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“Carrie White became one of America’s most artistic hairdressers, and her writing has the same magical touch. I was completely captivated by her story.”
—Vidal Sassoon


“Love Carrie. Love her book. A riveting tale of true Hollywood from eyes that have seen it all.”
—Jackie Collins, New York Times bestselling author


“With her sharp wit and keen eye, Carrie White has written one of the best books on Hollywood that I’ve read. But it’s her personal story that’s a killer. I literally couldn’t put it down. And I can’t recommend it enough.”
—David Steinberg, comedian and director


“White writes insightfully . . . an engaging, celebrity-filled life story.”
—Library Journal




ADVANCE PRAISE FOR UPPER CUT


“As one of Hollywood’s most sought after hairstylists, White tells a roller coaster of hair, celebrities, and surviving life in the fast lane. . . . [Her] voice is captivating . . . and her story is an inspiring one, spiked with Hollywood gossip.”
—Publishers Weekly




I was living a hairdresser’s dream. I was making my mark in this all-male field. My appointment book was filled with more and more celebrities. And I was becoming competition for my heroes . . .


Behind the scenes of every Hollywood photo shoot,TV appearance, and party in the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s, there was Carrie White. As the “First Lady of Hairdressing,” Carrie collaborated with Richard Avedon on shoots for Vogue, partied with Jim Morrison, gave Sharon Tate her California signature style, and got high with Jimi Hendrix. She has counted Jennifer Jones, Betsy Bloomingdale, Elizabeth Taylor, Goldie Hawn, and  Camille Cosby among her favorite clients.


But behind the glamorous facade, Carrie’s world was in perpetual disarray and always had been. After her father abandoned the family when she was still a child, she was sexually abused by her domineering stepfather, and her alcoholic mother was unstable and unreliable. Carrie was sipping cocktails before her tenth birthday, and had had five children and three husbands before her twenty-eighth. She fueled the frenetic pace of her professional life with a steady diet of champagne and vodka, diet pills, cocaine, and heroin, until she eventually lost her home, her car, her career—and nearly her children. But she battled her way back, getting sober, rebuilding her relationships and her reputation as a hairdresser, and today, the name Carrie White is once again on the door of one of Beverly Hills’s most respected salons.


    An unflinching portrayal of addiction and recovery, Upper Cut proves that even in Hollywood, sometimes you have to fight for a happy ending.
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Carrie White was born and raised in Southern California. With a career that has spanned more than forty-five years, she’s styled everyone from Elvis Presley and Ann-Margret to Sandra Bullock and Brad Pitt. Her work has appeared in Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, InStyle, Allure, Vanity Fair, Ladies’ Home Journal, Mademoiselle, and Glamour. The mother of five, Carrie today owns and operates Carrie White Hair in Beverly Hills.
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One day your life will flash before your eyes. Make sure it’s worth watching.


—JOHN LENNON


My INNER contradictions interest only me, yet I cannot manage to get used to them. I am at once the most timid person on earth and the strongest, the gayest, and the saddest. Not that I am violent by nature, rather, these contrasts, these tremendous opposites RAGE within ME.


—GABRIELLE “COCO” CHANEL


It is not easy to cut through a human head with a hacksaw.


—MICHAEL CRICHTON





PART 1



Pacoima


1948–1958



First Drink


“Honey, could you make Mommy and Johnny a little drinkie-poo?”


I liked it when my mother included me. I picked up their glasses from that coffee table that never had coffee on it and walked to the bamboo bar. Mixing drinks was easy for me. I’d been doing it for my mother and her boyfriends for a while. Not much to figure out—there were only two bottles behind the bar. “Just a little ice, honey, and more bourbon than 7UP,” my mother reminded me. I dropped one ice cube in the glass of bourbon and filled the rest with 7UP. If I filled the glass too full, I would sip from it to make it easier to carry.


I was six years old.


My mother was wearing a faded blue chenille robe; her red lipstick matched her Pall Mall cigarette package and two combs held up both sides of her fine golden brown hair. She was lying down on the couch with Johnny, listening to records in our living room. It was the same room where I saw my father beat my mother. Terrified, I’d hidden under the card table, viewing them through the wooden legs. It was the same room my father walked out of and never came back into. I’d felt sad watching him go, but I didn’t want him to hurt my mother anymore. “Where are you going, Daddy?” I asked. He never answered me. I only remember his face from one photograph, slick black hair and bright white teeth. I would stare at this photo and wonder if he would ever return. It was the same room where I watched my mother sit alone crying. How could I console her? I knew that once she stopped crying, everything would get better for both of us. She never spoke one word about my father after he left. I thought, Okay, that’s how this is—I have my mother and we’ll be fine.


We were fine for a while, until the boyfriends started coming around, until Johnny was her only boyfriend. He was six-four and weighed 240 pounds. My mother talked about this fact like he was a famous building.
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My mother inked and painted cartoons like Tom and Jerry and Mr. Magoo. One time she was away from her desk and I saw her coffee cup by her drawing board. Curious, I took a sip. It burned my throat, not because it was hot, but because it was laced with bourbon. I figured, Oh … I get it … you put it in everything. Sometimes I would mix a small drink for myself, which I kept tucked away behind that bamboo bar. It was warm and sweet. It felt good going down. It was my connection to my mother.


I brought the drinks over on a small metal tray. My mother’s back was to me and she was kissing Johnny, not noticing me. But he saw me and said, “Set them on the table …”


My mother rolled over and reached for her drink.


Nobody Moves, Nobody Gets Hurt


When I was almost seven I attended Rosewood Avenue Elementary School, about twenty blocks from my courtyard home on Burton Way. One day after school, as soon as I saw it was safe to cross the street I ran to my mother’s 1947 Plymouth. I loved my mother so much that any chance to be alone with her made me very happy. When Johnny came into our lives, my mother gave him all her attention. She stopped tucking me in and kissing me good night. Go to bed, she’d say. I longed for her most of the time.


I pulled the heavy door open, and there was Johnny sitting behind the steering wheel. “Where’s Mommy?”


“I told her I’d pick you up. I thought we should get to know each other better.” I didn’t like Johnny. I didn’t want to know him better. I didn’t want to know him at all. But my mother told me she was going to marry him and he wasn’t going away. I climbed up into the big seat and looked ahead at my feet sticking straight out in front of me.


“Come closer to me,” he said. I scooted a tiny bit closer to him. “Closer,” he insisted. Again, I obeyed. “That’s more like it.” When I scooted toward him the second time, I couldn’t help noticing a large bulge in his pants.


“I saw you looking at me,” he said, and grabbed my wrist forcefully.


“You can touch it,” he said, and held my hand down on him. I snapped my arm back. “It’s okay, we won’t tell your mother or anyone that you touched it. It will be our secret.”


I felt queasy and speechless. I wondered if my classmates walking by could see me. I wished I were with them. He tried to pull my arm and put my hand on his pants again. I stiffened up and resisted. “Don’t you want to touch it again?” I slouched lower in my seat and shook my head no. “Maybe another time and don’t forget—it’s our secret. No one can know.” I nodded yes, still not looking at him.


We drove away from school and the shade of the street’s magnolia tree. The only sound the entire ride home was the ringing in my ears. I felt a yellow light coating around my head, originating from my eyes as if I had been staring at the sun. This was the beginning of a process I would perfect: checking out.


When we got home, my mother was at her desk. She never turned around; she kept painting. I wanted to run to her. Instead, I went to my room and closed my door. I looked at my familiar toys—Cootie, checkers, my jar of marbles and pickup sticks. I sat on my bed. What exactly happened?


After that day, whenever Johnny tried to get me alone, I pretended I didn’t hear him, see him, or understand what he wanted, skipping off as fast as I could. This kept him at some distance for the next few months, but sometimes I would walk by and he would grab me and hoist me up on his lap. I’d squirm to get off, but without a word, he’d hold me in place tighter, locking my arms with his hands.


Six months after Johnny became my predator, we moved to Pacoima. Compared to Burton Way, it was quiet and desolate. The town seemed to stop where the two main streets, Laurel Canyon and Van Nuys Boulevard, met. Past this corner, the small market, the gas station and a few bars was a dirt road that led to the San Fernando mission and a reformatory, El Retiro School for Girls.


Our new two-bedroom tract house was like every house on the five surrounding blocks. Johnny kept setting up errands for my mother in Hollywood; some would take her hours.


“Carole can stay with me,” he’d say.


“I wanna come with you, Mommy,” I’d call out.


“No, you stay home with Johnny,” she’d answer.


“Go to your room,” he’d say, after my mother drove off. “I want to show you something.”


I hung my head. I went to my room … he followed.


“Sit down,” he said, pointing to my bed. I sat down on the edge and put my hands on my lap.


“Don’t be afraid of me. I’m not going to hurt you. I want to show you something.” He sat down next to me in his Fruit of the Loom T-shirt and his loose summer shorts. Like in the car, I stared ahead. I heard his pants unzip.


“Look here, this is my penis, feel how hard it is.”


He took my hand and forced me to hold it. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine my bedroom without him in it. He pushed my head down on him from the back of my neck. “Kiss it, kiss it again. Isn’t this a great big secret?”


I didn’t answer.


One day after school, not seeing Johnny’s car in the driveway, I ran into my room to change out of my school clothes. When I stepped through the door, someone grabbed me by my ponytail. It was Johnny, he’d been hiding in my room. He was naked. I froze from head to toe.


“What took you so long? You know I miss you.”


By the time I was eight I knew the expression. If nobody moves, nobody gets hurt. I continued to hold still. He took my shoulders and pushed me from my room through the hall, into the dark kitchen, where he had drawn the blinds. He pushed my back flat against the refrigerator, placing my mouth level with his penis. He was still holding my ponytail as he shoved himself repeatedly down my throat. My tear-rimmed eyes fixed on a ray of sunshine coming through the blinds from the backyard. I choked and threw up on him.


“What’s wrong with you?” he shouted. But before he could start over, we heard my mother’s car pull up and he ran off to the shower.


“Get outside and act busy! I’ll deal with you later.”


And he did.


Later that night, Johnny held me down on the rattan couch in our living room, across his lap, pulled my pants down, and hit me over and over again. I sang in my mind, Duwopchibop, duwopchibop and “I Only Have Eyes for You,” my favorite song of the Flamingos. With my head hanging over Johnny’s knees, I looked at his big feet, which reminded me of my new friend Charlotte’s horse. I thought Charlotte was so lucky that she had a horse. I pictured the small wooden stable in her backyard, the old leather bags and bridles on hooks, and hay strewn everywhere. I heard zist, zist, the sound of flies frying on the electric flycatcher in her barn, but it was the sound of my butt being hit with the flat side of my mother’s hairbrush. I hummed more of my song. I could travel so far in my head and out of my body that Johnny couldn’t hurt me.


Snowball


I asked my mother if I could stay late and play at Beverly’s house after school. Beverly was my best friend. She was an only child like me, which created a bond in itself. We were both nine. We shared an aloneness no one else could understand. We changed this by making ourselves like twin sisters. We organized school days with matching outfits, same colors, sweaters and pedal-pushers, or blouses and skirts. I loved Beverly. I wanted to be Beverly. She was beautiful like a young Ava Gardner. She styled her short black hair so it would swoop up in the front and curve into a ducktail to look like the older pachuca chicks. She used her mom’s slimy green wave set that dried hard.


Beverly had a big attitude. I admired the way she would speak up for herself. “You’re not paying attention,” our teacher said to Beverly when she didn’t answer. Beverly sassed back, “I was too, I was thinking about the answer first.”


Pacoima’s kids were tough, with gangs and clubs. Beverly knew how to survive. She wasn’t afraid of authority … I could learn by imitating Beverly.


It was easy for her to be independent. Besides being an only child, her dad slept all day because he worked nights as a guard. I saw him only three times, and one of those times was when she made me peek into his room to prove she actually had a father. He looked little and old, and not good looking enough to be Beverly’s father. Same for Beverly’s mother, an overweight nurse, who wore a white uniform, thick white nylons, and ugly white shoes without any style. She needed earrings or something, I thought. She was older than my mother—more like my grandmother, with short, gray, frizzy hair. She was nice, though. “You and Beverly have a good day at school,” she would say, passing me on the porch on her way to her little blue Hill-man car and off to her work.


“They’re not my real parents.”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m adopted.”


I had never heard of this, but the possibility of having other real parents was thrilling. I told Beverly I wished I were adopted, but I didn’t tell her why.


“Today we ditch,” Beverly announced when I got to her front door. “I’m going to write a note, like it’s from my mother, on her nurse stationery and turn it in tomorrow. I’ll change my voice and call the office, like I’m your mother.” She saw I was nervous. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat, besides, I’m doing all the talking.”


Beverly and I shared the bench of her dressing table with the big mirror, playing with makeup she had shoplifted. We took turns with her mother’s tweezers, plucking our eyebrows into a high arch until they were almost gone. This way we could draw them back in with a black pencil like the Chicanas. Overlipping meant changing our top lip line with a brown pencil and filling it in with red lipstick, also like the Chicana chicks. Makeup was new for us and very tricky, so we practiced, practiced, practiced. It was also a luxury we couldn’t afford, so Beverly taught me how to shoplift. How else could we keep up with the neighborhood style pressures?


The first time, it was on a Saturday. Anita’s department store was close and, according to Beverly, “There’s no way anyone can catch us, there’s no guards, and the store people are busy with real customers.”


I followed her. We’d measure sweaters by holding them up to our shoulders, and then drop them. Instead of picking them up, we’d look around and stuff them quickly into our bomber jackets zipped almost to the top. The elastic waistband would prevent anything from falling out. Then we’d grab the first sweater on the counter, some silly frou-frou cardigan, and continue to debate which one to purchase. “We have to go,” Beverly said loudly, throwing the cardigan aside. “I forgot I have to be at the dentist.” And we marched out with our new angora sweaters.


We decided to try it again on this ditch day. Beverly had it all figured out. “Go into the dressing room with two pair of the same pants; put one on under yours. Bring out the extra pair and say you don’t like them. I’ll be your decoy.”


Pushing past my angst, I slipped into the fitting room. Wow, these are neat, and a perfect fit, I thought as I admired myself in the long mirror. If Beverly was Ava Gardner, I was on my way to being Lana Turner. I picked up my baggy gray pants and put them on over the tight shocking pink capris.


I stepped out from behind the curtain. I heard, “How were the pants on you?” I looked past her … Oh God, where’s Beverly? “Do you want to try something else?”


“No thanks, I forgot I have to go to the dentist,” I said, handing the duplicate pants to her. I spotted Beverly, who’d gotten distracted with scarves.


“Come on, Bev.”


“Did you get them?”


“Shhhhh, yes.” We scooted out. “See,” Beverly said, “wasn’t that fun?”


We walked as fast as I could wearing two pair of pants, fueled by adrenaline and laughter. In Beverly’s bedroom, our safe cave, I peeled off the new pants.


“They better stay here with you until I figure out what to say about how I got them.”


She unrolled some old gym socks. “Today we’re going to smoke.”


“We are?” Out came two of her dad’s Lucky Strikes. We lit up. I coughed and tears rolled out my eyes. We laughed and coughed and coughed and smoked and laughed, blowing the smoke out of her bedroom through the open window behind her closed curtain.


“You want some beer?”


“Beer? Sure!”


She had two large cans of her mom’s Olympia beer, hidden underneath a pile of shoes. They weren’t cold anymore, but we didn’t care. We called boys we had crushes on, giggled, hung up, and listened to her 45-rpm records all day.


I waited until the last second before I went home for dinner, running through shortcuts where unfinished tract homes were being built, loving the smell of fresh lumber and pepper trees, my spirit sinking the closer I got to my house. I knew I might pay for my freedom, but I’d had so much fun at Beverly’s, avoiding Johnny was worth the punishment.


I smelled dinner, but I didn’t see my mother or Johnny until I came to our small cement deck in the backyard. We didn’t eat outside as a rule, but tonight they had set up the card table and covered it with a blue-checkered tablecloth, place mats, even candles. Before I sat down, I dashed to say hello to my pet bunny in his backyard hutch as I did every day, but I couldn’t see him in the dark. My grandmother had brought me this bunny two years ago for Easter. I loved my grandmother and my bunny more than anything.


I took my place and began to eat.


“You’re late,” Johnny growled.


I didn’t look up. “Mom said I could be late.”


“Why didn’t you ask me if you could be late?” Johnny said. “Are you going behind my back? Oh well, it’s okay, just eat!”


“Yes, just eat,” my mother chimed in. “No arguing, let’s enjoy dinner.”


“Where’s Snowball?” I asked, and I took a bite of my dinner.


I thought about the fun day ditching school. I had to figure out a way to get my own 45-rpm record player like Beverly, so I could listen to my own music—the Penguins and the Platters—not my mother’s Sinatra and Satchmo all the time. This day was more than an escape. It was a caper we had won. I loved my new pink pants.


I took another bite.


“Oh, your father, Johnny—” I interrupted her with a squinted glare that Johnny couldn’t see, my glare to remind her I hated when she referred to Johnny as my father. “He said Snowball’s teeth were growing in wrong, that they were interfering with his chewing and he couldn’t eat and he was going to die soon, so he had to put him out of his misery before Snowball suffered.”


“And no sense in wasting a good meal,” Johnny said, almost laughing.


“What???” I said, hoping I wasn’t understanding or hearing correctly.


“People cook rabbits all the time,” my mother reassured me. “It’s like chicken.”


I leapt up from the table and ran to puke.


The Big Party


The Renegades were a Pacoima gang that congregated regularly; sometimes they met in houses, yards, but most parties were on deadend streets with car radios turned up high, all on the same station, lots of beer, sloe-gin, and dancing in between parked cars under the moon and stars. Tonight there was a big party at Manny’s house. I told my mother I would spend the night at Beverly’s.


She never checked on me. I wasn’t even going to be with Beverly. I was going with an older friend, Anna Carone, who was fifteen.


Slow dancing in Pacoima went like this: the girl dropped one or two arms over the guy’s shoulder, buried her head in his chest, the guy rested one arm around her waist, the other by his side, and stood as close as possible, each barely shifting a hip, just a slight bounce to the beat … until the song ended.


The lights were turned down low. The larger chairs and couches began filling up with older guys and their girlfriends, nineteen and twenty, making out, not coming up for air. It was a game, the touching, first base, second base; hickeys on necks were bragging badges, and then someone ended up pregnant and sometimes got married.


I slipped away into the corner. I didn’t have a boyfriend. I didn’t want anyone touching me. I did have a million crushes, starting with the Vejar brothers, George and Manuel. They were handsome and smooth dancers.


Some people put on clothes and others wear them like a front-page headline. Manuel Vejar was a headline styler. He had on what we called peggers—khakis pegged to the ankle and rolled up once—and a sheer nylon shirt over a fresh white T-shirt. His hair was greased back and spiked up on top so it would bounce and drop down to one perfect curl on his forehead.


But Manuel had a girlfriend; he was seventeen and he was never going to be looking at me. I left the kitchen, armed with a six-pack.


Anna was standing by herself near the dimmed floor light in the living room. Tommy, her boyfriend, was out on the porch with the guys talking. Fast songs had been playing and made widows out of girls at parties because the guys would rather talk to each other; only a few were cool fast dancers.


“Why don’t we dance?” I said to Anna. Three other girls joined us. We did the Choke and spun pachuco hop circles until I was dizzy and thirsty. I sat down on a footstool and drank another beer. Manny, one of the oldest Renegades, spotted me, raised his bottle of Jack Daniel’s, and made an announcement.


“You, little chica Chicana, are going to be our official mascot, and you have a new name … Suki.”


I had been looking for a new name and a new family for a while. This was two for one. I took a big swig of beer.


“Now I have a family I like.” Everyone laughed, a few patted my head, and continued where they’d left off. I guzzled my beer down like water.


“That’s an honor,” Tommy’s younger brother Bobby said.


“I know,” I said, buzzed from too much beer. “I’m almost a teenager.”


He walked away, no comment. Aw, so what … I felt the grandness of my new name—Suki. I knew if I told the Renegades about Johnny, they would probably kill him. I liked being a part of something strong.


By 1 AM I had gone to the back room waiting for Anna to say good-bye to Tommy, so we could walk home. I heard a loud commotion, the music stopped, and doors slammed. I heard, “Hasta mañana,” and “pronto esse.” I wondered if another gang was crashing our party. I was flyin’ pretty high and I couldn’t have run if my hair was on fire. I decided to have a cigarette when two older girls, Anita and Tina, rushed in to grab their purses.


“You got a match?” They didn’t answer and rushed out. Two cops stormed in after them. They found me still searching in a drawer for a light.


“How old are you?” the officer said to me.


“I’m fine, how are you?”


He took my beer out of my hand, “You’re coming with us.”


The policemen led me out. Manny stood by the doorway and glared in the cops’ faces. “Good night, Officers,” he said. “Don’t worry, little Suki, we’ll come get you.”


I wasn’t worried; I was drunk.


Manny’s uncle picked me up at the Van Nuys police station. He told the police I lived with his family, and that my parents were on vacation.


“Don’t let this happen again,” the police warned.


“No problemo,” Charlie, my supposed guardian said. “It was an accident.”


We snickered on the way out. “Did you bring beer?” I joked. He took me to Anna’s house, where I spent the night.


The arrest jarred me. It made me realize that somebody could take my drink away. I needed to be more careful. I couldn’t let that happen again.



Charlotte’s House


“Mom, can I spend tonight and Sunday night at Charlotte’s house?”


My mother was at her desk painting, on the phone with my grandmother, smoking a cigarette, reaching for her drink. I already had my overnight bag with my Sunday dress packed, my skates over my shoulder, and one foot on the porch.


“Sounds fine,” she said, without looking at me.


I ran out before she changed her mind or before Johnny, who was napping, could get wind of my weekend escape. I waited out front for Charlotte and her mom. The second they pulled up, I jumped in so we could get to the skating rink early. Skating was thrilling; it meant freedom from everything that bothered me.


Saturday was the most popular night.


Charlotte’s mom looked at the kids waiting to get in; many were rough-looking, others more bookish types. “Girls, we need to think about tomorrow, not just tonight. We want to be fresh for church.” We didn’t give a damn about anything but tonight. “I think eleven is a fair time to pick you up.”


“Mom, that’s when the fun begins, how about midnight?”


Mrs. Webster spotted some kids smoking on the side of the building, but she had lots of faith her daughter would always make the right choices. She was also fearful of pushing Charlotte to the other side by being too strict. Therefore, Charlotte usually got whatever she wanted. “Okay, be good girls.”


“What took you guys so long?” Beverly had been waiting for us at the snack bar.


“We’re here now,” I said. “Let’s go, we only have five skating hours.”


“Did you get any cigarettes?” Charlotte asked Beverly. We loved to smoke. I loved the smell of the sulfur from the match. Smoking was intimate. After we got our skates on, we discussed our favorite skaters.


“I pick the Vejar brothers,” I said. “You always pick the Vejar brothers,” Beverly shot back. We were preparing for a nonstop, Whip, Red Devil–racing, boy-chasing, skating frenzy.


Charlotte was another only child but with real parents, and the lucky girl had no space in the middle of her straight white front teeth, like the annoying one I had. She was twelve and had developed breasts already, large breasts. She wore a real bra. Beverly and I had bras, but they were little AAA trainers. We stuffed them with Kleenex when we wore our angora sweaters.


Charlotte had her own cowgirl style. She always wore cowboy boots, even to school.


“Do you have a cigarette?” Charlotte asked Ronald, who had skated off from the rink. Charlotte liked Ronald. I thought he was real cute too, but Charlotte had first dibs.


“Sure, you wanna smoke out back?”


Boys always had cigarettes, sometimes even beer, that they kept in their bomber jackets in their skate lockers, but Charlotte wanted more than a smoke or a drink; she wanted a kiss. We tagged along on our toe stoppers to the back door.


“Aren’t you graduating?” Charlotte asked, twinkling her eyes. Ronald reached into his back pocket for his smokes. Beverly and I peered over Charlotte’s shoulder. When he looked up he saw six eyes and three smiles looking back at him. “Oh, you girls want a cigarette too?” We all reached for one. Charlotte got the first light.


“I start Fernando High in September,” Ronald answered.


“Don’t forget us,” Charlotte said, smiling large, so that her dimples accentuated her coyness. He lowered his lids in a shy way, leaning against the stucco wall of the building, and took a big drag. Then he did this weird thing with his jaw and made his mouth pucker. We watched in anticipation, and he blew four smoke rings, following one inside the other.


“That’s cool,” Beverly spurted out. “Show me how to do that,” Charlotte said. I was over this little lovefest. “Come on, we only have four hours to skate.”


Back in the rink, Beverly and I even skated together during the couples-only sessions. We didn’t want to stop for anything. “I don’t see any other two-girl couples,” Beverly said. “Who cares? Do you really want to sit down while ‘Night Owl’ is playing?” The lights went up. Charlotte was skating with Ronald. Chuck Berry’s “Nadine” came blasting from the loudspeakers. My prince for the night was the skating floor, and midnight was creeping up my wheels.


The fast songs let us show off. We didn’t care about our hair, lipstick, cute guys, or better skaters once we got going. We were flying around the rink for our personal satisfaction. I felt the wind on my sweaty face, the music in my bones. We took turns crashing and falling on our butts.


I was soaking wet, laughing, and never tired of circling the rink. Beverly was skating by my side. Charlotte caught up to us, “Carole, ten minutes before midnight.”


“Too soon,” I complained.


We skated to the bathroom. It was crowded but we pushed forward to the sinks. Pumping out way too much soap, we scrubbed our smoking fingers, and exited directly to the snack bar.


“One Junior Mints and a Boston Baked Beans,” Charlotte said. “I got gum,” I told her. “Good, we’ll need it after.” Charlotte paid for the candy, and poured me a handful. We inhaled the mints. Time was running out. I shoved more mints in my mouth. I felt the mint flavor coming out of my nose. We stuffed the other candy like chipmunks. We still had gum to go. Charlotte’s folks didn’t drink or smoke. They were real square and assumed Charlotte was too.


I stood in the entry of Charlotte’s house, surrounded by hooks on the walls with hats, sweaters, and jackets for all weather needs. I looked at her quaint home and felt the love. Even at this late hour I could smell baked apple pie, not bourbon and stale smoke. My eyes wandered to the family photographs neatly placed on the bookshelves, her mom’s embroidery in wooden rings on the dining room table, not overflowing ashtrays of Pall Mall butts. Her dad was still awake, the Papa Bear, sitting in his big personal leather chair, the one that didn’t go with any of the other furniture. His wife had connected him to the room with lace doilies on the arms and headrest. There was a tall light behind him so he could read his stack of newspapers. I never saw a newspaper at my house.


Charlotte’s mom beckoned from the hall. “Are you coming in or standing there all night?”


Charlotte’s mom had tiny happy eyes that always inquired if I needed help, whether she spoke or not. Her mousy grayish hair was so different from my mother’s dyed golden brown. She had a perm like Charlotte’s, but hers looked like she had left it on too long. Plus, her hair was way too short for her large body. It was hard for me to identify with all this family stuff, but it did feel good.


“Come put your stuff in Charlotte’s room. She’s putting on her jammies.”


“Hi, Mr. Webster.” I walked past him to the hallway. I pushed open Charlotte’s door with my elbow; the sight of her perfect little girl’s room always took my breath away. Quilted blankets were thrown everywhere and a pair of lamps with horses rearing up, one with Roy Rogers, the other Dale Evans, gave the room light.


Charlotte was sitting at her vanity with its large mirror, much like Beverly’s, only with a ruffled skirt around it. She was the only child that her parents could have, so she was treated like gold. I was an only child because my mother lost so many babies, they just fell out of her in the toilet or when she reached up to hang clothes on the clothesline. I was a twin, but my twin brother died early in the pregnancy. I’d joked that I told him, “There’s only room for one of us.”


“Which bed do I sleep on?” I asked Charlotte.


“Which one do you want?” She had bunk beds, expressly for company.


“I always sleep on the ground floor. I’ll take the top.”


I was putting on my pajamas, and my eyes went to all the dolls on Charlotte’s bed and the millions of plastic horses with cowboys and cowgirls on shelves. I never thought of dolls, until I came to Charlotte’s house. I had none.


Before Pacoima, I had one doll, my Patty Doll. After my father left, I clung to Patty like a blanket, we were inseparable. I slept with her, ate my cornflakes with her, propped her up next to me when I colored in my coloring books. Patty was my best friend, my sister. The day we moved in our new house, I asked my mother, “Where’s Patty?” She must have known, since she took her out of my hands and had me carry a box to the car. She didn’t look at me, kept unloading the towels for the new bathroom. “I’ll get you another doll. Patty was old, I didn’t bring her,” she answered with no understanding of my relationship to Patty. It was bad enough she uprooted me from my friends, my school, my home, to move so far away all for Johnny. “I don’t want another doll.” Dolls and I were done.


Charlotte had rows of books too. I had lost interest in books at around six years old, when Johnny moved in, when my mother stopped tucking me in bed, stopped reading to me and kissing me good night. Books made me feel lonely.


“Girls, girls,” Charlotte’s mom called. “Time for Scripture.” Charlotte poked her head out from her bedroom door, “Awww, Mom, do we have to?”


“Charrrrrrlotte …” her mom called back in a final tone.


We listened to her mom read from the Holy Bible. Bible language was so foreign with its thee’s and thou’s. When her mom finished, she kissed Charlotte and gave me a hug. “Sweet dreams … Jesus loves you and so do I.”


I lay in my top bunk for a few minutes, affected by Charlotte’s family’s kindness toward one another. At my house, I lived on guard, angry and in fear. I pulled the sheets over my head and tried to sleep but Johnny, Johnny, Johnny kept burning through my brain. I felt the ceiling closing down on me. I couldn’t stop thinking about the years that this man had been hurting me.


“Charlotte, you awake?”


“Of course. I was thinking about Ronald. Isn’t he so cute?”


“Yeah.” I leaned over the lower bunk. “I have a question for you.”


“Shoot.”


“Has anyone ever touched you in your private places?”


“What do you mean?” Charlotte asked back too loudly.


“Shhhh!” I continued. “Like a grown-up person … putting their hand on you … or a finger inside of you where you go to the bathroom?”


“No! Never! Why?”


“If I tell you a secret, will you swear to God, hope to die, stick a needle in your eye, that you won’t tell anyone? I mean anyone!”


“I swear, come down here.”


I slipped into Charlotte’s bed and began to tell her about Johnny. Charlotte lay speechless. She didn’t interrupt. She put her big arms around me.


“That’s so horrible,” Charlotte said. “You have to tell the priest at my church tomorrow. Or I will, and I’ll tell my mother.”


I pulled away. “You promised you wouldn’t tell.”


“Yeah, but I didn’t know it was going to be this bad of a secret.”


“Charlotte, you can’t say anything to anyone.”


“Then you tell the priest everything.”


The Confession


Charlotte’s mom was cracking eggs in a bowl and talking on the phone at the same time, scampering around the kitchen as far as the phone cord allowed her. “Verna, we have to do something about the streetlights, they’re just not enough.” The house smelled like a busy restaurant, the bacon was already cooked—stacked high on the plate. Wooden shelves held rows of different plates with Happy Home sayings from tourist spots across the United States, from Arizona to Minnesota. They denoted time spent together, maybe with relatives, on vacations, or camping.


“Princess …” Charlotte’s dad was calling from the backyard.


We walked out of the kitchen and through the back door. We jumped from the top of the wood porch to the dirt ground. Charlotte’s father stood in front of their red-painted barn. Charlotte’s house was set back on a lazy street off Van Nuys Boulevard, in an older undeveloped area, where all the original homes were built by the people who lived in them—homesteaders, citrus and berry people, chicken and cow people. Charlotte’s father had lived here since boyhood, a second-generation plowing, bean-picking, weatherbeaten rancher man. He was bent over picking up the alfalfa strewn all over the ground. Charlotte and I kicked dog toys back and forth with our feet, teasing her collie, Skippy.


“Princess, you need to feed your horse and give him a good brush.”


“Could you, Dad? We have to get ready for the church barbecue.”


“Oh, okay, sure, but tomorrow, you need to spend time with Sugar.”


I had been on the pony rides at Kiddieland (Beverly Park and Playland) near Burton Way when I was younger with my mother or my grandmother, but this was different—who owns a pet horse? Sometimes I got to ride Sugar. It was one of the great benefits of being Charlotte’s friend! I’d learned how to brush Sugar too. I was glad Charlotte’s dad let her pass, because Charlotte would have made me help her, and horse smells lasted longer than cigarettes in your fingernails.


Charlotte’s mom came out on the back porch and actually clanged a metal triangle hanging from the porch top. “Does your mom do that for every meal?”


“Yep,” Charlotte said, giggling. “Unless it’s raining.”


In our Sunday best, which for us meant skirts, not pedal pushers, we strolled into the Lutheran Church. It was a pretty white church with a large bell in the steeple. Mrs. Webster was greeted by a flurry of church ladies. Charlotte and I headed for the tetherball court. “Not now, girls!” Mrs. Webster corrected us through her crowd. We turned and went inside.


To the front of the sanctuary, there was a huge organ with tall pipes stretching to the ceiling behind the altar. To the left were bleachers for the choir behind a beautiful wood railing. It was fun to sing along; I didn’t know the songs like the others, but I enjoyed the church community. It was nice to hear the positive things said there, like God is good.


After the sermon, closing hymn, and the final prayer, and after everyone shook the priest’s hand, Charlotte got very serious. “Ready?”


She took my hand. Ready? I had hoped Charlotte had forgotten about last night and the agreement we’d made. Daytime didn’t feel right for this conversation. It was too bright.


“I don’t want to tell anyone else.”


“You can’t back out.” She held my hand tighter. I straightened up. I thought Jesus saved people. He turned water into wine. He told people Love thy neighbor and Thou shalt not kill, but I had lost faith years ago, when I found out Santa Claus was Johnny and my mother was Santa’s helper.


“Charlotte, do you promise the priest won’t tell my mother, because I know my mother will tell Johnny, and … well, he might beat me to death.”


“No, he swears on the Bible, that’s what priests are for … to help you.”


“Okay.”


The church had cleared out. She guided me past the altar. “Come on.”


She didn’t know how threatening it was to expose Johnny, and as dreadful as my life was, there was a big risk that my confession could make things worse, not better.


We walked to a door through the parting of the heavy purple and gold velvet curtains. Charlotte knocked. I stood behind her, hoping no one was there; my throat closed, my blood rushed to my head. I shook my hands for circulation.


“One moment,” a voice announced. We heard a swooshing of fabric and footsteps. The door opened slowly.


“Could my friend Carole tell you something?”


“Certainly, Charlotte,” answered the old priest in his beautiful white garb. Charlotte moved aside and left us face-to-face at the door. She gave me a little scoot in and said, “You gotta do confessions alone.”


I stepped into the room.


“Have a seat, my dear.” He stood there in his beautiful white room with light streaming in through stained glass windows. He extended his hands, offering me the seat opposite his. His hands were white, almost pink—not a man who had spent much time outdoors. “What do you want to tell me, Carole?” he said kindly. My words wouldn’t come out. He waited patiently. “You can tell me anything.”


I felt my breath get short and tight. I felt embarrassed, small as a snapdragon about to snap. With a flood of tears, I blurted out, “The man my mother married makes me do things to him and beats me if I don’t.”


He opened a drawer and pulled out a Kleenex box. He walked over with a few tissues, put his arm around my shoulder, and tried to comfort me. His touch made me cringe. I pulled away.


“Oh, my dear child,” the priest said, somewhat lost for words. He sensed that I didn’t like him coming so close, so he moved back slowly to his side. “Would you like a glass of water?”


I lifted my head. “Okay.”


He had taken off his priest hat from the church service. He was bald except for a few flyaway wisps on the top. His eyes were hazel, soft looking. Still, I looked at him cautiously as he was walking to me with my water. I reached out for the glass and he noticed my left bicep. A seeping bruise edged out from the sleeve of my lavender blouse. “Did he do that to you?” I sank. I wanted to answer, “I got it roller skating,” or “I fell down and bumped myself,” or something I usually make up to cover for Johnny. Instead, I told the truth.


“What else did he do to you, dear child?”


I walked out to the parking lot. I saw Charlotte in the distance at the tetherball pole, punching that ball with all her might. The poor faded tan ball didn’t have a chance against her. This was our favorite sport. It was an only child’s favorite sport because it could be played alone. Charlotte saw me and stopped the ball by the rope.


“See, isn’t he nice? Don’t you feel better now?”


I went to grab the ball from her hand. She pulled back. I wasn’t getting to play until I answered her. I didn’t know what I felt. The day had softened from the noon sun. The sky was blue. Not a cloud anywhere.



The Arrest


The next day, I did my usual walk home from school, the shortcut off Laurel Canyon, through the mustard field on a dirt path. Construction had started to fill the field, preparing for new tract homes. Walking by the skeletal wood frames, inspecting the floor plans, I imagined the final home, with sofas and rugs and lamps and beds, a basketball hoop if they had a son and frilly curtains, like Charlotte’s, if they had a little girl. Probably a dog too. The workers were always gone by the time I came through around four o’clock. When I got to the crossroad of my street, I stopped dead in my tracks.


There were two police cars parked in front of my house.


I stopped at the chain-link fence to catch my breath. I saw Johnny was coming out of my front door, his arms behind his back, followed by a policeman. Following them was another policeman carting a cardboard box. Then my mother came out. She stopped at the porch. No one was speaking.


I waited until the police cars drove off. I walked up our driveway passing the gawking neighbors and their humming chorus: “What did he do, what did he do?”


My next steps to my mother were the longest. She greeted me, with a highball in one hand and a cigarette in the other, ranting, “There you are. The police were here; they waited for you. They wanted to ask questions before they took Johnny away. Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”


I wanted to rush and hug her and climb inside her robe, but it was pointless. I dropped my schoolbooks on the porch.


“How could I?” I answered back.


“Did you know about Lowa, the young girl around the corner, and Paula, the woman in the last house down our street? Paula’s pregnant with Johnny’s child. What am I supposed to do now?”


I felt numb. She took two big gulps, and finished her drink. I heard the ice cubes clinking in her glass over her words, until she said, since I was the one who got him arrested, I was the one who had to go to court and testify against him.



Court


The news of Johnny’s criminal perversion buzzed like bees through our small community. One thing my mother and I now shared was this gossip. It was in the air like leftover room spray.


“The lawyer is here,” my mom called out. “Are you ready?”


I just kept breathing, breathing in, looking around my bedroom, my turquoise plastic 45-rpm record player, paper doll books, boxes of games, hoping I could make the memory of him vanish. I put on my favorite white shirt, crisp like one of Charlotte’s, my brown skirt, my matching brown sweater.


My mother was flighty all morning. I was ready to crack, but she was useless, drinking already and preoccupied with talking on the phone to friends.


“I’m coming.” I went to the sink to splash my face with cold water. I looked in the mirror, wondering what others could see when they saw me.


My mother called again, “We can’t be late.”


I was grateful they brought me to a private room until I had to testify. I felt Johnny’s fury through the walls, the fury of a caged mad dog.


“Are you ready, dear?” a policewoman asked.


“Do I really have to?”


“You only have to answer a few questions,” the lawyer said. “You don’t want Johnny to go unpunished, do you?”


“He’s right,” my mother joined in. “And we’ll be right here.”


I walked into the room where others had been testifying: Lowa, Paula, and another neighbor lady, named Jean. I was last. The breeze hit my face. I was on the plank, the pirates sitting in rows to my left. The biggest vulture was in the front row at a separate desk with his captain. I felt the ship swaying. Keep going, keep going. My chest hurt. I focused on the thick wobbly wooden plank; I couldn’t see the end of it, I was towering over a sea of no return. I heard the snapping sharks and whales blowing steam and saw the arms of an octopus about to make its way along the plank to my ankles. There was no light in this sea, it was black as oil and splashed dirt on my clean white shirt and face. I went in the direction I was guided, to what I hoped would be my freedom. I walked to the edge. Before I fell off, someone took my arm and helped me to an oversize hard wood chair like I had seen on television shows, right next to the judge, in a still higher chair, behind his wooden box of law and order. I sat and faced the room. Don’t look at Johnny … just don’t look at Johnny.


“Do you know the difference between the truth and a lie?”


“Yes.” I lowered my head. Then questions lined up like firing soldiers … What did he make you do? What did he do to you? Where? When? I was freezing cold, I mumbled my answers … I didn’t want Johnny to hear me.


“Speak up for the court, please.”


Speak up? I was programmed to never speak of this. Now they wanted me to tell everything in front of him? This was agony.


“You may step down now.”


They found Johnny guilty and gave him the maximum jail time: six months.


The Sound of the Lowrider


Music was the great amigo. The deejays on KDAY played music that understood where we were coming from. In Pacoima, it was rhythm and blues. It was Sam Cooke, LaVern Baker, and Jesse Belvin. Pacoima was not Frankie Avalon, Paul Anka, or Connie Francis.


The best place to hear music was in a car, windows up or down, the songs pulsating. By the time I was in seventh grade I had an intense love affair for the low-riders. The loud exhaust pipes popped down the street like a riveting call to adventure. My heart skipped a beat when I saw a candy apple red car that Von Dutch had hand-pinstriped. The guys stripped the chrome and shaved the door handles off, French-hooded the headlights, chopped the tops, and dropped the cars to the ground, beneath the law’s limits.
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One night, Beverly and I had her mother drop us off on San Fernando Road. As soon as she was out of sight, we ran across the tracks to the bakery. Cars were beginning the procession in the parking lot. In the back window of each car was a heavy metal car plaque with large raised silver letters that spelled out Renegades on a black background.


“Got room for us?” I yelled across the lot to Anna Carone.


“Who’s us?” Tommy shouted back from his car.


“Just Bev, Charlotte, and me,” I answered. Anna gave Tommy her look of love and I knew we were in. We piled into the backseat. Without a word spoken, Tommy’s eyes declared, Caution, girls, you’re in my car. Anna slid in through Tommy’s driving side. Tommy’s younger brother Bobby got in on the passenger side. I got out my compact and put on another layer of lipstick.


We began the caravan from the San Fernando tracks through Pacoima, music blasting and engines revving, an announcement of independence.


Our classmate Richard Valenzuela had changed his name to Ritchie Valens and was making it big with his song “La Bamba,” which was playing on the radio.


Ritchie was Pacoima’s star and idol. He put us on the map. Whenever his other hit came on, about his girlfriend, whom we all knew, we yelled in chorus, Oh Donna! She broke up with him, broke his heart, and then went back with him.


Cruising turned a good twenty-minute ride into a forty-five-minute ride. Cruising was like slow dancing in Pacoima: no rush. Getting there was as important as arriving. We paraded into the preppy white land of Van Nuys, Bob’s Big Boy drive-in, invading their space from the first tire rolling up the driveway to the last low exhaust pipe scraping the pavement, all while moving slower than a snail. We peered out the backseat window, giving everyone our hardest looks.


I used music to flood, flush, and control my emotions. I listened to lyrics for clues about life like I watched other people for ways I could be. Fats Domino sang “Ain’t That a Shame” … Billie Holiday knew about “Good Morning Heartache” … and I believed that there were “White Cliffs of Dover.”


Disc jockeys Huggy Boy, Art Laboe, and Johnny Otis were my first heroes, over movie stars and comic books. We could actually watch Johnny Otis do his radio show downtown, putting records on the turntable at the radio station in the big picture window on the street corner. He was as handsome as Zorro, wearing all black, greased-back black hair, smiling black eyes, and a little thin mustache with a goatee under his lip in true cholo mode.


Outside on the street, everybody crowded around his triple-thick soundproof glass window, trying to get close to him. I’d use my elbows to make room for myself. I’d come a long way and I wasn’t about to be trampled out of a view. Beverly found her way to my side. There was a loudspeaker that let us hear the show. Johnny Otis was very busy with switches and knobs but he lifted his head and flashed a cool smile to his fans. “He’s so fine.” Beverly and I swooned together. Johnny Otis announced, “Gather round, kiddies, we are gonna do some Hand Jive.”


We shrilled.


Johnny Otis sang. He spun his hands and arms into the routine that he made famous. We all followed with our arms in perfect sync. We learned by watching him on his Saturday-night television show. We did the Hand Jive in cars, at lunch, in the shower, and we couldn’t believe we got to do it with him looking straight at us.


I loved music and I counted on it. It was consistent, the words never changed, no matter how many times the record was played, and I knew how it was going to make me feel.


Working My Way Through Pacoima


I never did see Johnny again. He must’ve gone back to Kalamazoo, where he came from. I wished I had known that then, because every day walking home from school, after his six months were up, I would hold my breath in fear.


But he was gone, and so was his contribution of money to our home. The first cutback was my small allowance for chores, like taking out trash and doing dishes. School and books were free, the freezer was filled, but being a pachuca was demanding. How I looked was a social requirement for survival. Money was the conduit for the things that brought happiness: makeup, earrings, the latest records. I had needs. Christmas was coming, which presented me with the perfect idea.


I considered myself an artist. If I convinced my mother I would do a good job, which meant spreading the paint evenly and not going outside the ink lines, there were times she let me paint-in on her celluloids. I got so good at this, she even let me paint the Mr. Magoo or Tom and Jerry cartoons she worked on. I sat at her desk and painted for hours. She would leave to dye her hair, or take in some sun out back. Before she left, she would line up the correct paint colors that I should use and the correct brushes, for large, small, and tiny spaces. Putting the brush in the paint jar and taking it out with just the right amount of paint was an art.


So I knew I could splash a snowman, a few bells, and a Christmas tree on a neighborhood store window and make some money. I had my own paints, big brushes, rags, and I put them into a cardboard box, pulled on old play clothes, and added a red-and-green knit scarf around my neck to promote the season spirit. Christmas was never cold in the Valley, but still I bundled up and set off on my mission.


I walked one block from my house to Laurel Canyon and I saw pots of gold waiting for me on all four corners. There at Laurel and Van Nuys was Len’s Liquor. I’d gone there many times with a note from my mother to buy her Pall Malls and Jim Beam. On the other corner was the Mobil gas station. My mother had actually painted that red winged horse for television commercials, flying off into the sky. I turned to the next corner and I saw the real gold mine: three bars where my mother was well known. I had been in them all, several times, looking for her when I’d misplaced my house key or I wanted to stay over at Beverly’s. I figured the old drunks would be the best place to start before I hit the bright lights of Mobil.


The tavern was closest. I stepped up to the big worn wooden door and pulled it open. I was hit in the face with the rancid smell of old cigarettes and beer. It flew up my nose like cat pee. I blew out and took a few steps inside.


It was the land of the forgotten; a few early birds perched on the dilapidated bar stools. They didn’t look up, but the bartender did. “Hey, you can’t come in here.” “I just want to ask you a question,” I said. One of the old drunks lifted his head. “Aren’t you Gracie’s kid? She’s not here today.”


“Yeah, Gracie’s kid,” the bartender said. “What can I do ya for?”


“I was hoping I could decorate your windows, you know, paint them with Christmas things, like a snowman and maybe Santa Claus? Only ten dollars.”


The bartender barely gave it a thought and shook his head, no. “Oh go on, let the kid paint, Mac,” one drunk said. “Aww, okay,” the bartender said. “But how about for a finsky?” “Give her the ten!” the first drunk said. “Aww, okay, ’cause you’re Gracie’s kid.” He handed me a ten. It was as worn out as everything else in the place. “Hey, do you wash the windows after Christmas?” he hollered.


“No!” I shouted back. “Someone else has to do that. I’m an artist.”


I painted all four corners successfully. Windows were like big cells; first I’d outline in black, then paint inside the line, filling in with color. My proportions were a little off: a big reindeer head, then I’d run out of room and he’d get a small dog body. Only another artist would have noticed. It took two and a half weeks after school to do it all—the three bars, Len’s Liquor, the Mobil gas station, and the local market. I was glad I finished before Christmas.


My gang thought I did a great job.


“Then there’s Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s, Easter will be fun, Flag Day, and fireworks for the Fourth. What about Groundhog Day? They look like gophers, I think. Halloween will be a cinch, Thanksgiving: pilgrims and turkeys and then Christmas again.”


Still, I needed money in between. I would have to come up with another idea, a regular job, like in January, something before Valentine’s Day….


“Hey, Anna, what are you doing after school?”


“I’m working at the bakery, why?”


Anna’s family owned the only good bakery in San Fernando, in the big stone building across the tracks.


“Can I come … maybe I could help you?”


“Why would you want to do that?”


Anna Carone was a straight-to-the-point Italian girl. I liked hanging with Anna and her family and their good home cooking. Her family moved to Pacoima from Chicago or somewhere far away, and changed one letter in their name: the r used to be a p. Apparently their real name, Capone, was undesirable. I was oblivious as to why.


“I want to work, and maybe learn how to bake?”


When she stopped laughing, she said, “What’re you … Italian now? Besides, I don’t bake. I sell stuff.” Anna shrugged her shoulders in disbelief that anyone would want to work. “You can come. I’m sure my dad will make you do something if he sees you there.”


I loved sweets more than any food. This could be the best job ever.


I worked behind the big counter sorting and boxing for about two weeks. Anna’s mom and dad worked in the back where the giant ovens were. Everyone was very nice to me. I could eat anything I wanted, whenever I wanted. I loved the napoleons. Her dad commented, “You-a-sure like-a my cookies, don’t you?”


After a few more weeks, Anna came to me late one Saturday.


“My folks love you,” Anna said, “but they think you’re not cut out for this.”


“You mean I’m fired?”


“Well, don’t put it like that. They feel you’re going to get diabetes working here, that this job isn’t good for you.”


I did feel nauseous after work from eating so much sugar.


“I got a friend who runs the pizza parlor at the park,” Anna said. “You could get a job there if you want to work nights.”


I loved pizza.


This could be the best job ever.



In the Spotlight


Showcases such as Al Jarvis Hi-Jinx and the Art Laboe Show were the West Coast’s rebuttal to the East Coast’s American Bandstand. While Dick Clark was all about the Lindy and bubblegum music or cowboy stuff like Jerry Lee Lewis with his great balls of fire, we were giving the world a glimpse of pachuco hopping and the party they would never be invited to.


Beverly and I decided we wanted to be on the shows, not just watch them. At the end of every week, an announcer said, “Send in your name and we will put you on our list.”


“It’s done,” Beverly said.


“What’s done?”


“We’re on the Art Laboe show in two weeks.”


Every day after school we went to Beverly’s house to prepare. We turned her living room into our dance floor, rolling up the throw rug, pushing back the old brown sofa and matching end tables quietly into her connecting kitchen. We danced without music too, so we wouldn’t wake her dad.


We didn’t need music—it was in our heads.


“How about ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’?” Beverly sang in a whisper. “Get outta that bed, shake those pots and pans, la dee da dee, la dee da dee. Got it?”


She took my right hand and started twisting me into circles, circling me around her as I spun. One twirl, then again, she almost lost her grip on my wrist, then again, my socks felt slippery, then again until she spun me around her ten times. “Geez, that was so many,” I complained.


“Too bad we can’t dance together,” Beverly said. “We need to be so good it doesn’t matter who we dance with.”


A few days before the show, I put on my Mexican full skirt with hard thin black velvet flowers and lots of sequins, but it hung limp. I needed more slips. I called Charlotte. Beverly would be wearing hers, but Charlotte wasn’t going.


“But my slips are large and you’re not.” “I can pin them.” Charlotte brought three crinoline slips to school in a brown paper bag. “Perfect!”


Saturday afternoon finally arrived and Beverly’s mom took us in the ol’ blue ’51 Hillman. I squeezed into her car with my big skirt and I could hardly see out the window.


“Where’s your full skirt?” I asked Beverly.


“I decided we shouldn’t look like twins on television.”


Instead Beverly wore a tight black skirt, blue angora sweater with snap-on white Peter Pan collar and white Bunny shoes. Still, I felt good the way I looked in my full skirt and Mexican embroidered blouse, and I realized I would be okay without Beverly someday.


It was Valley boiling hot. Her mother started to roll the windows down.


“What are you doing?” Beverly blurted out.


“It’s a hundred and five.”


“Mom, you can’t, our hair will blow!”


“We are not driving to Hollywood without a breath of air.”


Beverly gritted her teeth. “If you wreck our big day, you’ll be so sorry.”


Her mom rolled her eyes and compromised with her bossy child, opening her little triangular wing window, which allowed in the slightest breeze to avoid heat stroke. By the time we got there we weren’t blown—we were melted like wet rats with carpet for hair.


“Better than blown apart,” Beverly affirmed. “They will have air conditioners inside. We’ll dry and bounce right back.” I loved the way Beverly knew everything. We pried ourselves out of the car.


We walked into the studio like we had been there a million times before. Well, Beverly did, and I followed her lead to the door guard. “My name is Beverly Foster and this is Carole Enwright. We’re dancers for the Art Laboe Show.”


He thumbed through his clipboard and motioned us to go down the hall to Studio B. We walked slowly and curiously, and found the stage door. There it was, the biggest dance space we had ever seen. The lights were dim, except for spotlights hanging over the large wooden dance floor. Crews were gathered around camera equipment on wheels for mobility.


“Wow, Hollywood,” I said to Beverly. Empty audience seats were waiting to be filled. Another man with a clipboard came up to us. “You girls, go to the other side, and find a partner if you don’t have one.” He pointed to a group of kids standing around talking.


“Our whole school could fit in here,” I told Bev. “And look …” I spotted Johnny Christy, Mickey Morentine, and the Vejar brothers in the crowd. “Come on, Bev.” I walked as fast as I could, trying to look casual. “Where’s the fire?” she asked. I headed straight for them, then I accidentally on purpose bumped into Johnny’s back.


“Oh, hi … do you have partners yet?” I gave Johnny my best smile, not too big, so my lips would cover the gap in my teeth that I hated. “Not yet, why, you wanna dance with me?”


“Yes,” I said calmly, like I was ordering a cheeseburger and fries.


The audience took their seats, people moved onstage with urgency, the lights began blinking, and a stage manager came over to us. “When Art Laboe comes out, give him big applause. When the music starts, rush the dance floor and dance like you’re having the best time.”


Like? This was my best time ever!


Beverly danced with Mickey. I couldn’t keep track of anyone else, I had to focus on my dancing and be sure I didn’t fall on live television …


The music took off.


Johnny turned me, twirling me around his whole body, just like I rehearsed with Bev. From one good pull of his strong arm, he brought me into his chest, and as quickly as he rolled me in, he rolled me out into the open space. Next we did the Choke, stiff arms, shoulders turning, twisting back and forth. I was automatically flowing with Johnny.


I had no idea where Beverly was on the dance floor. I had lost sight of her.


It was the last fast song, Little Richard, his fastest song ever … we leapt into motion. We were in a pachuco-hoppin’ lather. Johnny was twirling me and making my circles tighter, smaller, faster and faster, until I was a sparkling sequined spinning top. The cameraman was following us. I thought I was going to propel through the roof, faster, faster … then … Ouch!


I thought I was stung by a hornet. No, it was the safety pin I was wearing to hold up Charlotte’s crinolines—it had popped on my last splash spin. I stopped. Johnny looked like he had seen something horrible crawling on my feet. I looked down. There I stood in a pool of slips at my ankles. The cameraman went swiftly across the dance floor to another couple. Brokenhearted, I picked up Charlotte’s slips from the floor like Cinderella after midnight and headed for the bathroom. I turned back to see Johnny still standing in shock. I wanted to spin into the ground. The only thing worse would have been if my stacked pachuca hairdo had come crashing down in my mortified face.


Babe and Virginia


Virginia was my mother’s age; they had met working at the MGM Studios inking and painting. They became friends, and my mother asked Virginia and her husband, Babe, to watch me when she went out for a day or three, then I began asking to stay at their house, until I was living with them more than with my mother.


They were foster parents; not legal government foster care—they didn’t take money—but they brought in stray kids from the neighborhood all the time.


My mother didn’t mind. Now that Johnny was gone and she was alone, dating was her main mission. Prior to moving in with Babe and Virginia, I would come home and find an empty house, or my mother in bed with someone, or a house filled with drunken people I didn’t know.


Babe ran the local junkyard but kids with troubles came to him for more than cheap batteries and carburetors. Babe gave them lunch and love. The ones who hung out like lost dogs, he brought home to Virginia. They had one child of their own, a six-year-old daughter named Christine. It was one big happy family of interchangeable kids. Some stayed weeks, some stayed months; I had stayed the longest.


Virginia was almost six feet tall, with thick bleached white hair like Jayne Mansfield that she pulled back in a tight ponytail. She was always tan with hot pink lipstick and dressed in pedal-pushers with ballerina flats like Lucille Ball. She was strong in every way: posture, personality, and ideas.


Babe, on the other hand, looked like where he worked: the junkyard. He wore thrashed blue coveralls, and his hair was full of axle grease and dust from digging for car parts. He had badly stained yellow teeth and gums so infected he relied on Percodan. He was shorter than Virginia, which may also have accounted for her being the dominating boss. They both had positive outlooks and senses of humor, unless Babe was out of his pain pills. We braced ourselves when we heard, “Where’s my goddamn Percodans?”


I loved it there. They talked to us kids, not at us. They promoted honesty on any subject.


I had been living with Babe and Virginia for more than a year when one afternoon I was hanging out at Babe’s junkyard and a guy leapt over the back fence screaming, “Surprise.” He was wearing red suede shorts with suspenders, which I found out were common in Southern Germany and called lederhosen. Well, they weren’t common in Pacoima.
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“A riveting tale.”
—Jackie Collins
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