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			This book is dedicated to my father, Nino, the real deal, and my mother, Louise, the sweetest ever, who gave their all and left me with a heart filled with empathy, a spirit that can’t be broken, and a mouth you wouldn’t believe.
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			The Pre-Ramble

			It was early November in Los Angeles. My car slowed down for the red light at Woodman and Ventura in Sherman Oaks. I looked to my right to see an older woman in her late sixties or early seventies, in a pink blouse and off-red overcoat covering white pants, sitting on a suitcase. Her hair was a dirty blonde, literally filthy, but she had brushed it and styled it into an updo. Her shoes were slip-ons, white and scuffed. It was too cold out for what she had on.

			She held a cardboard sign. “Please. Help me. I have nothing.”

			She rocked back and forth, muttering to herself, ignored by the cars that raced into the right turn lane onto Woodman and toward the 101 Freeway. She looked so small and hopeless. Not ten feet away, three young hipsters took selfies and were filming something, oblivious to their surroundings. They didn’t seem to see her, but I did. I honked my horn lightly to get her attention and waved money in my hands. She did not look up and began to cry. My heart broke. It always does.

			As the light turned green, I inched forward through the intersection and looked for a place to pull over. A hundred yards passed. Nothing. Five hundred yards. Nothing. In less than a minute, the old me disappeared and I was too far away to care as hard as I did. I decided to drive back through the intersection after my audition, and I hoped she’d be gone. Yet I felt the ache of responsibility.

			This ache is ever present. Every day. Every lost human. Every shelter-insecure or unmediated or mentally unstable soul. Who are they? Who were they? What happened to them?

			

			Truth is, I know what happened. Reagan happened. Nixon happened.

			Even the ACLU happened. And human dignity took a big step back.

			Why am I crying? Because I always do. I was there at the beginning almost forty-five years ago. It started in 1968, but it all began in earnest in 1969.

			So, let me tell you my story as the sixties poster child for mental illness.

			I remember it all clearly, but memory is funny, and the truth is, no one’s memory is infallible. If I’ve gotten something wrong, it is completely unintentional. For me, memory begins in the summer of 1968, the summer of lithium and the Milo Arms Board and Care Home; the summer I realized I would never sleep with hard rollers in my hair in a Strawberry Shortcake sleeping bag on the floor of another girl’s house, and she would sure as hell never sleep at mine.

			I have been conditioned my entire life to be detached and self-critical and funny. It’s safer. My life and the lives of my siblings depended on it. But now, I’m sore and tired and angry from it all. I’m exhausted by cardboard signs and tent cities filled with people who once had hope. I want to be angry for where we are now, but I also want to honor, with my story, the wonderful horror that was mental illness in the time of no cures, no patience, rampant lithium prescriptions, and electroshock therapy.

			I now have a grip on the narrative of my life, if not a stiff drink, so I want to tell you what it was like to be me: a child in search of her father’s love and approval, an adoring audience, and a punchline that would make people laugh. What it was like to yearn for one half hour of silence so I could watch an episode of Josie and the Pussycats without someone yelling out “I AM THE RISEN CHRIST!”

			I never told anyone what my dad did for a living after he gave up showbiz. I always led with whatever his latest endeavor was. You see, I “did” 24/7 mental illness and didn’t have anything else to add, so I put my childhood and all that went with it where you put the lids for the Tupperware. Bottom drawer, to the left, with my other trauma.

			My weird 1968, and all things paisley and non-breathable fabric, came roaring back into focus when I became pregnant with my daughter, Gabi.

			Thursday, January 11, 1991.

			“To the best of your recollection, what have you ingested for the past two weeks?” asked the nurse with the clipboard. I was at a follow-up at my OB/GYN for an infection of some sort.

			“You’re kidding me, right? I can’t remember what I had for dinner last night.”

			“I assure you, I am not kidding.” 

			Fish.

			I had fish last night.

			My doctor burst in like Jackie Gleason on uppers and declared that my blood test showed I was a bissel shtup. He seemed oddly thrilled yet somewhat bemused. I realized he said I was a little expecting. I was pregnant. Speaking of expecting, I was not expecting this. I was stunned. I had no idea what was going on, how I could wake myself up, or how much weight I was genetically predisposed to gain.

			I couldn’t pull up anything on the mental dry-erase board I used to keep track of my childhood, because most of those memories were in the lower left bin mixed in with the Tupperware lids. Burp me, I’m fucked. When they revived me with smelling salts that curiously smelled nothing like salt, my doc told me I was seven to eight weeks pregnant. Me.

			Shit. Shit. Shit. This was not part of the plan. “So, between your birth control pills and the sinus infection meds, we need to do an amnio on you to see if there is any damage to the baby.”

			I felt sick, but I thought to myself, My gawd, but medicine has come a long way if they can do a test and fix whatever is wrong with the baby in utero. Baby? Me?

			

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			What I heard was that this test, an amniocentesis, could determine any damage or disability to the fetus that might affect its ability to sustain life outside the womb. But that was NOT what they were actually saying. Hard to make words out with that loud whooshing sound, which was the echo of the life I had had a mere twenty minutes ago flushing itself down the toilet.

			“How do you fix it when you discover the problem?” I asked.

			“We don’t. This is to give you an opportunity, if medically needed, to abort quickly and safely. Candi, to care for a child with mental defects requires skills far beyond what you can imagine. So, let me schedule the test and let’s get a read out on your next steps.”

			I didn’t know why but that bugged me. Sure, I didn’t even really like kids. But I could care for a special needs child.

			He made an uncomfortable stab at a joke and said, “You’re a mensch, Candi, but you have no idea what it is like to live with people with severe handicaps.”

			But I did. I felt something old and familiar rising inside me, my rusty and sad childhood spent around mental illness, full of smiles and laughter and tears. As I grabbed my goody bag filled with pamphlets and sample vitamins and prescription slips, a phrase came to mind: Milo Arms Board and Care Home. A group home, filled with somebody’s kids. It made my stomach flip.

			I got in the elevator and pushed the lobby button. I sang out loud with Rod Stewart, “Tonight’s the night, everything’s gonna be alright!” ignoring the stares from the elevator peanut gallery.

			I walked out to my car. A homeless man was cleaning windshields for spare change. He saw me and started on mine. I let him. He made a mess. I let him. And I stared. I always stared. Would any of the residents still be alive?

			That night, after I told my husband, who faked being happy about becoming a parent better than anyone I will ever know, that I was pregnant, I dreamt of myself as a young girl…being led to prison. I was sassy, with arms akimbo and a tapping foot. The unibrow and overbite were nice touches. I pointed a finger at me and said, “Listen. You better tell people who you really are. Tell them the truth about the mental institutions and medications, the actual words used to describe the mentally ill. How we’ve come a long way, but not far enough. Don’t talk cute about it. Nothing about your life is cute. Cute is how people end up living in parks. Cute ain’t reality.”

			I was like a mini-Joan Rivers but without the go-go boots.

			“Until you tell what YOU know, every homeless person you see will continue to break your heart into a million pieces. Walk the fine line between Barbie dolls and lithium that was your childhood.”

			The issues that led to one of the first halfway houses ever, Milo Arms Board and Care Home, were still around in 1991 and are still around today. I want to share them if only to finally quell this furious part of me that wants generational homelessness to end but doesn’t know how to help anymore. Because of Milo Arms, I know how to handle things a normal person would never even have to consider, let alone an eight-year-old. If I step gingerly through the broken glass of my childhood armed with an emotional glue stick and the courage to tell the glaring truth, the final picture might illuminate why I think and act the way I do.

			The truth is, not everyone wants to be a child again, especially if that childhood was spent in one of California’s first homes for the mentally ill and emotionally disturbed.

			“Good evening, Milo Arms Board and Care Home. How may I help you? No, Candi can’t come to the phone; she’s in a straitjacket. Can I take a message?”

			Yeah.

			My voice, born of really twisted experiences from a unique vantage point, belies a certain acerbic take on things. My story, born of a perfect storm of events, politics, and family, saw things quite incredible, horrible, humane, and true. My height, one hundred percent genetics.

			My story spans the 1960s and ’70s, and despite nostalgia leading us to believe those decades were the embodiment of peace, love, and groovy-ness, I promise you those years had a mean streak.

			Bullying was as rampant then as is it is today—we just didn’t have the internet. And sadly, two of the most spiteful words prevalent back then were “mentally retarded.” Those words were used casually probably because no one had ever met a person with this particular disability. They were all tucked away from view in institutions. 

			My story begins when those institutions closed. 

			I am ashamed to say I used the term as a kid. I even remember thinking using it then was “such a burn.” Over the years, it eased its way out of my vocabulary when I got to know the people behind the disability and see them for the entire beings they were. 

			In 2013, the Diagnostic Statistical Manual, the eponymous guidebook for psychiatrists, removed the words “mentally retarded” and replaced them with “intellectually disabled.” 

			For context, in 2013, I was fifty-two. In 1968, I was seven.

			The bully is still alive and kicking today, but we use different words to wound and “otherize.” Have you ever heard someone say, “Oh, these houseless people are just drug addicts, welfare queens, alcoholics looking for a handout”? The practice of debasing the less fortunate allows us to believe that those people deserve what is happening to them rather than for us to believe, Well, gee, aren’t I lucky?

			That said, let’s all take a deep breath, travel back to 1968, become seven years old, and get on with the remembering. 

			And if you have trouble wrapping your mind around this, any of my reality, I have photos.

			

		

	
		
			These Hallowed Halls of Lithium

			My greatest fear used to be the unknown. I had to obsessively know the outcome of things. Anything. Everything. In 1969, there was no fast-forwarding device. You couldn’t skip ahead to see if the ending was happy enough to endure the present. You had to live life in real time.

			All five of us Milo kids were watching The Three Stooges on our bulbous, tiny TV, housed in the world’s largest fake wood cabinet, waiting for Dad to return from Agnews State Mental Hospital and his errand of picking up our future guests. 

			We all knew this day was coming, but it still stunk that it had arrived. I was kind of hoping I’d be married by then. Also, I was eight. We were all gathered in the living room of our stately ex-fraternity house a few blocks from the San Jose State campus—Milo Arms Board and Care Home. 

			I tried to think of happy things and ignore the anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach. How many will he get? What will they be like? How far could my savings of eleven dollars and sixteen cents get me if I ran away right now?

			I grabbed my transistor radio and tuned in KLIV. The Stones’s “Ruby Tuesday” was playing. Growing up listening to music from a transistor radio is, I fully believe, the root of all lyrics misquotes. Like most kids of my generation, it began with “Ruby Tuesday” and ended with “Blinded by the Light.” If you know, you know. 

			I lived for AM music and dreamed in music videos long before there was even such a thing as MTV. In my dream sequence, I sang my hit song “Be Nice to Me or Else,” which blared from…somewhere, as I hopped onto a slow-moving trolley car in San Francisco. It had to take place in San Francisco because nothing good ever happened in San Jose. Even Dionne Warwick didn’t know the way. I was dressed like Doris Day in a groovy ensemble, real matchy-matchy. I ran, barely made it aboard, fake-catching my breath, as attractive women and men in hats smiled at me like I was their long-lost friend. My song rounded the chorus as the trolley turned down Lombard Street. I hit the big note at the end as a car of cute boys passed me and waved. I waved back. And even though it was my dream, and I was in control, the trolley hit a curb and I went flying out and landed in a twisted heap until a light blue Vespa, driven by a nun, ran over me. 

			I heard a horn beep and leapt out of my reverie to run to the window. But it wasn’t Dad.

			Dad would be returning in our new Chevy van. It was a white passenger van with a thin powder-blue stripe down the side. I went with him when he traded in our old green jalopy of a Chevy Deluxe for it. Dad liked the stripe because he felt a plain white van made it look like he was delivering flowers.

			Dad immediately had the van stenciled on the side. In bright red letters, it read: MILO ARMS BOARD AND CARE HOME. This was in letters large enough to ensure it would attract everyone’s attention—but not in a good way. To him, all attention was good attention.

			Underneath that, in smaller red letters, italicized for flair: 297-3670. Our home phone number. It was like a moving billboard. All that was missing was a carnival barker with a bullhorn on top of the car announcing openings for future residents.

			A few years later, Dad would add a caduceus to the back. The medical insignia. Good thing he got the van with the stripe. Wouldn’t want anyone to think it was a delivery truck. Instead, it looked like a freaking ambulance.

			This was my ride to school. That was really my home number.

			Maybe Dad wasn’t going to get enough vets at the state hospital to fill all the rooms in the house. Maybe he was hoping someone would see the van driving down the street and call us for themselves or a relative or a really annoying neighbor.

			I had questions. Having only seen mentally disabled people on the TV, and usually only associated with marijuana use or running from radioactive mice in scary movies, I wondered: Do people who really need our kind of help suspect they are crazy enough to need this kind of help? Do they carry a pad and pen to write down the information? Most crazy people I came across were lucky if they remembered to wear pants. Most crazy people I knew chatted with fire hydrants.

			Then I heard it. The Andrews Sisters singing “Bei Mir Bist Du Schoen.” 

			Bei Mir Bist du Schoen, please let me explain. Bei Mir Bist du Schoen means you’re grand…I could say bella bella even say wunderbar. Each language only helps me tell you how grand you are.

			Dad and the van were nowhere in sight, which told me how loudly the music was blasting. As the tune grew clearer and the beat steadier, the harmonies blended into one voice that drew all of us Milos near, like moths to a flame.

			Sharron, Nick, Toni, Mom (holding Richard), and I came close to the window as the van swung into the driveway. Mom told me not to touch the sheers because they’d get soiled. I said soiling the sheers should be the last goddamn thing on anybody’s mind right now.

			Before she could shake me senseless, Dad swung open the door and gave us all his biggest showbiz smile. A little too big.

			It said to me, Candi, have no fear. You will have slumber parties. Your guests are out in the van on mind-bending medication. Enjoy!

			That big.

			Dad ran over to Mom, Louise, kissed her cheek, and said, “Lulu, it’ll be okay. You’ll see.” Mom paled and put her hand over her mouth as if to stifle a scream. Is it ever okay when someone says it’ll be okay?

			

			I tapped Mom’s arm.

			“I’m never going to have any friends, am I?”

			The quiet that followed made clear the answer to that question was not thought out while this plan was being hatched. While Dad was rustling up the paying guests, Mom lined us up to greet them. A demented reception line. We looked like The Brady Bunch but swarthier. We dressed up for the occasion in our own weird way.

			I wore my favorite “Sock It to Me” pants (brightly colored and covered with slogans from the TV show Laugh-In), my red PF Flyers (ok, just one), and a white button-down shirt that belonged to my older brother Nick. I also had on a black bow tie that I’d found in a box in my parents’ room.

			My older sister Toni smoothed down a beige minidress that looked kind of cool with her lime green slingback heels. With her pinky finger, she picked at her hair, which was teased up in a beehive.

			My little sister Sharron was barefoot and had on a too-small party dress, backward.

			Nick wore Levi’s (the only kind of jeans back then) and a plaid short-sleeved shirt.

			Mom wore a lilac-color dress. Dad called it a wrestling dress because he said when Mom walked it looked like two kids wrestling under a blanket.

			I did mention that my dad was a comic, didn’t I? A comic given a license to run a halfway house because…why not?

			We looked good, for us. Okay, not exactly good, but a true representation of who we were. Feral. Even my hair was behaving. It was almost under control. It was short and thick and wavy, and frequently it liked to do things. Dad called it thinking hair. Not because it was smart but because it seemed to have a mind of its own.

			The front door flew open and there was Dad, beaming. Behind him lurched Milo’s new recruits. I searched for the veterans Dad said he was bringing home.

			Holy shit.

			

			These were six of the most non-Vietnam veterans I had ever seen. First of all, yippee! There were only six and not a dozen. But also, holy shit. Someone let the wrong group out of the hospital. Someone really messed up. These folks would never be able to care for themselves.

			“Dad, you should go back and get more regular-looking people. There’s something wrong with these ones. They’re irregular.”

			Dad would later refer to this first group of “residents” (what Sharron and I called them to their faces) as the kind of people who were waiting for the lunch bell to ring. If you totaled up their combined years of institutionalization, I promise you that is exactly what they were waiting for.

			They looked like lost German tourists whose bus ran off the road on their way to Las Vegas and smashed into a thrift shop, which then exploded on them. They were dazed, poorly dressed, and had an air about them that made you think of bright lights in the distance and an oncoming train.

			Let’s meet the residents, shall we? Going from left to right, our residents were:

			Leland Lloyd, a mentally unstable and emotionally ill man in his forties. He shifted from foot to foot and held a small suitcase. He was staring intently at something up high in the farthest corner of the room. He was staring so intently that Sharron followed his gaze, but being only six and unable to figure out that he wasn’t staring at anything, she yelled, “What in the hell are you looking at?”

			She got smacked in the back of the head, which I would have enjoyed more had I not been captivated by Leland’s outfit. He wore black flood-water pants with a women’s belt. He had a short-sleeved white shirt on that was buttoned up to his neck. It was the kind that was supposed to lay open. And an undershirt. It was ninety-five degrees outside. He also had enough VO5 in his hair to oil my bike for a year.

			

			Next to Leland was Pedro Roa. He was half Mexican and half Indigenous American. He was hard of hearing, severely retarded, and waaaaay over six feet tall. His hair was shaved close to his head and he had big front teeth. He wore jeans about eight hundred sizes too small and the same white button-down short-sleeved shirt as Leland. His orange tennis shoes had no laces. He had a warm smile that seemed to say, “Hi! My name is Pedro and yes, I had a thought today, but I can’t seem to remember what it was. There it is! Nope. Gone again. Hi! My name is Pedro.”

			 Pedro carried tons of coins around with him and liked to jingle them in his pocket. He had a camera around his neck and was snapping photos of the carpet, telling it to smile. The camera was by Viewmaster so I doubted that Pedro would develop any photos other than the ones of the toy dump trucks that the company preloaded.

			Right next to Pedro was Marvin Rodin. It’s not hard to describe Marvin. What is hard to describe is why they ever let him out. He was about twenty years old and looked like Howdy Doody on lithium. He was severely mentally retarded and still wearing the blue hospital scrubs from Agnews. He had adorned his waist with pipe cleaners fashioned into a holster and handcrafted popsicle stick guns. Perched atop his head was a tiny cowboy hat small enough to fit on a piñata. Really tiny.

			Sharron looked at me and asked, “Do you think he’ll let me borrow that for my Mr. Potato Head?”

			I nodded solemnly. We were on the same page. Still, I completely called Sharron to marry Marvin whenever I had the chance. Like a game of marital shotgun. Before we could move on to the next resident, Marvin looked me dead in the eye and pointed.

			“They is expected to attack at sundown, Doc. I’ll be up in the tree”—and he pointed to the spot in the ceiling that Leland was staring at—“lookin ’ out. At the first sight of Injuns, I’ll go coo-coo, coo-coo.”

			Okay.

			

			Sharron bucked out her teeth and said, “Well, shee-it, Doc!” I tried not to laugh too loud.

			If this had been a movie, and believe me, I was praying it was, the camera would have panned over and down, down, down to Dennis Kirk, an eighteen-year-old man who had slight retardation, dwarfism, Down Syndrome, a club foot, and a lisp. He sounded like a shy Elmer Fudd and held a perfectly fantastic set of comic books in his chubby hands. I decided he might be okay. He was kind of cute. Maybe if Dad and Mom fed him, he’d grow. Like a sea monkey, Dad would never let me order from the back of comic books.

			Moving on.

			Then there was Nancy. I never knew her last name. She suffered from mania and was severely emotionally disturbed. She was in her thirties. Her short brown hair looked like it had been recently washed and set, except for the patch missing in the back, where she suffered from medication-induced psoriasis. 

			She had a small sewing basket with all her belongings in it. She wore a worn-out blue-and-white checkered cotton dress with a big bow on the waist. She held the ends of the bow in her hands and tied and untied them while we stared at her. She got so into it that she forgot we were all standing there and started to have a full conversation with one of the people who lived in her head. Her legs were battered and bruised and on her feet were the same shoes as Pedro.

			Sharron and I were mesmerized by her. A grown-up Dorothy Gale. I looked over at Sharron and said, “Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.” She busted out laughing. That caught Dad’s attention and he gave Sharron another smack in the back of the head. I thought it was funny, so I was kind of disappointed he thought it was her and not me. I was about to protest when I saw the furious look in his eye. Instead, I turned to glare at Sharron disapprovingly until we both cracked up.

			I heard Mom’s breath catch. She had her hand over her mouth, stifling a soundless scream. She asked Dad shakily, “Honey, where are the vets?” like there might be more people in the van. I hoped not. But, oh God, there weren’t any more, were there?

			Dad, with a peppy flourish, pointed to contestant number six, a weird guy in his fifties named Alan Tomby. Alan looked up from the ground, as if on cue, and gave a gigantic phlegmy and unnerving smile. He saluted my mom then rolled his eyes back in his head and roared with laughter.

			Tomby was very skinny and unshaven and rocked from side to side while he studied a small stain on his shirt that no one could see because it wasn’t there. He wore huge black pants held up by scrunching them in his hand. He should swap with Pedro. He also wore the orange tennis shoes with no laces and a dirty pajama top. In his hands, he clutched a paper bag with his belongings in it and a worn-out, filthy briefcase. I remembered Alan Tomby. I’ll get to how later.

			All five of us kids looked at each new resident and not one of us could believe this was really happening. Nick’s look was the funniest. It said, What in the hell did you get us all into?

			Silence.

			Still more silence.

			The blue-ribbon look went to my mom. Her face embodied murder, fear, and, Gee, I wonder if lunch is burning. Mom asked Dad through a thin smile where the rest of them were. Dad returned the smile and said, “This was all they had left.”

			That was when she blurted out, in a voice that sounded nothing like my sweet mom, “Nino, where are the goddamn veterans?”

			Under his breath, Dad said, “I told you. This was all that was left. This is who they gave me.”

			“Well. This is not going to work. I am sorry but you gotta take them back. Take them all back. Now. Get rid of them. Vamoose.” She was crying. I stood there open-mouthed. Nick turned to her and gasped, “Mom?”

			

			Our strange houseguests were all staring at the ground, except Leland. He was still frozen, staring at that spot on the ceiling, along with Sharron.

			Toni grabbed her car keys and purse and left.

			Dad walked over to Mom and put his arms around her. “It’s going to be okay, Lu. You’ll see. It’s going to be great.”

			You have to understand, no one had ever seen people like this. They were not floating around society. They had all been locked away in mental institutions for decades, if not their entire lives. These were the kind of people you read about and gave your allowance to through Easter Seals. You never saw them. You sure as hell never had them moving into your house.

			Dad tried to steer her into the hallway to talk, but Mom shook him off, dried her eyes, took a deep breath, and cheerily yet eerily suggested, “Why don’t we all go into the dining room and have lunch?”

			The dining room was outfitted with several round tables surrounded by colorful, molded plastic chairs, along with our old dining table in the corner. The tables had been set for lunch.

			“Can I say something?” I asked.

			“Not now, Candi!” said my family in unison. I looked at Dad, but our electric moment had passed.

			As they all headed into the dining room, I looked back over my shoulder at the large staircase that reminded me of the Donna Reed Show. One I would never ascend. I imagined floating down that staircase in a prom gown. I pictured all the young men who lived here when it was a fraternity house. Any one of them could have been a Mystery Date situation. I always picked the nerd, by the way. I felt the curlers in my hair, and I smelled the popcorn as we girls giggled during my slumber party while making prank phone calls. I conjured up the beautiful, normal life I would have had if the residents had never come to live with us. As I slowly made my way into the room that held reality, the scenes faded away. This was the hand I was dealt. No do-overs. No take-backs.

			I was Candi Milo, a soon to be second-grade kid with one eyebrow, a severe overbite, and an opinion for every occasion. I lived with two brothers and two sisters, a sweet mother, a father who thought he could run a boarding house for the mentally ill like a nightclub, and six mentally ill people who slept upstairs from my bedroom, which was in an apartment, which was inside a fraternity house. Get the picture?

			Wanna come over and play or just wanna kill me?

			Lying in bed after having survived this first day, slowly drifting off to sleep, I heard Dad firing up the intercom—yes, the whole reason he bought this property. We heard the hum of the microphone and then strings plucking a tune.

			Hello muddah, hello faddah! Here I am at Camp Granada…

			The music faded into the background as Dad crooned into his PA system, “Good evening and welcome ladies and gentlemen, kids, residents, and your delusions, to the first night of your life at Milo Arms. This is the inaugural presentation of The Tony Milo Hour, where we bring you all the news of how the other half lives. The other half would be you guys, the crazy half. And before you get insulted, I’m talking about my kids! Ha! [Rimshot from the drum machine box he bought at the joke shop.] That’s right folks, we Milos want to welcome all of our new recruits to Milo Arms Board and Care Home—where there is a blurred line between Barbie dolls and lithium and the nuts and the keepers.”

			“Welcome, Marvin—and we are lucky to have such a fine lookout as you on the premises…”

			From upstairs we all heard, “I will hang them from the nearest tree, Mr. Milo!”

			“Welcome to you, Leland—your tip of the day is, tie a towel around your head to keep it from slipping off your pillow.”

			A weird giggle.

			

			“Welcome to you, Pedro—I’m gonna drink a jug of wine in your honor. Then I’m gonna rinse it out and bring it upstairs for you to put all your coins into.”

			“You got it, Mr. Milo. You got it. Hey! Mr. Milo? You got it.”

			“I got it! Welcome to you, Nancy—I am sure that all of your manias are going to be an interesting addition to our happy home.”

			“You’re all going to hell in a handbasket.”

			“Fabulous. You lead the way, and we’ll call it a parade. Now, a big Milo Arms welcome to Alan Tomby—medical corpsman with delusions of grandeur, brought to you by lithium, the great equalizer.”

			A rheumatic cough floated down the stairs, followed by the humming of the national anthem.

			“You’re killing me, Tomby, which is why from now on, I’m calling you Tombstone. You may only sing in months that begin with the letter R. Go to sleep. And not to cut things short, but welcome to Short Stuff, also soon to be known as Shorty, Denny, Dennis the Menace, Denny’s Fine Food, or Dennarino. What you lack in height you make up for in girth…I mean mirth. We’re gonna put you to work tomorrow as the Official Court Food Taster. So, get ready.”

			“Thank you, Dad.” 

			Wait just a goddamn minute. Did he say Dad? Sharron and I traded looks. “Maybe he meant like daddy-o.” That “Thank you, Dad” was not a good omen because if my dad was his dad, then that meant he was my brother—that made me his family. No. No. No. I don’t think so. Dad is my dad. His smile and hugs belong to me.

			While I got all worked up, Dad’s show worked. The house felt like it collectively sighed and relaxed its shoulders. It would be okay—somehow. Sharron turned her back to me and I turned my back to her. I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring but I hoped it wouldn’t be worse than today.

			

			That night I fell asleep to the strains of Brahms’s Lullaby as the first of Dad’s thrice daily broadcasts, or shows as he called them, came to a close. I could hear Dad trying out the drum machine rimshot box he’d bought, cracking himself up. Working up material for the new recruits. My dad’s radio shows, brought to you live by the Milo Family Who Thought They Could Make a Difference In the World.

			I prayed that night. 

			“Dear God, please when I start school, please make it better than today.” 

			Little did I know that today was as good as it would ever get.

			

		

	
		
			Born in a Trunk

			[image: ]

			Today did turn into tomorrow. It was more of the same. Six mentally off-but-settling-in people living above me.

			Dad promised me we were getting a real house for just us Milos. He was in the process of closing the deal on the property next door, but there was a hitch.

			“Try harder, Dad. And go faster. I have to go to school next week and I am not telling anyone about this house. Ever.” The appropriate response was not for my dad to start laughing and doing the twist, but he did. In case you were wondering, there was no music playing. 

			As I tried to just survive the weekend, I had to come to terms with living below freaking retards, general idiots, and Whack-A-Moles, as Sharron and I would continue to call them behind their backs. They would be in our home, just upstairs from my childhood.

			

			It’s as if Dad, who had never had a chance at a real childhood, was determined to live up to “misery loves company” and destroy all of ours. My dad was the definition of showbiz. He was fifty-one years old when Milo Arms was opened. Up until the year before, he had been a performer from the time he was five years old. No stickball. No formal schooling. He did attend the Professional Children’s School for a bit, but his immigrant parents did not have the money for him go full time. 

			“Listen, Candi, it will all be okay.”

			“You keep telling us that, but when will it be better, Dad?”

			“Go out and play in traffic, will you? I have to rehearse the band.”

			Of course, by “band” he meant that drum box. I didn’t see anything wrong with what he said and went outside to play. I didn’t understand why my father threw in the towel with show business until I was much older. He had five children and a house full of nuts. He was completely gray-haired and had been since the age of thirty. He didn’t know it at the time, but he was also a lifelong diabetic. As television came on strong, he was not the right age, height, or temperament to be on it. It’s like he missed the window.

			Even though he had taken his last bow, he never left it behind. The truth was, once in the spotlight and inoculated against average reality, the taste for the kind of attention that could cue applause and accolades never leaves you. You’ll take it or create it however it comes.

			Tony Milo was very talented. Very. At eight years old, all I wanted was to hear him sing in his big belty tenor voice and feel the warm reflection of the spotlight on my face. I had only really met my father a few years ago. He had left when I was a toddler to do back-to-back tours with the USO. Any visits home were brief and blurry.

			His career began in 1924 at the height of the Roaring Twenties. His name was Tony Migliaccio back then and he sang on street corners for pennies. Gus Edwards, a successful manager, composer, and songwriter, discovered Dad and changed his life by putting him in his Gus Edwards Kiddie Troupe, which featured at one time or another Harry “Bing” Crosby, Little Lee Liberace, Little Ethel Merman, and Baby Rose Marie. He even booked the Gumm Sisters for a brief time. The youngest Gumm sister would later change her name to Judy Garland. Dad became an Edwards’s sensation as a tiny opera singer. The Troupe performed a revue onstage at movie houses throughout the New York area between double silent film features.

			The first time Dad took the stage, at six years old, there was an out of tune piano, drums, and a horn player or two. The audience was restless. Most had come only to escape the pouring rain outside. The emcee announced Dad, and Gus gently shoved him onstage. There was raucous laughter because Dad was tiny and dressed as the clown Pagliacci. He cleared his throat and sang an aria. By the time he reached the last high note, the audience was on its feet cheering. Gus came out and took Dad’s hand and walked him off. From that moment on, Dad closed the show.

			Years passed and Dad’s success with the Troupe helped Gus push him as the face of Phillip Morris cigarettes. They dressed Dad up as a theater page and photographed him for posters. At twelve or thirteen years old, he auditioned by running up and down the aisles screaming, “Call for Phillip Morris!” He was later replaced by Johnny Rovetini, but his initial theatrical success was enough for Gus to book my dad as a solo singer of Italian Melodies, followed by a tour of the musical Showboat.

			Old photos showed Dad, arms outstretched, down on one knee, singing to the heavens, or perched high in Gus’s arms, wearing his trademark hand-me-down rags. Dad was twenty-seven when Gus died.

			By then, Dad had a successful nightclub act and was traveling with his older sister as a chaperone. Dad opened or was on the bill for notables such as Louis Armstrong, The Ames Brothers, The Coasters, Erroll Garner, The Four Aces, Martha Raye, Nat King Cole, and later Totie Fields, whom he adored. In the 1940s, he opened a nightclub and booked many of these headliners.

			In 1950, he signed on with the USO to travel to Europe with the Christmas Caravan, starring June Havoc, Collette Lyons, Roscoe Ates, and boogie-woogie singer Sally Davis. Six years later, he opened for and performed with Sylvia Syms and for Bobby Darin and Cab Calloway. The early 1960s had him appearing alongside Louis Prima and Keely Smith and opening for Louis Armstrong, with my older brother Nick carrying his trumpet on stage. I can only imagine what it must have been like, loading trains and planes with trunks, boxes, props, and costumes. The backstage must have been alive with performers stretching, vocalizing, applying makeup, and checking sequins.

			San Francisco columnist, Herb Caen, the West Coast’s answer to Walter Winchell, dubbed Dad “Mr. Dynamite” in his review of my dad’s first club act. Dad even performed for a gracious and aging Sophie Tucker, who was front and center. He headlined at nightclub spots in San Francisco, Boston, Montreal, Philadelphia, the Bahamas, Europe, and Las Vegas—at the Frontier Hotel.

			Don Rickles’s agent Willy Weber represented Dad and got him signed to MCA Records. Dad tested three times to play Al Jolson in The Al Jolson Story, but Al didn’t want my dad singing for him. Dad was that good. They hired Larry Parker and Al did his own singing. Dad appeared on The Milton Berle Show and The Ed Sullivan Show, twice. Daily Variety predicted that he was going to be the next big thing.

			He was going to have it all.

			But all never arrived. He never got his own TV show or became a member of the Rat Pack. He never starred in any movies. Nightclubs were losing business to television. In the late 1960s, when Dad was almost fifty, David Brenner and Richard Pryor had taken over comedy. Andy Williams and Perry Como were the crooners on TV. Jerry Vale had taken over nightclubs. There was no place for Dad.

			

			Even still, he would sneak into my room to wake me up to watch David Brenner on The Tonight Show. He told me to watch his timing, his set-ups, and the way he started to laugh at his own jokes, setting the audience off. We would sit there together, Dad with his shot glass and cigar, and me in my pajamas snuggled next to him.

			By 1967, there were five of us Milo kids. The only doors open to Dad close to home were one-night stands, so he signed on with a second-rate promoter named Ray Starr and joined his Cavalcade of Stars. Starr’s tours were different than the star-studded tours like Bob Hope’s. Starr’s entertainers went out at the same time as Hope’s tour but to remote places like the deep trenches of Vietnam, Korea, and the Philippines. The money was not great, so Dad supplemented by playing USO stateside shows and strip bars.

			Dad missed being home for the birth of my younger brother, Richard. He had been gone for over a year with now five children at home. My mom provided for us by running and cleaning a motel in Santa Cruz, California.

			He cabled Ray Starr from a particular dangerous tour of Vietnam and told him he wanted off. He was out in the sticks without security. Ray said two more months and then he was done.

			So, there was Dad, being eaten alive by mosquitoes in eighty degree pouring rain, trying not to get electrocuted by the microphone, on a plywood stage.

			A huge clap of thunder erupted. Only it wasn’t thunder. The sky was awash in streaks of warning flares. The GIs hit the deck, just as the stage collapsed. Dad tried to leap off but missed and hit the ground hard, breaking all ten of his toes.

			He was flown home the next day, along with the very dry and healthy entourage of Bob Hope. Not that he had anything to be bitter about.

			That sort of luck defined Dad’s life. His inability to catch a break gnawed at him, because it seemed like little Tony Migliaccio spent his whole life trying to be bigger than everyone else in the room.

			

			Our whole family went out to San Francisco International Airport to greet Dad when he returned from Vietnam. Sharron and I were dressed as identical twins. We were not, but that is how you stop arguments before they start. Dad had been gone so long I walked right past him. He got down on one knee and looked at me.

			“The last time I saw you, Sharron…” 

			“Candi.”

			“You had a different name and two front teeth.”

			“I have them in a jar on my dresser. The tooth fairy didn’t take them. She forgot me.”

			“No, she didn’t. She gave me the money.” He handed me two quarters.

			Less than a week after his return, Dad was already a house on fire about finding a new business. If you look at it rationally, opening a halfway house for the mentally ill and emotionally disturbed was just another way for Dad to have a captive audience.

			Tony Milo was a born entertainer. Mr. Dynamite. And Milo Arms Board and Care Home was his new nightclub. And the residents his new patrons. 

			It shouldn’t have surprised me that Dad would be so comfortable around the developmentally disabled. He came from a huge family that had its own mental health issues—and it was just expected that everyone pitched in, without judgment. Everyone worked. Everyone turned their money in to the family coffer. A family was a family. 

			And these folks were our family. And Dad’s audience. 
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