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Part One

Doing Good



Chapter One

Garbage, Hillbillies and Other Facts of
Life

Why can’t I say I’m a Beatles fan? I used to get
criticized for that.

—Buck Owens, Performer on popular television show
Hee Haw

Southern California was a raucous place to grow
up in the Sixties and Seventies. There were communes in Topanga
Canyon where you could live naked and hit a big, therapeutic gong
to cure whatever ailed you. Peace-loving hippies, druggies and
other flaky people started hanging out at Venice Beach, giving that
town a permanent reputation as a destination for the weird. It was
an era of self-empowerment. Black Panthers raised their fists,
women burned their bras, anti-war protestors marched and yelled
slogans, and a couple of thugs in South Central Los Angeles upped
the gang violence ante by forming the notorious Crips gang.

It was a time when laid-back surfers ruled the
waves at Huntington Beach, the Beach Boys ruled the air waves, and
the term “coming out” no longer referred to parties where rich
girls wore frilly ball gowns and white silk gloves.

In this super-charged atmosphere of political
and social upheaval, where daily battles against the status quo
were fought in the press and on the streets, my family still went
to church, made our beds every day, joined the Girl and Boy Scouts,
ate pineapple upside down cake after supper and didn’t even suspect
that maybe WE were the hold out weirdos.

The state of California may deserve its
reputation as Land of the Freak and Home of the Babe, but this was
a reality far different from my evangelical Christian upbringing
there. Our fundamentalist, church-centered life represented a
distinct, evolving subset of Southern California culture during the
Sixties and Seventies, which may surprise those who assume everyone
from California is a hippy, liberal flake. My strict, conservative
parents made Howard and Marion Cunningham, from the TV show
Happy Days, look like wild-eyed liberals.

I grew up in a black and white, morally absolute
world. Right was right, wrong was wrong, and there was no wiggle
room in between. Despite the rebellious spirit of the times, I knew
better than to question the authority of parents, teachers,
preachers or politicians, or dare to look beyond the infallible
Word of God for literal answers to everyday problems.

However, even as a youngster, I recognized signs
that maybe the world was more muddled and gray than I thought.

The Beatles were my first clue.

Aunt Kim, my mother’s youngest and most
subversive sister/artist, shocked me when she gave me and my
siblings the first record album we ever saw that didn’t have
someone named Mitch, the Limelighters, or Burl Ives on the cover.
It was Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, a bona fide rock
album. I stared in slack-jawed amazement at the album cover that
displayed John, Paul, Ringo and George decked out in their bizarre,
psychedelic, hallucinogenic glory.

My mortified mother threw the album in the trash
as soon as Aunt Kim left. Obviously, there were secrets that Mum
wanted to hide in the dumpster, although I didn’t know why.
Perhaps, like any protective parent, she feared the Beatles were an
evil force that would corrupt her innocent and unsuspecting
children if she didn’t intervene, but even my third grade
classmates sang “I wanna hold your haaaaand.” After seeing the
Sergeant Pepper album cover, those mop top boys from Britain
fascinated me, too. While Mum was busy paying for groceries at
Ralph’s Market, I flipped through magazines in the checkout line,
pretending nonchalance, but eager to feast my eyes on more freaky,
colorful photos of the Beatles.

The Beatles were bold, outrageous and
titillating. Curiously, they never inspired me to take LSD.

My ultra-Christian parents popped out five kids
between the years of 1959 and 1971 and tried valiantly to stop
modern society from tainting our characters. They did not drink or
smoke or willingly mingle with anyone they considered
“non-Christian.” My father, affectionately known as “Deah,” was a
stern, authoritarian man whose favorite word was “garbage.” When he
disapproved of something, it was “garbage,” and he pronounced that
word with such jowl-jingling finality, there was rarely any doubt
or argument from anyone.

Rock music was “garbage,” in fact, all music,
with the exception of old-time church hymns, was “garbage.” Art was
“garbage,” even Aunt Kim’s famous paintings, including a memorable
one called Portrait of Ed Sullivan as a Young Girl.
In Deah’s view, ninety-nine point nine percent of television was
“garbage.”

Mum and Deah attempted to protect my two
brothers, two sisters, and I from television pollution by tightly
controlling the shows we watched. When other kids were watching the
risqué Laugh-In and Love American Style, my family
watched I Love Lucy reruns and Flipper.

There were only two television shows my stern,
incorruptible father watched: The Lawrence Welk Show and
Hee Haw. The Lawrence Welk Show was a benign
celebration of song, dance and bubbles, which appealed primarily to
the American aged, which, in my thinking, included my parents, who
hadn’t even hit their forties. The voluptuous Mexican singer,
Anacani, may have worn slinky, shimmery gowns when she sang in
Spanish, but her style was indisputably tame, tasteful and, by
virtue of the fact that she appeared on The Lawrence Welk
Show, dorky.

Hee Haw confused me. Hee Haw was
Laugh-In with a twang. Daisy Duke bikini tops …bare
midriffs… corny off color jokes. Deah loved it. Everything else in
the world might be “garbage,” but I never saw Deah laugh like he
did when he was watching Hee Haw. Sitting in his recliner,
he’d laugh so hard he’d shake, hiccup, cry and scare me. Deah’s
weakness for Hee Haw caused me to ponder another
gray-colored dichotomy: if hillbillies did it, apparently it wasn’t
garbage.

The pivotal problem of growing up in an
evangelical, god-fearing home is this: you can’t avoid sex.

Truthfully, I was so clueless about boys and
sex, my parents shouldn’t have worried. In the sixth grade, my
girlfriends giggled uncontrollably when they found something in the
school ball field.

“What’s that?” I asked.

One girl lifted the item up with a stick and
twirled the white fabric around like a sling shot, causing
paroxysms of girlish laughter from my friends.

“What is it?” I asked again, baffled.

Not wanting to say it out loud, she resorted to
the ancient tongue of adolescent females, Pig Latin.

“Ock-J, Rap-Stray,” she said, sending everyone
but me into more maniacal spasms.

Even after I deciphered the Pig Latin, I still
had no idea what a “jock strap” was. My ignorance was apparently
the most hysterical aspect of the entire episode because, for the
rest of the afternoon, the girls chanted “Ock-J Rap-Stray” to me in
sing-song unison.

In my defense, if my older brother needed a
“cup” to play basketball, Mum obviously took care of it in such
quiet confidentiality no one ever knew it. In the kind of household
where my sister famously got her mouth washed out with soap for
saying the word “bosom,” I’m sure “jock strap” would have sent my
mother scrambling after me with a bar of Lux soap, too.

Mum tried to tell me about the facts of life,
but it was a disaster. I give her credit, though. For a
straight-laced woman with unusual Puritanical sensibilities for the
Sixties and Seventies, the thought of having “the Talk” with her
oldest daughter must have been a fearsome proposition, and I’m sure
she only did it out of an unshakable sense of civic and moral
duty.

When the day arrived, I was sitting in the
bathtub singing cheerily when the bathroom door opened and Mum
walked in.

“We need to talk,” she said a little too
sweetly.

I sensed impending doom.

For decades I’ve asked myself: why did my mother
talk to me about sex while I was naked in the bathtub? Doesn’t a
preteen girl have a right to keep her pudgy rolls of belly fat
private? When Mum entered the bathroom and sat on the toilet to
explain sex to me, I was in such a state of red-faced humiliation,
I could barely make eye contact with her.

Whatever she said made no sense anyway because
Mum was not only close to ruining my life, she was also having a
significant communication problem. If she were writing a story, she
covered the introduction and the conclusion adequately, but for
reasons too delicate to mention, she deliberately omitted all the
mechanics in between. In the end, I learned nothing more from Mum’s
befuddling attempt at sex education than what I already gathered
from watching Hee Haw.

She must have realized that “The Talk” was not
going well. After a few unbearable minutes, she stood and walked
out the door. If Mum had failed in her civil and moral obligation
to society, it didn’t matter. To my knowledge, she never said
another word about sex to any of us, and my two younger sisters,
Pam and Deborah, really lucked out because Mum left their sex
education completely up to chance.

Religious people commonly believe they are
different, special and set apart from everyone else in the world,
and this was undoubtedly a dominant religious theme in my
childhood. Maybe we lived in a wildly diverse, ego-centered,
hedonistic and liberal-leaning state, but we were evangelical, born
again Christians, which, to my parents, largely meant white and
politically conservative. Like most evangelicals, they voted
Republican and quietly dismissed Catholics, Pentecostals, Mormons
and other assorted religious practitioners as imposters because, to
them, if you weren’t “born again,” you weren’t a “real”
Christian.

I truly wanted to be a good Christian, honor my
parents, love God and country and live an obedient red, white and
blue life. But like generations of conflicted youth before me, I
struggled between wanting to belong and breaking free. Wanting to
conform, but needing to defy. I wanted to feel special, but I
didn’t want to be different. In other words, I was just like any
other chubby, insecure, Wonder Bread, red-blooded, American
girl.

In my family, though, I was the “problem child.”
I was raised in the tradition of the great religious killjoy, John
Calvin, whose most significant accomplishment was convincing
Christians that humanity is utterly sinful and depraved from birth.
If John Calvin didn’t even cut babies a break, imagine how hard
growing up was for an independent-minded, curious kid with strong
opinions and the bad habit of speaking her mind. If anyone got in
trouble in my family, it was me, mostly because I couldn’t keep my
big mouth shut.

Maybe I just wanted to understand the world on
my own terms, which wasn’t easy when Deah fixed his steely,
bug-eyed glare at me and barked the word “garbage” to dissuade me
from serious dissent.

Though I was naïve, idealistic and blissfully
ignorant of the ways of the world, I contemplated and questioned
things that I was supposed to accept as irrefutable truth. I was
supposed to believe the basic born again precept that as
Christians, we were spiritually superior to everyone else, who
lived in an unfortunate, yet willful state of spiritual
ignorance.

My deepest, childish heresy, which had the
potential of blowing all my family rights and privileges completely
out of the water, was thinking that maybe we weren’t.

Mum and Deah always warned me about facing the
“real world,” which implied that, at such time that I actually
faced it, I would miss and be grateful for their protection. Until
that time, my parents shielded me as long as they could. I walked
one block to my elementary school and one mile to my high school,
less if I cut through the wash. I played the piano, learned how to
bake chocolate cake from scratch, sewed Barbie clothes by hand and
grew up in the comfort and safety of a quirky, but typical,
middle-class family. I tried to do good.

But after being raised in such a strict,
sheltered environment, the “real world,” with all its funny,
disturbing, and confusing complexities, would eventually come as
quite a shock. I was wholly unprepared for it.

I wish I learned to curse sooner.



Chapter Two

Bunnies, Squishies and Snakes

Many years ago when an adored dog died, a great
friend, a bishop, said to me, "You must always remember that, as
far as the Bible is concerned, God only threw the humans out of
Paradise.”

—Bruce Foyle

Few things define a family more than the pets
they keep. Though we Martins were pure city folk, born and raised
deep in the suburban grid of Los Angeles, our house full of
critters highlighted the fact that my family was probably better
suited to live on a country farm in the Bible Belt. A lot of people
kept dogs and cats as pets, but our modest three bedroom, two bath
house and small fenced-in yard in Arcadia, California was crammed
with a random assortment of dogs, birds, rabbits, guinea pigs,
snakes, lizards, mice, ducks, a caged squirrel and a series of
hamsters, all named Pooh. I swear we even briefly kept a small
alligator in our bathtub.

I don’t know where we got our country
tendencies. While Mum didn’t necessarily share Deah’s appreciation
for corny Hee Haw humor, she admired the simple country life
and probably would have been completely happy living like Ma
Ingalls on Little House on the Prairie. I suspected
that if Mum had a choice, she might have traded the big, green Ford
van for a horse and buggy in a heartbeat.

For a time, Deah was so eager to get away from
city living that he even seriously contemplated selling the house
and buying a small cabin resort in the High Sierras, moving the
whole family up to the mountains he loved. But since dramatic life
change was out of Deah’s conservative, buttoned-down character, we
stayed put and continued to live our modern existence smack dab in
the middle of the Southern California suburban sprawl.

One year, Deah came up with the disastrous idea
that we would raise rabbits to eat, so he built a row of wooden
hutches in the backyard and bought a large, white pregnant rabbit,
which we kids promptly named “Marshmallow.” On a warm summer
evening, while we sat around a wooden picnic table eating supper in
the backyard, my sister Pam, who had finished her hamburger and had
skipped over to the hutch to pet the rabbit, heard small mewling
noises.

“Marshmallow’s having babies!” she squealed.

If that wasn’t exciting enough, at almost the
same moment, a transformer on top of a utility pole in the corner
of our yard blew up, showering our property with blue sparks and an
oily liquid.

In the midst of the excitement, Deah ran inside
to call the electric company, Mum quickly cleared the picnic table,
and we Martin kids counted two black and two brown baby bunnies and
quickly named them Inky, Binky, Bobba and Stinky before Deah could
tell us we were supposed to eat them when they grew up. The names
sealed the bunnies’ happy fate, because once named, they were
official Martin pets. As hard and stubborn as Deah could be, even
he didn’t have the stomach to face the mayhem that would result
from telling his children he expected them to eat braised Binky for
dinner.

To Deah’s credit, he never threatened to eat the
ducks. We called them the “Squishies,” another gift from free
spirited Aunt Kim, who bought the two ducklings at a pet store one
Easter.

“They were so cute, soft and fluffy, I couldn’t
resist buying them,” she rationalized, as if it was perfectly
reasonable for someone who lived in an apartment building to have
pet ducks.

Apparently, Aunt Kim didn’t consider that as
soon as the ducklings outgrew their fluffy cuteness, they would
rebel against their bathtub incarceration by quacking loudly and
pooping profusely. She had no choice but to set the Squishies free
in our backyard.

If you think ducks need a pond filled with fat
goldfish to be happy, you’re wrong. Those white, corpulent birds
waddled happily in the confines of our backyard for many years. At
first, Mum thought she should blow up a little plastic kiddie pool
and fill it with water so the Squishies could enjoy a makeshift
pond, but based on her unavoidable observation of the extraordinary
poop production, she decided to leave the Squishies to their own
grassy fate.

Every day, one of my siblings or I was assigned
to duck duty, which required us to tiptoe gingerly across every
inch of the backyard and blast every Squishy turd with the full
force of the garden hose until it dissolved fully into the ground.
As a result, our lawn was the most lush, green, well fertilized
grass in the neighborhood and the Squishies exulted when they
yanked long worms out of the ground and gurgled them down their
gullets.

If the weather was hot, we’d squirt the
Squishies with the garden hose to cool them off. Rather than
appreciating the cool water, they tried to squirm away, offended by
the unexpected assault. When it rained hard enough to make puddles
in the backyard, the Squishies were in their glory, quacking,
shaking and flapping enthusiastically as if they couldn’t believe
their sudden good fortune. Even without a good cloudburst, the
Squishies were content in their St. Augustine grass
surroundings.

There was only one hint of duck dissatisfaction,
and that was because one of the Squishies thought he was a dog. The
ducks had to share the backyard with our mutt, Misty, who was
kicked out of the house several times a day to do his own
“business” (which we kids appropriately picked up with a shovel and
tossed into what we unpoetically called the “China Hole.”) The
problem was that one of the Squishies deeply resented the fact that
Misty enjoyed special house privileges and he did not. Every time
Misty was let out in the backyard, that duck, seeing his chance,
made a break for the back porch, beating his wings and squawking
loudly as he hoisted his plump bottom up two stone stairs. He would
then position himself in front of the door, his yellow beak poking
in the door jamb, determined to beat the dog into the house. When
Mum opened the door a crack and called for the dog, she used her
foot to hold back the bellowing Squishy long enough for Misty to
squirm in.

“Stupid duck,” Mum would mutter as the rejected
duck wobbled down the two stone steps, quacking with loud
indignation.

The truth is, I was secretly rooting for the
Squishy. Though it was probably some sort of primitive instinct
that spurred that duck to spend every day of his life fighting the
injustice of being denied entry into our house, I admired the
duck’s persistence and unshakable faith in a cause.

Everyone seemed to have a cause in those days.
Civil rights, equal rights, gay rights, women’s rights, farm
worker’s rights… so many people had gripes. The American era of
easy nonchalance and denial was gone, replaced by a period of
growing public discontent. Maybe it used to be easier to ignore or
dismiss social ferment, but the Vietnam War, reported in stark,
gruesome detail on our black and white television sets, outraged
and shocked even ordinary folks out of their Leave It to
Beaver complacency. Emboldened by the increasing civic fervor,
people who felt disenfranchised and mistreated by the system
refused to continue to suffer discrimination and abuse in silence
and lashed out against what my seventh grade Social Studies teacher
mysteriously defined as The Establishment.

Whether you were a hawk, dove, pro or con on any
issue, it was hard to avoid the barrage of passionate public
discourse. But when the front page of the Los Angeles Times
headlined stories about soldiers in body bags, riots, church
bombings, or when Walter Cronkite reported the assassination of
Martin Luther King, Jr., my parents never commented. At our dinner
table, my siblings and I passed the peas, drank a full glass of
milk as required by Mum, and tried to stifle our giggly silliness
so we wouldn’t irritate Deah, who ate with method and purpose,
silently dividing the food on his plate into perfect proportions so
that every food group was consumed with an equal number of bites.
Deah’s eating ritual lent a sense of solemnity to our meals, which
would have been far more goofy and chaotic if we kids weren’t
forced to show some restraint. It would have been impolitic to
discuss politics around our dinner table.

Still, I tried to figure out what all this
social upheaval meant. When I listened to the Sunday sermons at
church, I gathered that the real crisis was not as much about war,
discrimination or civil rights, but the breakdown of law and order
in our society.

I didn’t understand. I thought God cared about
the poor and the oppressed. Jesus had a penchant for defending
disenfranchised people like lepers, hookers, and tax collectors.
Why wouldn’t God love everybody equally and want justice for all?
From my earliest days, I sang the perennial Sunday School favorite,
“Jesus loves the little children, all the children of the world.
Red and yellow, black and white, they are precious in his sight.”
That moral seemed clear when I sat cross-legged on the carpeted
floor in the Sunday School room. But in the “big” church, I noticed
that the Church’s definition of a loving, accepting God sometimes
focused more on God loving and accepting people who looked, thought
and behaved a certain way. It confused me.

My earliest Sunday School lessons in equality
must have made a strong impression on me because my truest instinct
was to root for the underdog and to sympathize with the weak, the
poor and the oppressed… even if it was a stupid duck.

That’s why I was glad to witness the moment when
the duck finally won. Maybe Mum’s reactions were a little too slow
that day, or perhaps the Squishy developed some clever, new
maneuver around her slippered foot. But one day, the Squishy defied
the odds and scurried past all barriers into the forbidden world he
so longed for. Flapping, flailing and quacking excitedly, he dashed
past the humming washing machine straight into the kitchen where he
stopped and beat his wings in triumph. He raised such a ruckus that
everyone ran to the kitchen to see what the commotion was about. We
all immediately burst into laughter at the hilarity of it, until
the stern, urgent look on Mum’s face made us quickly realize the
true peril. We knew well enough from doing duck duty that the
Squishies were prolific when it came to poop, and in such an
energized state, the victorious Squishy celebrated his unexpected
success by shooting out watery duck turds every few feet on the
linoleum floor.

“Get that stupid duck out of here!” Mum
screeched.

We all flew into a flanking action to round up
and escort that jubilant duck out the back door, trying not to
laugh too hard lest we lose our concentration and step in poop.

After being unceremoniously shooed out the door
with a broom, the Squishy flew off the porch and, still squawking
noisily, landed happily back on his home turf, ending the most
satisfying adventure of his life.

I swear that stupid duck was smiling.

Although the Squishies amused me, the snakes did
not. My brother, Danny, who was a year and a half older than me,
liked snakes, obviously missing one of the major warning points of
the Adam and Eve saga. For much of his youth, his bedroom housed a
showcase of scaly, slithering things that lived in glass aquariums.
One particularly mean snake always curled up on the bottom of the
aquarium, poised and ready to strike when Danny opened the top to
dump in a few appetizing crickets. I once saw that snake leap out
of the aquarium and bite Danny’s face, leaving little bloody fang
marks above his eyebrow. This brazen snake attack hardly fazed my
brother, who simply yanked the snake off and dropped it back into
the aquarium, showing as much annoyance as if he just clipped off a
hangnail.

When that snake escaped from its aquarium and
disappeared, I couldn’t sleep for weeks, afraid that the creature
would slither into my bed in the middle of the night and bite my
face.

The only good thing was that it escaped right
when Mum and Deah were planning to reupholster the living room
couch. Since the fugitive snake was possibly on the lam somewhere
in our house, Deah thought that full disclosure was prudent. So
when the reupholster crew arrived to pick up the couch, he informed
them that there was just a “slight” chance a small, “harmless”
snake might be hiding somewhere in the couch springs.

When Deah had originally called the shop to get
an estimate for the job, they told him it would take three weeks.
Apparently, when word spread through the shop that our couch might
be harboring a snake, all the workers refused to touch it and the
owner of the shop had to reupholster the couch himself while his
employees had fun scaring each other by cutting long shapes out of
foam, throwing them and yelling, “Serpiente!”

There was no snake hiding in the springs, but
our newly reupholstered couch was returned two weeks early.

Danny was a quiet, introverted, unhurried kid
and when he hit puberty, his voice became so deep and slow that my
Uncle Pat joked that he sounded like an undertaker. He also had a
sneaky sense of humor that surfaced in unexpected ways, like naming
his six foot boa constrictor “Mary” after Aunt Mary, our most
elegant, prim and proper relative, who probably didn’t appreciate
being the tongue-in-cheek inspiration for a creature that scarfed
rats.

It was Mary, the snake, who made Danny
swear.

Nobody in our family was allowed to swear,
except for Deah, whose entire vocabulary boiled down to one
well-chosen, angry “D” word every time he worked on the car. Mum,
however, carried a reputation so completely unadulterated that she
once famously said “what the heck” in a sentence and then hastily
disclaimed it, declaring “but I didn’t say heck!” In my youthful
purity, I couldn’t imagine uttering a swear word without suffering
some sort of earthly or eternal consequence.

There’s a reason some snakes are called
“constrictors,” and my teenage brother learned that one summer day
when he walked out to the front yard with six foot Mary draped over
his shoulders. Mary wasn’t in the mood to cooperate that day. Maybe
she was hungry and my brother’s head looked like a worthy meal. Or
maybe boa constrictors just enjoy wrapping their thick coils around
something and squeezing for the simple, ugly fun of it.

No matter what, Danny’s neck was definitely in
the wrong place at the wrong time. At first he thought he could
easily convince Mary to let go, but Mary only tightened her coils
when he tried to pull her off. Still calm, Danny tried to unwrap
her thick body from his neck. No good. Mary only squeezed tighter,
and now my brother’s face reddened as he jammed his fingers between
the coils and his neck to give himself some breathing room. Though
I was standing close by, I didn’t quite understand he was in
trouble and just stood there stupidly, watching him struggle as
Mary nearly strangled him. Danny finally found the strength to suck
in enough air to shout out to me in a desperate attempt to solicit
my help.

There was time for only one word, and the word
he chose was “SHHHHHHHIIIIIIITTTTTT!”

Shocked by the utter, unexpected authority of
this word, I suddenly sprang into action. Leaping over to aid him,
I grabbed that thick, cold snake and pulled as hard as I could.
Between the two of us, we finally managed to pry Mary off, leaving
Danny panting and gasping in exhaustion for a few minutes.

That day, I learned a valuable lesson, which
was, perhaps, one of the biggest revelations of my young,
God-fearing life: a good curse word can make all the
difference.


 Chapter Three

Space Food Sticks, Sewer Gators and a
Smile

Luckily for me, Mr. Ford had a sense of humor.

—Chevy Chase, who made his reputation on Saturday
Night Live making fun of Gerald R. Ford

I was eight years old in 1969 when Neil
Armstrong walked on the moon.

“Can you believe he’s walking on the moon?” Mum
said. “This is history,” she emphasized as if I should be greatly
impressed.

I didn’t understand what the big deal was. The
moon didn’t look so far away, how could a space ship miss it? Only
the dumbest astronaut was going to accidentally take a wrong turn
in space and miss the MOON. That was my eight-year-old logic.

Neil Armstrong may have made a giant leap for
mankind on July 20, 1969, but the famous grainy, black and white
video of him walking on the moon like a giant, bowlegged Michelin
man, accompanied by pre-Darth Vader, heavy static audio, bored me.
I probably wanted to watch Caspar the Friendly Ghost or
Scooby Doo, though I was never sure
if Mum liked it when we watched cartoons about ghosts, benign or
scary. It would have done little good to turn the channel, since we
only had the choice of three and all of them were broadcasting that
blasted moon walk.

For me, the best thing that came out of the
Space Age was Tang, that ubiquitous orange powder that you stirred
into water to make pretend orange juice. Tang, famously “drunk by
the astronauts” was sweet and delicious. Best of all, it was pure,
lip- smacking, tooth-aching sugar that made you feel happy and
hyper, even if it did rot your gums. Hopelessly old-fashioned Mum
still insisted on filling our plastic cups with real orange juice
in the morning, but once in a while, we found a cup of bright,
chemically-colored orange liquid greeting us at the breakfast
table. Every time I drank that sugary Tang goodness, I felt
triumphant and connected to the modern, cosmic world.

The astronauts also inspired my fondness for
Space Food Sticks, the historic precursor to the ever popular
energy bars of today. I’ve never read the official list of
ingredients, but I believe the Pillsbury Company made Space Food
Sticks from chalk, sawdust and vanilla or chocolate flavoring. When
mixed with water, this doughy paste was likely extruded through a
Play-Doh Fun Factory and cut into six inch rods with the little
plastic knife that came with the set, then individually wrapped and
placed in a box that proclaimed that the product was “DEVELOPED BY
PILLSBURY UNDER A GOVERNMENT CONTRACT IN SUPPORT OF THE U.S.
AEROSPACE PROGRAM.” This packaging was brilliantly designed so that
any child of reading age was prepared to throw a tantrum to force
Mom to buy Space Food Sticks.

They tasted terrible. I loved them.

The Space Age also renewed the popularity of the
TV dinner, a sodium-infused, foil-wrapped tray of mass-produced
meatloaf that only required four hundred twenty-five degrees
Fahrenheit and twenty-five minutes to be hot and ready to



































cover.jpg
09 09 09 09 09

DO Gooder
Gone Bad

Ann K. Howley






