















Praise for The Joy of Uber Driving



“The Joy of Uber Driving is a wild, nostalgic ‘soul retrieval’ road trip that weaves true tales from her Uber driving experience (at age seventy-nine!) blended with her life-review-in-the-rearview-mirror stories. It skillfully blends humor, warmth, pathos, insight, and inspiration . . . and, at the very least, will give you an enormous respect for your next Uber driver.”


—Kelly Sullivan Walden, dream expert and best-selling coauthor of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Dreams and Premonitions


“This is a portrait of one woman’s journey into self-love that will reach to the very core of every woman’s heart. The raw honesty and insight Yamini shares with us through her challenges and interactions ignites the spark of hope in all of us. And you’ll be taken over by her unexpected humor and her lightheartedness. Take the joyful ride and read this book—it will delight you!”


—Agapi Stassinopoulos, best-selling author of Wake Up to the Joy of You


“Yamini has turned up the volume on her extraordinary life. You’ll be riveted by this memoir. Her storytelling is at times intensely raw and insightful and at other times unexpectedly hilarious as she weaves in meaningful Uber stories with her own personal stories.”


—Jill Lublin, international speaker and four-time best-selling author


“Uber drivers and passengers will enjoy the escapades of Yamini Redewill as riders reveal their deep inner longings in the backseat of her Prius. Sometimes ‘therapist’ and sometimes ‘cheerleader,’ Redewill touches hearts as she shares stories from the lives of her passengers, along with her own roller coaster journey to fulfillment.”


—Randy Peyser, author of Crappy to Happy


“Yamini Redewill takes us on an insightful ride into her creative world, interweaving her life experiences with those of her passengers. A MUST READ!”


—Judith Morton Fraser, LMFT, author of What’s So Good About “Bad” Feelings? and Grandmas Never Die
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Dedication



At this time, it has become clear to me that I wrote this book as an incentive for women who feel abused, unworthy, and unable to defend themselves against the misogynous tyranny that has existed for centuries. The fact that it has become the big news of the day fits perfectly with my life’s purpose and the work I have done through my art as my contribution to the awakening of our society toward justice, equality, and self-love.


I dedicate this book to the #MeToo movement, even though I claim complicity as a victim because of my upbringing, which blinded me to the truth of this inequity. My victimhood ran very deep and affected every aspect of my life unknowingly until my life lessons and spiritual teachers led me to the truth of who I am. I hope there will be some who recognize something of themselves in my story.


I also dedicate this book to the Uber Corporation, which has provided myself and thousands of single women over fifty the opportunity to be self-sufficient in a totally equitable and supportive way.
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INTRODUCTION


As an Uber driver since 2015, I realize that I have a special mission: to be a source of light and levity touching every one of my passengers with truth, humor, and unconditional love. I always thought I was going to do it on a grand scale, with dreams of fame and fortune as a singer/actress using beautiful words and lyrics written by someone else. But it was not meant to be. Instead, I’m able to impact a few people at a time on a personal level with the love and wisdom I’ve gained through years of conscious learning and practice. And now, I’m using Uber to deliver my memoir interspersed with intriguing personal stories from my passengers that coincide with my own stories. I’ve named each chapter after a song from the sixties, seventies, and eighties because of my deep love of music and the meaningful songs of that period.


Being an Uber driver has opened up a whole new world to me where I relate to people of all ages and ethnicities and recognize that “they are me.” I have witnessed real and meaningful transformations in short periods of time through our interactions. These sacred moments in time give me hope that humanity is malleable and open to becoming more and more conscious. It has also given me a vehicle for my own transformation in that I’m able to stop myself from judging my riders or making assumptions about them before giving them a chance to reveal their true nature.


As shame fueled generations of women to not speak up, my story begins with a natural setup for feminine shame: when I was born, the name I was given was Frances Hamilton Redewill after my father and my grandfather, because I was supposed to be a boy, Francis Hamilton Redewill III. They never even stopped to consider a girl’s name, but at least they changed it from Francis to Frances to comply with my gender. I believe that was the origin of my shame as a woman. As an adult many years later, my name would be changed by my spiritual master, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, later known as Osho. He gave me the name Yamini, meaning “going beyond the night” into a life of consciousness.


The second incidence of shame to influence my behavior came as a result of my father being a chauvinistic womanizer who chased (literally) after other women in front of my mother and me and treated these women as though they were far more important and interesting than my mother. I grew up thinking this kind of behavior was normal and that I could be interesting only as a sex object to men in order to get love or success as the singer/actress I’d dedicated myself to becoming. Beneath these thoughts was the subconscious belief that if I got married, I would end up being ignored and unloved just as my mother was.


Writing this memoir has made me connect the dots to so many seemingly incongruent events. I realized that the bulk of my life has been about plunging head first into situations with blind passion and either loving the consequences or, after a period of grief, accepting failures as lessons for my growth. It’s also been about making the choice to live my life, not somebody else’s. I can say, without hesitation, that by most standards, the choices I made in my twenties were from a reckless, scattered, unconscious, self-centered, and a low-self-esteem frame of mind. In my thirties and forties, I was an unhappy and confused spiritual seeker who was unlucky at love but unwittingly lucky to land a job as head of wardrobe at CBS, and I found my spiritual center. My fifties and sixties brought me to a place of many forms of creativity and leadership training in which I experienced new avenues of success and a new perception of what was possible for my life. However, I was still single and alone and not totally okay with it. Finally, in my seventies, I found the truth of who I am, why I am, and how true happiness and a youthful spirit has evolved and defined this woman known as Yamini.


As you read my story, you will discover that this is not a “how-to” book giving you everything you need to get skinnier, live longer, look younger, or become financially rich and successful. It’s also not an epic love story with a Hollywood ending. It’s more like an Eat, Pray, Love mixed with a What the Bleep Do We Know? kind of story that reveals the inner workings of a perpetually single woman, manifesting sometimes devastating, usually melodramatic, but always spiritually relevant events in her life that bring her closer to true happiness along with the existential joy of Uber driving. It is the unfolding of a bona fide #MeToo-er who evolved into a loving and self-loved woman.


Our whole world is reeling and careening out of control as, more and more, we are witnessing violent actions caused from psychiatric issues within our fragile society. I was moved to tears by Oprah Winfrey’s speech at the 2018 Golden Globes. This icon filled the massive black hole in all our lives created by our insane president who dominates the news every day with one hellish bombshell after another. As “A new day is on the horizon!” was forcefully proclaimed by Oprah and tears poured from my eyes, I realized how much we needed to hear her impassioned speech and tell our stories and be witnessed.


I listen to my Uber passengers’ stories. I hear some of their deepest longings. And so, knowing what is needed now, I am offering my memoir as a tribute to all the #MeToo-ers who have stood up and told their truth, and to all the ones who will stand up in the future, and to all the men who have daughters who care about their futures, and to all the good men who truly know a woman’s worth and honor it.


Hallelujah! A new day is on the horizon!
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FOREVER YOUNG


May Your Wishes All Come True!


It has now been over two years since I signed up to be an Uber driver in the Bay Area in 2015, and it is with an ironic sense of pride that I tell my friends and acquaintances, “I’m an Uber driver.” After seventy-eight years on this planet, navigating the corkscrew twists and turns of my life from a privileged but unhappy childhood, through failures and successes and extramarital affairs in Hollywood, to experimental immersions into various forms of spirituality and personal empowerment workshops, I now find myself uncommonly happy as a single woman, driving twenty-plus hours a week for Uber.


From the time I was a seven-year-old girl named Frances, as an aspiring singer and actress, I perceived that the spotlight was always on me. My reality was more like a movie, with improvised scripts, a soundtrack, supporting actors, and an audience following me everywhere on my way to stardom. I could never have imagined that instead of being a famous singer or movie star, I would end up behind the wheel of my own glorified taxicab. How could I know that when I grew up, instead of playing in large movie houses, I would be ad-libbing to a captured audience of one to four people about seven times a day? But more often than not, I would be listening to my back-seat audience and receiving wisdom and insight on a daily basis. Being an Uber driver has taught me the valuable lesson of deep listening and relating to each passenger on an intuitive level. I have come to believe that every encounter is an important thread in my life’s tapestry. However brief and however subtle, each one provides a new awareness of myself and my interconnection to all living things, edging me closer and closer to the truth of who I am.


Throughout my childhood I didn’t feel I fit anywhere, so I found comfort in my daydreams and on the stage, with stage lights separating me from everyone else. Consciousness had a circuitous route in my life, and only when I came close to suicide did it round the corner to meet me. Until then, nothing in my life worked or made sense, least of all love.


Do you remember when you drove your first car? Did the unmistakable feeling of power and freedom mesmerize you like it did me? Did you think anything was possible for your life back then? I know when I clutched the wheel of my mom’s ’55 red-and-white Chevy Bel-Air convertible in the summer of my fifteenth year and pulled out of the driveway with my hair waving wildly in the wind, I thought I was going in a straight line to fame and fortune. I had the looks, the hair, the talent, and the smarts. My daddy’s rich and my mama’s good lookin’. What could possibly go wrong?


The most exasperating but wonderful thing about life is that it is unscripted and unpredictable but always open for re-interpretations and rewrites. Little did I know then how many twists and turns it would take to hurtle me from one set of realities to another in order to grow me into the person I was destined to become (and am still becoming).


All I knew at that age was that I was a gifted artist, singer, and actress, loving all the attention and applause I got. It was obvious to me that being on stage was my ticket to happiness. Applause after every song—that’s what happiness was all about! Being narcissistically optimistic, I honestly believed that was all that I needed to achieve supreme happiness, judging from all the happy Hollywood endings in the movies I loved. How could I know that in the real world, this was a path that would lead to long-term depression and near self-destruction?


PING! (This is the sound my Uber app makes when I’m being summoned by a potential rider). I was directed to the financial district near Market Street where a young girl named Lorelei in her early twenties stood. As I drove up, she hopped into the back seat and we exchanged greetings. Soon, she started rummaging through a large bag and drew out a slinky black dress and some flashy jewelry. To my amazement, she pulled down her brown wool leggings, pulled off her sweater, and then wriggled into the dress rather dexterously in the small back-seat area. She seemed unconcerned about possible gawkers. She then replaced her walking shoes with spike heels and stuffed her work clothes in the bag. Breathlessly, after achieving this feat in record time, she apologized and then began to perform a hair and makeup do-over. While applying eyeliner, she explained that she was going to audition as a singer at a well-known club on Broadway and she was very nervous. (For those who don’t know San Francisco, Broadway is in North Beach and has rows of strip clubs). Without makeup, she was a naturally pretty girl crowned with copper-colored hair tied in a knot, who looked too sweet and naive to be in that environment. I mentioned that I had been a singer myself once, and she said, “Oh really? How exciting! Were you with a band?”


I shook my head, “No, not really.”


I told her about my life as an aspiring actress and singer in Hollywood and then told her to be very careful, as people are not always what they seem. “The best thing to do is follow your gut instinct and be true to yourself. If they want you to do something that doesn’t feel right, chances are it isn’t.”


I watched as she artfully transformed herself into a striking beauty with large, green, doe-like eyes and long wavy hair cascading over her shoulders. When I let her off at her destination, I wished her well, and she thanked me and told me not to worry. She disappeared, spike heels and all, into what I would call a black hole on Broadway. I whispered a silent prayer for her and answered another ping.


Being an Uber driver can sometimes turn you into a surrogate therapist, a counselor, a cheerleader, a mother, a friend, or just a listening post. At my age, I have a depth of experience to draw from, and because my life has been filled with so many wildly diverse situations, I seem to be able to relate to a large number of people in a personal way. It is an honor to be of service in this manner every day, and every day brings new adventures and new possibilities for my own reflection and growth. I hope I meet this girl again one day and find out if she succeeded as an entertainer and stayed true to herself.


One aspect of my life I hadn’t counted on being in the way of my happiness was my inability to form intimate relationships with men. Naturally, when my happiest moments were on stage in a surreal and brightly colored fake setting and a readymade script, coming face to face with common reality up close in broad daylight was unappealing and inherently boring. To appease the situation and spice up my reality with a little drama, I often played the part of Bette Davis’s Jezebel, pushing boys away who got too close (especially pimply-faced ones).


Somewhere around thirteen years of age I remember screaming with the passion of a caged wild animal, “I can’t be anything to anybody until I love myself!” This was directed at my domineering grandmother, who was intent on making a lady out of me by teaching me to be all things to all people. I had forgotten this episode until just recently, and now I clearly recognize it as a declaration of my soul’s purpose for living and possibly helping others learn how to love themselves. Ten years ago my passion for empowering women to love themselves was revealed to me through my photography. I particularly focused on women over forty and dressed them in long flowing gowns with chiffon scarves to dance or pose with in nature. I saw that an authentic feminine beauty and strength emerged as they related to nature symbiotically.


I’m compelled to mention a little more about my “domineering” grandmother after reading an old news article about her being heralded as an up-and-coming concert pianist in Parisian social circles in her mid-twenties. She married my grandfather in 1910 after knowing him for less than a month. What a woman! Later she and Grandpa ended up in the Bay Area, where he practiced medicine. She was a close friend of Clara Clemens, the daughter of Mark Twain, whom she met in Vienna, where they were both students of music. This all helped me to understand her insistence on teaching me the social graces. Perhaps if I hadn’t been so defiant, I would have also married early in life—that is, if I could overcome my fear of marriage as a deterrent to happiness.


I consider myself lucky that I actually stood up to her, whereas my dad could not as a young boy and did not as a young man. He suffered enumerable assaults on his manhood by this woman who, among other things, made the mistake of dying his only pair of corduroy pants pink and forcing him to wear them throughout his senior year of high school (this was during the 1930’s depression). The ripple effect was a dad who I have disparaged throughout this book as a selfish, egotistical womanizer. He may have been, but I’m here to counter those accusations with the fact that I am a chip off the old block. He is my mirror. He is the part of me that I used to sabotage my happiness and later used as an excuse, which I could complain about in one personal growth workshop after another. If I have a Twin Flame, I would guess he is it. We were so much alike, and I was always “Daddy’s girl.” From the time I was seven, he was there coaching me and doing everything he could to help me fulfill my dreams. God bless you, Daddy. Just know how much I love you and please forgive me for writing this book.
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MY HEART BELONGS TO DADDY


So Take a Hike, Laddie


Prepared for another fabulous day of Uber driving, I turned on my cell phone and clicked on the Uber app to say I was available and ready to work.


I offered a prayer of intention to serve for the highest good. I sat with eyes closed, windows up, engine off, as I chanted my familiar but heartfelt mantra: “I accept myself as an aspect of the Creator in full manifestation. I align every aspect of my being to this truth. I know who I am, I know what I am, and I know how I serve. I serve with joy, love, great gratitude, and the highest intentions so that all who enter this car may feel safe, appreciated, happy, and perhaps just a little inspired to know and love themselves more. Thank you, Mother Father God, for allowing me this opportunity to serve and to grow. Thank you for this beautiful day on Planet Earth.”


I opened my eyes, pressed the engine button, and quietly pulled out of my parallel parking space in front of my house when . . .


PING! I was summoned to a house on a steep windy one-lane street in Mill Valley, where a guy named Darren stood with stooped shoulders and a downcast expression. He opened the door and half-heartedly said “Hi . . . thanks for picking me up.” I inquired as to where he was headed, and he simply said, “My therapist in the city.”


There was a long pause followed by a deep sigh, then I finally asked, “How are you?”


Tentatively he said, “Miserable and a little paranoid.”


Sensing he may want to vent his feelings, I asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”


I was actually surprised when he brightened and said, “Yes!” and exclaimed, “Have you ever felt like everyone in your life is in on a joke about you?”


“Uh . . . no, I don’t think so. What do you mean?”


“Well, it feels like I’m a laughing stock. I don’t know, it just seems everyone is judging me and whispering behind my back and maliciously snickering.”


Cautiously, I queried, “I’m so sorry. What happened that makes you think that?”


“Oh, nothing in particular. Maybe it’s because I’m thirty-five and living with my parents. They don’t understand. I have been trying really hard to find a job and get out on my own again, but the jobs offered don’t pay enough to live here.”


Oh-oh . . . I felt my social worker self and all my years of spiritual training coming on and just couldn’t resist the temptation. I went headlong into the fray and offered my own experience to ease him into a new reality: “You know what? I remember when I also went home to live with my mother in my thirties and thought everyone was judging me behind my back, only to find out later that I had imagined the whole thing when I confronted them about it.”


“Wow!” he said, amazed. “My therapist had the same experience and came up with the same conclusion. He said our thoughts create our reality. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”


I smiled and nodded.


Squinting suspiciously, he said, “Are you two in cahoots?”


I laughed. “Oh, come on, stop with the paranoia already!”


He lightened up and began going into great detail about all the jobs he had applied for and why they were not what he wanted. I asked what he really wanted, to which he replied with another fifteen minutes of rhapsodic descriptions and calculations of a future he passionately desired. We arrived at his destination and his face showed a far different countenance with shining eyes and color in his cheeks. He left thanking me for letting him talk and said he felt much better.


I thought, Thank you, God, for reminding me that my own reality is a mirror of my thoughts and then giving me the opportunity to fortify his therapist’s work with my experience. That’s what “Ubering” is all about.


In 1957 I was accepted at Cal Berkeley as a legacy candidate. I transferred to UCLA in 1960 because of their great art and drama departments, but I dropped out in my senior year. Prior to leaving UCLA, you could say I was a passenger in my life. My parents firmly gripped the wheel, providing me with all the financial support I needed and guiding my choices with a certain amount of appreciated parental wisdom. However, Mom and Dad got a divorce the day I entered college, which called their wisdom into question. The fact that they waited so long to divorce proved a lack of wisdom from my point of view, but it also proved how unselfish and caring they were toward me, to wait until I was safely out of the house.


I was born into a life of privilege, as we were “nouveaux-riche,” my dad being a new and popular pediatrician in Whittier. Early on, a local politician named Richard Nixon and his family became his regular patients. Years later, we had the (dubious) honor of visiting Nixon in his DC office when he became Eisenhower’s vice president. People in DC thought he was the “Golden Boy” at that time. Interesting how time changes perceptions when one’s true nature is revealed.


Dad was energetically outgoing, and flamboyant, and loved being the center of attention, oftentimes doing impromptu performances on his squeaky violin or slapping his big bass fiddle. Mother was quiet and reserved, always in the background, and chronically unhappy. Dad thrived on collecting status symbols such as a large three-story house with a pool in Whittier, another house in the desert, one at the beach, a cabin in the mountains, and later, an apartment in Avalon. He also had a penchant for buying a new car every six months, which ranged from European sports cars to Cadillac sedans, much to my mother’s constant frustration at not being able to coax him into buying the needed paint job and repairs for the house in Whittier.


In a sense, Mom was also a status symbol, being the daughter of Frederick Johnson, the president of Bell Telephone in Canada at the time. Dad and Mom met at McGill University in Montreal when he was in med school. I always had the feeling that “Nan and Grandy Johnson” looked down their noses at my dad, thinking him to be the opportunist that he, in fact, was. My grandfather, who looked exactly like King George, Queen Elizabeth’s father, intrigued me. He carried himself regally, with one hand behind on the small of his back as he walked down the hill to his office. They originally came from England, and when he became president of Bell Telephone of Canada, they were invited to dine with the queen at Buckingham Palace.


We visited them five times in my lifetime, once when I was four, then when I was eight or nine, again when I was fifteen, again in 1967 for the World’s Fair, and lastly in my mid-thirties. On my first visit at the age of four, I embarrassed a dinner guest when I sat on her lap and asked why she wore two girdles. In the winter, the women congregate in the bedroom and adjust their clothes before coming to dinner. I was privy to the room, where I observed this strange tradition. I remember being immediately shuttled off to the attic, where I was left for about two hours. I yelled and cried and yelled, but nobody came. I was so angry I found a pair of scissors and cut one side of my long ash blond hair off. That is the only negative memory I have of Montreal.


They had a large apartment on Cote des Neiges with a maid who was also their cook and Andy the chauffeur, who picked us up in New York when I was fifteen and drove us to Montreal. I remember having oatmeal served in a beautiful bone china bowl and a fine linen napkin adorned with a silver serviette holder, and from that time forward, oatmeal mush was a delicacy to me.


The truth is, I was embarrassed by our show of wealth, as almost all my school friends were far less well to do. When I was gifted with my first car on my sixteenth Christmas, I was depressed, convinced that I wouldn’t be liked by my peers, because I was the first girl to own a car in my high school. It didn’t help that it was an ugly old black ’39 Nash. It turned out I became more popular for the very reason I thought the other girls would hate me: I had a car.


I think part of my mom’s sadness came from feeling like a wall-flower whenever she and Dad were around other women. My dad openly flirted and later succumbed to having affairs with some of them. I caught him on a couple of occasions, fondling a female guest in the darkened kitchen while a party commenced in the living room, or kissing a guest outside by the pool, which was far removed from the house. Our next-door neighbor was a particular threat to Mom, but being that it was in the mid-fifties, nothing was ever spoken of or alluded to. The grownups all knew how to hide their feelings and suspicions quite well while pretending to have perfect marriages and to be the best of friends with each other.


My poor mother really had no one to talk to about anything relevant or important, such as her feelings about my dad. It just wasn’t done. She came from an old-world English family whose very conservative values placed importance on good manners and social mores. Consequently, she was not able to express herself or defend herself when arguing with my dad, which they did on a regular basis in angry hushed tones behind closed doors. As for showing affection toward each other, I remember them kissing only once when he came home from work. I thought it strange but nice at the time. More importantly, she was unable to show outward affection toward me. I don’t remember her ever hugging me or comforting me when I was sad or hurt as a child. Maybe she did, I just can’t seem to remember.


She was not a mean woman. She was gentle and kind and had a good heart, just not overtly affectionate. She once confessed to me that she had been in love with someone else, but Dad swept her off her feet, and before she knew what happened, they were married. She told me she was glad, because otherwise she never would have had me (she said with a wistful sigh).


Her bottled-up rage toward my dad turned into severe migraine headaches that lasted for weeks. I remember her often lying in bed in a darkened room with an icepack on her forehead. I had to learn to cook Dad’s dinner every night during this time. She finally had a nervous breakdown, which resulted in an epileptic seizure while at a garden party. I believe the seizure partly came from the myriad drugs Dad prescribed for her. They eventually became her ultimate demise. Forty years later, she was taking fourteen drugs prescribed by two different doctors, which resulted in a massive stroke at the end of her life.


PING! A woman named Jackie called from her doctor’s office in Marin. When she emerged and approached my car, I saw a “mystery” woman I thought to be in her mid-fifties. She sported a wide-brimmed hat, big dark glasses, and a turtleneck sweater beneath a long black coat in the middle of summer. A bag full of prescription drugs rattled in the back seat beside her. It sounded as if she were opening each bottle and counting the capsules in the back seat while I drove the entire distance to her home twelve miles away. We didn’t engage in a conversation until we got close to her home, and I asked what she did for a living. She said she had been a publicist but was basically retired now.


As she spoke to me, she took off her sunglasses, and I was shocked to see a very young and beautiful woman. I asked her why she was trying to hide, and she replied that she’d gained so much weight from her medications that her husband criticized her incessantly. A big alarm bell went off in my head as I recognized a common form of self-loathing felt by women with abusive husbands. I told her she was extremely beautiful and that maybe her husband should get glasses or, even better, see a psychiatrist. She shook her head, let out a derisive laugh, and murmured under her breath, “That’ll be the day!”


Having arrived at her house, I stopped the car, turned off the engine, and turned around to face her. “I’m serious. You should look at yourself and see what I see. I know someone who might be able to help both of you see what I see.” With that, I gave her a card of a personal friend who was a well-known marriage counselor and love therapist in the area. She looked at me in disbelief as she took the card from my hand. After a long pause, she smiled and said thank you and opened the door to leave. She stood there watching me as I drove away.


Going back to my father. I don’t blame Dad for my mother’s death. He only prescribed what he knew to be the best medicine at the time. However, his medical ignorance spilled over onto my thirtieth birthday when he announced, while dining at a restaurant he picked for my birthday, that I’d probably inherited my mother’s epilepsy. It was a very strange and hurtful way of celebrating my birthday. He probably wasn’t aware that her migraines and so-called epileptic seizures stopped the day she divorced him.


When I was ten, they adopted my baby brother, David. He was a diversion that served to forestall their eventual divorce. I don’t remember much about him growing up. It wasn’t until Mom died that we became close through our shared grief, and later, we helped our father through his transition.


David was, by nature, always a very private person, while I was all wrapped up in my self-absorbed dreams, leaving little room for anything or anyone else. We didn’t share any interests or personal goals. We were strangers who lived in the same house, only barely aware of each other. We have since grown very fond of each other. Basically, he is my rock. I know I can depend on him in a pinch.


My shadowy impression of my dad started at the age of four while we were in Phoenix visiting our relatives. I’d been put in a guestroom for bed that night when suddenly the door flew open. There was Dad, chasing one of my aunts. He pounced on her in a drunken stupor and pulled her dress over her head. Several people rushed into the room and dragged him away from her. I don’t remember anyone being concerned that I had witnessed the whole shocking incident. I think I pretended to be asleep. So it was that I came to expect this kind of behavior from my father as being normal. I think it also colored my opinion of men in general. It’s normal for them to act like animals around pretty women, isn’t it?


Growing up, I was faced with a dichotomy regarding my father. On the one hand, I looked askance at him as an insufferable egoist, while on the other hand, he was my strong, handsome, intelligent benefactor. He was very proud of me, so I became Daddy’s girl. He championed my singing talent, and he loved to show me off to his friends. However, rather than feeling empowered, I was often annoyed at his obvious ploy to get attention for himself. He’d ask me to sing as he awkwardly strummed his new electric guitar to accompany me.


Once, I let him accompany me at a high school event honoring our football team where I was asked to perform. For some (Freudian) reason, I positioned him out of sight behind the curtain onstage while I sang “My Heart Belongs to Daddy.” Everyone thought I was singing to Mike, whose wife had just had a baby, and I was given a standing ovation. When my dad came bounding out from behind the curtain, I begrudgingly introduced him as the reason for my song.


I believe my ambivalence toward him was set in concrete when he came home from a party once without my mother, just to practice his guitar with my singing. When I asked him where Mom was, he told me he’d left her on the sidewalk outside the nightclub and had sped away to come home and be with me. He was so cavalier about it. I felt a deep sadness for my mother.


PING! I had just brought someone from Marin to San Francisco around 6:30 p.m. when a call came in to pick someone up from a bar on Castro Street. Stopping at the appointed corner, I watched a man and a woman head toward me from across the street. They were holding hands and laughing gaily. He was a tall, confident, and very straight-looking white bespectacled businessman of about forty-five, and she was a stunning black woman around thirty, shapely and well dressed. They whispered and laughed throughout their ride to the hotel. When I asked them where they were from, they mentioned that they were both doctors from different parts of the country attending a physicians’ convention. In their private conversation, I overheard them talk briefly about their respective spouses. When I let them off at the Mark Hopkins Hotel, he put his arm around her and kissed her as they walked into the hotel.


I guess “What happens in San Francisco, stays in San Francisco” except when people like me write a book about it (smile). My apologies if you are married to a guy who frequents out of town conventions, for injecting possible suspicions about his behavior on such occasions.


When I was fifteen, Dad got me a job as a nurse’s aide at the Presbyterian Hospital in Whittier. I felt a discernable resentment coming from the other nurse’s aides, who regarded their job as a career, not a temporary job handed to them by an influential father. Still, I had some very memorable experiences there. One time, I was chased around the room by a guy I had just finished bed bathing. Turns out he was only there for tests and wasn’t sick at all. Another time, I was looking after a woman named Rosemary, who was a habitual and unsuccessful suicide patient. She came in twice during my tenure there: once for jumping in an empty pool and once for slashing her wrists. She even had previous scars on her wrists. Every time she was wheeled into the hospital, there would be a palpable sigh among the staff. “Here comes Rosemary again!” This was her home away from home. I liked her and enjoyed visiting with her. She was glamorous and sophisticated. (How interesting that I was drawn to this ultimate victim, which I would later become, almost to the point of suicide myself).


She’d taken a liking to me after I had confided in her about my singing and handed her a 45-rpm demo record. I was excited when she decided to promote me to her contacts in the music business. Nothing much came of them, as they were local and relatively insignificant and were really interested in only one thing, which, thankfully, they never got. Luckily for me, one had a recording studio, which afforded me a few more single demo records for my collection and a lot of practice time with a mic.


When I was sixteen, Dad again took on a new passion: buying newer and bigger boats every year. His need to impress was insatiable, and he soon acquired a mooring in Long Beach and one in Avalon, along with an apartment in Avalon. He eventually became the commodore of the Catalina Yacht Club, and I began to enjoy becoming an island fixture every summer. I strutted around in my newly formed voluptuous body with my cocoa-buttered tan and my sexy (1957-style) one-piece bathing suit. I also enjoyed singing from time to time at various clubs in Avalon. For seven years, we took our newest “stink-pot” (motor boat) to Avalon and lived in our apartment there every summer.
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