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“Life is a pure flame and we live
by an invisible sun within us.”


—SIR THOMAS BROWNE




I dedicate this book to the heart of every man, woman, and child who has suffered the pain and agony of becoming, whose every breath for life felt labored but who would not quit.




For my sister Judy,
my brightest light in my darkest night.


and


For my beautiful daughter Tina,
whose journey began in the shadow of
my searching for self. Your loving nature,
resilience, and innate wisdom are a testimony
to the brilliance of your own spirit.





Introduction
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I walk between worlds and I love it. I see spirits as if they were in the physical realm, and I talk to them as friends. I am a telepath, a clairvoyant, a medium and channel, a voice for others who dwell in states of consciousness other than our own. I see the auras of plants and trees, and at times, those who are guardians of them, and if I have embraced any philosophy in life, it would be, “To believe is to see.” Pull on the thread, I always say, and see where it leads.


I see nothing abnormal about piercing the veil between dimensions, looking through windows into other worlds; to me, it’s the natural evolution of my most silent and sacred prayer: to feel connected to life.


I want to know God. I was born a soul searcher, and trying to understand who I am, why I am here, and what’s it all about is the keynote to my soul. I can’t remember ever feeling another way. It’s my passion; it’s my rhythm. Knock and the door shall be opened. I haven’t knocked; I’ve used a battering ram. I’ve screamed at God, I’ve pleaded and I’ve threatened, I’ve cursed, I’ve begged, and I’ve bargained, and in the end, I’ve fallen to my knees in a broken heap and I have agonized over the relentless pull inside my heart to connect with what I didn’t know.


It was a hard childhood: alcohol, poverty, and chaos, terror, and rape, but perhaps the most acidic and corrosive of all, feeling as if I was never enough. Most of my adult life I fought fragmentation and envisioned my splintered soul floating aimlessly in a black universe.


The human spirit is a wondrous thing, and so is our ability to heal. It has been a difficult path, and I have felt forged by fire— and have found myself resurrecting from ash. As a result, my life has taken on a new color and a different vibration. My universe speaks to me through symbols and I have learned to interpret and embrace those signposts.


My life, full of psychic phenomena and mystical visions, has been called by most weird and mysterious, strange and bizarre; it has also been called inspirational and fascinating. I call it all of the above. It is at the prodding of the many—and of the silent voice inside my heart—that I begin at the beginning.





Prologue


[image: Images]


To suffer one’s own death and be reborn is not easy.


—FRITZ PERLS


DR. SLAVIN: In a moment, I am going to count down from ten to zero and with each number back, I’d like you to feel more and more relaxed, comfortable, and to slowly move back in time to the time period that we were talking about last week, or any time period that comes up, to slowly layer with each number, each step, each regression back. Ten. . . nine. . . eight. . . seven . . . six. . . five. . . four. . . three. . . two. . . one. . . zero. Start to get a sense of where you are, how you feel. . . how old you are. . . When you feel ready to start, tell me what it is that you see. . . what you feel. Where are you?


ATHENA: I’m not born yet. . . I’m with people that I feel really safe with . . . that I love a lot. . . some of them are masters and teachers, and they are showing me. . .


DR. SLAVIN: What are they showing you?


ATHENA: They are showing me where I’m going to be going and what some of my opportunities are. . . I don’t think I’m going to like being down there.


DR. SLAVIN: What kind of things are they showing you?


ATHENA: They are showing me that there’s going to be a family, and I’m going to be part of this family, and there are going to be some situations that are going to be really hard and trying.


DR. SLAVIN: How do you feel about that?


ATHENA: Well. . . I know. . . oh, boy. . . I know it’s going to be pretty hard, and they’re showing me. . . almost like on this big film strip, and I’m seeing my life, and it starts to take shape and form, and I’m seeing what can be, and I’m seeing what might be, but it is going to depend on how I perceive to learn from it—and it’s just. . . oh, boy, there’s a feeling coming into my body.


DR. SLAVIN: How does it feel?


ATHENA: I feel kind of like this pull and I think it’s getting time to go.


DR. SLAVIN: Go where?


ATHENA: Into the body. . . inside my mother and. . . it feels so different here . . . Oh. . . I don’t think I want to do this. . . I don’t want to do this.





Part One:
Lost






Chapter 1



God . . .


What Were You Thinking?


We are not human beings on a spiritual journey.
We are spiritual beings on a human journey.


—PIERRE TEILHARD DE CHARDIN


“You were born angry. You came out screaming, with your fists clenched.” That’s what Mother told me, and I believed it. I did not want to be here. When I looked at the stars at night, I was filled with a longing to return to the heavens, for everything told me that’s where I belonged, and I desperately wanted to go back. Somehow, I knew I had been hurled from a far larger womb than the one from which I had just emerged. I can’t remember ever feeling any other way, not for many years at least, nor could I help but feel that this place called Earth was the worst form of punishment that could ever be inflicted on my soul.


I am one of seven children born into a dysfunctional alcoholic environment. Mother fired us out of her womb in rapid succession. I am the middle child, and with two babies still in diapers left under the supervision of my sister Judy, I made my entrance into the world. For the record, I was born Anita James, a name I always hated and since then have changed.


My father, Dimitrious V. Dimitrious, a Greek immigrant with almost no command of the English language, had wanted to name me Athena. I have heard that the soul chooses the name and the parents simply become receptive to the request and honor it in the physical dimension. Either my mother was deaf, or I had a lot of growing to do until I became the vibration of who I am. I knew Athena was my name from the moment I heard it; it felt to me like an old slipper that held the indentation of every toe, worn to absolute comfort through the ages.


I never knew my father, for he was to become an elusive stranger who would show up at times without warning, a suitcase in hand, a box of Hershey Bars packed snugly amongst the stack of neatly folded shirts. Funny the things one remembers, like the way his clothes always smelled of cigar smoke, and how his attempt to settle into a situation would eventually overwhelm him, and that it was only a short time until the lack of order and the chaos sent him packing. To Mother, his parting words were always, “Yousa see me when Yousa see me.” She never knew when that would be. Neither did he.


Once, I pushed the screen door open and followed him outside. He was unaware of my presence. I stood on the ledge of our porch and watched as my father walked towards some unknown destination. He never did look back and I never looked away. It was in those moments of silent observation that I could feel how lost he was. His demeanor flooded my senses with a knowing of who he was, who he wished he was, but the most telling of all, who he felt like he never was.


His head wasn’t held with purpose or pride but rather cast downward towards the sidewalk. The weight of his suitcase caused him to walk slightly off kilter and his footsteps seemed slow and labored. He knew this journey would be long, arduous, and without direction. So did I. I could feel his spirit was broken and that his heart felt as heavy as the luggage that contained his worldly belongings. That made me feel sad. I watched my father disappear from sight.


Money was scarce, and it would constantly thrust our family into one crisis after another. I felt overshadowed by a feeling of hopelessness and the lack of power to change the conditions in which we lived. Those emotions were as familiar to me as breathing, and the scars that deprivation brought were the only thing, it seemed, in abundance. I hated the way they made me feel; shame and embarrassment, the lack of “normalcy” in any sense of the word, only fed my young psyche with resentment. I felt trapped inside a body I didn’t want to be in, for it kept me bound to a situation from which there didn’t seem to be any way out.


My mother, a beautiful woman of Norwegian descent, born on a homestead in the plains of the Dakotas, sought to escape through her imagination the harshness of my grandmother’s depression and her constant threats of suicide. Grandmother, it seemed, would take the shotgun, tell her children she was going to kill herself, and disappear into the night. Huddled together inside their weather-beaten shack, they waited for the echo of her demise to reverberate through their souls. I never knew much about my grandmother, only stories that were relayed to me, and those stories were invariably always followed with a heavy sigh.


When I was little, I had two treasures. I guarded those possessions fiercely. One was a tiny black Bible no bigger than my hand, and the other, a naked doll with no name. I pushed them both around in my baby buggy. I never knew the origin of that tiny Bible or of the “ominous presence” that filled its contents, and if anything, felt it was I who was being pushed around by some force I couldn’t see. I felt a thousand years old, trapped in a little kid’s body, and I knew that life was serious business.


My mother, a product of fire and brimstone, hell and damnation, had her own internal feud about what God was or wasn’t. Her statements were always more like questions, as if trying to convince herself of His existence and of His moral character. “God wouldn’t do that, now would He?” she would say with a puzzled look on her face, as if I had the answer. Her questioning was always based around “feeling” as if this presence were sitting in judgment of her or of the larger world. She commented often, “How can I be happy if the rest of the world is miserable?”


Her world was miserable, and she succumbed, tired and defeated.


Mom was a great storyteller, and words that flowed like water would paint vivid pictures in great depth and detail and became etched within the listener’s mind as if a scene on canvas suddenly came to life. You could almost smell the fragrance, feel the texture, and through imagination, become at one with the surroundings like a silent spectator of a memory that once held life but had been carefully tucked away and preserved in some remote corner of her mind.


The fireplace in our house served as the perfect stage, as did the old wooden bench that would creak and wobble with the weight of our bodies as we perched like crows, warming our backs against the flickering flames. Somehow, the furniture didn’t look so disgusting, the walls not quite so dirty or in need of paint when Mother told her tales. I loved the patterns of golden color that danced in the darkness casting shadows on the ceiling and floor. During those times, I didn’t feel so afraid.


I have asked myself over and over again, “Why in the hell, with conditions as they were, did she continue to get pregnant?” I resented that ignorance, and the times were many when I wanted to shout at her through frustration, “Jesus Christ, Mother! Why did you make it so damned tough on yourself by bringing more kids into this world when your life was such a fucking mess? Why did you make it so hard for me? What the hell was going on in your mind?”


It was that type of ignorance in Mom I always resented, for if I were to ask her that very question, she’d make excuses, none of which would make any sense at all. Mother was far from ignorant though, and it would be unfair to paint a picture of her in that light. She was intelligent, sensitive, and seemed to have a “sixth sense,” as she would say, a “feeling” about things.


Born into a sick environment, she sought to free herself through books, poetry, and her love of nature. As a child she invented three imaginary playmates, Free-Free, Froy-Froy, and Sim-a-dee-dee. Each little character had a very distinct personality. Free-Free was frivolous, carefree, and happy, while Froy-Froy was the sinister and evil of the lot, the instigator of evil thought. Sim-a-dee-dee was passive, non-emotional, and as Mom puts it, the “regular you.”


In the autumn of the year, she would lay on her stomach amongst the crumbling leaves, enveloped in their pungent spicy odor. Beaming through the branches of the tree, a hazy shaft of light spotlighted a toadstool on which her fairy friends frolicked. Mother played with them for hours to escape reality.


I remembered my mother moving about in the kitchen, taking two cups from the drain board upon which were piled in disarray chipped, unmatched dishes, stained and cracked like the veins in a leaf. I observed the yellowish wet dishtowel soaking up the water beneath the battered pots and pans. Everything was dented or broken, even the prongs on the forks. I hated those dishes.


“Someday, Mom, I’m going to buy you some new dishes! I mean it, Mom, someday I am!” I said with conviction.


She replied, “Well, God bless you honey. God willing, someday, maybe I’ll be able to buy them myself.”


She smiled as if she was touched by my gesture, but her eyes gave away the feeling of despair she tried so hard to hide. She poured the steaming, dark, muddy liquid out of the old tin coffee pot into the cups. I watched the coffee grounds sink to the bottom of my cup. A few dark flecks continued to swirl into the center of the whirlpool.


“Ahh. . . Nectar of the Gods,” she said as she raised the cup to her lips while in transit to the front room.


“Panther piss!” I mimicked as I trotted behind. “This shit is strong!”


I loved these times with Mom, for it wasn’t often I could have her attention. When I could, I took full advantage of it, prodding her relentlessly for one story after another.


She set the coffee cup on the fireplace mantel and stooped over to grab a large piece of wood that was stacked in the corner of the hearth. She shoved the wood into the dying embers with a force that scattered grey ashes with pieces of half-burnt newspaper in a frenzied movement of explosive color. The pitch began to sizzle and, in a few moments, the wood burst into flame.


Mother settled herself on the bench, crossing her legs, leaning forward to rest an elbow on her knee. I watched her squirm back and forth as if trying to root herself into a firm foundation, like a hen preparing to sit on a nest of unhatched eggs, a ritual in its own right. I kept quiet. I did not want to disturb the memories being brought into focus for voice. In a strange way, I felt something almost sacred about these moments, for her face reflected emotions she was totally unaware of.


With her coffee cup in one hand, she turned towards the fire and her face was bathed in a saffron glow. I listened to her sigh as she struck the wooden match across a blackened brick to light a cigarette. Lifting her hand to push a limp strand of hair back into place, she tilted her head slightly as if to arm herself with a sense of dignity in a situation that had none. She inhaled deeply on the Pall Mall, holding the smoke in her lungs. I watched as it escaped from her lips.


After quiet deliberation, she began, “Well, let’s see now. I can remember one time when I was three years old; Mother was giving me a bath in an old galvanized tub. The house was toasty and warm, and I could see the red-hot coals peeking out of the old pot-bellied stove. It was winter then, and we were having a blizzard.” She paused and stared off into space. For a moment her eyes grew vacant as if she were suspended in another time and place.


Realizing that she had drifted off, she shook her head. “Good God! Was Mother Nature merciless! All of a sudden, a gust of wind blew the front door open and I was hit by this icy blast of powdery fine snow that stung my skin. I looked up and saw this tall figure hesitating in the doorway. He was dressed in black, his face was gaunt, and his skin was ashen grey. His beard and moustache were covered with ice, and I’ll never forget the sound of the wind howling as it was whipping his coat frantically around his legs. He looked like the Grim Reaper. Mother stopped washing me, and I remember him saying with exhaustion in his voice, ‘Hello, Baby.’ He came home to die. That’s all I remember of my father,” she said, as she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
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If anyone could see a rose in a pile of shit, it was Mom. She had a way of glamorizing the most deplorable of situations, seeing the best in people to the point of ignoring discernment crucial to one’s innate sense of knowing. Red flags were seen more as pretty red lights, and that constant state of invalidation left gaping holes in my ability to trust myself.


What I felt in my gut was never validated as truth. When I had a feeling that something was wrong or a person was evil, her response was, “Oh, you’re just getting it mixed up with something else.” Her unwillingness, denial, or inability to confront what was real continued to spiral our family into great distress.


Mother’s parenting skills, or lack thereof, created the perfect environment for many a misfit, including any flea-bitten dog or scroungy cat, looking for a safe haven to lick their wounds.


Mom referred to us as her “seven little stair steps.” We referred to ourselves as “the seven mistakes.” My brother Bill once described us to a therapist as a “pack of fuckin’ wild dingoes.” Personally, Bill’s description gets my vote.


Talk to any number of kids who found shelter in our home and they would sing Mom’s praises. Her exhaustion left us to fend for ourselves, with no rules to follow; we were simply told, “Let your conscience be your guide.” No structure—what the hell, one more mouth to feed won’t make any difference. But it did make a difference.


It was a rare occurrence when we were afforded the luxury of running water and power at the same time. It was always a race between pennies counted, payday, and cut off dates. Sometimes we made it, and if not, Mom would cook dinner in the fireplace, stirring the beans in an old dented pot, charred and blackened from the soot of the flames. Tilting her chin upward, she would say with a heavy sigh, “Well, children, looks like we will dine by candlelight tonight.”


I always felt flawed, different, and disconnected. It would be years before I could identify what lived within my psyche as a constant state of discomfort.


I remember the moment I became aware of the shame associated with poverty. I had a playmate, Kathy, who came from a wealthy family. Her mother was slender, pretty, and kind. Her father wore starched white shirts and striped ties, and his neatly cut “Vitalis” hair had teeth marks from the comb where his pink scalp showed through.


They waited, parked in our driveway with the motor running in their shiny new car while mother hurried to get me dressed. That afternoon, Kathy said, “Let’s take off our dresses and dance in our panties like ballerinas.”


I made up an excuse. I didn’t want her to see my panties that were full of holes, bunched together by an oversized safety pin, hooked to the stretched-out elastic. I wanted to feel the freedom I always did when I danced. Instead, I felt the shame of poverty.


It was the awareness of feeling so flawed and less than—not one and equal like the other kids who wore pretty dresses for school pictures, white lace collars and freshly pressed skirts, with sweaters and bows to match. At that moment, I became aware of the strange sensation that I was viewing life as an observer—feeling a barrier of glass, a pane of window that separated me from everything and everybody.


I knew we were different, I knew I was different. I wanted to be like kids who got called in for lunch, who had to take naps or even got spanked. I was so excited once when my mother called me in for lunch. “I have to go now!” I said. “I can’t play; I have to eat lunch!”


For a brief moment, I was not different. I was like the other kids.


In my soul I have dreamt of freedom, to feel whole and to feel loved. I have fought fragmentation and have felt as disjointed as an amputee trying to find a limb that fit properly, but the end result was that I still felt like a stride out of rhythm. No matter how hard I tried, I could never shake the feeling of something missing.


There have been those angels, a select few, who have been placed in my path, and I have learned now the import of their divinity sparked within my consciousness, a protection and a fanning of my own internal flame. My sister was one of those angels, and if ever there was a soul whose very existence shone as a jewel in the crown of God, Judy shone the brightest.


I have often wondered where I would be had it not been for Judy, for I believe with all my heart I would have succumbed through exhaustion. The attraction toward suicide was a constant struggle; although I kept it hidden from others, I so desperately wanted relief. The problem was, what I struggled with was elusive; the memory of my childhood was marred and riddled with gaping holes. My family seemed surprised by this.


“Don’t you remember?” they asked.


“No,” I’d reply.


I’d look at their faces and try to recall what produced such a puzzled look.


“Come on! You remember!”


“No, I really don’t,” I’d reply. And I didn’t.


Judy and I often spoke in the later years of our maturity, how our bond, deep and ancient, reached far beyond this incarnation. We must have made a pact while on the spirit side to be born into the same troubled household, for we knew it was going to be a difficult life, and our love and sisterhood left us with a connection telepathic of heart and spirit that is difficult to describe.


Judy came into this life as a caretaker; although she was our half-sister, a child from Mom’s previous marriage, she became the mother, the matriarch of our family, and tried her best to provide whatever support and consistency we were to know. She was but a child herself, quitting school at fourteen to take care of six brothers and sisters. It must have felt to her like trying to stand erect on a lake bed of half frozen ice with no sure footing for the weight of her own body, let alone those who desperately clung to her hem for support.


It was a crazy time. Alcoholism was rampant, and my mother, who married a wealthy Greek as a source of security, soon found that gambling, booze, lack of literacy, and crooked employees ate away at the family fortune as well as my father’s sense of pride. His presence became as sporadic as his ability to provide for his family, and mother’s drinking and inability to cope thrust us into greater depths of deprivation from which there didn’t seem any way out.


With Father’s absence, Mother’s boyfriend—in the guise of a boarder—lived in the root cellar of our basement like a troll. He terrorized our family. He terrorized me.


It would be years before the festering wounds would create such chaos in my life that they would demand of me, as a rite of passage, the decision to explore and retrieve my battered spirit.





Chapter 2



Blame It On the Jukebox


I looked up my family tree and found three dogs using it.


—RODNEY DANGERFIELD


She plucked the chickens bare, glued the feathers to cardboard wings, and jumped off the barn in hopes she would take flight like an eagle in the sky. I think Mom was in as much shock as the naked chickens when she hit the dirt.


It seemed to me, no matter how hard she “flapped her wings” in life, there was part of her held back by underlying currents of undeserving. It was the way she would speak of things, how her shoulders would slump, a wistful sadness one couldn’t help but feel that let you know she, on some level, had resigned herself to the fact that things could never change.


They say we inherit traits from our relatives, but I swear the most dangerous of all are those we learn to accept as real in the emotional part of our nature. No doubt that has been my greatest challenge: chipping away at the cement of “false acceptance” to free the light inside my heart that wants to sing, “Yes! There is another way to live. You don’t have to buy into the despair of poverty and limitation.”


In her heart, Mother dreamt of an ideal world, with equality for all races, all God’s creatures, big and small. As a young girl, she cleaned houses for board and keep, and would, at any given opportunity, release mouse traps from springing on their unsuspecting prey, leaving behind the cheese as a token snack for the grateful critter. That was one of Mother’s most beautiful qualities. My daughter once said, “Nani adopted everything.” Indeed, she did.


She dreamed of a prince in shining armor, someone to charge in on a white horse to save her. He didn’t ride in on a horse. He rode in on a boat from Greece to Ellis Island, seeking his fortune in the land of opportunity. Both seekers of new beginnings, dreamers in their own rights, it was the promise of something more that forged their spirits and spurred them west.


My mother, Ruth Larson, stepped off the bus in Klamath Falls, Oregon, with plans for an overnight stay. With five-year-old daughter Judy in hand, they entered the Arcade Hotel. If she could have gazed into a crystal ball and seen what lay hidden behind the mist, she would have sprinted out of Klamath Basin, vaporizing like an apparition in the night.
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He noticed her from where he stood behind the counter. A beautiful woman of Scandinavian descent, her ash blonde hair, green eyes, and red lips were accented by exceptionally white teeth. She turned and smiled at him as she dropped the nickel in the jukebox. It stuck.


He seized the opportunity and charged out from behind the counter, dressed in his chef’s hat, starched white jacket, and black checkered pants. In his “bigger than life” style, he slammed his fist on the jukebox and gave it a good shake. It worked.


He was charming and charismatic. A Greek immigrant, one of fourteen children, he had voyaged alone to the United States as a young teenager to join an elder brother in an attempt to avoid the ravages of war that had taken the lives of several of his brothers. His elder brother being single and already a successful businessman, he stood to inherit a significant fortune. It was at Ellis Island where authorities changed his name, Dimitrious to the English translation James. He soon became known as Jimmie James, a.k.a. Diamond Jim.


His build was short and stocky, and he was meticulous in his personal hygiene and dress: tailored suits, shined shoes, black hair neatly trimmed and combed in place. His golden olive skin, close-shaven, smelled of Old Spice, and the constant gnawing on a cigar caused one eye to squint in an attempt to avoid the sting of swirling smoke.


Although he found humor in his own jokes that would make his dark eyes sparkle, he often was the only one laughing.


Mother took a room in the hotel above the restaurant and began to work for my father as a waitress, leaving Judy to play alone in their room or with the companionship of a playmate whose mother was a prostitute.


Mother was dating another man at that time, one she obviously felt chemistry with, and Judy remembers the way Mother’s eyes would light up and how her voice would change when she spoke of him, for their shared love of poetry and literature created a bond of mutual interest.


Five-year-old Judy was given the deciding vote. “Who do you want for a daddy? This one has this,” she remarked, enumerating the meager holdings of the poet, “and this one has that,” recounting for the child all the bounty of the immigrant heir.


Mother and “Diamond Jim” married in 1943.


For the first four years of their marriage, Mother was content. She loved the quiet of pre-dawn hours, and with coffee in hand would head outside to enjoy the morning sunrise. There, while digging in good ol’ Mother Earth, she would contemplate God and the larger mysteries of the universe.


The children came as fast as the social invitations, one after another, and their status quickly elevated to new heights among the “who’s who.”


Aristotle Onassis came to the United States to purchase several ships from Uncle Gus, who lived in Portland, Oregon. Mom remembers dancing with Onassis when she was pregnant with me.


“Yousa watch,” my father said in his thick accent, “that man eesa gonna be reechest man in the world.”


Mother once told me, “That was one of the most profound things your father ever said.”


Upon Gus’s death, Dad inherited an amount that would be worth millions today. Most of the estate was tied up in the form of stocks, bonds, and real estate. My father, a man with little education, had to struggle like a child in kindergarten to sign his name, and had no concept of wealth or what he was worth. Stocks and bonds were nothing more than worthless pieces of paper, so worthless in fact, Mother caught him once burning them in the fireplace.


Dad was interested only in what he could feel in his hands as cold cash, so he hired a lawyer, “Sell out, and geet what youse can for it,” he instructed, and the lawyer did, and took for himself whatever he was able to embezzle.


Diamond Jim was an alcoholic and compulsive gambler, a “big shot,” and a real showman. Sitting at the head of a table, surrounded by his Greek cronies and fellow gamblers, it was not unlike him to tip outrageous amounts of money or to light a cigar with a hundred-dollar bill.


“I was so damned mad at him one night!” Mother’s face was animated and alive. “He used to invite his Greek friends over for dinner after we closed the restaurant, so I had to cook at the spur of the moment after putting in a long day myself. They’d all drink too much and your father would usually pass out at the head of the table. I’d be left with a god-awful mess to clean up and a bunch of Greeks I couldn’t communicate with just sitting there staring at me!”


“Well. . . one night I got even with him.” Her face looked sly and mischievous, and a self-righteous smirk began to emerge. “Everyone had finally left and I just stood there looking at him. I was infuriated! I spotted a poor unsuspecting spider hanging right above his mouth, so I plucked him from his thread and let him drop! Your dad made some muffled, gurgling sounds and swallowed him. By God, he deserved it!”


The bets got larger, the losses greater. Mother began to panic about the finances. Judy often states that she would lie in bed crying and feeling guilty that she had chosen Dad as the one she wanted Mom to marry. She remembered a lot of fighting between them, and it was always about money.


Dad lost it all and, with sixteen dollars in his pocket, leaving Mom with strict instructions to sell the house, he took off to “Happy Camp” in Josephine, the old family Oldsmobile.


I believe it was the shame, fear, and bill collectors that drove Dad out of town. And it was the anxiety and financial crisis that drove Mother further into the bottle. She never sold the house.


A few months passed and Dad sent for us. He had opened up another restaurant. Three months later, and nine-thousand dollars in debt, Dad took off. Two days later, the electricity was shut off and the creditors locked the door to the restaurant, repossessed our car, and off they drove with our Christmas dolls as backseat passengers.


The only money Mother had was the loose change she was able to scrape from the cash register.


That night, she raided a potato field to feed us.


Two days later, Mom hocked her wedding rings to get us back to Klamath Falls.


I remember nothing of that time, and my memories of childhood are select and few. I don’t know if that is normal. Strange as it is, I remember certain conversations and events with great clarity. People often comment, “You’ve got a great memory.” That I find fascinating.


What to leave in, what to leave out?


And why?


The following memory etched deep within my consciousness has remained throughout the years, and I could never think of this event without my insides quivering with repulsion.


Sometime after we returned home, Mother’s drinking accelerated, and she took in a boarder who slept in the root cellar of our basement. He scared me. Ed would sit at the kitchen table slumped over a bottle of whiskey in a drunken stupor with his hand clutched around an empty glass.


He stunk. I didn’t like him.


[image: Images]


I was asleep on my stomach. I felt a hand on my back. I opened my eyes and, raising myself up on my elbows, I turned my head to see who was scratching my back.


“Get up. Come into the front room.”


I followed the slurred command, walked down the dark hallway into the dimly lit front room, and stood by the corner of the couch. I felt myself being lifted and positioned on his right leg. He was drunk. I didn’t like him. He scared me. He fumbled with the zipper of his brown trousers, as I began to squirm in an effort to free myself.


With his right arm across my back, he tightened his hold. I was trapped. He took my arm and placed it on the top of his shoulder like trying to position it in a romantic pose, as if I was a willing partner who wanted to engage in a long and passionate kiss. He was going to show me how “the big people did it.”


Filled with terror, I instantly pulled my hand away and pushed against his chest struggling to get free.


A grip like an iron vice clamped down on my wrist, and he began to moan as he forced my hand in his pants on his penis in a circular motion. His skin felt hot and sweaty there, and I wanted to scream, “Help me! Help me! Someone please help me!”


But I couldn’t scream. He forced his tongue down my throat. I felt myself gag.


I couldn’t fight the weight of his body. I felt powerless and small. The stubble of his beard felt like nails on my skin and his breath stunk from alcohol and decayed teeth.


That’s all I remembered for many years. Like I said, what to leave in, what to leave out.


I never did know what happened after that, nor did I have any recall of how I got away. It was like watching a television show when the program goes off air and the screen suddenly turns to snow.


I do remember, however, praying every night, “Please God, let me tell someone, please God.”


I didn’t know what I was praying to or who God was. I just wanted Him to make it go away.


He never did.





Chapter 3



How I Spent My Summer Vacation


The real tragedy of the poor is the poverty of their aspirations.


—ADAM SMITH


I stood on the porch and stared through the screen door at my mother, who was lying on the floor in a crumpled heap. Her shoulders heaved from the uncontrollable sobs that wracked her body. I watched our neighbor stoop over, grabbing her by the arm. “Come on, Ruthie,” she said in a compassionate whisper, “let me help you up.”


Mother just lay there, sobbing.


There was no furniture in the house, just an old galvanized bucket filled with dirty mop water. Nothing looked familiar. Not the house, not Mother, nothing. I looked at the wooden scrub brush lying on its back in a puddle of grey water. It looked as worn out and lifeless as my mother.


Connie, our neighbor, sensed my presence and shot me a look giving me strict instructions not to enter.


I felt helpless. I couldn’t make Mother stop crying so I did the next best thing, I took in her grief, sorrow, and despair. I felt it enter my body. Mom had lost the house with only a few mortgage payments left.


Who knew where Dad was? Somehow, we got moved into another house, and it wasn’t long before our pervert of a landlord poisoned our dog and set our house on fire while we had gone off to work in the bean fields. Most of our belongings were destroyed. When we arrived back home, we were farmed out to different houses temporarily.


Mother took off to California—felt the need, as she put it, “to get the hell out of Dodge.” I remember how she would pace, driven by anxiety, saying tensely, “Something will come through, something will come through.”


And it did.


California, here we come! Just like the Beverly Hillbillies, we piled our pitiful shit in the back of a few pickup trucks driven by two compassionate souls and were dropped off in front of a dilapidated old house with no yard—just hard compact dirt, a fallen foundation, plumbing that didn’t work, and a bedroom full of windows and ripped screens. When we opened the door to the bedroom, there was a mass exodus of flies that had been breeding in there for God only knows how long.


The two men who drove us to “our summer home” in Anderson, California, cried as they said goodbye to Mom. They gave her a hundred dollars and then headed back up to Oregon.


Smokey, our Australian shepherd, had survived the poisoning, and I have a vague recollection of a family “pow wow” about the cost of the vet bills and the decision to ship him down to be with us, as opposed to using the money for necessities like. . . food. He damned near peed on himself when he saw us.


My sister Connie had one outfit that she wore to school every day: a black skirt, white blouse, and a lapel pin in the shape of a 45 record. Paul remembers having to curl his toes under in his shoes because they were too small, and taking them to the cobbler, who kept telling him, “Jesus Christ! Tell your mother to buy you some new shoes.” Susie sported a six-inch sliver from our front porch that never received medical attention, and Johnny, dressed in ragged hand-me-downs, used to hang like a monkey in the tree in front of our house. My brother Bill, a sophomore in high school, walked by the house and up the alley to come home through the back door, so no one would see where he lived.


Mom continued to pass out, and me. . . I got better at tuning out.


The plumbing seldom worked. I remember the sink would be filled with dirty, grey, cold water and pieces of soggy cornbread floating in circles, and the house smelled like shit.


Poverty has its own stench.


We would gather around our only source of heat, an old potbelly stove in the front room, burning anything that was available: shoes, magazines, old furniture. It got so hot it almost glowed. I recall no furniture, or very little of it, in the room; I am told, however, there were pee-stained mattresses on the floor.


“Oh, there’s no place like home for the holidays!” Judy, now twenty, had not been home since her move to San Francisco before Mother lost the house. Now she was home for Christmas!


Judy had thought it strange that Mom insisted her friend drop her off at the restaurant where she worked rather than drive her directly to the house. Mom needed time to prepare Judy for what she was about to walk into.


Some years later, Judy told me how she lay in bed and cried when she saw the deplorable conditions in which we lived; how excited she had been at going home for Christmas, thinking about each one of us, what we would like; how deep in debt she had gone buying gifts for the family; and how long it took to pay off her bills.


I still remember to this day how guilty and ashamed of myself I felt because I wanted a skirt to go with the robin’s egg blue sweater she bought for me.


I don’t know how long we stayed in the town of Anderson— perhaps a year. I will never forget the day my father found us and moved us to Chico, California. My God, it was as if the heavens parted and the cavalry came riding in on the clouds. Maybe Mom had been right after all. Perhaps knights in shining armor do exist. If ever there was a time my father redeemed himself in the eyes of Mother, it was then—as short-lived as it was.


As we pulled into town and drove down the tree-lined boulevard, it was as if we had come upon a green, lush oasis. It was the most beautiful place I had ever seen. It felt as if we had been delivered from the clutches of some black force and all of a sudden hope was alive in our hearts.


We moved into the house on Broadway—not one we had to be ashamed of. There was a green lawn and sidewalks, cement steps that led to a big porch with stone pillars, ledges to sit on, flowering bushes, hydrangeas in colors of bluish violet and pink.


Although school had started three weeks earlier, my sister and I lagged a little longer, waiting to get our first welfare check, so we could buy shoes.


I asked my sister Judy once, “When we were little, were things as bad as I remember?”


“Worse,” she said flatly.


Recently, I found myself recounting vague memories of Anderson, the “hellhole” as I call it, and as spirit would have it, simultaneously as I questioned, I was led to the answer. My niece gave me a paper bag in which was a crumbled letter written by Mom around those events. Mom was writing a letter to Judy who was still living in San Francisco at the time.


Dearest Judy,


Thought I’d write you a real cheerful letter for a change! So many good things have happened in the past week I just thought it might make you feel good to know. . . I had three jobs offered me last week and so I took one (naturally). I’m working at the Silver Dragon Chinese joint. In fact, I just got through work about an hour ago. . . it is now 2 a.m.


Mr. James is still working and seems to be in real good with his boss so I guess he will be working steady as business has picked up since he started cooking there, and that makes the boss real happy. And to top everything else off, I finally got those back checks from Klamath Falls which amounted to about $450 and that was a boost to this household!


The little girls about went wild when I gave them $25 a piece to get new shoes and stuff last Friday (when I got my job and also the back checks). It seems when everything starts going wrong, everything, but everything follows suit and does like-wise, and then all of a sudden when things change for the better, we hit the jackpot. They get so good we don’t know how to act! Ha! And to add to our good luck, it all happened last week.


Mr. James received notice from the Veterans administration that he will be getting a small disability pension each month. Not much, but $66 a month, and dating back since August of ’59 which will amount to over $400, which he will receive in a lump sum, so he was told. That money will be given to me, and I’m going to invest it as a down payment on a home as Mr. James can get one on a GI deal.


We lost the one we had, and I’m going to see that these kids have a home of their own again! Not only that, but new and decent furniture as well! We made a start already on that. Mr. James brought home a good used Maytag automatic today-it works just grand and for only $75. ($5 per month.) Someone gave him a used gas range just like the one you had on Rose. It works fine, too. Our refrig died and to me, spending $100 to put in a new unit doesn’t make sense so I’m going to get a new one with a larger freezing capacity than the one we had, as we need it if one wants to buy wisely. So now I’m convinced our luck is changing for the better. . . and it never fails to amaze me how things can change so suddenly!


A month ago we were living like rats in Anderson! We practically lived on beans and potatoes! It was so bitterly cold with no heat except old “Pot Belly” and it got to the point too, where I didn’t have money to buy wood, and I had to burn leaves! Also old shoes, clothes, and even old love letters (what a heat that created!)


How we managed to live like we did is beyond me now. No washing machine, no hot water, a sink plugged up for two months, a bathroom too cold to use even if we had hot water, which we didn’t. . .no refrig. . . (not that we had anything to put in it) and no money! The kids went without lunch or sneaked off through the alley to come home to a big batch of French fries or “lotsa” potatoes! Potatoes! Yet we managed to make fun of our situation and we’d hole up for the night in the dining room, mattresses on the floor, and watch TV with no light, save the light from the old “Pot Belly.” We all got attached to it!


We’d sit around it at night and talk about life and what was happening to us. . . try to figure out “why” and keep hoping there was a reason for it and that someday we’d laugh about it and be the stronger and better for going through it. It got to the point finally though, where the poor darlings I felt, had reached the breaking point. They were just forcing themselves to be hopeful and funny.


Athena for instance, and the “cornmeal pancake” episode! Remember when I wrote you shortly after Thanksgiving when I had “cracked up?” Neighbors came to help, and help came from every direction and people were so good? We received oodles and oodles of canned goods, but were bombarded with potatoes, corn meal, and flour. The kids referred to it as “charity chow.” Well, when I left the 49Club Dec 3, and there was no more work. . . no money. . . we lived on what we had. . . we had to! We ate the best first, naturally, and left the worst. . . potatoes, beans, and cornmeal. We finally got down to cornmeal pancakes!


Poor little Athena was trying to clean up that dump one day, and the corn meal pancakes were floating on top of the cold dirty dishwater in the sink. . . she started bailing out the water and throwing it on the porch. It looked like Niagara Falls (the steps). The pancakes kept getting in her way and everything was so impossible she went berserk and started throwing those wet pancakes all over, and I joined her, too. We even hit outer space, and they’re still there I guess, but we had a good laugh over it. Better yet we’re laughing now!


It seems so wonderful to see the kids so happy in nice new clothes. . . well-adjusted and happy in a new school, making friends, and hope in their eyes instead of doubt and despair. They just love this town and I do, too. I haven’t met my next-door neighbor yet. We have met indirectly through our common vices, cigs. We run out and send our kids over to borrow cigarettes from each other. Now I don’t have to, thank goodness. I can buy them by the carton!


Connie and Athena missed three weeks of school as they didn’t have shoes. They “holed up” in their room, watched TV, got on each other’s nerves and picked fleas from “Chow Chow” to pass the time away. Prisoners of Poverty, I called them. When I took them downtown last Friday to buy their new “do-dads,” we laughed all the way as they acted sort of dazed, they actually hadn’t been out of the house in three weeks and everything seemed so new and wonderful to them. . . It was lots of fun, but they acted like “little hermits” emerging from the hills. They hadn’t been downtown, so I showed them the little places of interest. We stopped at the pet shop where they had this darling little monkey and a myna bird that kept saying, “Hi ya kid. . . wanna play ball?”


Then we walked through this lovely little park right in town, where there were orange trees laden, roses blooming and all kinds of birds and doves flying around. College students were sitting in the sun reading and watching the girls go by.


We did our shopping, splurged on milk shakes, then I had to rush home and go work at 5 p.m. It seems so nice to smell good cooking smells like pork chops, lamb, and turkey in this house! “Essence of Beans” has been our standby for so long.


So when I sum it all up, I feel our misfortunes must have helped us all grow in some way. It amazes me how very popular and much in demand the kids are. Everyone seems to think they’re different and outstanding. God! If they only knew what they went through. . . maybe that’s why they are what they are.


Now about your time off. . . when do you plan on taking it? Soon I hope. Maybe you and I can have a ball fixing this place up. Mr. James is in good with a lot of people here in town, some Greek people too, and they want to help him get started again with credit references, etc. I’m going to take advantage of it and get new things for a change.


I figure with both of us working as we are now, and with his monthly check, we will be making $565 a month, and we sure as heck can stick our necks out and afford new things to make our youngsters proud and happy. Such are our hopes. Like I said before, he is doing his best. The damage is done as far as he and I are concerned. . . he doesn’t exactly know it. . . but I keep letting him know he is doing the most wonderful thing any man can do, and that is to make his children happy by doing for them and building something for them again.


I see I must quit. . . my paper is all used up and there is no more. I’m tired too, as I have put in a long day. . . (also drank six beers) Ha! I’m hoping I’ll hear from you soon, and that you’re well and happy and will soon have some time to spend at home. Let me know!


Love from all, but mostly me. . . Mom





Chapter 4



When It Hurts Too Much to Love


Anger ventilated often hurries toward forgiveness;
and concealed often hardens into revenge.


—EDWARD G. BULWER-LYTTON


Somehow, we redeemed ourselves in the eyes of God. He must have said, “All right, the poor bastards have had enough.” For it seemed as if things, although still difficult, never reached the depth of what felt as such insurmountable odds, where our living conditions were concerned.


Dad was around for a short period. Mother, relieved he had found us, was just as relieved when he left, and us “chillens,” well, we were just happy we had plumbing that worked and a nice house to live in.


Our house filled up quickly with newfound friends and our screen door constantly banged, announcing the arrival of more kids after school. We became the local hangout. Music blared and could be heard from the street; voices were loud, competing with the volume of the records playing on the phonograph. Mother arrived home from work exhausted, fixed us dinner, and retreated to her room to read her Fate and UFO magazines, sneak a few beers, and find some peace and quiet.


School was a blur. I excelled, strangely enough, at public speaking, turning boys’ heads, and I was shunned by the senior girls as I entered high school. My grades were pitiful. I didn’t care about them, didn’t study, didn’t give a shit. Who knew what study habits were? I don’t think I can ever remember anyone saying to me, “Did you get your homework done?” I could bring home a report card full of Cs, Ds, and Fs. Mother would sigh and say, “Well. . . if you did your best.” I didn’t know what my best was, but I knew and she knew that her best and my best weren’t good enough. I didn’t care, and I think she was too tired to care, because it took too much effort.


I cut school a lot. We hung out by the garage until Mom would go to work, wrote our own excuses, and got pretty good at it, too. “Athena was absent on Monday the sixth as she was working out in the yard this weekend and got soaked by a leaky hose and caught a bad cold.”


I had a natural ability to style hair. Word soon got out, and girls would arrive at my house on the weekend, their hair set in orange juice cans and their bangs taped flat against their forehead with scotch tape. Piled on the bed, they would await their appointed slot, discussing the cool senior men and what they were going to wear to the dance that night, oohing and ahhing as they watched me. Armed with Aqua Net hair spray, with bobby pins sticking out of the corner of my mouth, I backcombed their hair, styling it into these god-awful ’dos that resembled drum majorettes’ hats. What the hell, we thought we looked hot, cruisin’ up and down the Esplanade on a dollar’s worth of gas, listening to the Beatles on the radio, stopping at the local hangout for hamburgers, French fries, and vanilla Cokes.


Judy, living in San Francisco at that time, had become the epitome of sophistication. She thrived in the cosmopolitan environment, and it showed. Six-foot in stocking feet, six-three in heels, her tall, statuesque frame, with perfect posture, dressed impeccably in black with her Grace Kelly blond hair pulled into a French twist and eyeliner skillfully applied to her green eyes, she was beautiful, and I adored her.


In her exploration of knowledge, Judy was completely self-taught, and whether it be classical music, jazz, literature, poetry, or art, she was passionate about her endeavors and gave herself fully over to any current fascination. The Catholic religion had become her point of focus (short-lived though it was); while home for a visit, she got on her bandwagon, and I, her only captive audience, sat next to her on the old wooden bench in front of the fireplace, warming the palms of my hands while she tried to convert me. None of it made any sense, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t listening. When she really wanted to drive a point home, she’d lean forward, resting her elbows on her knees, her hands positioned securely on the Bible. Listen to this she would say, reading the passage slowly. “Did you get it?”


I’d just nod and smile. I was more fascinated with her iridescent blue eye shadow and how she applied her makeup.


That fascination stuck with me, and makeup became a lifelong career.


With high school came my first love. Although he was older, had already graduated, and lived four hours away, still we managed to see each other every few weeks. Full of anticipation and excitement, I stood on the ledge of our front porch straining to spot his red Corvette as he drove through town up the one-way street that led to our house. We had plans to marry when I graduated; however, my life was about to take a drastic turn, at the tender age of seventeen.


Food was tasting weird, my period was late, and I began to feel a growing sense of anxiety. . . “What if I am pregnant?” With my heart racing, I would try to convince myself that it was only my imagination. To be single and pregnant was to be a social outcast, the talk of the town, and all poor souls who found themselves in such a predicament suddenly without warning became “sick with mononucleosis,” or went “to live with a distant aunt” for five or six months.


It was okay, though, we were going to get married, he said; he would drive down from Oregon where he lived and we would tell my parents. That’s what he said, and I believed him. My father liked him, my mother liked him, and I loved him. The weekend he said he was coming, I stood on the ledge of the porch and waited for him. He never came.


When I finally got him on the phone, his voice was dead and monotone. “Oh hi, Sunshine,” he said flatly. “How are you?”


“Well,” I stammered, “I’m pregnant.”


“Well,” he said in a dry lifeless tone, “here’s what ya do. You walk into a drugstore and you get some quinine tablets and drink some turpentine, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll see about getting you an abortion.”


“What about getting married?” I said.


“I never said I’d marry you.”


Mother came into my bedroom wanting to know what in the world was the matter.


“He can’t come down this weekend,” I told her.


“Good God!” she said completely irritated. “It’s not the end of the world!”


That’s what you think, I thought.


I couldn’t concentrate in school and I couldn’t stop crying. We were poor. I couldn’t go away and have it. No one knew, I couldn’t tell anyone, and I didn’t know what to do.


I was sitting on the old picnic bench in front of the fireplace staring at the flames. I could feel Mother’s presence behind me. I didn’t acknowledge her; I just stared at the fire. She stood there for the longest time before she spoke. “Honey,” she said quietly, “are you pregnant?”


I didn’t look at her or answer, but I could feel the tears streaming down my cheeks.


“Well,” she said, “don’t worry, we’ll work something out.” Mother called Judy who was living in Sacramento at that time. I still remember the relief I felt when Judy came home to see me that weekend. She just held me and let me cry, saying “poor baby.” Both Judy and Mother argued about what was in my best interest. Mother wanted me to have the baby; Judy said she could find a way for me to have an abortion. I felt removed from all decision-making and began to tune out.


I was caught in a vortex that was pulling me into a whirlpool, and all I could think of were ways to make the pain go away. I pleaded with God: I’d be good; I’d do anything he wanted—just make it go away. “Help me, I need help,” I cried, but it all seemed to fall on deaf ears.
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