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  Maestas, my partner until death do us part, helping and guiding me

  through the hard places in life, and enjoying the victories together. Thirty-

  four years of bliss have passed, living in peace and tranquility in Miami.

  Luisita has typed and edited all 15 of my books. She is a source of inspiration. She is my reason for living. If you have any criticisms of this book, e-mail Luisita. It’s as much her book as it is mine.

  And to our daughter, Tina, who traveled with us on many

  boxing journeys and helped with the edit of this book.

  A special dedication to a courageous man, Mills Lane. A Marine Corps
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FOREWORD


  I’ve met a lot of people in my life from Charles Lindbergh and Charlie Chaplin to Scott Fitzgerald and John Steinbeck to Marlon Brando, and Muhammad Ali. If I had to pick the single-most unequal, I would have to nominate Dr. Ferdie Pacheco.

  People count themselves blessed when they’re gifted with a talent. So what do you say to Pacheco, the ghetto doctor who became a corner man for Muhammad Ali, who wrote excellent books on boxing, and who became a boxing announcer—that’s only the beginning. A distinguished painter, he’s also a novelist and a war historian, and what I find most appealing about Ferdie is his tireless creative enthusiasm.

  —Budd Schulberg
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CHAPTER 1

  

  Death Is Never Far

  I was happy to be seated at ringside as the analyst for the Sugar Ray Leonard versus Roberto Duran fight in Montreal on a hot night. It was a pay-per-view fight, so instead of working for NBC—my network at the time—promoter Bob Arum hired me. He appointed Bill Mazur, a baseball broadcaster, to be my blow-by-blow partner.

  I loved Mazur, because he was an old-time New York guy from the 1940s and 1950s, whose shtick on his radio show was his phenomenal memory of baseball trivia. And best of all, he had a red wig that had turned orange.

  The last thing on my mind on June 20, 1980, was death, my old companion in my medical office of the ghetto in Miami. Death is never far away there. I came to find out that death is never far away in the ring either.

  The main undercard fight was a revenge-bout between Canadian Gaeton Hart and American Cleveland Denny. They were two top-ranked fighters who hated each other. If there was a moment’s pause, it was that Cleveland Denny had taken some big beatings in his previous few bouts.

  For five rounds in Montreal, they hammered away at each other. An even fight. Then the fight swung dramatically to Gaeton Hart’s favor: Denny faded, he tired, and he was losing each round decisively. I started to criticize the referee for not stopping the fight. Death had stepped into the arena.

  A few rounds later, Hart caught Denny in the corner. Denny was defenseless. Hart started a two-handed barrage of hard punches. The Canadian crowd, on its feet, roared. The media people at ringside were also on their feet, but screaming for the referee to stop the fight. He didn’t. Cleveland slumped to the canvas. Hart stood over him, arms upraised in triumph, ready for Cleveland to get up, but he never did.

  I saw Denny’s handlers try to pry the mouthpiece out of his mouth. They couldn’t. His mouth was shut so tight that a crowbar couldn’t open his jaws. Where was the doctor? Nowhere in sight (turns out he was in the upper deck trying to buy a hot dog)! Where were the paramedics? There were none. Where was the ambulance? There was no ambulance?

  I knew then that essentially Cleveland Denny was a dead man.

  When the brain explodes and a cascade of blood courses down between the two hemispheres of the brain, it short-circuits all of the wires. The nerve trunks, which affect the spasms of the jaw muscle, are cut, and there is nothing to keep it from clapping shut. Nothing can unclamp it.

  An impulse to help the poor man came over me. I ripped off my headphones and rushed into the ring to help until they found the doctor and ordered an ambulance. Mazur looked at me as is if I’d lost my mind. He was from the world of journalism, trained to observe and report. Mine was a medical training: I observed, diagnosed, and did something about it.

  Of course, I knew I could not save Denny. I held him in my arms until he died. I put him in the ambulance that would rush him to surgery to operate. But the doctors were operating on a corpse.

  [image: figure]

  I left Canada resolved to make sure that there would not be another NBC telecast unless the promoter signed a contract to provide an ambulance with paramedics and that the boxing commission would see to it that there was always a doctor at ringside.

  When I got back to New York, I went straight to NBC executive producer Don Ohlmeyer, told him of the horrifying night, and asked permission to use NBC to attack boxing’s cavalier attitude toward death in the ring.

  Ideally, no boxing would take place on NBC shows without a contract for an ambulance in place at ringside. No ambulance, no fight. I can’t tell you how gutsy a call that was for Ohlmeyer and NBC president Arthur Watson. Eventually we won. Today there are ambulances at all bouts because of NBC.

  After a bit of shouting, ABC and CBS followed suit, and now HBO and Showtime have that clause in their contracts. I have to credit Ohlmeyer, who broke the mold of “We only televise it, we’re not part of it,” and didn’t stand in my way. He just said, “Do it,” and I did.

  Throughout my years of freedom in front of an NBC microphone, I campaigned mightily to change things in boxing. Some battles I won, some I lost, but I still tried. We led the fight and changed a great many faults, which in turn diminished boxing deaths.

  I fought for the installation of a fourth rope on the boxing ring to keep heads from bouncing on the ring apron. A four-rope ring is now standard. I also fought for a different glove design, one where the thumb would be attached to the glove. As it was, the thumb was a missile that could take out an eye. That idea passed throughout the world. The hardest fight of all, though, was the one major improvement I talked about in the beginning—having an ambulance and a doctor at every fight. I am proud it is now standard practice.

  One of the biggest battles was the change in the attitude of referees and cornermen when it came to stopping a fight. Historically, the promoter and the crowd wanted to see a match to the finish. Stopping a fight prematurely was considered the end of the career. No one wanted a merciful referee. Merciful officials never worked another fight!

  I came blasting into the picture with a microphone and direct scathing criticism of insanely bolder referees. No longer would we refuse to identify them by name. Now, every guilty referee, cornerman, or manager was called by name. Slow-motion replays magnified mistakes. With clever evidence of mistakes and of the reluctance to stop the beating, and with their names clearly on national television, they started to change.

  Before a fight, at the weigh-in, and halls, they would sidle up to me.

  “Please don’t call my name,” they pleaded. “My family is catching hell because of what you’re saying about me.”

  “Well my boy, just do your job. Don’t fuck up. Don’t cause a death, and you’ll not hear your name, except in praise when you do your job right,” I’d say.

  Slowly, boxing became more humane. For that permission to attack the guilty ruthlessly, I give my public thanks to Don Ohlmeyer and the late Arthur Watson. We had many small victories with the commissions, boxing managers, trainers, and referees. I was proud of the work we did and the record we left.

  Only Fighters Die

  Of the many things I saw in the boxing ring that I could not condone, nor find an excuse for, nor fit into my code of life, was the death of a boxer. Every time I was a witness to, or part of a boxing death, I came home to sleepless nights. Why was I, an ethical physician, with a large charity practice, a part of a sport that allowed death to be a part of the sport? Why was I part of the corner work, which encouraged, exhorted, and sent one man to hurt the other to the point where death results? I never found a suitable answer. I don’t have one now. I don’t know if there is one. I suppose I have to say it’s a character flaw.

  I believe the main reason for death, though, is a big beating the fighter sustains in a previous bout. This is entirely avoidable. Good record keeping, computerized records, instantly available, and a boxing commission with balls would prevent those deaths. In the avoidable Emile Griffith versus Benny “Kid” Paret, a cursory review of Paret’s record would have revealed that Paret took a monstrous beating at the hands of Gene Fullmer, a middleweight with a heavy punch. Paret’s brain was softened up. It blew up on him against Griffith.

  My first death in the ring occurred in 1963, when Ultiminio “Sugar” Ramos ended the life of the “Springfield Rifle,” Davey Moore. Those were the days of three-strand ropes. Had there been four strands, Davey’s head would have stopped instead of slamming onto the hard canvas floor.
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  By pushing for safety issues in boxing, I put a huge band-aid on my conscience for the sins I had committed when I worked in the corners. I think there are fewer deaths now and fewer fearful beatings. In addition, regrettably, there are fewer loud-mouthed announcers willing to identify and criticize incompetent officials and bad rules. And, as with everything in boxing, old habits slide back in. Money talks. Old washed-up fighters keep fighting, plodding on doggedly, defeat after defeat, into neurological damage, or the punch-drunk syndrome, Parkinson’s disease or Alzheimer’s, and, eventually, death. Why? Because the “public wants to see it,” which translates to money and ratings. As one of the old gray men of Miami’s famed Fifth Street Gym said to me: “Only the fighters die.”


  
CHAPTER 2

  

  Following My Hero

  You could call me almost famous.

  Almost famous? Sure, it’s a curious phenomenon usually associated with second bananas. Jackie Gleason was famous. Art Carney was almost famous. Movie stars are famous; character actors are almost famous. George Clooney is famous. Steve Buscemi is—well, you get the idea. In boxing, Muhammad Ali was (and is) a superstar. His trainer, Angelo Dundee, was almost famous. Me, too. I was Ali’s personal physician for 17 years. I’ve also been a boxing analyst (among other things), but I’ve never been famous.

  It’s nice to be known but still move unimpeded through the day. I get a good table at restaurants, tickets to sold-out Broadway shows, hotel rooms, and seats on overbooked flights, and very few hassles and obligations in exchange for these courtesies. Who could complain about that? Not me. I’m almost famous.

  Fortunately, my lack of universal recognition (the almost part) doesn’t let me get too spoiled. Once, at a boxing match in Miami, I found myself surrounded by autograph seekers and couldn’t see the ring. I noticed an empty seat next to Miami Herald sports editor Edwin Pope and his wife. Pope got up and went to the dressing room to interview a fighter. I took a chance, leaped into the empty seat, turned my back to the passing fans, and got into a deep conversation with Mrs. Pope.

  The guys sitting behind us immediately nailed me for an autograph. Then I felt a presence in front of me. I didn’t look up and hoped that whoever stood there would take the hint and leave. He did not. It was Christmastime, so I kind of waved and mumbled, “Merry Christmas” in his direction.

  “Merry Christmas,” he responded but still didn’t budge.

  I stared up at him. He had nothing in his hand; no pen, no paper. I got mad.

  “You got a piece of paper?” I asked.

  “No, I haven’t,” he said.

  One of the guys behind me took pity, tore off a piece of his program, and handed it to me.

  “I don’t suppose you have a pen?” I asked, dripping sarcasm.

  “No, I haven’t,” he replied.

  Another guy behind me produced a pen.

  I grabbed it, scribbled my autograph, and handed it to the impassive gent.

  “Listen, Bub. Any time you ask someone for an autograph, make sure you at least have a paper and pencil,” I muttered.

  I was hot.

  Squinting at my autograph as if it was a hieroglyphic, he said, sweetly, “I don’t know who you are, sir, but you’re in my seat. I’d just like to sit down.”

  I’ve had a few of those moments in my 25 years of being almost famous. Hubris, it’s called, and it reminds me who I really am and from where I came.

  Papa’s Influence

  I was born in Ybor City, the Spanish quarter of Tampa, Florida, on December 8, 1927, in the home of my grandfather, Gustavo Jimenez. My father, J.B. Pacheco, was a pharmacist. As was customary, he and his wife, Consuelo (my mother), lived with my mother’s parents until they saved enough to purchase their own home.

  J.B. and Gustavo—two powerful and unusual men—deeply influenced me. They showed me how to get the most out of what God had given me, to love learning, to live a decent life, and in time, how to become as worldly and honorable as them—and to make a difference in the world.

  My father, the monolithic heroic figure, worked seven days a week from 8 a.m. until 11 p.m. at his pharmacy, La Economica. With whatever free time he had, he played cards and dabbled in politics in the cellar of the Centro Asturiano Club, the social center of our community.

  So, my grandfather served as male authority figure and mentor to my older brother, Joseph, and me. My grandfather had botched the job badly with his own seven children, and he knew it. Hard discipline hadn’t worked in the New World, so when we came along, he regarded us as his second chance and spent all of his spare time educating us in a gentle and loving manner.

  Because Gustavo Jimenez had been a concert flautist, he wanted to cultivate our creative sides. Both my brother and I demonstrated a flair for art but had no talent for music. Regardless, we were forced to listen to the Metropolitan Opera Company on the radio in his study every Saturday, as announcer Milton Cross gave a blow-by-blow description of the action (or lack of it). Consequently, I have hated opera all my life.

  Sunday was somewhat better. Grandfather would hand me a No. 2 pencil, pick me up, and put me on a chair, and I conducted the NBC Symphony Orchestra along with Maestro Arturo Toscanini. I’d wave the pencil back and forth in front of the radio, pretending to be a conductor. I learned about the tempo and rhythms of classical music and knew most major symphonies before I was nine. I loved them all, particularly Beethoven, Mozart, and especially Rachmaninoff and Tchaikovsky.

  My grandfather decided that we should get to know the paintings of the Renaissance masters, which hung in nearby Sarasota at the Ringling Museum of Art (affiliated with and supported by the Ringling Bros. Circus). It was great, but if Grandfather thought that those masterworks would inspire us to become painters, they elicited the opposite effect on Joseph and me. We wondered how in the hell we were ever supposed to paint like that.

  It wasn’t until much later, after discovering the apparent simplicity of impressionists such as Van Gogh, Lautrec, Monet, and the rest, I thought, “Hell, I can do that!”

  Taking the long way home from Sarasota on our trips, we stopped at the beautiful botanical gardens of Bok Towers in Lake Worth. We’d spread our blanket; pull out a big thermos of dark, rich, and thick Spanish cocoa; and tear open boxes of Social Tea crackers, which we covered with butter and jam. We sat quietly, listening to the lovely music of the chimes while my grandfather patiently explained the benefits of meditation. This was years before rock stars and movie starlets traveled to India and meditation became popular in the West.

  Therefore, you see, from early on, I was quite cool. I just didn’t know it. (However, it was hard to figure out on what to meditate when I was six years of age!)

  The most meaningful and lasting of Grandfather’s contributions to our education also came on Sundays. My grandmother, Carmen, joined the three of us. We rode the 3 p.m. streetcar downtown for our weekly treat, a first-run MGM movie, at the fabulous Tampa Theater. Its Renaissance architecture, in the style of a Venetian Doge’s palace, was magnificent. Fascinated by the dialogue and actions of the beautiful people on the screen, I clutched Grandfather’s hand, trying to grasp the intricacies of the plot.

  After the movie, we boarded the streetcar and returned home. My grandmother broke out the hot chocolate and churros (little stuffed and fried pastries). Then, the fun began. My grandfather, speaking in a professorial manner, lectured and explained the plot of the movie to us. He’d finish his summation, and it all made sense. After all, Joseph and I were young geniuses (or so we were told), and movies weren’t very deep.

  “But that’s not the way it was at all,” my grandmother said.

  She had come to America when she was 19 and never spoke a word of English, so her interpretations of the movies diverged wildly from the plot. They triggered many healthy arguments between my grandparents that were almost as entertaining as the original movies.

  As a musician, Grandfather loved Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movies. He made us watch those films three times! A first viewing was just to watch Fred Astaire. He was a genius when he danced, so we concentrated on him alone. The second viewing was a study of Ginger Rogers.

  “She is almost as good as Mr. Astaire, but remember she dances backward while wearing high heels and a very heavy dress!” Grandfather would remind us.

  We also loved the musical production numbers and the performances of the great comic character actors such as Eric Blore and Edward Everett Horton.

  The third viewing, we just relaxed and took in the whole film— flimsy plot and all.

  As you see, life in our wonderful family home was like being in a university. There were always books to read, movies to see, radio programs to hear—and everything to examine and discuss. Our hungry young minds soaked it all up, and we were never bored.

  My brother and I learned about the world outside Ybor City as no other kids in town did. Our family home was also the Tampa headquarters for the Loyalists during the Spanish Civil War, which had started in 1936 when I was nine years old. Our parlor was filled with refugees, veterans, wounded soldiers, and other human detritus from that war.

  Once, we cared for a captain from the International Brigades who was shot through both cheeks. One side of his face had healed, but not the other, which he left open, he said, for recruiting purposes, although how seeing this awful injury could inspire a kid to fight, I would never guess. Eating supper with him at our family table was an experience not easily forgotten.

  My grandfather and I kept military situation maps to track the war news. Every morning, when the communiqués came in, we stuck red pins in the map. I loved it when my grandfather, in his serious, authoritative voice said, “All quiet on the western front,” echoing the title of the movie by that name we saw downtown.

  By 1938, the Loyalists were defeated, and so was my grandfather. He died, it seems to me, just as the Fascists triumphed.

  Grandma gave each of us a dime and sent us to the corner ice cream store for a double-dip cone. Nevertheless, it was a sad time for us. To this day, I miss Grandfather’s soft, educated voice, his aristocratic demeanor, and his warm hugs.
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  My father then took over our education. He had apparently waited until we were old enough to be taught about his world, which had nothing at all to do with art or music or drama. His world was science and healing.

  My father’s family boasted generations of pharmacists and doctors—going back several centuries. He was totally committed to the idea that God had delivered two geniuses into his big hands, and His message was clear: They would become physicians and help the poor.

  My brother, Joseph, was too delicate for blood and gore. Although he had undeniable brainpower, he rebelled in his own way with a series of nervous breakdowns until he got wise, left town, and moved as far away from my father as he could, to California. He taught English at the University of San Francisco.

  So I became the focus of my father’s considerable attention and welcomed it. Papa was Hercules, Aristotle, and Franklin D. Roosevelt rolled into one tough, broad-backed, ham-fisted Superman.

  Once a guy tried to steal our parking place just as we began backing into it. Papa quickly hit the brakes, got out, pulled the man halfway out his car’s window, popped him with a straight right, and regained his rightful parking space while I looked on in wide-eyed amazement.

  One of the many ways he showed his affection for me was the bizarre things he did to objects that “attacked” me.

  My grandmother had an old black iron fork she used for heavy cooking (don’t ask). It had been in her family for centuries. Once, I stepped on it and punctured my foot. My father rushed home, administered a tetanus shot, patched it up, and then snarled, “Show me the fork that did this to you.”

  He glared at the offending fork, grabbed it, opened the back door, and flung it as far as he could. We never saw it again. This made Grandma sore as hell and she never forgave my father, who could not have cared less.

  But Papa was easy to talk to, and I could always make him laugh. Every morning, I sat on the side of the bathtub and watched him as he shaved and dressed for work. It was our time together. One time, I saw him put his shirt and trousers on, grab a huge .45 automatic pistol, and stick it in his belt, just before he put on his coat.

  Boy was that cool! How many kids had a dad who carried a .45 pistol—and also slept with it under his pillow? It was years before I asked myself, “Wait a minute, since when does a pharmacist carry a .45?”

  Once, about 2 a.m., I had to go to the bathroom. I was too sleepy to turn the light on. I groggily padded through the house, and the next thing I knew, I faced the business end of his .45. I briefly considered reverting to bed-wetting, but boy, it was oh so cool to know my dad guarded our house. Nazi spies, burglars, and such did not stand a chance!
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  With World War II looming on the horizon, Papa came home with the news that he had bought La Economica Drugstore on 16th Street and Columbus Drive, across from the Regensburg Cigar Factory, or El Reloj as we knew it.

  It never occurred to me to ask what my father did for a living. Because of Sweet Sam, our deliveryman, I knew Papa was the head of Sharpe and Dome Pharmaceuticals. However, with my brother and me growing up, our future held the cost of medical school, and my father, a smart businessman, considered that he would need a business to pillage and defray the costs of our education. We bought La Economica from Dr. Rubio who lived next door.

  During this time, as my father was building up the store, I was working as a waiter at the Columbia Café Shop. Some weeks I’d make $50 and even $60 a week in tips. My father did not let Lawrence, the owner, pay me a waiter’s salary $28 a week. I got $6 a week because I was 14 and, therefore, was not entitled to a man’s salary. I spread that story around, and my tips tripled! I loved to work there. Air-conditioned, three free meals a day, and tips. To my considerable astonishment, one day my father brought me to the store and announced that my Columbia Café days were over. From now on, I would apprentice in pharmacy under him, as he had under his dad.

  Now, I was thunderstruck. I was sad as hell to do without the Columbia fun and pizzazz, the air-conditioning (a very big plus in the hot Tampa summer), and three delicious Columbia meals a day. In exchange, I found myself in a tiny box-like drugstore, without any air-conditioning or ventilation that was a dust bowl from the incoming air of the street. No soda fountain. My father was an ethical pharmacist and hated soda fountains. We were, what the English call, chemists.

  The other outstanding negative aspect of my change of profession from waiter to chemist was roughly $50. I found my father did not intend to pay me. At all. Zippo. Zero. Of course, I could ask for money that I needed (the operative word is ask). He never turned me down. I asked for money to go to a movie theater, though, and he gave me the bare bones, a dime—the price of admission for a child. No carfare, no candy, no popcorn, no Coca-Cola. Then I sprung up and grew taller, and the cashier gave me the fisheye with my dime for admission. When I told my dad, he said, “Crouch down.” I never knew if he was kidding.

  It’s then that I formulated a “don’t make waves” attitude. He gave me a dime, and I took a quarter from the cash register. I was never sure whether he knew, but somehow it worked out. Hell, I was 17 years old, and he still was giving me a dime.

  I think the dime thing might have run in the family. Uncle Ralph, a double amputee, came to do our books every month. I would rush out to see him (I was always glad to see a relative) and help him carry his books. Invariably Ralph gave me a dime. Invariably, and inevitably, he never changed. After I graduated and became a registered pharmacist, I took over the drugstore as its proprietor. Still, when my uncle brought his legless self in to do the books on the prescription counter, he only gave me a dime.

  My father’s explanation to me was that if I helped him run the drugstore now, during the war when there were no men available, he would in turn send me to college and medical school at a first-class university. This made sense to me, and because I worshipped my father, I was bursting with pride that I was needed to help the family. It never occurred to me that sending me to college was my father’s obligation. He was supposed to do that. I never questioned it. To this day I don’t. He lived to send me to four years of pre-med and died before he could help pay for my medical school. The sale of La Economica Drugstore helped me pay my way through medical school. So in a way, I guess it all worked out.

  For my part, I never regretted one hour in that oven of a drugstore. The main thing was I was working next to my father, learning his profession. My idolization of my father grew and grew in my estimation. He was a tower of strength. He was very correct and very moral, and he was super-intelligent, the brightest guy I knew except possibly for the lector Victoriano Manteiga. To me, my father was a giant, and I luxuriated in his shadow; I felt warmed and protected by his approving eye. He never laid a hand on me, perhaps because of his father’s brutality, and rarely scolded me. He was very patient with my foibles and craziness as a practical joker and seemed to get pleasure from hearing of my wild escapades. I never did anything illegal or wrong, because I couldn’t stand to disappoint him. I’d rather take a whipping than hurt or disappoint my father.

  It took me years to work all this out, because Papa was an enigma. That made him all the more interesting. It wasn’t until I started writing The Ybor City Chronicles that I found out about my father’s mafia connections. He was known as “The Philosopher,” because his job was to mediate squabbles within the mafia and the police, politicians, or rival gangs to avoid gunplay and keep things peaceful. His word was law. He was very intelligent and had a lot of common sense. No wonder he slept with a .45 automatic under his pillow and always carried it in his back belt. Of whom was he wary? I never knew. He never volunteered, I sure didn’t ask. I knew that once he and Lawrence had survived an assassination attempt, but they never talked about it.

  Another thing I recently found out was that all during that terrible depression of the 1930s, we had money! Boy, you could have fooled me! My father acted poor. I got a dime for lunch from elementary school through high school. A dime! A hot dog and chocolate milk. He never took us to school or came to pick us up after school, even if it was raining cats and dogs. We walked home. Not even a nickel for the streetcar.

  Why? Well, that money fell under the responsibility of my mother. That was house money. School matters were her responsibility. My father was off in the drug store world from 8:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m.

  Papa always dressed in a blue serge suit. His clothes fit well. He wore hats all the time and two-toned shoes. He always smelled great. I loved to hug him because of the smell of his aftershave lotion. And of course the thrill of seeing him put the Colt automatic in his back pocket. He was some cool dude!

  At La Economica Drugstore, we always had a registered pharmacist splitting a shift with him. The pharmacists were a varied lot. We went through several losers until we lucked out on a super pharmacist and an exemplary human being. Dr. Gus Moreno II was a widower with a son of my age, Gus III, who went to Spring Hill College with me and eventually was my roommate. He went on to be an obstetrician. We were a tight, happy family. Initially after my father died suddenly, Gus bought the drugstore, which helped me pay for medical school.

  One experience I remember vividly was a disastrous trial employment of a very proud, very stiff Spaniard who somehow acquired a license despite the fact that he couldn’t speak English.

  He would station himself behind the counter, acting as if he were reading the Tampa Tribune. The fact that he spoke no English infuriated Papa. In addition he did no manufacturing and packaging. The final straw came when my father, while in the back making five gallons of elixir of terpin hydrate and codeine, overheard the following conversation.

  “I have a feverish achy feeling all over my body, runny nose, sore throat, and a cough which won’t go away,” a female customer explained. “What shall I get?”

  “Fix a big cup of manzanilla tea, put two lemons, and a tablespoon of honey, and get in bed for two days,” Dr. Rivero responded.

  “That’s all?”

  “If you’re not well in two days, stay in bed for two more days.”

  “That’s all?”

  “If you’re not well by then, come back and I’ll give you medicine for the flu. Then get back in bed for two days.”

  She left, rather disappointed and shocked. My father, who had a mere mercurial temper, came storming out of the back.

  “Listen here, Rivero, we are not selling furniture in here. We don’t sell beds. What we sell is medicine! Medicine to cure the flu!”

  And with that Papa tossed out Dr. Rivero. I was glad to see the pompous little guy leave. For one thing, it killed me when he would hold the Tampa Tribune out at arm's length and read the headlines. “Chin Chin Howzer says landing soon!” To hear Eisenhower’s name so mangled made me boil.

  [image: figure]

  My father really taught me about every aspect of life. He had rules of conduct—principles—and would not deviate from them if he felt he was right. That ultimately got me into a lot of trouble with NBC, Showtime, the military, and various hospitals, but I still abide by what he taught me. As a result, I’ve lived a scrupulously decent life and have never had a bad night’s sleep from an aching conscience. Here is a partial list of his rules:

  
    1.  Always be yourself. Don’t try to be like anyone else. You are you. Let others try to be like you.

    2.  Never lie if you can help it. Little lies don’t count. You can tell a sick person he looks good, or an ugly girl she looks pretty. Don’t lie about important things. It’s too hard to remember lies. Tell the truth and stick to your guns, lies come back to bite you on the ass.

    3.  Pick the best girl you can find and marry her for life. Stay faithful, it’s the easiest way.

    4.  Never take a partner; if you succeed, he takes half the credit. If you fail, you take all the blame. Live or die in business on your own two feet. You take all the credit and all the blame.

    5.  Never do a good deed and brag about it. Otherwise, you haven’t done a damn thing but something for yourself.

    6.  Never brag, never call attention to what you do well. If you’ve a brain or can paint or play the piano, God is to be given credit, not you.

    7.  Don’t ask for money as a loan. Go hungry first. Don’t loan money, either. You lose the money and the friend.

    8.  Don’t tell secrets. A secret can be kept only when you tell one person—yourself.

    9.  Never bet on a game that is played with a ball that is not round.

    10. When you shake someone’s hand look him or her straight in the eyes and say your name in a clear voice.

    11.  Treat fame and failure in the same manner, with indifference, for tomorrow is just another day.
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  As a pharmacist, Papa was the best one I ever met. There was nothing he couldn’t do. In the way of compounding prescriptions, I never saw him stumped. So it was with great surprise that I learned that he was not a registered pharmacist. In his day, it was sufficient and acceptable to do a long apprenticeship under a registered pharmacist. This my father did under his dad. So he was considered by the state a registered pharmacist. In the early 1930s they formed a pharmaceutical board, which held that apprentice pharmacists would be grandfathered in. This, Papa refused to do. Perhaps he never thought he would end up working as a pharmacist and needing a license again. Whatever the reason, he didn’t apply to get his license through grandfathering. I attribute it to pure, old Spanish hard-headedness.

  The shock of my life was to find that he had to work under another pharmacist’s license. He couldn’t run La Economica on his merits. I was shocked. It seemed like no one anywhere in Ybor City had legitimate documentation. The town’s leading pediatrician Dr. Gavilla had turned out to be a naturopath, or a quack! Lawyers became lawyers by hanging around the courthouse. They never graduated from the university. Ybor City operated on the anarchy of a Banana Republic.

  I learned how to manufacture all of types of drugs, from hard-to-make emulsions, to suppositories, pills, and powders. In our store we stocked old remedies from Cuba and Spain. We had a jar of leeches to suck blood out of a hematoma, also known as a black eye. I needed to reach in and put them in a Dixie cup. If they latched on to you, you had to burn them off with a cigarette, and I didn’t smoke at all.

  We dispensed every type of leaf, plant, roots, rhizomes, and gums, as well as the naturally available althea root, boric acid, seidlitz powders, and about 24 writers’ natural drugs. That kept us busy manufacturing and packaging all day.

  We had to continually sweep and dust the counters, for a fine dust storm swept into the open doors coating the bottles and displays. This, and a continuous battle with flies, was the duty of the delivery boy. Flies were taken care of by hanging strips of flypaper from the neon lights.

  By 11 p.m. we were exhausted. The night watchman (El Sereno) would come to buy a 35-cent bottle of Bay Rum, an aftershave lotion, which he would open and drink right down in front of me. If Papa was around, the night watchman went outside, away from my father’s stern gaze, and then drank it down.

  Then we closed the store, got into our spiffy 1941 Chevy, and drove to the Columbia, where we would feast on a Cuban sandwich split in two and a cafe con leche. Then we jointly worked a crossword puzzle in the street edition of the Tampa Tribune. If we did not feel sleepy enough to go home, we drove out to the Sea Breeze Restaurant to hunt rabbits. We never caught any that I can remember. Were there rabbits behind the Sea Breeze? Or was Papa just running a gag on me? I never found out.

  Then we went to a warm home. I was satisfied that somehow I contributed to the health and happiness of my father and that I pleased him and made him proud of me. Sleep came easy then.

  An Innocent Affair

  In every young boy’s life there is a first love. The love bug bites early. The tyke smitten with love for another, though, doesn’t know what is happening to him, nor what to do about it.

  I was no different, but it was a long-standing, ongoing affair for years. What was odd about it was that it was distinctly unilateral. Only one side knew about it.

  In my family, and in the neighborhood I played in, there were no females. We didn’t have them, didn’t need them. The closest thing you could call love, or an unnatural affection, was for a teacher. Mine was my third grade teacher, Mrs. Camel. She was a beautiful, kind, loving woman. I was two years ahead of my class, so I had to be protected. Mrs. Camel made my passage through third grade a safe and happy journey. Could you call what I felt for her love? No, I don’t think so. It was more like the love I had for my maiden Aunt Lola who lived next door and spoiled me rotten. Affection, yes. Love, no.

  At that age, you really have no idea of who you are. Are you tall? Skinny? Good looking or ugly? Fair? Dark? Tan? Is your hair nice? None of these things mattered to me. I was normal. Like everyone else. The only thing that set me apart was my clothes. My mother, an excellent seamstress, made my clothes. Boy, was that an embarrassment. Everybody had T-shirts and overalls from Sears. I looked like Prince Andrew. Looks are misleading, however. Although I looked like a rich kid, in actuality, my mother made my clothes from Papa’s old suits, so the cost of our school clothes was zero. We looked rich and lived poor.

  My long-standing fruitless, naïve love affair started in the seventh grade. We had graduated from Robert E. Lee Grammar School to Thomas Jefferson Junior High School. Most of our seventh grade class came over from Robert E. Lee. A few were new.

  One of the new kids was Joyce Brantley. She was in my homeroom, and I sat right behind her. At first I was struck dumb by her beauty, her perky personality, and her intelligence. She wasn’t highfalutin. She didn’t act good looking. And once she noticed me. She treated me well. This was because we were two years apart. The gap never shortened. When we finished junior high, she was 15 years old. I was still lagging way back at 13. This, you understand, did not diminish my infatuation; it increased it. A hopeless infatuation.

  Then came high school, and Joyce exploded on all fronts. Beauty queen, ROTC sponsor, cheerleader, academic leader, school paper, annual committee, etc. Where there was a job to be done, she volunteered or was drafted. The entire school loved Joyce. Yet, she never went steady with a boy, nor dated very much. Most of this was because she needed to work nights to help support a dysfunctional family.

  I had taken to waiting outside her house on Jefferson Street and Columbus Drive and kind of naturally fell in with her. We talked about homework and some school gossip, but never an acknowledgement of our friendship. Still, it was enough to walk her to school. I had a blissful relationship with Joyce. I made her laugh. I carried her books when she let me; I brought her extra chocolate milk at lunch and in general looked out for her. She thought my slavish attention was funny and sweet. That was all I could expect.

  As we hit our senior year, I was struck—full force by what I now call Ferdie’s Folly. I had never felt so completely enthralled by one girl. (In the interest of accuracy, I should point out that the exception is my wife, Luisita, my life-mate whom I decided to marry after our first date. But I was 43 years old then, and a seasoned womanizer. With Joyce, she had no competition.) The apex, the top of Ferdie’s Folly, came when Joyce took a job as a cashier at the Florida Theatre, then called the Franklyn Theatre.

  I figured Joyce had to get to work by taking the Jefferson streetcar, which passed right by my house. By running home, I could bathe, change, and be on her streetcar. The object of my affection would be on the car, I would sit next to her and have her all to myself, one on one, for the 15 minutes or so it took to get there. Now, mind you, I saw Joyce from morning until 3 p.m. at school every day, but I could never catch her alone. She attracted crowds. No sir, the Jefferson streetcar would be the answer!

  Foolish as this sounds, looking at it 60 years later, I can tell you I stuck to my dogged scheduled for an entire senior year.

  And not once, did I see Joyce on the streetcar. Infatuation occludes reason. By this time Joyce was 18 and a full-blown woman. A beauty. The town in 1944 was filled with pilots, second lieutenants with wings, pocketfuls of cash, and Ford convertibles. Streetcars? Joyce had a ride coming and going.

  We graduated in June 1944. Most of our class was either in or going into the service. I was 16 and was going to go to medical school. I started at the University of Tampa, and quickly transferred to the University of Tennessee. After a brief stop there, I landed at Spring Hill College, a Jesuit penitentiary by the bay in Mobile, Alabama. I did very well there for three years.

  In my senior year—I was 20 then—I was home for Christmas. I’d had a great Christmas break and went to meet my gang at the Big Orange. To my surprise, I ran into Joyce Brantley! She was in a car with her date, drinking hard. What a pleasant surprise. I had almost forgotten her. Quickly she told me of her last few years, how she married a Jefferson kid, divorced him, picked up a drinking problem, and was very successful on the job. She was the superintendent at the phone company. A pretty big job. She was a big success. So then…

  “You are available?” I asked.

  “Sure,” she said and got out of the car and hugged me.

  Rapidly, I made the date for the next night. I was leaving the following day and could have one last night with my beloved Joyce. Hot dog!

  That day was spent in frantic activity. I washed and waxed the 1941 Chevrolet. I steam-cleaned my tan, gabardine suite (from Wolf Brothers), bought a fresh tie, filled the car with gas, took a fifth of scotch from the family liquor supply, made a reservation at the Sea Breeze. Joyce got off at 10 p.m. The Sea Breeze allowed you to eat until 1 a.m. or 2 a.m., and carry your bottle in, and then—and then, the empty beaches to ourselves. Hot dog! By then, the age difference had blurred. I was a man at 20, and the playing fields were leveled. In addition, Joyce had shown a great joy at seeing me. That was a headstart, for sure. This was it! The main event!

  The day flew by fulfilling all of my tasks. But what to do between 6 p.m. and 10 p.m.? Those hours would be nerve-wracking and long!

  Basketball! The University of Tampa had a fine basketball team, and they were playing the top team on the schedule, nationally ranked Louisville. I would go with my buddy, John Ranon, he in his car, me in mine, and I would leave at 9:30 p.m. no matter what the score.

  Parking was impossible and cost one dollar. I was always a scofflaw, so I found that there was a traffic station on Northern Boulevard, right in front of Fort Homer Histerly Auditorium. Behind it was an empty lot with a big No Parking sign on it. Disregarding the sign, I parked and went in.

  As good as the game was I could not get interested because Joyce would be waiting at 10 p.m. in front of the phone company. Wild horses couldn’t keep me from my date at the appointed hour.

  The night was ice cold. Frosted breath inside the car was good news. She’d have to snuggle close to me as we rode to the Sea Breeze. This was going to be heaven!

  I put the key in the ignition, the six-cylinder GM motor clicked over. No trouble. I put the car in reverse and gave ’er the gas.

  But then, my heart sank along with the car, in the soft Florida sands of that back lot! And nothing can save you from soft sands but a wrecker.

  I tried letting the air out of the tires and digging a trench out with my hands. Nothing. The car dug in deeper and deeper and deeper.

  I was frantic. If I ran to the phone company, a good mile and a half, I wouldn’t make it. There were no phones to call her. No house would open its door to let a sweaty, sandy young man in to use the phone. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

  I was screwed by fate, not Joyce!

  The trip back to Mobile was hell. I was disconsolate. There was no way to rectify my horrible behavior. I, a lowly serf, had stood up the queen—the greatest girl in the universe. How could I ever explain this? I didn’t have any mailing address or phone number for Joyce. We might as well have lived on different planets.

  Eventually, I sought solace in the arms of my steady girlfriend in Mobile, and slowly Joyce faded from memory. It took a couple of years.

  When I got back for summer break, I found Joyce had married another Jeffersonian and was busily raising a boy and a girl. Well, that definitely closed that chapter.

  Many, many years later, with me happily married to Luisita, with a beautiful daughter of my own, Tina, I was taken with the desire to write about growing up in Tampa. I published long pieces in the Tampa Tribune and La Gaceta. I wrote a long piece about streetcars and how I missed them and loved them.

  One part of the story dealt with the fact that streetcars were not suited to love affairs. And remembering my Ferdie’s Folly chasing Joyce, I wrote it up, with a glowing description of Joyce.

  The reaction was outstanding and shocking!

  I received a long letter from Vernell Davis, Joyce’s sister-in-law. She informed me of the shocking news that Joyce had died! Burned up in bed! Drinking and smoking had brought about her untimely end. I was crushed! What sad news!

  The purpose of the letter was to thank me for painting such a positive picture of Joyce as a young woman. How beautiful she had been. How smart. How popular. In short, a glowing picture of a queen.

  Her children had only known her as an embarrassment. My heart bled for these kids, and so I wrote them a long letter describing Joyce when she was Queen of the Universe. Alcoholism is a disease, I explained, just like tuberculosis or cancer. It kills. Joyce was a victim. I think it helped them to see her through my adoring eyes.

  Then the closure I sought came to me at the Jefferson 60th anniversary reunion. I sat talking to an old friend, the charming Dee Dee Roop. Suddenly, from left field, she said, “You know, I had lunch with Joyce the day after you didn’t show up for your date.”

  Dee Dee recounted the conversation.

  “You want to hear something strange?” Joyce had said. “Guess who stood me up for a supper date last night?”

  “Who?” Dee Dee had asked.

  “Ferdie Pacheco. My little pal did not show up. I wonder why?”

  Well, now Joyce might get the message from the next Jeffersonian who makes it through the Pearly Gates.

  Unexpected Detour:

  The Prank that Cost Five Years

  After a short time at the University of Tennessee where I had been initiated into Sigma Phi Epsilon, a social fraternity—heavy emphasis on social—my father decided I was having too much fun. He couldn’t prove it. I was too sharp to be caught 1,000 miles from Ybor City. Still my father knew. In his bones, he knew. He decided that I had to leave Tennessee, attend Spring Hill College with my brother as a roommate, and study biology under a tyrant, Father P.H. Yancey.
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