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Packer

It’s the only time in my life I ever stole. I swear. 

I stole to buy two bottles of Coca Cola. I played drums with those two green eight-ounce bottles, banged the hokey-pokey out of Mom’s tropical sunset Formica counter with them, hit close to the flashing on the white enameled sink for the cast iron reverb, pretended my kit was a Ludwig, my band was Cream, my hair matched the orange Formica, and I was drummer Mister Ginger Baker. 

Mom pinched my ear, bent me over forwards halfway to the floor every time she forbade me to drink Coca Cola or listen to rock and roll. But my fourteen year old boy’s heart craved rock and roll the way my fourteen year old hand itched for my private parts. So, after months on a psychological starvation diet of Mom’s hymns and gallons of astronaut-endorsed orange-flavored Tang, I succumbed to what Mom called my sordid instincts and subtracted a dollar from the butt-shaped wallet Dad placed every night with his Ford Fairlane keys on Mom’s coffee table.

One dollar didn’t seem like a terrible lot of money when I took it. But that was 1964. And forty years later, when you live on the street, like I do now, paper money is something to be considered. 

Two dollars is what the Mission Lady pays Jack every week to help set up Sunday Breakfast. Jack tried to open a savings account, but she was told she would need two hundred dollars for that. We’ll never have that much. So Jack spends the two dollars on the Monday Madness Coffee ‘n Cake Buck Special at City Doughnuts. One special for each of us.

I pretended a sore throat and was left at home with Mom’s standing admonition to stay-in-bed-and-do-not-for-any-reason-whatsoever-open-the-front-door-and-you-better-not-be-planning-any-funny-business-young-man-because-I’ll-know-and-you’ll-pay. 

But my dungarees were zipped and my black-and-white high-top Keds were already laced under the blanket and my shirt was a reach away when she and Dad did what they’d done for as long as I had consciousness. They locked the front door behind them, took the six steps down one at a time, walked across the lawn—Dad running to open the shotgun side door of the Ford for Mom—and drove off to Sunday morning church. 

I crouched on the sofa, and from the front window in the living room watched the car glide back into the street, Mom already yelling something at Dad. Dad shifted from his usual neutral gear into drive and off they rolled. 

Minister Waverly’s Four Square Church was three miles away, but Ben’s Shop was half a block down at the corner. I ran out the front door, leaving it unlocked behind me, took the steps three at a time, and sprinted down the sidewalk, a single dollar in my pocket. 

Ben eyed me at the counter. He looked behind me, probably for the Fairlane. “On Sunday morning?”

“They cancelled church.” Like he would believe me. Stealing and lying. “It’s okay. Really.” I looked Ben right in the eye and lied. “My Dad knows.” I asked God to forgive me and Ben for a paper bag in case mom had the neighbors on alert.

I should have kept an eye out, but an adolescent boy isn’t clear-headed most of the time—about much of anything. My Sunday morning jam session was loud and jumping. I had put Cream’s just-released first long play album on the turntable in the living room, played it full volume, and I didn’t hear the rattle of the glass panes in the kitchen door or the Fairlane’s ignition hiccup as Mom and Dad pulled into the driveway. Eric Clapton sang “I’m so glad, I’m so glad, I’m glaaad, I’m glaaad, I’m glaaad…” Ginger and I readied our sticks for a snare riff. 

I heard her before I saw her. “What did I tell you?” Mom burst through the kitchen door. “Oh heavens.” She surveyed her counter tops. “My kitchen! Always in my kitchen.” She inspected her blue pinecone Melmac dishes in the drainer. “I don’t ask for much around here, do I?”

I hadn’t broken anything. I don’t think. 

She focused her gaze on my Coca Cola bottles. “What did I say about funny business?” She held my ear. Bent me backwards and forwards. “You know darned well that sugar fizz garbage will rot your teeth and, Jesus help me, I’ll be lashed to tarnation if I’ll underwrite Coca Cola and drop a bundle on some charlatan dentist who’ll fill your mouth with silver and poison you with fluoride.” 

I’m not a hundred percent sure that’s what she said. It’s just how I remember. I never intended to open the bottles. In my skinny adolescent arms, heavy bottles just made the best sticks. 

“What would Minister Waverly say?” She stared at me.

Minister Waverly’s Arcadia Four Square Church marquee read, “CH - - CH: What’s Missing Here?”

Mom’s grip loosened. I leapt away and ran down the hall to my room.

She hollered, “How about if I cooked dinner in your bedroom?”

My brain was poised to pull a Krakatoa. With one smooth move, aimed at Mom’s gut, I whacked a Coke bottle against Janis Joplin’s nose, the poster pinned to the drumhead of my closet door. With the easy gun-slinger precision of the Man with No Name in A Fist Full of Dollars, I flipped the bottle into the air. The bottle lifted in slo-mo. It spun and hung just shy of the ceiling, then came down end over end—a pistol headed for its holster—but the pistol missed my hand and hit the floor at my feet. Pressure from the carbonation was too much and off shot the cap. Straight up into my left eye. 

They say we don’t remember pain. And I didn’t feel it at first. Then my head exploded, and the volcanic pressure I thought I’d felt only seconds before was nothing compared to the billion-synapse-blast ignited in my skull. 

Blood exploded out of my left eye, squirting the dresser and my bed. My hands at my face were thick in sticky warm red. I shrieked and shrieked, seeing only blur through my right eye, then my air gave way and there was a loud buzz in my ears and I balanced on the edge of the visible universe, about to pass out. 

Dad couldn’t have known what had happened, but, from outside in the hallway he yelled “OhMyGodOhMyGodOhMyGod” and pounded on my door, which I’d wedged a chair up against so mom couldn’t follow me in. 

Mom bellowed, “That boy’s going to be the death of me.” What ever it was behind the door she knew we were in for more bills. 

“I’m coming in,” said Dad. “Stand back.” 

I was balled up on the floor of my closet, blinded and moaning, “I’m sorry, Mom, I’m sorry.”  

Dad’s footsteps creaked back and away, then sprang and crashed through my door. The chair collapsed and the door, with Dad on top of it, went sprawling flat. Dad got to his knees. He looked around and said, “Oh Lord, help us.”

Blood had sprayed the walls and Coca Cola covered the floor of my room. Dad pushed himself up to his feet. 

“What have you done?” She was looking at the blood. She was calculating the cost. She said, “No ambulance!” 

“But—” Dad protested.

“No!” said Mom.

They wrapped me in a blanket and dumped me on the back seat of the Fairlane. 

Mom got behind the wheel. “I’m driving.”

Dad turned in his seat and stared over his headrest and talked at me as I slipped in and out of trying to understand. 

The next thing I remember is a halo of bright lights surrounding a green mask covering a face that hovered over mine. The mask said “Count backwards from ten,” and an arm lowered over my nose and mouth what looked like a piece of Mom’s plastic Tupperware with a hose attached to a machine that beeped. 

“Heck of a shred job,” the anesthesiologist said to the surgeon. “I can see metal.”   

The surgeon said, “Let’s rock.” Then he lowered the needle onto the 33 RPM vinyl and I went under, eight Tupperware containers, seven Tupperware containers, my heart beating to the rhythm of Strange Brew.

* * *

“Hello, young fellow,” said Dr. Sripati. Three days after he’d removed my eyeball, he entered my hospital room and handed me the sterilized metal bottle cap. 

It took a moment to understand what he’d given me and, when I did, I threw the thing down on the linoleum floor, a thousand degrees of heat is what the cap felt like, and it rolled into a corner and that’s the last I ever saw of it.

“Hello to you, too,” he said to Mom and Dad. “You have a brave son.”

Mom looked at Dad and rolled her eyes. 

Dad said, “Yes, doctor, thank you. What’s the prognosis?”

Dr. Sripati said, “If you’d be kind enough to step outside for a few minutes while I examine the boy?” 

I lay in that bed and tried to be the invisible man. I expected a lecture or a trick of some kind made to teach me a lesson. Like I’d forget this one. 

Dr. Sripati lifted the bandage and smiled, but not Mom’s let’s-pretend-to-be-pleasant smile. This smile said, “You’re doing well and,” he added with an eyebrow, “you are fortunate.” He pulled my file from the foot of the bed and made a note. “You need anything more for pain?”

Brenda peeked around the edge of the curtain divider. 

With Brenda here? “No.”  

I wanted to ask for something to fill the hole in my head and fix what I feared would be the sunk-in face under the bandages. 

“No thank you.” My face, my head was on fire.

I wanted someone to tell me how I could be a rock star with only one eye and if girls would ever look at me without wanting to throw up. 

“Then, you’ll be going home in two days.”

“Two days?” I gave my best to smile. “Really?”

“I’ll speak to your parents outside.” He smiled at Brenda.

Brenda sat down by my bedside. She was the first girl I ever loved. She was older, sixteen, a Candy Striper who planned to be a nurse so she volunteered at Queen of Angels. Afternoons she bounced into my room with her golden hair and pink cheeks and perfect teeth and two blue eyes, and fed me little plastic spoons full of Neapolitan ice cream. She told me not to worry and that, even with only one eye, I was awfully nice. 

She read me chapters from a boy and his dog’s adventure called, Hatchet. She smiled. “I’ll miss seeing you.” 

On the day I parted with Brenda, she wheeled me to the first floor lobby cashier to meet Mom and Dad there, and she gave me a pirate patch to cover my eye. She was beautiful in that pink and white striped pinafore, and I was noble and reserved in my acceptance of cruel fourteen year-old fate.

My parents and I walked to the automatic doors. Mom stopped before them, puffed and straightened, and they opened right up, the Red Sea parting, and she curled my hand in hers. She said, “Proverbs 30:16. The eye that despiseth to obey his mother, the ravens of the valley shall pluck it out, and the young eagles shall eat it.” She stared straight ahead. “I may never be able to look at you again.”

All parents do the best they know how. I believe that. 

The back seat of the Fairlane was draped with the orange and brown striped spread from my bed, tucked into the folds of the seat, and I climbed in, on top of the spread, careful to keep my head up as Dr. Sripati had told me to do. 

“You drive,” Mom said to Dad. “I don’t want to see the boy in the rear view mirror.” 

“This is my bedspread,” I said. “What’s covering my bed?” 

“Your blanket.” Mom exhaled to the windshield in front of her. 

After ten years of marriage, Mom had finally become pregnant. At six months pregnant, the obstetrician discovered a seven pound tumor in Mom’s uterus, twisted on its stem and headed for gangrene. One of us had to go, but it wasn’t going to be me. At nine months, the uterus required a caesarian section. Then Mom’s milk wouldn’t come out. 

Genesis 16:5. “And when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her eyes.” For most of my life I took that line in Genesis to be true in my case. But every time in my life I’ve thought something was true, something different turns out to be truer.

Dad turned the key, backed the Fairlane out, eased to the hospital driveway then drifted into the street. 

“Did you even look?” said Mom. 

Dad and I pretended not to hear. He would have had to tell the truth, “No,” and Mom would accuse him of trying to kill us, and then one of them would involve me somehow and I’d have to choose who was right. It was better just not to hear. 

“Can we stop at 31 Flavors?” I looked at Dad in his rear view mirror. 

“Well,” said Dad.

“But I don’t want to go in.”

“He’s cost us enough already, today,” said Mom. 

I kept my head up, but pointed my eye down and pulled the bedspread back to expose the upholstered seat where I’d lain on the way to the hospital. 

“Aw, hon,” said Dad. “He just got out—”

“No,” said Mom. 

My dried blood stained the tweedy green plaid of the Fairlane’s back seat. 

Dad turned the corner toward 31 Flavors. “I think we can afford a small treat.”

Where Mom had scrubbed with bleach, the green plaid faded to yellow and the brown to rusty cinnamon. 

Mom huffed and puffed toward Dad. “Doesn’t anybody listen to me?” She was angry. “I said no.” She didn’t look at me. “No. No. No,” she said. “I’ve got a blind kid and a deaf husband?”

Now, some forty years later, I understand that what I saw happening on the back seat wasn’t really happening. But it was at that moment, at fourteen, leaving the hospital, my parents fighting in the front seat, that I started to see things in weird ways. Not crazy. Just weird. I’d asked God to protect me and I guess this is how He did it. 

I still see things in weird ways. Jack says doing so helps me make sense of what otherwise doesn’t make a lot of sense. 

In the back seat of the Fairlane was the first time. Through my working right eye I saw the blobs of cinnamon becoming liquid again right there on the upholstery, and I thought I could feel fluid my left eye socket seeping through the bandage. 

Jack says that having only one eye means I have no sense of perspective. That day, when I left the hospital, I’m pretty sure I’d lost all perspective.

“Please, Hon, let’s not argue,” said Dad.

“Then shift this car into reverse and take us home. Or take us to church. It’s Wednesday.” 

Dad said, “After ice cream.”

“You squandering…” Mom stared at Dad. Her nostrils twitched the way they always did when she was mad and we could hear her breathe. Then she hit Dad on the side of his head with her open hand and her voice changed to a low-pitched cat growl. “You are evil.” She looked at him, and when he didn’t respond, she hit him again.

I imagined the worse. All I could think about was Jesus pierced by nails. I was punctured by a bottle cap. I felt sweaty and hot and wondered how much blood I’d have to lose before I’d die, and could I clean up the mess before I did, and who would then clean up me before I faced God? I forgot about Dr. Sripati’s instructions and started to lean over, tugging on the bedspread to clean up what I thought I saw. I tried to ignore her, but, in the front seat, Mom grew very large. She lunged toward Dad and grabbed at the steering wheel. He fought back, but she was stronger.

“You want ice cream?” Mom pulled at the steering wheel and climbed onto Dad. “My two angels want ice cream?” 

Dad hollered something I didn’t understand and tried to push mom back into her seat. I felt the car accelerate then careen off-course and hit something, or something hit the car. I screamed and my sinuses puckered at the smell of rubber burning. A whooping siren started and I remember it whooping until long after we’d stopped spinning and the police came. My instinct was to duck and cover but the shock of the hit snapped my back straight up against the seat. Brakes screeched from directions I couldn’t tell. The car rolled and I slammed back down halfway onto the floor. Mom and Dad fought and struggled. I felt another shock and the windshield shattered and I hid low as shards blasted past my head, bounced off the flat space inside the back window, and landed all over the seat. I was in the leg space on the floor pinned against the back door behind Dad. Another hit from somewhere and the car spun, then slowed, then flomped over on its side. I was on my back, my feet in the air, and the car rocked and creaked from its own weight. The hood popped open and the radiator hissed. A woman outside was screaming and people were crying and somebody was praying and banging on the fender. Mom lay facing the roof, halfway flung over the back of Dad’s seat and her eyes were open but she wasn’t looking at me. She had a smile on her face. On top of Mom lay Dad, the roof pressed tight against his back. They didn’t move. 

“Mom?” I said. “Dad?”

 



Jack

If you know something, you’d think telling it would be easy—but telling isn’t easy. Telling the truth is a commitment. Packer says if I tell the truth, the story will always be good and full of heart. Packer means well, I know he does, but Packer wasn’t the one standing upright and visible at the end. For me, telling’s like flying. It means taking off and trusting something I can’t see is going to keep me in the air. Telling means not hiding anything anymore, not holding back words. Telling means making myself visible in the world. Being visible is a big risk.

Sundays Packer and me get breakfast. We have to sit and listen to talk about Jesus which leaves me numb but Packer loves, and other than that the Mission Lady’s good to us. If I don’t want to listen to talk about Jesus, I can just close my ears. 

“Don’t you close your ears while I’m talking to you,” my mother used to say. 

It never even occurred to me to close my ears until she said don’t do it.

The Mission Lady’s got ideas about me going the wrong way and her having the right way and helping me find the right way again. The Mission Lady doesn’t know I killed a man. 

We met about three years ago, when I first got here. The Mission Lady and me.

She said to me, “John,” the Mission Lady called me John and I stepped back a ways. When I first got to the street I wouldn’t talk at all, wouldn’t say my own name, scared of my own voice. Knocked the wind right out of me, the Mission Lady calling me John the first time. Her not knowing I was a woman. Her not seeing a dividing line I thought was clear.

Dividing lines get hammered to rubble when you live on the street.

She said to me, “John, I’m going to turn you around. Send you back to where you come from.” The Mission Lady says all of us we’re going the wrong way. She says all we’ve got to do is open our eyes and look at where we are to know we’re going the wrong way. According to her, there’s one right way. She knows what the one right way is and we don’t or we’d be taking it. 

What I don’t understand is how all of us going the wrong way are going to fit just one right way. Makes me scared to go any way.

For the Mission Lady, everything’s simple. If I understand her meaning, God said it and she heard it. For me, deciding the right way means being in control of my life, remembering everything I can as true as I can, and then telling the story as true as I remember it. 

Until three years ago, I was going in a direction I was sure was the right way. 

I was twenty six and tall and slim when I married Howard. I might have been plain looking, but, with makeup, I got by better than some. And being a cocktail waitress paid well enough to support mom and me until I married. That’s where Howard and I met. More than twenty years ago it was, because today I’m nearing fifty. 

He came in after work and we started going out. Funny how things happen. On our first date he took me to a party at his boss’s loft on the other side of Interstate 10, around the corner from the Neon Museum right here downtown, the streets I now call home. I remember the freight elevator that opened bottom to top, and walking into a gorgeous wood floor and tall ceiling room, talking with another couple, but letting Howard do the talking for me. We went up to the rooftop garden, first I’d ever seen. I was sipping a glass of really good Chardonnay and looking at a woman pushing a shopping cart along the street seven stories down.

Howard and me, we started out poor. Howard didn’t want me to stay working in the bar, so, from the start, I depended on him for everything. I felt I’d landed in heaven. And after nineteen years of marriage, we ended up pretty comfortable. We owned season seats to the Los Angeles Philharmonic. We had American eagles printed on our checks. The checks said, In God We Trust. They never bounced. It worked, you might say, in a way that wasn’t the best, but when something’s the only thing you’ve ever known, it seems the normal way to be. 

So he got promoted. We got richer. He got angrier. I kept quiet.

By the time Howard started prowling, he was wearing silk suits and carrying a crocodile briefcase up to his 47th floor office, and I spent most of my days accumulating insulation. Insulation proved I was going in the right direction. I didn’t call it insulation, of course. I convinced myself what I accumulated were necessities of life. Must have accumulated fifty thousand dollars worth of silk and sequined necessities of life. Not even counting the handbags and shoes. Not counting the body wraps and chemical peels and finally a little Botox between the brows, which didn’t last. Nothing lasts on this earth lasts.

Fact is, and I’m telling you from personal experience, from living on the street now for three whole years, I never could accumulate enough insulation to protect me from the demon inside I’d been hiding from since I was seven years old. Can’t say I even know what the demon looked like, but I could tell when it was near, and it being near meant I was going to have a bad day. I ran, I hid, but a personal demon is more patient than a human and anyway, you can’t outrun what lives inside you. Most of us sooner or later are going to slip into some dark place thinking we’re escaping to freedom but instead find ourselves face to face with a demon part of ourselves. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out its hand-to-hand combat for your life, winner take all. 

Met my personal demon when I was seven. It took up residence in a corner of our living room, in the big recliner between the two windows and it just sat there. At seven years old it sure seemed real enough. Demon smiled at me and said just loud enough for me to hear, “Think someone’s going to help you? No one’s going to help you.” I thought I saw things real clear. But I didn’t see anything clear, and I had no words to ask about what I didn’t understand and I got good at pleasing and holding back words and getting octopus suckered by mom’s love. She held on to me, left invisible marks I call octopus suckers, and I did what I thought was necessary to survive. All she had to do was to look at me, and I aimed to please. 

Gave me a head start, though. I knew what I had to do. Grow up. Get out. So I married Howard, the first man who asked. I had every confidence I was changing my life by marrying that man. Changing and becoming whole. But you can guess. I married an accountant. We were a good match at first. With every raise he got, he said, “I’m doing it for you.” By the time we were married fifteen years, he was pretty successful. But Howard was a man no better at telling the truth than I was but in a different way, a move-it-on-up kind of guy with plans of his own. He married someone who cleaned up well and draped easy on his arm – that was me – who learned to keep her mouth shut as the years went by and didn’t give him a hard time. I explained away the bad times and was satisfied enough. I didn’t expect a lot and I never really gave it much thought. 

Then he hit me, and I pretended it never happened. When he hit me again, I thought that’s what husbands do. Became clear to me too late that Howard and my mother had similar ideas about love. And happy wasn’t an issue.

At least Mitch was straight about it, his hand moving in his pants. Jackie, oooh Jackie, he called me. Let me know from the start his ideas about love, but never again. 

Three years ago, after Howard and I were married for nineteen years, he decided he didn’t want to be married to me after all so he called some of his lawyer friends. The way I found out was one day I opened the front door of my big house on the ridge in Silverlake and there stood a man with a badge looking for all the world like a City Official version of my demon. Badge. Uniform.

“You have forty eight hours, ma’am.”

“Okay,” I said. “To do what?” 

“This explains everything, ma’am,” he said. He handed me an envelope. 

Served me with a restraining order. What it really said was, You still looking to get taken care of? You think anyone here wants to take care of you?

I called a neighbor. But for my entire adult life, Howard had been the center of everything and I found that my friends weren’t really mine. They were the wives of his. So when Ann picked up the phone and I tried to speak through my gasps, she already knew and was on her way out and couldn’t talk but good luck. 

If Ann knew, they all knew. It must have been Ann who dropped off an envelope with five, twenty dollar bills at Beverly Park Sanitarium.

When Howard came home that night late, I was in the bedroom. I wasn’t crying any more. I was just plain mad. I heard the front door close so I got up and walked out to the landing and watched Howard put down his briefcase and sort through the mail. Then he looked up and saw me watching him. He said, “I was hoping you might be gone.” He started up the stairs. “You look awful.”

“You were expecting a cocktail dress?” Howard got within arm’s length of me. I swung, but he caught my arm. I swung the other but Howard ducked and he caught me around the waist. 

He said he didn’t, but I know he pushed, and I ricocheted off the mahogany banister and bounced down the oak stairs. And darn if I didn’t make it easy for him to decide everything and keep all the control one more time, me not waking up until four days later.  

How things turned out is Howard got a quick lawyer-friend divorce and I wound up on the street. 

You might say it doesn’t happen like that. But sometimes it does. Not to everybody, maybe. Not so fast, and why didn’t I see it coming, and how come I didn’t protect myself. Why didn’t I have my own friends, my own bank account, my name on the deed? It’s easy to ask those questions three years after. But it never occurred to me to protect myself from my own husband. And middle class folks didn’t think about pre-nups. Looking back, now, I might be able to come up with some answers to how it should have been. But it’s way too late. All I can tell you is this is what happened to me. 

Howard got the friends and the house and the cars. He got everything except for what I got, which was a brain bruise from falling down the stairs, a case of old fashioned hysterics, a white cotton gown that didn’t close in the back, and a lock-down bed at Beverly Park Sanitarium. 

I woke up in a narrow bed with someone breathing in my face. I lay there eyes closed, with a monster headache, only half-awake but feeling sorry for myself, knowing and not wanting to know what had happened and thinking about how I wasn’t young enough to go back to cocktail waitressing. I wasn’t going to be one of those gals who should have quit the bars before crepe-paper cleavage and a heavy hand with the blue eye shadow. 

My eyes would have stayed shut for who knows
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Wisdom in the Female Gender








































































Married Life


























































Better Ladies
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The Enemy Come
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Venice Beach















































































































Oh Jackie



























































Que Sera Sera
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Kiss of Friendship
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Awake and Miserable
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Baby, It’s You
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Sauna Love
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