted to be engaged in confessional self-analysis when writing his novels is one argument of my book. That Hammett and Chandler were similarly engaged while adamantly not wanting to be is my other contention.

      Writing fiction, and perhaps particularly writing hard-boiled novels, is a dynamic undertaking, a living act. It is open-ended: each time the novelist works on his manuscript, the experience, the doing, reveals more. A novel is always a work-in-progress; at some arbitrary point it is called done, abandoned by its author, and published. In an interview, Canadian journalist Jerry Tutunjian accused Macdonald of writing the same story twelve times. His response was, “No. Every time you do it, you dig deeper. It’s like going to a shrink: you’re discovering different aspects of it, and of yourself.”22 “It’s all one case,” Macdonald told Paul Nelson of Rolling Stone.23

      For readers, the experience is analogous: each time one approaches a novel, one is slightly different because the reader is a work-in-progress too. At each reading, one sees more and sees differently. The participating, aware reader is learning how, and at what cost, a grounded, integrated life can be self-won. That process is of use to one’s own self-awareness, one’s own relief. Moreover, the reader’s experience does not stop when the novel does; the creative process can lead outward and beyond. The speculating reader is the necessary third party to the author and his hard-boiled, narrating detective—the one who completes the act of identification.

    

  

    
      Chapter One

      Sons and Fathers

      When Linda at only sixteen killed a thirteen-year-old boy, Macdonald was stopped in his tracks, thrown back on his own beginnings. “My half-suppressed Canadian youth and childhood rose like a corpse from the bottom of the sea,” he said.1 Macdonald, heretofore self-reinvented and an intensely private man, underwent Freudian analysis.

      In 1948, hoping to make money, Macdonald had written his first Lew Archer novel, but in 1956 and 1957 he wrote The Doomsters hoping to make himself well or, as he was learning to accept, well enough. Written during the early days of Macdonald’s psychoanalysis, it was his first try at a new kind of hard-boiled writing. The book is about sons and fathers, specifically Carl Hallman, on the lam from a mental hospital, who hires Archer to figure out the suspicious deaths of his wealthy parents. Carl holds himself the “real” cause of his parents’ death: his mother’s suicide and his father’s heart attack right after he argued with the old man. As the plot plays out, it is Hallman’s wife who murdered her in-laws, and she did it for security, for money. About sex with her husband, she says,

      
        I’d be in two parts, a hot part and a cold part, and the cold part would rise up like a spirit. Then I’d imagine that I was in bed with a golden man. He was putting gold in my purse, and I’d invest it and make a profit and reinvest. Then I’d feel rich and real, and the spirit would stop watching me.2

      

      For women in Macdonald’s later fiction, sexual desire, like murder, is really a felt need for something else. Indeed, in all his fiction—and all of Hammett and Chandler’s too—“good” women have sex to get love, and “bad” women are using sex or murder or both to get money. What both types of women want is security. For that matter, virtually all the murderers in all three writers’ books are women, the only exception being Hammett’s The Dain Curse, wherein the killer is a male novelist.

      Macdonald is covering too much ground in The Doomsters, with the result that characters are closer to caricatures. He also succumbs to the temptation of providing too much autobiographical information about Archer, which contradicts the role Macdonald now wanted for him, telling an English interviewer, “He is a deliberately narrowed version of the writing self.”3 The last misstep is Macdonald’s talky explanation at the novel’s end, which is only tenuously connected to the plot:

      
        I’d guess . . . that she’s borderline schizophrenic. Probably she’s been in-and-out of it for several years. . . . she must have considerable ego strength to have held herself together for so long. But the crisis could push her back into very deep withdrawal.4

      

      The Doomsters’ first theme is the price of denying one’s past; Macdonald, who had “successfully” reinvented himself after the death of his parents twenty years earlier, had come to a sad realization. “It isn’t possible to brush people off, let alone yourself,” Archer says. “They wait for you in time.”5 And he says,

      
        An alternating current of guilt ran between her and all of us involved with her. . . . Even the Hallman family, the four victims, had been in a sense the victimizers too. The current of guilt flowed in a closed circuit if you traced it far enough.6

      

      As a consequence, Macdonald wants to talk about guilty families and scapegoating:

      
        You know, when a person breaks down, he doesn’t do it all by himself. It’s something that happens to whole families. The terrible thing is when one member cracks up, the rest so often make a scapegoat out of him. They think they can solve their own problems by rejecting the sick one—locking him up and forgetting him.7

      

      Macdonald’s guilty sense of pain and culpability in his daughter’s breakdown are palpable in The Doomsters. But he’s moving too fast and slightingly, and hasn’t yet learned to explain by implication. Michael Kreyling sums up:

      
        The protracted denouement of The Doomsters serves an extra-literary purpose. Macdonald had personal investments in the psychoanalytic process, and he had pledged his fiction to pay. The Doomsters is a split attempt to cover both debts: to mobilize an enormous mass of Freudian material circulating in the atmosphere of the times and in his personal situation to heal his own broken family, and to fulfill his formal obligations to the detective novel. The Doomsters left a balance due on both accounts.8

      

      The Galton Case was next and better: the author tightens his focus to a son’s journey back home after exile from the family, and Macdonald is sure-footed enough to let the action and Archer carry his themes. Connections twist Macdonald’s autobiography and classical and psychoanalytic archetypes into a story organized by hard-boiled conventions. The danger is of emotional pain and the courage needed is psychological. It was his breakthrough novel.

      The Galton Case, set in real time (1958), starts with a rich client hiring a private detective named Lew Archer; wealthy Californian Maria Galton is dying and wants to reconcile with her son, Anthony (“Tony”). It was 1936 when he angrily left home, dropped out of college, married his working-class, pregnant girlfriend (“Teddy”), and disappeared.

      It is too late: Archer follows a poem, “Luna,” that Tony wrote in Luna Bay, where he learns that Tony was murdered the same year he disappeared. The search changes: find the baby. Soon enough a twenty-two-year-old man named John Brown Jr. shows up, claiming he’s Mrs. Galton’s grandson. But it comes to nothing: John Brown Jr. turns out to be Theodore Fredericks, son of a Canadian murderer, and mixed up with a crooked lawyer in a scheme to get the old lady’s money.

      Then the above facts are overridden: Theodore Fredericks, pretending to be John Galton, really is John Galton. Archer goes to Canada and finds Teddy Fredericks, who tells him that Nelson Fredericks murdered her husband, Tony Galton, took her and her baby, and fled to Canada, where Nelson and Teddy lived as man and wife, and the baby was called Theodore Fredericks.

      Macdonald freely imprints himself on this novel: he and John Galton were born near San Francisco, were taken to Canada at very young ages by their mothers, and “Luna” is a poem Macdonald wrote when he was sixteen. Macdonald and John Galton both suffered abusive childhoods. On that private level, Macdonald’s childhood and this novel about it are sordid, personal histories of sons and lost fathers.

      Macdonald amplifies that same history into a fairy tale told to a very young John Galton by his mother:

      
        I was only a toddler, and I used to think it was a fairy tale. I realize now it was a story about myself. She wanted me to know about myself, but she was afraid to come right out with it.

        She said that I was a king’s son, and we used to live in a palace in the sun. But the young king died and the bogeyman stole us away to the caves of ice where nothing was nice. She made a sort of rhyme of it. And she showed me a gold ring with a little red stone set in it that the king had left her for a remembrance.9

      

      The mother’s fairy tale echoes an earlier description of Maria Galton’s estate in palatial terms: “high masonry walls,” “stone gateposts in which the name of Galton was cut,” “majestic iron gates,” “a portcullis effect.” “The windows were narrow and deep in the thick walls, like the windows of a medieval castle.”10

      The final passage continues: John Galton describes murdering his false father: “I got a butcher knife out of the drawer, and hid it upstairs in my room. When Fredericks tried to lock me in, I stabbed him in the guts. I thought I’d killed him. By the time I saw a newspaper and found that I hadn’t, I was across the border.”11

      This too connects back to an earlier chapter, wherein a minor character remarks, “It sounds like one of the Grimm’s fairy tales. The goatherd turns out to be the prince in disguise. Or like Oedipus. John had an Oedipus theory of his own, that Oedipus killed his father because he banished himself from the kingdom.”12

      Oedipus did not knowingly kill his father or marry his mother. In fact, he tried hard not to do these things. Moreover, Oedipus hadn’t a choice; he did what he was fated to do. His parents were the more culpable inasmuch as they had banished their son when he was a baby. Yet it is he, the innocent son, who is undone by guilt. The Galton Case is an inflation of Macdonald’s anger and shame over his own father’s death: he didn’t protect me from my mother; when he left, we had to leave California and live in Canada; I didn’t go with him when he wanted me to; I didn’t love him enough.

      Elevating the story into alignment with familiar myths serves two purposes: it models how family histories are encrypted and passed, parent to child; and it makes one son’s loss applicable to everyone, helpful to everyone. Macdonald’s art was expressing something potentially universal. As he said in an interview: “We all eventually lose our fathers. . . . For the reader as well as for the writer, fiction is a handling of pain, not just succumbing to it, but a handling of it, making something better than it was otherwise.”13
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