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				Dedication

				For my parents, John and Judy. Thank you for working so hard and loving us so much.

				For my Wonder Twin Jackie and my little sister Annie, and my big sister Roberta, thank you all for being such a big part of the story of my life.

				Finally, for my husband Adrian. Dearest Adrian, my love, there is a light that will never go out.







				What people are saying about
Tales of an Inland Empire Girl

				“In her first novel, Juanita E. Mantz goes back to the old house to unshackle the ghosts that still inhabit the charred curtains and broken windows of her youth. We meet the Wonder Twins, a Wolfman Jack stand in, The Flintstones, a young Wonder Woman with tinfoil wristbands & Nancy Drew incognito via unexpected introductions into Mantz’s life growing up in The Inland Empire. This is as creative as autobiography gets without veering from the hard truths herein. Maybe you saw the cartoon once, and thought it fantasy, but read this book and then firmly believe that underdogs can fly.”

				—Dennis Callaci, author of 100 Cassettes

				“Tales of an Inland Empire Girl is a searing, beautiful memoir that illuminates the struggles of parents who are beaten down by life and their arduous working-class jobs and of children who are trapped in the middle of their parents’ battles. A compelling read—raw, honest, and hopeful. I wish this book existed when I was growing up. It would have been my life preserver.”

				—liz gonzález, author of Dancing in the Santa Ana Winds

				“Tales of an Inland Empire Girl is deep and funny and true. A remarkable story of resilience and love told in bright prose, and written from a place of rigorous vulnerability that draws us in from the start.”

				—Brett Paesel, author of Los Angeles Times bestseller,
Mommies Who Drink

				“In Tales of an Inland Empire Girl we know we are in for a bumpy ride from the very opening pages of the first story, ‘A Shit Day,’ which recounts the author’s journey home to Southern California’s less-than-glamorous Inland Empire from her high-powered attorney life in San Francisco, arriving at grungy ‘Ontario, the kind of airport no one wants go to.’ The purpose of this visit: her father is dying. From this gripping opening, Mantz takes readers into a deeper journey of a childhood and coming of age filled with turbulence and tight-knit family love, and she writes with blazing grit, flashing joie de vivre, and an occasional comic overtone that feels natural coming from this self-professed punk-rock girl. This collection of stories spares no stone unturned, no watershed truth - both hard and celebratory - unexamined. And through it all, shines an anthem call of what matters most in life: the unbreakable bonds of family, and this family’s enduring love for one another.”

				—Ruth Nolan, born in the IE and editor of No Place
for a Puritan: the Literature of California’s Deserts

				“Tales of an Inland Empire Girl, set in the fast-growing Eastern region of Southern California and told in Mantz’s smack-in-your-face honesty, lures one into the places of childhood––of first home and lasting memories. One learns to live, however awkward life might be, in a house ‘the color of dirt’, finding a place to call one’s own in a Plastic Cheese chair, and love, even through girl fights. Through dexterous use of language, Mantz tosses her readers into a reality where a little girl finds herself in tears of frustration and shame with two left shoes, a drunken dad and screaming mom, but loves deeply anyway, and deals with her situations with twin-powered bravado and punk rock: ‘I feel as if I could dance forever,’ says Mantz.”

				—Hồng-Mỹ Basrai, author of Behind the Red Curtain







				“I always tell people that I became a writer not because I went to school but because my mother took me to the library.”

				Sandra Cisneros

				

				“Memory fades, memory adjusts, memory conforms to what we think we remember.”

				Joan Didion







				
Prologue: A Shit Day

				The day starts out bad. Like bad days always do, it gets worse. Ontario Airport is where it starts. Ontario Airport is the kind of airport no one wants to go to, in the middle of nowhere. Ontario is known as the apex of the Inland Empire (“the IE”), which is like being called King Shit on Turd Island. The IE is where my parents had lived for years and where I grew up. Our house was the notorious one where all the screaming and yelling came from, the bright red-and-blue lights of the police cars signaling our family’s dysfunction for our neighbors.

				I had taken the week off from my attorney gig at a large law firm in San Francisco to see my dad, who was sick. Later, after everything has changed, I will leave corporate law forever to become a deputy public defender, but this is before.

				My twin sister Jackie picks me up at the airport. We fight sometimes, knock-down-drag-out fights, but Jackie and I are close. We are so close that we call ourselves the Wonder Twins. Mom said we had our own language as kids and that we read each other’s minds.

				I decide that the only way to help Dad feel better is to get him some fish. Some people think of fish and picture broiled sole or freshly grilled halibut. In my family, we like Long John Silvers. Their fish is the ultimate in fast-food processed crispy deliciousness, and their fish basket comes with their deep-fried hush puppy potatoes.

				Food equals comfort in my family, and the more fried the better. We hit the Long John Silvers on Mountain in Ontario and pick up the fish. Jackie and I walk up to my parent’s apartment in Mira Loma, greasy bag of fish in hand. Before I ring the bell, Mom opens the door with a sullen-sounding grunt. Mom is not mysterious. She wears her anger on her sleeve like most people wear their hearts.

				“What took you so goddamn long?” Mom says as she walks past me. “Watch your dad. I need a new cell phone.” She leaves with a squeal of her car’s tires without looking back.

				Here we are, Jackie, me and Dad. I give Dad the fish. He doesn’t want to eat it. He has lost so much weight that he looks like a little bird. Dad used to be a big guy and now he is bone-thin in his white T-shirt. I feel a rock in my chest and cannot breathe for a moment when I see him.

				I make Dad eat the fish. I admit it, I make him. I am the oldest twin, and Jackie and our younger sister Annie call me the bossy one, and I call Jackie the fucked-up middle child, and Jackie and I call Annie the spoiled baby. I admit I boss him into it. I say, “Dad, eat the fish, you’ll feel better.” He nods.

				Dad takes one bite of the fish and starts choking. Jackie and I look at each other. What are we going to do? We communicate with looks, not saying anything. We can read each other’s minds like I said.

				Time stands still for a moment. Dad is choking. It seems as if he is choking to death, and I think to myself, He’s gonna die from that goddamn piece of fish that I made him eat.

				With just instinct guiding me, I run outside and scream into the air, “Help! Help me, someone!”—and then out of nowhere help arrives.

				A man comes running from the golf course next door— and, mind you, it’s a crappy, unkempt, nine-hole golf course. The man has a UC Riverside hat on. The guy must be in his sixties, but is spry as hell for a senior. He runs into the house like Superman. Usually I would be embarrassed for someone to see my parents’ messy house, but I am grateful.

				Superman doesn’t hesitate. He grabs Dad out of the hospice bed and gives him the Heimlich maneuver, and the piece of fried fish flies out and hits the wall. We all just stand there for a moment, Jackie, myself, Dad, and old-man Superman. Superman disappears before I can say thank you, and Dad looks at me with his blue eyes and says with a grunt, “You almost killed me, Jenny.”

				Jackie and I laugh but I think, He’s right, I almost killed him. I did. This is the moment I realize that Dad is going to die. No, I didn’t kill him with the fish, but the cancer is going to take him. It has to. You don’t get that sick, you’re not on hospice care, unless you are going to die. Even Superman can’t fix that.

				A couple of hours later, Mom comes home, and my younger sister Annie walks in the door with her kids Selena and Sophie. Selena, who is six, hugs Dad a hard goodbye. “Love you, grandpa,” she says. Annie holds baby Sophie up to Dad for him to kiss, and he nuzzles her fingers and smiles. Dad is back to himself for a moment.

				Annie leaves and now it is me, Mom, and Jackie sitting with Dad. Really it is just me because Mom and Jackie are useless. Jackie is texting and Mom is in her bedroom reading one of her Harlequin romance novels. Mom has always loved those stupid dime-store romance novels. When we were little, Mom had a whole library of them and would let Jackie and me read them even though we were still in elementary school. Dad built her bookshelves in the garage to house all of the white paperbacks. Maybe right now the fantasies are comforting.

				The bathing nurse arrives. Dad says he has to use the bathroom and the nurse takes him to the bathroom. I watch as he walks slowly with her help into the bathroom.

				Then I hear the bathing nurse scream, “Help me, Help me!”

				Dad dies right there on the toilet, his pants around his ankles like fucking Elvis. I don’t know it at the time, but I find out later that a lot of people die on the toilet. It’s because when you take a shit your blood pressure drops. And his incompetent, Medicare-provided bathing nurse doesn’t know CPR.

				There are no angels singing. There is no beautiful, Hallmark, last-breath kind of moment. Just him on the toilet. What a shitty way to die.

				The rest is a rush like a Twilight Zone movie on fast forward. Surreal and real at the same time.

				I call 911 screaming, “Please help me. My father, he’s not breathing.”

				My voice doesn’t sound like my own. The paramedics screech up in mere minutes. I time it while crying, looking down at my watch, hyperventilating outside in the cool Riverside air.

				When the paramedics get inside, they start CPR. They don’t seem hopeful. After about five minutes, one of the male paramedics asks me, “Should we go on?”

				That is when I know I am going to be the one to decide whether to let Dad go. Am I going to let him go? Can I do this? I don’t know. Can I let my dad go? I keep asking myself in my mind over and over. What should I do?

				As one paramedic’s fingers thump into Dad’s chest and the other breathes into his mouth, they ask me again, for the second time, “Should we go on?”

				Dad looks like a bloated fish lying there. My mind flashes back to that fried fish from earlier. That damn fish basket is haunting me. I look back down at my dad. He isn’t breathing—they are making him breathe, but he isn’t breathing.

				The paramedic looks at me for a third time and says, “Should we go on?” I look at Mom. We stare at each other and she is crying, tears running down her face. Mom grabs at me and hugs me tight for what feels like the first time in my whole life, except maybe when I was a baby. She must have hugged me when I was a baby, right?

				Mom and I moan into each other’s arms while Jackie sits outside against a tree texting.

				Jackie is standing against the tree with that vacant-house look she gets on her face, like she’s not there. Our dad is dying, and she can’t help me. Mom can’t help me. What the hell should I do?

				“Should we go on?” the paramedics ask me again.

				Thoughts race through my head. I don’t want to do this. Why do I have to do this? Is it because I am the oldest? If you want to be technical, I am not the oldest. Jackie and I are twins. I am a thirty-something lawyer. I am also the high-school dropout in my family, as Mom reminds me periodically. My route to USC Law was a detour rather than a straight path after I royally fucked up high school. This straight-A student ditched and dozed her way through her senior year. You see, all that childhood chaos had to go somewhere. I am like an ABC Afterschool Special, one titled: “How to Make It Through a Crazy Childhood Intact.”

				Where the hell is Annie? She always gets out of everything. When Mom would go batshit crazy when we were little, Annie never got hit. Annie always hid under the bed. Now, when I need her, she’s not here. Annie was the baby who always got everything she wanted. Annie got the cherry-apple bike; us twins got the yellow banana bikes and they called Jackie and me the banana-bike twins. She got the white fur coat, we got the brown fur coats. Why does Annie get out of it? Why am I stuck with this burden? Annie is the lucky one.

				Then one of the paramedics asks me again, for what must have been the fifth time, “Should we go on?” They are going on. One female paramedic is breathing into Dad’s mouth and the male paramedic is pumping Dad’s heart with his hands. Dad is just lying there.

				I flash back to when I was little, Dad driving in his truck listening to Johnny Cash on the eight-track, smoking a Kent cigarette, one hand on the wheel, his beer in a green foam sleeve.

				Standing there, I remember Dad on the barbecue in the backyard making us steaks. I picture lying out by the pool at our Ontario house and all of us together as a family. I can see Dad at his bar, The Big O, racking the balls on the pool table and playing pinball with me and my sisters on a Saturday morning. I picture Dad in his pickup truck taking us to the drive-in movie theater. I remember when Dad lost his bar, then the house, and the day our half-sister Barb died when we were in high school. I shake my head remembering him trying to hug me, how I always shook him off.

				I think about the good times and the bad. I think back to all of the fighting and all of that childhood chaos. When Dad got drunk, he and Mom would fight like maniacs. I grew up in a war zone of sorts, but there were good times. I always blamed Dad for everything, and it wasn’t all his fault. Dad was a drunk, but Mom was crazy when she got angry. Despite all of the chaos, Dad stayed. He stayed.

				There were some great times. I think about fishing in Montana when we were little, and our road trips, especially the one to Flintstones Land.

				Why do I always focus on the bad stuff? Why haven’t I been here to see him more often? What am I running from? Why am I trying to be someone else? A high-powered lawyer who never sees her family.

				Dad was always there for me, even if he was drunk. A drunk dad is better than no dad at all. I remember Dad playing cards with us when Mom had to work late at the restaurant. Dad would always wake up early to make me and my sisters breakfast every Saturday and Sunday morning. Bacon so crispy it would crumble in your mouth. Pancakes with jelly inside, or fried bologna and eggs. Dad was always there.

				I jump back to present day as the paramedic asks the question again, “Should we go on?”

				I take a deep breath and then another and let go one word:

				“No.”

				***

				I watch as they cover Dad’s body. Everyone is quiet like in church. Dad is gone. He is dead. The word repeats in my head like a prayer. I already miss Dad’s voice saying my name. It is almost like I can still hear him saying it. Am I imagining it or is that his voice whispering in my head?

				There is still so much I want to say to him. I want to see him again, alive.

				Shaking my head, I sigh and listen to Mom weeping. Jackie paces outside, gazing up into the sky. We call Annie and tell her. She is on her way. It is dark outside now.

				They wheel Dad’s body out. My heart stops, or at least it feels like it does—maybe it just breaks. Tears run down my face and I wipe them away. I have so much regret. I can almost taste it.

				Reeling, I fall into my head and go back, to the beginning. I have to figure this out. Who was I, who am I, and who do I want to be? I have to start at the beginning. I have to remember.

				








				
				
				
Flintstones Land

				Mom and Dad fight the whole way from California. They fight about which way to turn and where to go. They fight about when to eat and they fight about us kids causing a ruckus. Mom gets mad because Dad always likes to take the long way. Dad uses a Thomas Guide, which is a big book full of maps. The only time Mom and Dad aren’t bickering is when Dad turns on the country station and they sing along to Waylon Jennings and Willie Nelson, with me and my sisters snapping our fingers to the beat.

				We are driving to Flintstones Land in South Dakota. Mom and Dad are here for my sister Roberta’s wedding in Jefferson. Dad says we came to South Dakota so we could see Mount Rushmore, too. That’s the super-high mountain of rocks with the presidents’ faces carved in it. We also visit a cave where there are a bunch of crystals hanging from the ceiling. It is so pretty.

				On the road, I stare out the window and me and Jackie play the alphabet game, watching signs for A to Z. We stop at Motel 6 to sleep. We all share a room and eat McDonald’s for dinner.

				I can’t believe it when I see Flintstones Land. I yelp in happiness. The Flintstones is one of our favorite cartoons. We are staying in Dad’s pickup truck in the RV park next door, sleeping in the back of the shell on packing blankets.

				I am riding Dino the dinosaur. I am playing with my sisters in a rock house. I am full of joy.

				Flintstones Land is magic. It’s everything. It’s so colorful and bright, just like the cartoon. Jackie and I climb into a rock car that has rock wheels. We pretend we are at the Flintstones drive-in movie theater and that the car is about to tip over from the weight of a brontosaurus steak. Annie begs to get in, but we ignore her.

				Dad yells “Yabba dabba do!” He raises his fist in the air and smiles. Mom winces, shakes her head, and smiles. She is trying to let go and have fun.

				This is before Dad wrecked his legs from moving furniture for far too long. This is before all the years of Dad’s smoking and beer drinking took their toll. This is when Mom is working only one waitressing job and times are good. My parents are still “bill-poor,” as Mom will say, but there is enough money for this vacation.

				Flintstones Land is even better than Disneyland to us as kids. The park shines in my mind, an image imprinted there to drown out all the bad days. I tell myself, remember all the good times. There were many good times. Remember? Why do you always focus on the bad times? Remember the good, remember, remember….

				What I remember most are the rocks. There were lots of colored houses made of rocks. Everything was made of rocks, including all the Flintstones’ cars and tables. There were painted signs with images of all the characters. It was the opposite of high tech, and when I tell people about it now, they do not believe it existed. It will take me years to try to write about it. As an adult, I will not fully believe it existed, as if it was a figment of my imagination, until my twin sister Jackie visits it with my mom right before it closes for good in 2019. Jackie buys me a Flintstones Land T-shirt. But let’s get back to then, and to my memories before they glide away.

				Here is what I remember. There were statues of all of the characters, with places you could put your head through to take a picture. I imagine that I put my head through Bam Bam and then Dino and ignored Betty and Pebbles as too girly. As a kid, I want to “bam bam bam” like Bam Bam rather than wear a dress and pearls.

				Dad peeks his head out through Fred Flintstone. Mom peeks through Wilma. I point my fingers like two guns at Dad, yelling my favorite rhyme, “Bang Bang! You’re dead, brush your teeth and go to bed!”

				Despite all the arguments and fights, my parents are beautiful at that age. Mom’s thick hair is in an updo like a beehive and she’s wearing shorts and a striped shirt. Her skinny legs are dark brown from tanning at the beach. Dad’s in his thirties, with his big belly hanging over his wrangler jeans, topped off by a blue shirt and a bolo tie. His cowboy hat is in the pickup truck. Dad’s smiling again and pulling out his false teeth to make us all laugh. I watch Mom laugh as Dad tickles her and slaps his knee, crossing his eyes as he ogles her.

				My sisters and I run around Flintstones Land screaming and giggling. Mom and Dad eat Wonder Bread bologna sandwiches from a Styrofoam cooler. We slurp Shasta colas out of cans to quench our thirst. The soda is so cold it burns my eyes. I wipe the orange bubbles off my chin and grin.

				Writing this story, I think I want to reach out and make us all hold hands. Sentimental, I know, but so needed.

				







Flower Girls

				We prepare to walk into the church for my sister Roberta’s wedding. Mom grabs my arm and says with her you-better-listen face, “Behave.” Jackie is starting to giggle. I look at her and nudge her quiet. We are flower girls. Our dresses make us look like farm girls from another era; shiny, pale white caps cover our ears. “They look like the caps the cafeteria ladies wear,” Jackie says.

				“Those twins,” Roberta mumbles. “Nothing but a pile of double trouble.”

				Everyone is looking at us, the twins, as we walk down the center aisle practicing for the real thing. We twins are a handful. Roberta loves our sister Annie the best. Everyone loves Annie. Roberta can’t stop playing with her. They even look alike with their pale skin and long, straight brown hair. Jackie and I are brown berries with untamable frizzy hair. Annie is a “mini” flower girl, and of course her dress rivals Cinderella’s, all froth and tulle.

				At least I remember it that way.

				Roberta is only seventeen and is marrying Chuck, her high-school sweetheart. Dad has to sign for her. Roberta’s mother Tiny also has to sign under Dakota law. Roberta is only our half-sister, a fact my mother keeps reminding us of. Tiny was Dad’s first wife. “That Tiny,” Mom always says with a scowl. She says it again in the dressing room right before the wedding. Dad’s blue eyes blink rapidly behind his thick glasses. He whispers, “Judy! SHHHHH! Roberta will hear you.”

				That only makes Mom madder. She looks at Dad with a glare and whispers, “I don’t fucking care. You better not talk to her at the reception.”

				Now we are in the church for real. As we walk down the aisle, I feel Jackie pinch my arm. “Ouch,” I whisper and nudge Jackie with my elbow. Mom is glaring at us as we walk side by side down the center aisle toward the front of the church, as the sound of the organ fills my ears. During the service, Jackie pinches me, not once, not twice, but three times a lady. Over and over—it doesn’t stop. I try to slap her away discreetly. It’s no use. I feel Roberta glance our way occasionally through her veil. She looks worried. She should be. I am.

				I think, I can’t take it anymore. My arm feels like it is black and blue, and at the exact moment Roberta is about to say “I do,” I step away from Jackie’s side and put Annie in between us. Later, there will be hell to pay.








				
Two Left Shoes

				“Goddammit, Jackie,” Mom screams at my twin sister, who is sitting in the back seat behind me. We’re in the parking lot at the elementary school. Mom has parked under a tall tree that covers us in its shadow. The kids in other cars are staring at us. I scrunch down in the front seat.

				“How could you do this?” Mom’s screaming gets louder as she glares at Jackie, who has her head down. Jackie will never cry in front of Mom no matter how loud she screams. When Mom hits her, Jackie stays still like a statue. This is her tree stance. Jackie doesn’t even blink. I know if I cry, it makes the hitting stop, but Jackie is stubborn. I think Mom picks on Jackie because she is Dad’s favorite.

				Jackie is wearing her favorite rainbow shirt with her sky-blue, flared Dittos, and her curly brown hair is in two ponytails with purple barrettes. I am wearing my favorite green frog shirt with green Ditto flares. My hair is in ponytails with pink barrettes. We usually dress exactly alike, but today I wanted to wear my lucky shirt.
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