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Dedicated to My Daughters,
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And to all the children still living
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Dedo Mocho (Chopped Finger)
The world was still spinning with its two billion people hanging on. There were so many new and old things going on: the Great Depression, wars, droughts, and Prohibition. People were suffering under all the misery poverty can bring. Gasoline was ten cents per gallon, bread was eight cents per loaf, milk was eight cents per quart, and candy bars were one cent each. Some of the good things happening included Birdseye frozen food getting started, Agatha Christie’s first mystery novel being published, Sigmund Freud's book Civilization and its Discontents being published, and Mickey Mouse joining us in the comic strips (Popeye came a year earlier).
President Hoover was trying different aid programs and claiming the Depression would be over in ninety days. Chubby and well fed, President Hoover was concerned that having too many social programs would make us a socialistic nation, but millions of American people were starving and didn’t give a damn what kind of nation we were—they just wanted to eat! Many of the dust bowl states’ crops were in really bad shape, which caused a lot of misery. There were no Super Bowls then—just dust bowls. The government offered to buy our home from my father if we moved to Mexico; my father flatly refused. I’m so glad my dad turned down that offer. He was no dummy. Here in the number-one country in the world, if you got it, you’ll get it: financial success!
Scientists were predicting that humans would reach the moon by the year 2050. Astronomers in Arizona discovered the planet Pluto in 1930. That was the last planet found, and it completed the discovery of planets orbiting our sun. Little did I know that the creation of the Earth would become one of my everlasting fascinations and I would never stop looking for news of discoveries in the cosmos.
The biggest thing was about to happen in 1930: yes, I was about to be born and be added to the 130 million Americans striving to achieve the same wealth as the 515 people who were already millionaires. I was born at home, which was very typical for poor families at that time. Despite this, no one seemed to be born with birth defects. The hospitals were much too expensive. We were poor, and so were millions of other Americans. We always had enough to eat, though.
I had three older brothers, one older sister, and one younger sister. It was fun having a big family. We built all our own toys. We made rubber guns that could shoot rubber bands made from inner tubes. We made these guns to look like rifles and shoot BBs almost as hard as a real BB gun could. I remember the triggers for our guns were very unique and complicated to make, but they always worked perfectly. There was no TV; there were radio and movies for entertainment.
I guess I wore diapers for too long because a woman nicknamed me Diapers (Zapetas in Spanish). That name stuck with me till I was about four years old. At that age, I caught rheumatic fever, which gave me a heart murmur. I didn’t know this till I was in high school and they checked my heart. I must have been very sick from the fever because they kept me in a big baby crib so I wouldn’t fall out of bed. I remember looking at the comic strips and later, in my sleep, hallucinating about the characters. I survived.
Before I started school, a very serious thing happened between my father and a neighbor. My father stayed home from work one day, which was very unusual. He was in the backyard in the garage working on our car, and I was also in the backyard, about a hundred feet away.
All of a sudden, I heard a big bang and a lot of commotion in the yard next door. Then I looked up and saw my father running toward me, with Juan in hot pursuit swinging a gun and trying to hit my father on the head. It finally connected. My father came toward me to wash the blood from his head under the faucet in front of me. Juan went back to his yard, but he was bleeding on the side of his stomach. I just stared at them in amazement. Apparently, after my father shot him, they struggled for the gun, and Juan got it away from my father. This whole thing happened because Juan thought he was the “Don Juan” of the neighborhood and he kept flirting with my mother. My mom was a nice-looking lady. The police came and took my father away. Mr. “Don Juan" only ended up not pressing charges for attempted murder because of all us kids.
My father was in jail for thirty days. Afterward, he always carried the newspaper clipping about the incident in his wallet. I didn’t know this till one day in 1973 when he came to visit us in Torrance, California, and he showed it to me; I was surprised but also glad to see it. What I remember most about what was written in this clipping was what my father was quoted as saying when the police asked him about the event. My dad said the only thing he was sorry about was that he didn’t kill him.
Well, that was not the end of Mr. Don Juan. All of this took place in Bakersfield, California, where Don Juan had rentals. He was living in Los Angeles at that time, so when he came to Bakersfield, he was alone. He didn’t learn anything from the shooting. Two years later he got in a fight with another neighbor for the same reason. Since there were no guns this time, the neighbor just bit off his finger during the fight. After that we didn’t call him “Don Juan” anymore. We called him “Dedo Mocho.” In Spanish that means chopped finger. After that he sold his rentals and we never saw Dedo Mocho again. Good riddance.
I remember going to a camp in Fresno, California, to work in the fields. This camp was just like one of the camps shown in the movie The Grapes of Wrath. Only my mom, Esther, and I went on this trip. I must have been about four years old or so. I don’t remember how we got there or how we got home, but there were a few things I do remember. One was that we only stayed there a week because Mom didn’t like it there. Second, they did not have an empty cabin for us, so we had to sleep under a big tree for a night. It was a hot day and a warm night, though, so that was no problem. My biggest problem was that I had diarrhea; my mom had to take me by the hand and run with me on a boardwalk to the bathroom. I got there all right, but before I could sit down, everything broke loose. My mom cleaned up the mess and brought me clean clothes. How can you forget great moments in life like that!

In closing my chapter of the first five years of my life, I want to tell you about a neighbor who told me about a historical thing that happened during his lifetime. I remember clearly how he looked, but I don’t remember his name. I was only five years old, so I’m lucky I even remember the event. He was eighty-five—he had been born in 1860—and he wore striped overalls, like the kind train engineers wore, and a cowboy hat. He was the only person I ever knew who had been born that long ago. He told me that when he was five years old, a man on a horse came galloping through the neighborhood yelling that President Lincoln had been shot. That was the only kind of mass communication they had in those days.
One more thing: I was a happy little boy. I spent a lot of time with my mom. I watched her sew, reverse the collars on the shirts so they would last longer, and wash clothes, and that was how I learned to do all those things. Cooking, on the other hand, never interested me. All the rest of the kids were in school. My younger sister was not born till I was seven years old. I was happy with my two parents; we always had just enough to be happy. My father always seemed to take it easier on me than on the older boys. Thinking way back to when I was just a little boy, I can say that these were some of my happiest years. Now my parents are gone, and I miss them
.
Socks Without Holes
It was just another hot day in Bakersfield, California. My brother, Frank, and I were standing in the empty dirt lot in front of the house staring in a westward direction at the beautiful setting sun. I was about six and he was eleven. The sky was full of small, puffy, white clouds. The sun was gracing the clouds with a beautiful gold trim. Everything looked great till you looked downward and saw all our poor homes. I thought, how can the sunset look so beautiful and I feel so bad? I had this horrible sore throat—it may have been strep throat. In those days we didn’t go see the doctor; we just waited till it healed by itself. It was so sad to be surrounded by middle-class people who were well-off. They had showers, bathrooms inside their houses, and sheets, pajamas, underclothes, toothbrushes, toothpaste, nice clothes, and socks without holes. They had nice, new shoes, while my shoes would often start coming apart and a sole would sometimes start flapping around like it wanted to fly. My dad would put a new sole on it right away, though. We had none of those other good things, but since I never really knew those luxuries, I couldn’t miss them too much.

What we did have were giant rats and big, flying cockroaches. My father eventually got enough money to build a bathroom in the house, but he and I would have to get up at around two in the morning, run to the bathroom, and block all the holes the rats had to get away. Then we would commence to kill them with brooms. We used old, stubby brooms because they were hard and would kill the rats without causing them to bleed. The minute a rat was dead, the fleas would leave the body in an almost-perfect circle. They looked like a gray shadow. After we did this a couple times, the rats learned what was coming. One time I trapped one around the top of the shower, and he just stared at me with those bulging, beady eyes and then lunged at me; but he fell short and dropped into the tub of water that was sitting at the bottom of the shower, and I just watched him drown. I know you think this is sad and horrible, and it was, but I enjoyed doing anything with my dad. Now we all wish we had done more with our parents. 
If you’re born poor and eventually get to be well-off, it’s better than being born well-off and becoming poor. You just never really stop worrying about being poor again. In my heart I know that all that still exists, and I feel so sad for those people. I hope they can work their way out of there.

My mother loved to sing, and she could do it well. She had such a good, strong voice and would sing at the top of her lungs. I would go over to the Zamora family house with my mom and Tom, who would bring his guitar, and we would have a good time. I loved listening to mom sing. She sang like Lucia Reyes, a movie actress.

Grammar school was very easy for me because I had learned a lot from my older brothers and sister. I loved to play soccer, so we played before school started in the morning and at lunchtime. I never played soccer at other times because it wasn’t a popular school sport then. I was a very good marble shooter. I got into a tournament at school and won a few times, but then the tournament just stopped—why, I don’t know—so nobody won; I had wanted the blue ribbon.

I learned in the second grade that we are all very different. Some people are quick and very smart and do everything differently. The teacher once told me to help a kid named Billy do his work in his workbook because he wasn’t doing so well. I helped Billy, and then we all handed in our workbooks. The teacher checked them all, and when she got to Billy’s book, she called the whole class to attention. She said Billy got a 100 percent on his workbook and he was going to get a gold star and that we should all clap for him. I knew he was going to get a gold star because I helped him. Well, I thought, I get a gold star every day, and nobody claps for me. That’s when I realized that we are all different and that when people work for you, they all have to be treated differently. How hard they try is very important.

Working in the fields was an experience you’d never forget. I started working in the fields at a very young age, maybe when I was six or seven. At first I just went to help pick cotton and played around some of the time till lunchtime. It was ten hours a day, six days a week, and you got one hour each day for a lunch break. I believe we picked cotton during the winter because it was freezing in the morning. All of the adults had sacks that were about ten feet long and had a long strap that went over one shoulder; kids had little sacks. You dragged your sack as you picked the cotton till it filled it up. When the sack was full, you carried it on your back to the end of the rows of cotton to a clearing to have it weighed. You would hope it weighed a lot so you could make more money. The checker would mark it on your card so you could be paid by the pound. No rocks were allowed in the sacks!

The hardest and most dangerous part, though, was that you had to climb a ten-foot ladder to get to the top of an open-bin trailer and empty the sack. Only the adults did this. When climbing up the ladder, you really had to be very careful not to let the weight of the sack pull you backward and off the ladder. I don’t know how long each season for each crop we picked lasted, but there was always something to pick. I, however, only worked while school was out.
Picking tomatoes, potatoes, cotton, and grapes was good for me because I made money for the family and me. The bad part was that in Bakersfield, California, the heat was almost unbearable: it would reach up to 120 degrees in the sun. In the summer the pretty, young girls who wore their hair real long would roll it up on top of their heads, and the sun would just singe it like a curling iron. In those days, all nationalities worked in the fields. The whites left eventually, though, and then the blacks, and soon only the Latinos were left. Why? I never could figure it out.
My favorite crop to pick was potatoes because I made as much as the adults did and was considered an adult at fourteen years of age. To be a great potato-picker, you must have a good and strong back and be able to withstand the horrid heat. First you would make a belt from a strong canvas folded about three times. This belt would be about five inches wide, and you would stick two metal hooks, each about a quarter of an inch in diameter, onto your belt. You would then hang the burlap sack between your legs. After you got the sack about three-fifths full, you would unhook it and stand it up. Everybody got paid the same because we worked as a group and were paid by the ton.

The foreman, Mr. Castro, was my neighbor, but that didn’t make any difference; he would give each of us a space to pick potatoes that was about seventy-five feet long. The tractor would be put in first gear, and then it would dig up the potatoes, shake the dirt out on a conveyor belt, and drop them back down; then we would pick them up. The potatoes could not be in the sun very long because it would ruin them. The tractor would go around in a square about a half of a block away and then come back and dig up your space again. It would take the tractor about a half hour to go around, so you would do your space as quickly as you could and then rest from the scorching sun for five or ten minutes. If the foreman wanted all of us to make more money, he would put the tractor into second gear and make it go faster; that would mean we didn’t get to rest anymore. The car became your little haven because at break it meant shade, rest, and lunch. Why lunch tasted so good I don’t know, but it was great, and we also got to play around during the break. We even got to swim in the irrigation canal, which was deep and cool. As you got older, you worked harder and then just rested at lunch. Working in the fields was such a luxury—being so close to mother earth, the beautiful sun with all its warmth, and the beautiful dirt clinging to you like there was really an attachment between you and the earth. Yeah, right!
Even at that age, I often wondered how older people could endure that heat and work so hard. Anyone could make enough money to buy clothes. By that time, I was fourteen years of age and going to high school. My field-working days were over, and I got a job with a newspaper company. It was a job I really enjoyed because it involved stacking thirty-pound bundles, which helped me build up a lot of muscle and strength. It really became important when I tried out for boxing. 
In our high school it was mandatory to take up boxing for eight weeks during the school year. Boxing was very exciting because I did so well and I entered the extracurricular boxing tournaments. But hurting people was no way to make a living as a career for me.
A World of Many Different Kinds of Wars
It was 1941. World War II had started, as well as the beginning of the end for over fifty million people who would die in it. This was also around the time the war between my parents ended in a divorce. The next few years were very hard in our family’s little world, which was falling apart very rapidly. The worst victim of our situation was my poor mother. My father moved away; he bought a lot for a house that we had in the backyard and moved the house there.

My mom was very affected by the war and the divorce, and everything just went downhill from there for her. She was in very poor health and in a lot of pain, and we couldn’t afford a doctor. Pain pills had not been invented yet, as far as I know. Even if they had been, we couldn’t have afforded them. She worried so much about my two brothers who were in the service, thinking they were going to get killed in the war. My mom was only in her late thirties. My father was also drafted into the service because he was forty-one. When they dropped the draft age to thirty-eight, my father was released from the service. He had only been gone for two months. We were really happy to see him come home. He still had his house, but he had to buy his car back.

My dad gave Mom money for groceries and helped buy some of our clothes, but he was certainly not providing enough for us to eat all week. My dad was working all the time, and I’m sure he made good money during the war. He should have helped us more because we sure needed it. My mom could see everything around the house falling apart but had no money or anyone to help her fix things. It was all so depressing for her, and she felt that we were in that situation because of her. That wasn’t the case, though: it was my father’s fault just as much as it was hers, and money sure could have cheered things up for us. He was in good health, and he could have helped us make repairs that we couldn’t do. The washing machine broke down at one point, and we had to wash everything by hand on a scrub board. That was no picnic.

We had a 1936 Ford just sitting outside because no one could drive it. My mom and I had to go grocery shopping about two miles away at a Safeway store, so we would pull our homemade wagon through the neighborhoods and bring it home full of groceries. I was a teenager, and I was so embarrassed to have all my friends see me pulling this wagon down the street all the time. I was the lucky one who got to do this honorable thing because my two sisters and my much older brother wouldn’t look good doing it; they said no one would notice a kid pulling a wagon full of groceries. Yeah, right!

Can you imagine how happy I was when my sixteen-year-old sister learned to drive and took my mom to get the groceries? I got all my integrity back. My oldest brother, who was in the service at the time, had left the car there so my other brother could drive it, but the Navy took him soon after. I had three older brothers, Mark, Tom, and Frank; and two sisters, Esther and Anita.

My other older brother, Tom, was not drafted because he had had epilepsy since he was ten years old. It really hurt him physically, and taking that strong medication, phenobarbital, which was prescribed for his seizures for so many years, didn’t help. When he was in school, the teachers didn’t understand him very well, and they were mean to him. One teacher didn’t understand Tom’s behavior, which was caused by his medications, so she slapped him almost every day, and this kept his cheeks swollen most of the time. One day, though, when he was in the seventh or eighth grade, Tom just couldn’t take it any longer, so he slapped her right back. They suspended him from school. He seemed to get better as he got older and was able to drive and get good jobs. His dream was to work at Lockheed Aircraft in Burbank, California, and he finally got his wish during the war. He was so proud of that. Poor Tom. He suffered so much with that epilepsy. I always felt so bad about that, so one day, years later, when he was living in Bakersfield and I was living in Burbank, I wrote him a letter telling him that I hoped God would have a special place for him where he would be perfect and equal to everybody. He died a couple of months later when he choked in his sleep during an attack. I never got any response to my letter.

During the summer months, I would work in the fields, but I didn’t make enough money to really help the family much. Tom also worked at anything he could find: cutting lawns, yard work, and some carpentry if he could get it. He was very good at that. My mom couldn’t do much of anything because of all the pain. She did most of the cooking; my sister would help her. Now that I’m much older, I certainly can understand how my mom felt and how depressing it must have been for her.

My parents got married when my mom was fifteen and my father was nineteen, and they moved to the United States in 1919. Looking at all the old pictures they had taken when they were first married, I can see that they were very poor. All my mom ever knew was poverty, the war, divorce, worry, pain, and sadness. How do you cope with all that? My parents didn’t drink much except for the two quarts of Acme beer my dad brought home every weekday for them to drink with dinner. If my father had never taught my mom how to drink, life would have been much, much better for us kids. After the divorce and all the problems, I guess my poor mom had no other way to escape all the pain and depression except to start to drink a little bit more and a little bit more until it got to be too much and all our problems really got worse.
My friend Ralph, a Korean War veteran who was wounded in combat, received a Purple Heart for bravery. Today he is suffering a lot of prostate pain. His father and two brothers died from cancer. He will not take pain pills or undergo procedures to treat his prostate. He would rather drink a half gallon of vodka every other day to relieve his pain and let the time come for him to go.

Maybe my mom drank to kill the pain and to try to forget the stress, poverty, and sadness but didn’t realize what she was doing to us kids. Her main worry was my brothers getting killed in the war. Regardless of what it did to all of us kids, we survived and went on living, but it killed her. At the time, I didn’t realize all of the emotional mountains she had to climb. As a kid you only think of how you yourself are being put through all of this sadness, worry, and suspense.

Maybe Mom drank daily, but I don’t think so because there was not enough money. When we got home from school, we could tell right away if she had already started drinking. The secret password we used to indicate to each other that it was going to be another horrible night was “Stormy Weather.” When she drank too much, she was never mean to us or anything like that. All this time she was still in a lot of pain. She would listen to all her records and all the songs that made her sad. She would play the 78 rpm records over and over like you do when you lose someone and then would start to cry. Everything else in the house might break down, but the phonograph never did. We hoped it would because we didn’t have any money to fix it. Thirty years later, Esther got a phonograph and played the same records that my mom played and also cried, so she never played them again. Those records still exist today, but I sure don’t want to hear them.
If Mom cried too much and got too upset, she would go into delirium tremens, 
where she would fall and start screaming and biting us as if someone were attacking her. Tom, Esther, and I would hold her down by the arms and legs and try to keep her from biting us. Anita was too young to do anything except stand back and cry.

This would go on for an hour or two until she would finally get exhausted and fall asleep. We couldn’t pick her up so we got pillows and blankets for her and left her there. She’d wake up later and go to bed. We never said anything to her about it the next day for two reasons: she felt bad enough already, and we knew it wouldn’t do any good. This went on year after year. My great hope was that the war would end and my brothers would come home and that would make her stop drinking. 

My eldest sister, Esther, got the brunt of it because she had to be with Mom no matter where Mom wanted to go. Sometimes when she was drinking she wanted to go to the Mexican movies, so Esther had to go with her. I was always happy to see them go to the movies because I knew she would be more sober when she came back. That would give the rest of us a chance to rest. Little did I know until years later, when my sister told me, how hard it was for her to take care of Mom in public. Guys would heckle them and make fun of Mom for being drunk. She said it was so embarrassing and scary because on the way home, at half past ten at night, it was so dark for the two-mile trip back home. I don’t remember if Esther was driving by then.

When World War II was over, and we had won, everyone came home, Mom was sick from stomach cancer, and the alcohol had ruined her liver. Her war with alcohol was also over, but sad to say, she lost. She had developed yellow jaundice: her eyes were a little yellow, and her skin had turned yellowish. She didn’t drink anymore, so by the time my brothers came home, they didn’t know the kind of war Mom had been through. My oldest brother never found out because he moved right away to Burbank, California, to work. My brother, Frank, didn’t know until thirty years later, when I told him about it. Mom was so sick that all she could do was rest. One hot summer day, she was lying down in a bed outside in the shade. She was very sick, and I was fanning her to keep her cool. I thought to myself that I should cherish this moment because she was alive and I was with her. I would fan her until it got cooler. She looked up at me one day and said that when she got better she would give me a dollar and a half for being with her and trying to keep her cool. Poor Mom never got better.

One Friday night Mom got very sick, so we called the doctor to come to the house. When the doctor arrived, he said to take her to the hospital because she had a fifty-fifty chance of making it through the night. I thought she’d make it because she always did, but she didn’t.

The last night before they took her to the hospital and she died en route, she said to me that she had taken eight Alka-Seltzers to try to drive the pain away. My father and my brother Frank were in the ambulance with my mom when she died.
I’m glad my father was with her when she passed away because I’m sure she wanted it that way. My dad would’ve come back after the divorce if Mom had wanted him back. The last year of her life, my dad was with us most of the time.

Seeing Mom at the mortuary in a beautiful white gown and looking so pretty and all dressed up for the first time since she’d gotten married, I fell apart, and they had to take me out.

We all loved Mom very, very much, and it didn’t matter if she drank too much—she always loved us and tried to take care of us the best she could. Even while in pain, she cooked and made lunch for me at five in the morning to take to work in the fields. I hope the good Lord has another special spot for her next to Tom. One day I asked Anita about Mom’s drinking, and she said she did not remember it at all. Maybe she just erased it from her mind. I don’t blame her.

When you’re so sad and in so much pain and not expecting much anymore but just waiting, nothing applies to you anymore. Houses, cars, bills, music—everything keeps going without you, and then, truly, life goes out of style for you. God bless my mom; she really suffered.
When I write about my mom and remember all the sad memories and think of how she looked during an attack, it hurts. But I promise you I’ll take all these sad memories and visions of her with me when I go because I’m the only one left who remembers all these things. Good-bye, Mom. We’ll always love you.
Time to Grow Up: When You Have To

After my mom passed away, things changed quite a lot. My dad came back to live with us, and I liked that. I was seventeen years old then and had to earn my own money to pay for my living expenses. I was still going to school and working at the Examiner newspaper after school, still putting the sections together and stacking bundles. I found that I needed a lot more money to live on and also wanted more for some fun and to buy a car. I got my driver’s license at the age of sixteen.
I had known my new and first girlfriend, Helen Pulido, for at least two years before we started dating. She sat right behind me in my history class, and that’s how I got to know her well. In that history class, the teacher, Mr. Manly, wanted to know for whom we would vote for president: Harry Truman, who had replaced Franklin Roosevelt after he’d died while in office; Thomas Dewey; or Henry Wallace? Out of the thirty-five or so students who took this secret ballot, only one voted for Wallace. Helen told me later that it was she who had voted for Wallace. He was suspected of being a Communist, so he had no chance.

Everybody was so sure that Dewey would win because he was governor of New York and very popular. At the Examiner office, I bet eight people a dollar each that Truman would win and remain president. They all laughed and took the bet. Eight dollars in 1948 was a lot of money for me to bet on anything, let alone a sure loser. Some New York paper even went ahead and printed a next-morning headline the night before that read “DEWEY WINS!!” Everybody was so surprised when Truman won, and so was I. Winning eight dollars was a big deal.
After a while, Helen and I started going together, and that was a lot of fun. Helen was a very pretty girl who had a good profile that allowed her to wear her hair in any style and still look great. The first thing you would notice about her was that she had beautiful teeth—both her upper and lower teeth were just perfect. She had a great figure and was one of the neatest people I’d ever met, so I felt very lucky to have her as my girlfriend. One thing that puzzled me about Helen was that she was an A student in Algebra but a C student in general math. She excelled in all her other studies. Any time we went out together, we had to ride the bus to go to the show or anywhere else. Helen’s father knew a friend of mine who went to school with us and knew both of us really well, and her father asked him about me—whether I was a good person. I guess that turned out OK because he said it was OK for us to go together.

When it was summer, I worked at the H&H Café, the Examiner, and at a doctor’s office, which I cleaned once a week. I was making pretty good money. I had bought a car and was feeling very confident that I was on my way to making more. Then I made one of the first major mistakes of my life: I decided I didn’t need school anymore. I felt that if I had more time I could make more money, so I called the school and told them I was quitting. My goal in life then was just to make more and more money. If you were older than sixteen at the time, they didn’t care if you just quit. So I missed my whole senior year.

Helen lived with her father and her younger brother. Her mother lost three babies at birth and just couldn’t handle it anymore, so her father put her in the sanitarium. Poor Helen always worried about the same thing happening to her. She just couldn’t get along with her father and brother and wanted to get away from there. One day she called me and asked me to take her to the convent in Los Angeles where her father had put her when she was fourteen to help her grow up, because she had no mother. At that time, I had another little job cleaning a doctor’s office; the office was in a really nice house in a nice residential area. No one lived there, so I told her bring some clothes to spend the night there and I would come back for her at five in the morning to take her to Los Angeles. The next day I got up at four in the morning with my dad, and he asked me where I was going. I said, “To Los Angeles to take Helen to the convent.” The main reason she wanted to go to the convent was to get away from her home life. Being only seventeen years old, I was so surprised he didn’t say anything. I always was a very grown-up person, so I guess he trusted me. I got my car and drove her there. She was only there for a week or so, though, before her father brought her home. I was very happy about that—otherwise I wouldn’t have had a girlfriend. Helen finished her junior year of high school and didn’t want to go back to school because I wasn’t there. She wanted to get married, and I agreed. We got married a few months later on January 5, 1949. 
When I saw all my old classmates graduating, it really upset me. Helen and I were already married, so I told her I wanted to go back to school and graduate, and she agreed. It was no easy feat to accomplish, however. It would mean having a ninety-hour work week for nine months. School would take twenty-five hours per week; the dishwashing job, fifty-six hours per week; and the Examiner, at least nine hours per week. Before school started again, we also found out that Helen was pregnant, so we really had to think hard about whether I should go back to school. There was no doubt in my mind that I wanted to graduate, though, so we both agreed that we would try to do it. We figured that I could always just quit again if I had to. Never—I was going to finish, even if it killed me. My main goal was to get a diploma. I was very, very happy we did it. By the time I graduated from high school, our little girl, Yolanda, was a few months old. Yolanda was born on October 3, 1949. Grandpa Pulido took care of Yolanda while Helen, Esther, Anita, and I went to the graduation. They were in the bleachers, and I was sitting with the other four hundred graduating students in the center of the football field. When I went up for my diploma, I could hear the three hollering for me. It was too bad Yolanda was not there; it would have been a first for a student to have his daughter see her father graduate from high school. We had so much fun with Yolanda when she was so tiny and cute. The only thing wrong was that with my schedule, I never got to see much of anyone.
I’m going to outline my schedule for my senior year in school. I cannot believe I did it. On Monday I would start school at 8:00 a.m., which would go till 1:00 p.m. Then I would go home to rest for one hour before work at the H&H Café, which lasted from 3:00 p.m. till 11:00 p.m. After that, I went home and slept. The next day I would wake up in the morning and get ready to be at school again by 8:00 a.m.; I was always running late, so on the way to school, I would pick up the other kids who were late. I could put two in front and two in the back, in the rumble seat. It had no cushions, but they didn’t care. In those days there were no rules against anything; you just took as many as you could. I did this Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. At the end of the week, it got worse: on Friday night I got off at 11:00 p.m. and had to be at work at the Examiner Saturday at 4:30 a.m. and stay there till we finished at 9:00 a.m. Then I would rush home and try to sleep or at least rest and be at the H&H Café by 3:00 p.m., where I had to work till 11:00 p.m. I would go home and sleep for two hours before Helen would shake me till I woke up at 1:30 a.m. Sunday morning I had to go back to the Examiner to work from 2:00 till 4:30 a.m., at which point I would be able to go home and start my big day off, which lasted till 3:00 p.m. on Sunday. Ten hours off—not bad, huh? I should be so lucky, but it was my destiny. I surely could not have done it without Helen to wake me up every day by shaking me.
Getting back to Mr. Manly, our history teacher: he always walked around the classroom while he talked about history. He was a very good teacher—firm but fair, and we all liked him. What I’m about to describe happened in my last year of high school when I was putting in ninety hours of work and school for two semesters without a day off. While I was in his class one day, the bell rang for the end of the class; I sat upright, thinking I had dozed off for a couple of seconds. Ramona, who sat in front of me, turned around and told me that Mr. Manly had walked around the class twice and tried to wake me up to no avail. On his third trip around the class, he tried to wake me up again but couldn’t. He had apparently said to the class that Joe works long hours and he would just let him sleep; he never mentioned it to me. I really don’t know how he knew I had such a hard schedule, but I made sure I never fell asleep in his class again.

When I went back to high school, I wore a wedding ring, but nobody ever asked me about it, and I didn’t say anything about it. One day, though, toward the end of my senior year, Mr. Minetti happened to mention it during my woodshop class. Everyone said the same thing to me all at once: “You’re married?” I said, “Yes, that is why I wear this wedding ring.” Then we all went back to work. I think all the teachers had known but didn’t say anything to anyone.
I might add to this discussion of my silly schedule that one night after eleven while on my way home on my bike—I didn’t have my car that day—two guys tried to rob a liquor store. This happened minutes before I was to ride by the store. The store owner was no dummy, though, and he shot one of the robbers in the neck; the man just lay there, not moving, while the other robber ran away. There were several bullet holes in the front window, which had been made by the owner, shooting from the counter. I was so lucky not to have been there at the time it occurred, for the bullets would have ruined my schedule.
One day while I was still in high school, my dad asked me what kind of job I was hoping to have when I grew up. I told him that I was taking metal shop in school and would possibly learn to be a welder. He said welders make good money, but they don’t make the big money. He said that the men who wear white shirts and ties made the big money (in those days, certain jobs required that you wear a white shirt and tie). So I asked him what they did, and he answered, I don’t know, but they make the most money. I did not think anybody else in this whole wide world of ours would get the same instructions from his mother that I got from my dad. That happened many, many years ago, but lo and behold, a very good friend of mine, Gary Burnett, told me a few months ago that his mother gave him the very same instructions. Unbelievable! Those were very good instructions because Gary and I both wore white shirts and ties and did very well; I’m sure our parents were very proud of us. God bless them for their wisdom.
My Pearl Diver Days Will End!

Career dishwashers—and there were many—were nicknamed “pearl divers” in the culinary world. I decided
 to try to get out of pearl diving. In 1949 I was still washing dishes at the H&H Café; it was a truck driver’s café and truck depot. There I was, trying to learn how to cook so I could get a job cooking and make more money. The café was owned by Harry and Harold, two completely different kinds of people. Harold was an easygoing guy and didn’t get excited over anything. Harry, on the other hand, got mad very easily and always kept telling me that my check was following me around. What he meant was he was about to fire me at any minute. Harold said to just ignore him, so I did. I wanted to learn everything that was essential for a cook to know. Harold taught me how to make different kinds of dressings and gravies and how to mold and roll biscuit dough with both hands at the same time. Pretty neat, huh? I really never cared about cooking, but I would do anything to make more money.
One day I went hunting for jackrabbits with Harold and his two boys, who were about eight and ten years old. We all had .22 rifles and marched in a straight line to keep from shooting each other when we shot at the rabbits. We carried our rifles pointed upward for safety. We were marching along when the kid behind me got too close to me and then his rifle went off. Wow! I felt the air blast on the back of my head from his rifle. I’m glad this kid didn’t blow off the back of my head; otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to continue the glorious life of dishwashing! That was the end of that hunting trip; I didn’t trust those kids anymore. Bullets and I must have had some kind of good relationship, though, because they never hurt me in any way. Still, they often got much too close for comfort. I did another stupid thing after going hunting for rabbits one day. I was emptying the bullets from the .22-caliber rifle, which held eighteen bullets. I was so sure I had removed all the bullets that I put the gun to my temple and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. So what? That was what I was expecting, right? But I cocked the gun again to eject any more bullets, and out came one more live bullet. I think the bullets just wanted me to keep getting rid of dirty dishes.
While working at the café, I was not making much money. I had this nice-looking Ford Roadster, and Harold asked me one day if I had ever filled the gas tank to the top. I said, “No, I can’t afford it.” A few days before that, we had been discussing property taxes on our homes. I told him we only paid $13.50 per year. Harold could not believe it, so he bet me and said he would fill my gas tank up to the top if I brought in the bill and showed it to him. Some way or another I had seen the bill at home and remembered the amount. I had to explain to my dad what I wanted the bill for, and he said OK. I always liked a sure bet, so I brought in the bill and showed it to him. He was amazed at the amount of the bill and filled my tank up to the top. Another good bet! I think he was just looking for a way to help me. Some people are just generous, and some are not; Harry sure wasn’t.

I got to know the truck drivers pretty well, and they were easy to get along with. They always treated me like a kid because I was only eighteen years old. Some of them didn’t get along too well, so there were some heated arguments. Getting back to the truck drivers: there were all kinds and sizes. It was a good thing Harry was six foot six 
so that when the drivers got into an argument, he could herd them out immediately. The café also catered to regular travelers, so Harry wanted no problems.
This little café had pinball machines that paid off in money and one-armed bandit slot machines in the back room. 
One day at lunchtime, some of the drivers were eating their lunches and I was washing dishes when a young, cocky truck driver, about twenty-five years old, came in and started hollering at a smaller man who had to have been about twenty years older than him to move his truck. The older driver said he would move it soon as he finished his lunch. That wasn’t good enough for the young driver: he wanted him to move it now. By this time big Harry had walked back into the café and told them to get out. So the drivers went out the back door to fight. The young driver was surprised that the older, shorter man was going to take him on. Easy fight, he must have thought—you could tell by his attitude. I, of course, was right behind them; I wanted to see who would win. They really went at it in the back lot for about ten minutes. The older guy knew how to fight and gave the young man a lesson in knuckle fighting. The young guy eventually said he had to be somewhere else and left. I don’t think I ever saw him again.

While I was still there, a couple of guys came in for lunch and sat at the counter. I recognized one of them as a classmate in my drafting class with Mr. Tinkle—really, that was his name—and asked him what kind of work he was doing now. He said he was doing drafting for some company. My heart sank because I loved drafting and hoped in my wildest dreams that I would be a draftsman someday. I took drafting for two semesters in junior high and for four years in high school and was an A student at it. But my friend was doing drafting and I was washing dishes. He said he took two years of drafting at a junior college. That made me feel a little better; at least he got the job by going to college, which I couldn’t do. I still had all my drafting and architectural drawings saved for something. Life was not over yet. Right then, though, I just made myself forget about it.
Soon after, the truck depot moved to another location, and that was the beginning of the end for the H&H Café. Good old Harold, always helpful, was not worried about himself but just about me. He knew a cook named Joe Angelus who worked at this swanky nightclub on the outskirts of town called The Crystal Inn and asked him if he could get me a job there. He did.
I loved The Crystal Inn. It was a big, beautiful, and exciting place to work. It had a band six nights a week, two bars, several banquet rooms, a poker room, and a big, well-equipped kitchen. The first thing I noticed in the kitchen was the dishwashing machine—great, I thought, I didn’t have to wash them by hand anymore. They took me around and showed me the whole place. Why, I don’t know, as I was just the new dishwasher, but it was exciting for me. The place was very unusual in that it had four very nice apartments in back in another building. The great-looking hostess named Vivian lived in one with her two kids; the chef got one with his job. For both, rent was free. The other two apartments were used for gambling, poker, and slot machines. The clientele there were mostly well-to-do people who enjoyed the better nightclubs and restaurants. Even some notables came by once in a while. Since there were two Joes there now, the cook was called Big Joe and I was called Little Joe.

The food they made there was top-notch stuff; the meat was corn-fed stock from Kansas City, and the cheeses came from Demark and Spain. The food came from all over the world. When the meat came in from Kansas, Mr. Paul Lorenz was there to see it be unpacked—not to count it, but to be sure nobody stole his expensive meat. The pantryman had to put out this big glass cart that had anything you can imagine in the way of hors d’oeuvres and delicacies contained in fifteen small trays on top of ice, so you could choose whatever you wanted.
I washed dishes there for a while and had started looking around to see what other job I could get to make more money. The pantryman job was being performed by a young woman who dressed up in a chef’s outfit. That job really interested me because she made more money than I did and I already knew how to do some of the things that were required for it. Dressing up like a chef would be very exciting, and I would finally get away from washing dishes. So I would go over and help her as much as I could and learn more about hors d’oeuvres, canapés, dressings, and all other kinds of fancy seafood dishes. She had her own little section to work in and kept other people out of there. She would finish at eleven at night and go out into the bar with Dottie, one of the waitresses, and see who they could meet; after all, they were young, single, and pretty. Maybe that’s also why I liked helping her.
One day she got into an argument with the chef and got herself fired. So the chef and the other cooks had to do her job. They didn’t have a choice that night. The club was only open at night, and we got the ritzier crowd, so everything had to keep running well. We also had banquet rooms to worry about. Seeing my opportunity, I told the chef that I could already do most of the job because the woman had taught me and I knew from my previous jobs how to make most of the stuff; a little fib never hurt anybody. I also said I would be delighted to help, and that delighted him. The next day he hired a new dishwasher to replace me, and I became a pantryman. My glorious days as a pearl diver were over. Of course, I got a promotion with a raise, and I thought I was on my way to making more money.
My next goal in making more money was not just to become a cook but to become a chef and run a whole restaurant, wherever it might be. One night after I’d been working there for a month or so, the bartender came in hollering that they needed help in the poker room because there was a fight going on. I don’t know what possessed me to think I would be any help at 135 pounds, but I didn’t care. I went into the poker room, and this big man, who must have been close to three hundred pounds, was fighting with two bartenders over money or something. As soon as I saw what was going on, I jumped on the big man’s back and grabbed him around the neck; he hadn’t even known I was there. During this big fight his wife was also fighting—I don’t know with whom, but they knocked her down so that she was spread-eagle on the floor with her dress up around her chest. Even as I was flying around the room on the big man’s back, I couldn’t help looking down at the lady on the floor; she was nice-looking. So much for the fight—I gave up trying when the big man fell back against the wall and squashed me against it. I was glad it was over with.
Tall, White Chef’s Hat

Wearing the white cook’s uniform and especially the chef’s hat meant a lot to me. It gave me a sense of prestige and accomplishment. When the owner brought important people into our kitchen, he would introduce the chef, cooks, and even me. We stood there in our spotless uniforms; the owner was very proud of his nightclub and the well-equipped kitchen.

My job at The Crystal Inn was the only job I ever had that made me wish the clock would stop so I could get all my work done in time. What made it so stressful were the banquet rooms. I was certainly earning my wages. One banquet room might have forty people and the other one, maybe one hundred. Each customer had to have a shrimp or crab cocktail, a fancy salad, soup, and finally the main entrée.
During this time I also had to get ready for the regular customers, and the big cart with all the goodies on ice had to be prepared fresh every night. Making shrimp and crab cocktails left and right, the waitresses, sixteen of them, would come in and order the usual stuff, hectic, but OK. The usual stuff consisted of too many things to name. But when they ordered cracked crab on ice or some idiot wasn’t hungry and just wanted a club sandwich, that was the worst; it took so long to prepare.
In better times, the chef taught me how to cut meat. We cut these planks of meat into New York steaks. Big chunks
 of triangle-shaped meat were cut into top sirloin steaks, and strips of meat about two feet long or so were cut into filet mignon steaks; I really liked cutting meat. It even made me think about becoming a butcher, but the chance of cutting yourself deeply was always there. You’d be surprised how much time you would spend in the walk-in refrigerator room, too, and that was no fun. 

Enough about work. Let me talk about more fun things. Once a year, the restaurant would celebrate some kind of holiday and decorate. I had nothing to do with it, except the fishbowl interested me. What they would do is have a fishbowl in front of the bar that looked like it had a nude who was about a foot long swimming in it. They would prepare a room in the back where a large, black, velvet cloth was placed on the floor, and the nude would pretend she was swimming on it; this was projected into the fishbowl. Mr. Lorenz had sixteen waitresses to choose from to do this job; some were young and pretty, and some were not. Bernice was the chosen one; I never asked how she felt about it. Some of the cooks and I—but never the chef—would go see Bernice in the fishbowl just for fun. We didn’t tell her because we didn’t want to embarrass her. 
It sure was a lot of fun working there; there was a lot to learn, but you really earned your pay. I felt it was well worth it because I was paid a lot more then and got away from dishwashing and started a new career. Things did change with each new chef who came to work there, though. I was at The Crystal Inn for about two years, during which time I worked for three different chefs. This made me realize that being a chef provided you with no security. The chefs were very talented; the last one I worked for was from the San Francisco Hotel. He fired me, but I outlasted him anyway. How that came to be was that one Thanksgiving Day, we worked our butts off: I put in a fourteen-and-a-half-hour day, and we always only got paid for straight time. The culinary workers never got any overtime in those days. When payday came around, though, I looked at my check, and it showed that I only got paid for eight hours on Thanksgiving Day, even though we had all worked so hard. Since the chef handled all our hours, I asked him why I only got paid for eight hours. He said that since he was teaching me all about being a chef someday, I should give up some of my hours in exchange for all his knowledge. He said I had a choice: take the eight hours and stay, or take the fourteen and a half hours and that would be the end of my beloved job. I did not hesitate for a minute: I said I want my fourteen and a half hours and I would leave. But I decided that I would finish the shift and then go home. My sister called to see if I could get off early to be with the family, which was together for the first time in years. I told my sister the situation at work, and she said to come on home now. But I said I didn’t want to leave the rest of the crew in a bind. My family was never together again. So, I kept working, and then Vivian, the hostess, came in and asked me why I was so gloomy. I told her that the chef had fired me and why. She was shocked. “We’ll see about that,” she said. “I’m going talk to Mr. Lorenz. Don’t leave.” So off she went, and she returned a few minutes later to say Mr. Lorenz said the chef could not fire me and I would certainly be paid for the fourteen and a half hours I had worked. The almighty chef did not like that at all, but he couldn’t do anything about it. He got so mad he didn’t talk to me for a couple of weeks; he had to use an intermediary to tell me anything. Much later, I guess the chef and Mr. Lorenz had a disagreement, and the chef left. Nobody was sorry to see him leave.
After working there awhile, I thought I should possibly try something else. It ended up being a good decision. I saw an ad in the Los Angeles Times explaining the Aircraft Company in Burbank was hiring structural assemblers. I thought, wow, I sure would like to work there. My two brothers, Mark and Tom, had worked there. Mark was even still there. It ended up being a great idea; little did I know that it would change our whole lives. Maybe I’d found the ladder of success or something at only twenty years old. There are so many roads you have to take to succeed, and all you’ve got to ride on is hope and more hope. I really liked working at The Crystal Inn and all the people I worked with, especially the owner, and I think he liked me being there. The greatest thing about it was that I only had to work one job, and I got a day off. That was living!
Mr. Lorenz did a very nice thing for Helen and me for our first wedding anniversary. Vivian told him it was coming up, so he invited Helen and me to come in Sunday for a very nice dinner and dancing. We came in and sat next to the dance floor; Mr. Lorenz jumped up on the stage, took the microphone, and announced our special occasion. The bandleader asked Helen what her favorite song was; she said it was “Harbor Lights.” They played it, and we danced alone in front of all those ritzy people; it was great. I knew the entire band because I saw them every night during their intermission.
It was sad for me to leave The Crystal Inn; I know they didn’t want me to leave. My job there was secure, but a future in which I was a cook forever did not excite me. This meant taking a big chance, because if I got the new job, we would have to move to Burbank from Bakersfield. A new job is never a guarantee of anything, but there is always hope.
On to the next chapter, still looking for the ladder of success.
The Ladder of Success Is Elusive and Slippery
Sometimes you find kindness in unexpected places, but first you have to find the ladder of success; by that I mean that you have to figure out what your goal is and how you can achieve it. My only goal was to make money the best way I could.

One thing about me that was very crucial to my way of living was that I was always looking to see who was making the most money around me where I worked. Then I made sure I learned to do that job, even if it meant going to night school after work, which I did many times. I attended Glendale Junior College, Los Angeles City College, and Los Angeles Trade Tech, and I took mathematics at Burbank Adult School. It all paid off very well for my family and me. I hope I don’t get a headache from blowing my own horn so much, though.
The decision was made: we were going to Burbank, California, so I could try to get a job at the Aircraft Company. Monday was my day off, so on March 5, 1951, we went after I’d finished work at The Crystal Inn at one in the morning. I didn’t stop to sleep. All of us—including not just Helen but also Yolanda at seventeen months old—agreed that we should go. We were expecting our second child, Barbara, in about three weeks. It was pretty risky, but destiny was calling. We had a 1937 Chevrolet that ran very well, so there were no worries there. Since the car was a coupe, it only had a single long front seat, but behind the seat was a shelf big enough for Yolanda to lie down and go to sleep. Speaking of sleep, I got so tired behind the wheel that I told Helen to keep watching me and to nudge me if necessary. We arrived at the company at about five in the morning and waited for the employment office to open at eight. I went into the office for the interview, surely looking tired, sleepy, and generally terrible, but I explained why. I remember that day vividly because it changed my whole life; maybe, I remember thinking, I would finally find my elusive ladder here.
The man who interviewed me was young—maybe in his thirties—and tall and sort of skinny with black hair. He interviewed me after I filled out all the paperwork. After looking at my paperwork, he said he couldn’t find an excuse to hire me. He spent about forty-five minutes interviewing me and was really trying, thank God. He asked me if I had any mechanical skills. I said no. “Worked in a service station?” I said no. “Worked on car engines?” I said no. Then he said, “I’m so sorry. I can’t hire you.” My heart sank, and then I remembered what I had told my father five years before. “I took metal shop in high school,” I told the interviewer. The man’s eyes lit up, and he said, “That’s it. I can hire you.” He was almost as happy as I was. He didn’t even ask me how long I’d taken metal shop. I will always be grateful to that man on behalf of my family and me. I thought I’d found my ladder of success and had hopefully gotten onto the first rung. After the interview, we drove 120 miles back to Bakersfield—still without my having gotten any sleep. How we made it back, I don’t even remember at all.

I started to work at the Aircraft Company on March 12, 1951. I would commute to Bakersfield on weekends because we were expecting the birth of Barbara. I would come back to Burbank Sunday night around eleven and go to sleep in my car in the carport at Mark’s house. Mark, my oldest brother, would wake me up at six in the morning; then I would go into his house and wash up and have coffee. He would have lunch ready for me and we’d be off to work. Mark was such a big help to us. He got me a room at the Victory Hotel for $1.50 per day. I would sleep at the hotel on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, and on Friday morning I would pack my belongings, put them in the car, and go to work. After work on Friday at half past three, I would go back to Bakersfield; I would return to Burbank on Sunday night. Barbara was born on a Thursday night on March 29, 1951, in Bakersfield. My family phoned us to tell us the good news that Helen and the baby were doing great. I couldn’t go home till the next day because I had been working only twelve days and couldn’t ask for the day off. Her birth made me feel a lot better because that meant that they could all come to live with me. Soon after that my family came with me to Burbank, and we stayed at a neat motel during the week and returned to Bakersfield for weekends. I don’t remember why we did this. During this time, Mark was looking for a house for us to rent.
On one of these trips back to Bakersfield, the car started to get hot with all the stuff we were carrying. We were still close to Burbank, so I decided to find a motel to unload all the stuff from the car. The motel I found was in Pacoima, California, across the street from the Whiteman Airport on San Fernando Road.
Luck was still with us. The place I found had a bunch of small cabins for rent for two dollars per day. We rented a one-bedroom cabin that had a bed with everything—sheets, blankets, and pillows—a dresser with four big drawers, and a basin with hot and cold water to wash up. It had community showers and a Laundromat for all of us. We were really living then. We left all the stuff there and went on to Bakersfield. On the way back, we decided we might stay there. The woman had told us she had some bigger cabins that each had a bedroom, a kitchen, and a bathroom and for which you paid by the week; she said that one might be vacant soon. The first week we were there, we stayed in the one-room cabin; Yolanda slept between us, and tiny Barbara slept in one of the big drawers. Honestly! She was so small she would fit anywhere. The woman got us a larger cabin in a week, and we stayed there almost a month before Mark found us a house to rent. Our little adventures never ceased to amaze me, and in a way, they were always fun because we were all together.
When I started working at the Aircraft Company, it 
was still producing the Constellation aircraft with its three tails. They sent me into a huge building, about seven stories high, where they were producing the F-94 fighter jet with its twenty-four rockets that fired from the nose of the airplane. It was very exciting to be working on all these great airplanes. My brother worked in another building, blocks away, so I never got to see him at work.

While a trainee, they put me to work with three women who had been there since World War II and who were experts at shooting rivets. I was the youngest one around, as far as they knew, at only twenty years old. One of the women, Lucille, was my permanent partner. I had to do everything she ordered, and helping her always came first. The other two were partners, and everything was working out just fine. My job was to hold a thick steel bar about a foot long to buck or flatten the rivet as it came through the hole in the metal skin. One woman was absent one day, so the other one had no partner to buck her rivets; I helped her. This was a big mistake; my partner took me aside and said in a low, gravelly voice, “See this bar?” She held a steel bar in front of my face. “I’m going to lay you out with it if you ever help her again without my permission.” What caused the friction here was that those two had been competing against each other since World War II to determine who was the best and the fastest. I did not want to join the fifty million people who had died in the war, so I decided not to help the other woman again. I don’t remember if Lucille scared me or not, but I thought she was a little nuts, and crazy people do worry me. The other woman came back, and everything went smoothly after that; so much for all the love-sharing.

I was very careful to learn how to buck the rivets just right because it was very important. When bucking the rivets on the other side of the tail, you cannot see the other person shooting the rivets. The buck bar has to be in just the right place, or the rivet gun will punch a hole right through the metal skin, causing the tail to get badly damaged. Whether this was repairable, we never had to find out. My next step was to learn to drill holes in certain areas. I had to drill hundreds of them in different sizes. Then I moved on to countersinking the drilled holes for the rivet head to fit perfectly flush with the skin. These were high-speed fighters, and everything had to be perfect or the high-speed air would tear the skin apart.

The most delicate job was countersinking the drilled holes. It took me weeks to move up in my training to do all of these things. The countersink drills had a guard to keep you from going too deep. You could not let it wobble at all because it would ruin the holes. I thought I’d gotten really good at all my tasks, so they let me countersink tiny holes, and that went well. Then they let me do bigger holes that held bigger rivets; this was a big mistake.
Before I get into my big fiasco, I want to tell you that destiny was close by. In our section we had the whole jet fighter airplane there with us. I never got tired of looking at these beautiful, sleek-looking aircraft. One day a guy came into our section, and I couldn’t help but notice that he had a white shirt and tie on but wore Levi’s—I’d never seen that before. He didn’t say anything to anybody; he just climbed up the stairs alongside the airplane and jumped into the cockpit for about three hours. I kept an eye on him, and all I could see of him was his head. I wondered what in the world he was doing for so long; he hadn’t even stopped for lunch. Finally, destiny—I mean Bob—jumped back out of the cockpit, and I asked him, “What did you do in there?” He had a big drawing pad with him and showed me all the drawings he had done of the interior of the cockpit. As soon as I saw the drawings, my eyes must have lit up. I told him I could do all kinds of drawings like that and that I still had samples of some I’d done. If Bob Brown had never come to do these drawings in the cockpit, I probably would not have ever heard about this potential career.
He said what I should do was take all my drawings and show them to Mr. George Towers. He was the art director of the illustration group. I made an appointment with Mr. Towers, and my supervisor let me go see him during our work hours. Mr. Towers was impressed with all my drawings but said I needed to know more about isometric drawing
 with double rotation off the isometric axis, oblique views, and perspective drawing. These are all three-dimensional drawings. He said go to Glendale Junior College and enroll in certain classes with certain teachers. I enrolled right away in the middle of the semester. The teacher ended up saying it was OK because I already knew most of the stuff. Mr. Towers said, “Then you come back and see me.” Maybe then he would hire me. I was really excited now. Can you imagine? My wildest dream might come true, I was thinking. So off I went to junior college. Technical illustration really got going during World War II because it was important to simplify the drawings for the mechanics and repairmen.

My Big Fiasco, with a Big Surprise!
When they let me countersink all the big holes across about ten feet of the main spar across the tail, I countersunk the holes too much, so the rivet head could not fill them. We tried bigger rivets, frozen rivets, and others, but nothing helped. Our supervisor finally called in the engineers to fix the problem while we worked on a new tail. The engineers spent a whole week on it, during which I hoped and hoped they could fix it. Finally they just pushed the tail to the side, and there it stayed. I don’t know how much the tail was worth, but I am sure it was a lot. Nobody ever said anything to me about it or pointed a finger, but they all knew who was responsible for it.
Knowing I was in a lot of trouble caused me great concern. A week later the supervisor called me over and said, “Joe, I have to talk to you.” Again my little, old heart sank. I said to myself, “Here comes the end of my brief career.” What he ended up saying, though, surprised the heck out of me. He said, as I stood there frozen, “We are going to transfer you to another department.” When he said the word transfer, I think my heart started beating again, and then came the bigger surprise: “We are transferring you to the Precision Sheet Metal Department.” My jaw must have dropped. How could they be putting me into that department after all the trouble I caused? “Precision?” It was certainly OK with me, though, and off I went to my new precision department feeling reincarnated. I think my destiny trip was becoming a miracle trip.
The people in the new department were older people—around middle age—who had worked there during World War II. It was a group of only men, and there were around a dozen or so of them, which I thought would be better. What this Precision Sheet Metal Department built were the air scoops for the jet-engine air intake, and they were a lot smaller than horizontal tails. We only used small rivets, and maybe that was why they’d moved me there—I could do less damage. They could not say, however, that I wasn’t a worker who really tried to learn and do my best.

It was fun working with these guys because they were all different but interesting and never had any problems or arguments. They taught me and helped me with everything and treated me like I had been there awhile. I was still only twenty years old and still going to school two nights a week. Best of all, they gave me a raise with the transfer; it was strange, but I happily took it. I think the people I worked with thought of me as a novelty because I was the only twenty-year-old around.

Going back a little bit, when I first started at the Aircraft Company, I went to the Smoke House restaurant to apply for a part-time job as a pantryman. They didn’t need a part-timer, though, and offered me a job full-time for which they would pay me more than I was making at the Aircraft Company. I went home and talked it over with Helen. We knew there was more security at the Aircraft Company, so there I stayed. It ended up being a good move. 

I never missed any classes and was learning all they had to teach; most of the stuff was very familiar. After four months the school semester ended, and I started the summer classes right away, which would end by September. Then I could go see the art director for a job.

I worked in the new department for about two months and learned quite a lot about precision sheet metal, and everything was going just fine. Meanwhile I finished summer school and rushed off to see Mr. George Towers with an armful of drawings—orthographic, isometric, perspective, and everything else he had asked for. He was impressed with my being able to learn all he had asked me to learn in such a short time. He said I would hear from him; he did not say he was going to hire me or anything like that. I didn’t know if I should be excited or not. What I did notice was that all the men working there wore white shirts and ties and no Levi’s, just like my dad said. I think Bob Brown had worn Levi’s that day just to climb into the messy cockpit.

I went back to my department and kept on working away as usual. I didn’t know what was going to happen next. A week or so went by, and I had heard nothing from Mr. Towers till one day our supervisor called the whole group together to make an announcement. I had no idea what it was about. I remember very clearly what he looked like: he wore glasses, had brown hair, and was sort of short. He paused and said, again, “I have an announcement to make.” He was making it out to be such a big deal. What could it be? The big deal was me! He said, “Joe is leaving us and is being promoted to the Technical Illustration Department.” Everybody started clapping, and all the groups around us were staring at us. I was really happy and excited. In that mystical moment of mine, I remembered Billy in the second grade and how I’d helped with his workbook and he got a gold star and all the class clapped for him. Then the supervisor said that Friday would be my last day with them and I would start my new job on Monday. Everybody seemed so sincerely happy for me as they shook my hand and patted me on the back.

I had been a structural assembler and a precision sheet metal worker for only seven months before I became a technical illustrator—and I was still only twenty years old. The Illustration Department had about 150 tech illustrators spread out in three groups. In all the years I was there, I never saw one of the groups; they were always down in the shop, working with the tool designers. Everyone ranged in age from twenty-three to seventy years old. I couldn’t find anyone my age, and they didn’t know my age and kept asking me what college I went to; I would say Los Angeles City College. I didn’t tell them that it was night school, and they let it go at that. It didn’t make any difference because they were a lot younger than the people in the other groups.
I never again saw any of the people I had worked for before. They worked different hours and in different buildings. I remember the faces of most of the people in my first group and in my second group but not their names. I missed them because it had been very exciting to be working with them at the Aircraft Company. The only one I didn’t miss at all was Lucille; all I could picture of her was her snarling face in my face with that steel bar.
It was hard for me to believe I had succeeded in launching my wildest dream. Who knew what the future would hold for me? This twentieth year of my life had been quite a year for me and my family. My wife was always supportive of me in all my endeavors. I can’t say goals because I didn’t have any; I just floundered till I hit pay dirt. I found the ladder of success. Now it was time for the hard work: to try to keep climbing.

It was so exciting working in the illustration group at the Aircraft Company; there were so many different kinds of drawings to do, and I got a chance to work on most of them.
A White Shirt and Tie

Getting to wear a white shirt and tie is such a simple goal to have, but the meaning of it is that mountains of hopes and dreams can come through. I had to run out and buy white shirts, dress pants, sport coats, and ties all on credit, and a problem emerged: it turned out I was color-blind. Helen didn’t know it either, and I had already bought the clothes in the colors I liked. But everything worked out OK because Helen arranged all the combinations for me. My dad never said I had to worry about the colors on the ties. Nobody at the Aircraft Company found out about my color-blindness till about a dozen years later, and I’ll explain later how that came to be.

Starting in the illustration group was not even as momentous as when I started working at The Crystal Inn. Even though I was just the dishwasher there, they had shown me the entire nightclub and introduced me all around. At the Aircraft Company, I met my new supervisor, Don Young, and he introduced me to a few illustrators standing close by, and that was it; but they were very nice, so I don’t know what else I expected. Balloons? I guess I felt so disappointed because to me it was a miracle to be there. They assigned me a six-foot drafting board and one very hard draftsman’s stool.

Don told me all the things I would need to get started: a drafting drawing set, all kinds of triangles, a whole set of ellipse guide templates of different degrees, and a whole bunch of other things. All sounded familiar except for one: a thin paintbrush. I asked what it was for, and he said, “This little brush is used to white out ink boo-boos and make the drawings look perfect.” So I went to the store and bought a tiny brush. The next day I brought in most of the stuff I needed and that stupid little fifty-cent brush. Don 
took one look at the brush and burst out laughing. Everyone turned around to see why he was laughing so hard. So he held up the stupid little brush and said, “Here’s what Joe brought in to do white-outs with.” They all smiled but didn’t crack up like Don because I was standing there and they knew I was embarrassed. He explained that what I needed to have was a Winsor & Newton brush of fine sable hair and that they were ten bucks. Wow, ten bucks. I’d never heard of them before, but you learn. I turned twenty-one years old a couple of weeks after I joined the illustration group.

They put me in a group that did the “illustrated parts breakdown” catalogs that showed every piece that was in a particular aircraft. Everything I knew was on a very small scale compared to these drawings. Some of these orthographic blueprints were twelve feet long and forty-two inches high, and we converted to them to three-dimensional drawings to simplify the details and make them easy to follow for the airplane repairmen and mechanics. Only the senior illustrators would work on them, and they looked buried in the prints. As a beginner I got all the easy things to do, like pasting down numbers and lead lines; eventually I did some inking. They didn’t forget about me; they kept pushing me right along to see how much I could do, and it was hard because I had never seen some of these things before. Luck, though, was still with me. I think I did well because, to me, it was just amazing to be there, and that is such a driving force.

Luckily for me, there were three different classifications of illustrator: beginning, intermediate, and senior. Of course, the pay was laddered, and I soon found out what it was for each one. That really got me excited. I was in that group for a couple years doing isometrics, starting with small ones and then taking on incrementally larger ones. The Aircraft Company was typical in that, like many large companies, it had two distinctive classifications of general employee: the hourly workers had round badges, and the salaried personnel had oval badges of different colors and made more money. The Technical Illustration Department employees had round badges, just like the factory workers. They felt it was insulting because it meant we belonged to the same union as the engineers and had to be with them all the time. The employees of the Illustration Department had tried for years to get oval badges but couldn’t do it. Everything was working out just fine, and I was getting better at everything.

Then they decided to send me to another area called B-1, for Building 101. In this building they put me in a room so big it held about three hundred people, mostly engineers but maybe a hundred technical illustrators. There was only one female engineer, and she stood out because she was tall and nice-looking; she was sort of a Jane Russell type. They had one room full of hundreds of filed blueprints and girls on roller skates to bring them to you when you needed them. I’m not joking. When you’re working on these drawings, they don’t want you to waste your time hunting and chasing down blueprints. They were all young, but I only remember one who was named Becky, and that is because she got fired after being caught by a guard doing the unmentionable in the parking lot with a guy.
My desk was against a high concrete wall, and I would tack all these big blueprints on the wall and have them all over my desk. I felt like some mad scientist, but I loved it; I was living my dream. I don’t remember what they called this group, but we were still doing drawings for a certain kind of catalog that went to the Air Force. There were so many different kinds of people in this big department. There was Mrs. Terry—that’s what we called her, I guess out of respect for her age, about seventy. She had all-white hair and wore big glasses. She was a wizard at complicated drawings. Another young woman named Margaret had only one arm but was a senior illustrator, and she sure could figure out all the big, complicated drawings. And then there was Sal, who had an artificial leg; he was a good tech artist and would work in the Olvera Street marketplace on the weekends doing caricature pictures of people who would pay to have them done. There was another man who used an artificial arm; he said he lost it working on an oil-well rig while working as a roughneck. Then we had another woman named Terry who claimed she modeled for national magazines; she was nice-looking and had a good figure, but we didn’t believe her. So she brought in the national magazines that showed her not only inside of them but also on the covers. The only people you remember are the ones who had some distinctive characteristic or personality. There was an older blonde named Frances. Steve Harris and I called her “the leg” because she had the sexiest legs. Steve Harris sat next to me for almost two years, and we were great friends till they transferred me to another department and I didn’t get a chance to see him anymore.

There were also other groups that did completely different kinds of illustrations. I spent over five years with the IPB catalogs, and they even had me doing large schematics. I had never done these before, but again, you learn. The engineers would sketch these schematics in a rough form several feet long, and then we had to lay them out to fit a page eleven inches high and whatever width it took as a foldout page. The engineers had an advantage in knowing how these wires hooked up; we didn’t, so we had to be sure to hook them up just like they had them, or something was not going to work. By this time I was approaching twenty-five years of age, and they were still throwing things at me I had never heard of, but it was still exciting for me. After years of being in the illustration group, I was a senior illustrator earning a wage at the top of the scale. All I could do then was wait for the top-scale pay to go up.

They had another group called Special Projects that did all kinds of different things. This group found out that I could do speedball and felt-tip lettering, charts, isometrics, perspective drawings, and all-around tech work. They needed all the help they could get, so they transferred me to that group, which was part of Preliminary Engineering, the group that did the most unusual projects. They sent me to Building 63, which overlooked two runways from the fifth floor. This was the most exciting group to be in because the work never ceased to amaze me.
On July 5, 1954, our third child was born, and it was a little girl; we named her Carmen after my mother. As Carmen grew up, she began to look a little bit like my mother. So now we had three little girls, and they sure were a lot of fun to play with. It was much easier on the clothing, too, that they were all girls. We got Yolanda ready to start kindergarten; that was a big day for her.

Special Projects and Whatever
The Special Projects group consisted of about one hundred engineers, twelve technical writers, seven commercial artists, and twelve technical illustrators. The technical writers sat next to us, and they were a bunch of interesting guys. Each of them had hopes that he might become a novelist or some other kind of author. They told me that to sell a story, besides being good, it helps to have an impressive title and a name that is easy to remember.

The engineers were there to invent or come up with new ideas, and we came in afterward. We were there to illustrate their ideas in three-dimensional drawings and make all kinds of charts and graphs for presentations to the bigwigs. The engineers would use our illustrations to try to convince them that the project would work and possibly make money.

The commercial artist’s job was to paint these big, beautiful paintings of a scene and then paint big airplanes in the centers of them. These paintings were done for the presidents of the airlines with which the Aircraft Company was doing business. These artists did really great work. One of them, Charles Hudson, had a contract with Hallmark and did some Christmas cards for them every year. We also had Mr. Linus V. Jorgenson, a marine and veteran of the Battle of Guadalcanal. When he told us a war story, he made it sort of funny. He said when they landed on Guadalcanal they were stuck there on the beachhead and he didn’t know what to do: lie on his stomach and get shot in the butt or lie on his back and get shot in the front. He stayed on his stomach most of the time. He also freelanced, doing artwork for the Chipmunks cartoons for television. His name appeared in the credits.

We also had a guy named Frankie who we all thought to be a great person because he and his wife adopted kids like it was a hobby; they had seven of them. Their last adoption got them on the television news because they adopted one of the first Korean orphans. Everything went well till they got a divorce. There were two other artists, Floyd and Ralph, who had been there a few years, but they both died of throat cancer in their mid sixties. When Floyd got sick, he didn’t come back to work, but Ralph did come back to work for a while; we knew, though, that he was in pain. He would paint a little and then just stare out the window for long periods of time. The boss never said anything to him about it. I used to wonder what he saw while staring out the window for hours at a time. I think I found out later in life, when I was in lots of pain for a long time with no end in sight and there was nothing I could do about it: you just sit there and stare out the window, and eventually you don’t see what you’re looking at. Instead, a whole other world opens up for you, made up of thousands of memories. That is what you see. It’s sad but true. This was already in the late fifties, and even to this day, I am privileged to have some of the rough paintings those artists did before they did the final big ones. Sometimes they were in-between doing the big paintings, so they would do small paintings to look busy and have fun and would give them to me if I asked for them.

There was an engineer named Lloyd C. Stearman who sat about fifty feet from me. I knew he was from the family of famous aircraft builders, but I thought he was just a younger brother. I asked him what he was working on, and he said it was the landing gear of the Lockheed Hercules Y-130. Then we talked about the Lockheed P-38. This was back in the late fifties, and what I didn’t know was that he was the inventor of all the famous Stearman aircraft. I looked up Stearman aircraft on the computer and found out he was born in 1898 and came to work for Lockheed in 1958. He gave the Lockheed president his first job as a draftsman engineer. So when I was talking to him, he was around sixty years old. He was a very nice gentleman to talk to, and he helped start aerodynamics as we know it today.
In our tech group, there was only one interesting person. His name was Bob Hayes, but we all called him Captain Bob because he had flown a Lockheed Lightning P-38 during the war in the Pacific campaign. I wish I had asked him about his war experiences, but he seemed very reluctant to talk about them. The P-38 was built in Burbank, and during the war, they would fly them right out of the mile-long runway that is now a parking lot (the very same parking lot where Becky was caught enjoying her parking spot).
When I first got there, they put me to work on the charts right away, which I would continue to work on every day and some nights. I couldn’t believe how many charts they had to keep working on all the time. Only the tech illustrators would have to work into the night. The knuckles of my right hand would swell up from lettering so much, and I would have to go to the bathroom and soak my hand in hot water to relax it. Since this was a classified area, we had what they called a bathroom-buddy system where you had to have someone go to the bathroom with you because the bathrooms were outside of the classified area. It was nothing but fun, fun, and fun. Then they started putting us on different projects.

I think the first thing I worked on were giant fans someone had the idea to place on towers all over Southern California to blow the smog away. Honestly! We all know that they didn’t sell that idea to the bigwigs. Next, we worked on prefabricated houses, and they couldn’t sell that idea either. Then we worked on short takeoff and landing aircraft; that looked pretty good, but they couldn’t sell that either. Then they had us drawing helicopters; I asked Cruz, the chief engineer on this project, why we were doing this when there were at least three other helicopter companies that had been doing it for many years. He said, “We are going to design a rotor motor with less parts, and it will be more reliable and cheaper.” We didn’t sell that idea either.
The next project was stranger than all of the other ones put together. We had a room that was actually a vault with a big steel door, and they put us in there and closed the door, though they didn’t lock it. We called it the war room because all we did all day was try to figure out how we would defend ourselves against incoming rockets. The whole thing was ridiculous because nobody was going to survive if rockets were actually fired; it wasn’t even worth worrying about, and so I never said anything. I kept wondering what the Aircraft Company had to do with it. Then the supervisor sent me to work on a nuclear aircraft. The engineers needed someone to draw a perspective drawing of the aircraft and its support equipment. They had no idea how to do perspective drawings. What I had to draw was an eye-level view of the aircraft on the ground and its support equipment underneath it. Guess what? They couldn’t sell that idea either because the nuclear reactor was too heavy. It took me a couple of weeks, but it was back to the chart group. Then they sent me to work on a supersonic transport; we were competing with several American and European aircraft companies, and a European company got the contract and built the Concord. When I saw their version of the Concord, it looked just like our version of it. I think all the companies had the same information, and all the versions looked similar, so I think the price ended up being the important factor.
A month or so later, they had another job for me to tackle. They sent me to Palo Alto, California, to work on a fascinating project called the Apollo Lunar Excursion Module (LEM). Aircraft Company was bidding for a part of the project. Palo Alto was four hundred miles away from us, and our company had another branch only forty miles away, so I wondered why they’d picked me to be pulled away from my family. They didn’t give me a choice, though, so off I went. The engineers were still bringing me airplane blueprints to take to the engineers in Palo Alto. This occurred at the same time Marilyn Monroe died, on August 5, 1962. The building was called the Palace because there were chandeliers all over the place that had been left by the company that had the building before we did.

After I got there and they showed me around, I found out they had sent five engineers from Burbank, too, so we worked together, ate out together, and stayed at the same motel. I remember looking at the drawings of the LEM project and reading about what its mission was going to be. It really seemed like something out of a science-fiction 
movie. They seemed to have it figured out, but would it actually work? Hundreds of thousands of parts had to function perfectly.
First they would have to launch the missile from Earth and go into orbit around the Earth, and then they would have to use the orbit to slingshot it to the moon. It would have to go into orbit around the moon and then launch another missile from the orbiter to land on the moon. After landing on the moon and being used to do all the things they had to do on the moon’s surface, they would have to launch it off the moon, put it into orbit around the moon, and get it attached to the mother orbiter. Every time there was a launch, part of the project would remain behind. After the hookup with the mother orbiter, the orbiter would have to slingshot itself out of its orbit around the moon and head back to Earth.

Years later I was visiting an aerospace company that had the last part of the LEM project and a mock-up of the space shuttle made of wood while it was also working on several other fascinating projects. The person I went to see there was an old friend I used to work with, and he asked me if I wanted to see all these projects. I said I would be excited to see them. So he got on the phone and made a call, and up pops a guy with a red coat who shows me around everything. It was great, but I wanted to go inside the shuttle; he said no one could go in there.

The whole LEM project was very unique and feasible, but would everything function perfectly? As I worked on the project, I thought about how much guts it would take to fly that mission. I don’t know if we got any part of that contract because many companies were in on it. We got finished and headed back home in a couple of weeks. It was so interesting and fun, but I was glad to be home.

Then they got another idea about where to send me: way out in the boonies in a rundown building with two other senior illustrators I had never seen before. This building was called Flight Operations, and some of the test pilots were there. If I saw any of them, I wouldn’t know who they were, with the exception of the world-famous Tony LeVier, chief test pilot. He was easy to recognize because his picture appeared in the company newsletter all the time and he always wore sunglasses no matter what. To be honest with you, I don’t remember what we worked on, but they were hefty isometrics. The greatest thing about it was that I could look out my window and see a Lockheed P-38, a P-51 Mustang, a B-29 bomber, and a weird airplane called the Pogo Stick. It was an aircraft that sat on its tail, had two propellers in the nose, and was supposed to take off and fly horizontally and land back down on its tail. I don’t think it ever got any higher than thirty feet, but nobody got killed in it. I was only there for about one month before going back to the fifth floor in my regular building.
Being on the fifth floor had its advantages when it came to seeing things happening on the runways. We saw the U-2 take off for the very first time in history. It took off in about two thousand feet and went straight up in a circular pattern; it never left the area of the airport. It was an airplane we had never heard of even though the Aircraft Company had built it. It was fun to watch it take off because a little truck would start with it and go as fast as it could to pick up the two pontoons that fell off the wings as it took off. I think all of its trial runs were done at night for security reasons. Another aircraft that took off from there for the first time in history was the Lockheed Hercules Y1-30, a cargo transport. They ran that aircraft back and forth maybe twenty times before they tried having it take off. I thought it was surely risky because the airport was surrounded by hundreds of homes, but it made it all right. We saw many aircraft that were in trouble, but none were in too serious trouble except for one whose failed flight we didn’t get to see. That one crashed into the building where my brother worked and killed eight people. They were friends of my brother, and they were washing down an airplane. My brother was all right. Thank God! That’s enough discussion of my wandering around back and forth between different assignments and my chart group and my adventures in the world of pushing brushes around.
The next chapter comes with disappointment, anger, and patience, but destiny prevails! Join me!
Surprise, Disappointment, Anger, and Patience!

While the supervisor was sending me all over the place, I didn’t know if I was special or if he just liked getting rid of me. Regardless, I was happy to work on all these different projects and rest my hand from lettering. All these events took place over several years.

All of the tech illustrators were hourly workers and had round badges. We were the only group with round badges among all these engineers, writers, commercial artists, and all the bigwigs, which made us feel like we were second-class. I thought us techs worked harder and longer hours than anyone else in the building. We did all the technical drawings and charts and lettered everything on them except the titles. The brush-lettered titles were all done by Bob Lane only. No one else could help him because brush-lettering in gothic, script, or casual was unique. Bob was a commercial artist and really didn’t want to do it, but he had no choice. Guess what, though? I saw a little crack in the cement wall through which I glimpsed how I could get put on salary, wear an oval badge, and earn much more money. That would be almost as satisfying as when I was able to stop pulling the wagon full of groceries home down the street.
I promptly went back to Los Angeles Trade Tech to study brush-lettering. Mr. Joe Libby was the teacher and an excellent lettering man. He even hand-lettered titles for the movies. That didn’t do us any good, though, because all we did was watch him do his freelance jobs rather than practice ourselves. I quit and went back to Los Angeles City College; the teacher here, Mr. Olson, was great. We never saw him letter anything. His only interest was having us learn lettering. I finished that semester with many examples and a nice certificate. My kids would watch me practice on the classified section of the newspaper. Brush-lettering was very different from the other type of lettering we did because of how the long bristles of the brush would wiggle if you didn’t have a steady hand. My hand was very shaky with the brush till one day at home I found out that if I had a beer, it would actually steady my hand. Then I eventually got used to the brush and could maintain a steady hand without the beer—I had to learn that because I knew that they wouldn’t let me have a beer at work.
All excited, I took my samples to my supervisor, Bob, and said I’d like to help Bob Lane when he got overloaded with work. He looked at all the samples very carefully and then came his killer jab. Word for word, he said, “Why should I have second-class lettering done when I can have Bob Lane do it first-class?” At first I was surprised at his remark and then really disappointed, and then I got mad and walked off. After investing a whole semester of effort in improving myself and trying to help stop the bottleneck, that was it? I bit my tongue and didn’t say a word but just went back to my drawing board. I never said anything like that to any of my employees later in my life, and I had many employees. I thought to myself, I know he’s going to need me sooner or later, and I will be ready. I brought in all my lettering brushes and hid them in my desk. I was amazed to see a very experienced supervisor being so shortsighted. After that episode, my opinion of him changed radically and would remain as it was, even if he did promote me.

Honest to goodness, it was sooner rather than later—maybe two weeks went by—that he asked me if I would bring my equipment in and try to help Bob Lane. I told him I had my equipment in my desk and ready to go. He was surprised but said OK. He had me do some brush titles, and he liked what he saw. He had to get me a desk with a swivel top and a small cabinet with drawers for my equipment like the commercial artists had, and he seated me with them. In a couple of months, I was doing titles as well as Bob Lane, and my supervisor was very pleased; we solved the bottleneck. My fellow lettering men were not impressed; they thought I had just created more work for myself because they thought it was impossible to get on salary. Several months later, however, they made me salaried and gave me a raise and the almighty oval badge. Then they all rushed over to ask me where they should go to school for brush-lettering. After I told them, they enrolled in school with Mr. Olson, and after they’d gone through one semester of school and several months of training at the Aircraft Company, we were all together again and salaried. It made me feel good that I’d helped them just like I’d helped Billy in the second grade. They didn’t get a gold star, but they did get an oval badge and more money.
When I first joined the illustration group, I was working in the catalogs for a couple of years. I met a man who was a tool designer, and he told me that with my knowledge I could become a tool designer and make more money still; all I needed was more math and trigonometry knowledge. So I enrolled in an adult mathematics class. When I was halfway into the semester, I went down to see the tool designers to check out the area and the work. I saw what they did, and it didn’t look like it would be easy in any respect. What turned me off was that they worked down in the factory with the machinists who were building all of the tools and jigs they were designing. Nobody dressed up—there were no white shirts or ties. So I decided that I didn’t want to work down there, even for more money.
I guess I just never stopped looking at how I could make more money. After I was doing brush-lettering for a year or so, one of the bigwigs, a vice president, told me there was an opening in Germany for an all-around tech illustrator, and he told me how to apply. So I filled out an application and a résumé and sent it to Germany, and they accepted it. I went to Bakersfield and got a new birth certificate because I didn’t have one. My big mistake was not asking my supervisor for permission to do all this. When the company notified him that they wanted to take me, he blew his cork. He had always reminded me of a monster, and that day he acted like one. He came to me madder than heck and pounded at my desk with his fist and said, “How dare you go over my head and try to get a job in Germany without going through us first?” I told him I had to find the job myself because no one was going to find it for me. I don’t remember what he said, but I’m sure it wasn’t nice. The next morning, Mr. Vic Jordan, the manager of illustration at our company, was waiting for me at my desk at half past seven. He was a much more reserved man than the monster. He said that whenever anything like that comes up again I should start with them first. That was the end of that; I didn’t get the job. After a few days, I thought about it and realized I was glad I didn’t get it because it would have meant being away from my family for the whole year of the contract. I had never been out of California, and the chance of going halfway around the world had blinded my better judgment.

After doing all kinds of jobs and being moved around all over the place and doing whatever was needed to be done in Special Projects, I found out why the department had that name. The only strange thing I wondered about was why I was the only one who ever got sent away. Some people’s only goal was to become a lead man or a supervisor, and the only way they were going to do that was by outliving the current ones. I couldn’t become a commercial artist because I wasn’t an artist and didn’t want to be one. Being a lead man or a supervisor was only a few steps above where I was then, and so it was not very exciting. I couldn’t imagine sitting there for the next thirty years. So, you guessed it: after fourteen years at this great company, I decided to look for another company that might have something different for me.

Aircraft Company had given me one of the biggest breaks in my life. I will always be very grateful to the man who dug so deeply to hire me. It was the kindness of that man that launched my career in the world of publications. We should never forget all the people in our lives who helped us, because nobody can do anything alone. It was truly sad for me to leave this great Aircraft Company.

I met every challenge they asked me to. My four fellow techs and I broke the cement wall and became salaried personnel when the other 150 tech illustrators couldn’t do it in twenty years. I was the proudest pearl diver you will ever know.
As I left the company and walked out through the different buildings, I thought about how I would never see this place or these people again; it was sad for me to go after all they had done for me. When destiny calls, though, you have to be ready. The last place and person I thought about as I was leaving was Becky, the skater who brought the blueprints and loved her spot in the parking lot that I was leaving.

To my great surprise, I was back at the Aircraft Company five years later as a vendor contractor picking up technical publications work from my old supervisor, Bob; I was the first vendor they ever used to vend out work to, and I was part-owner of this new company. The Aircraft Company, in fact, turned out to be my best and most lucrative customer. I guess even monsters have a heart. May the lucky breaks keep coming your way, because I got more than my share.
To all my children, my grandchildren, and especially my great-grandchildren, I wish I could be here to see you grow up and join all the other beautiful people. I leave you this story just in case you ever get curious about me, as well as a little verse I made up for Geri and Frank Garcia (my brother) that applies to all of us:
May the Good Lord be kind to us in health and in wealth; 
Lenient with our pain, suffering, and sadness,

And extravagant with our blessings of love, happiness, and hope…
and hope!
I have to go now. I can’t wait any longer. Destiny is calling!

Love you all forever and ever, your dad, grandpa, and great-grandpa.

JOE BUENO
Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch

My first eleven chapters were written as memoirs to my great-grandchildren because I won’t live long enough to see them grow up. I wish I could, but I doubt I will. The reason I made these chapters separate is certainly not because I have a split personality; I just don’t think they would like to hear about my personal life, good or bad.

I will continue my story by backtracking to our early years when Helen and I were first married. Everything was just fine; she was very happy being married to me, and I was just as happy being married to her. All we wanted was to stay married, have children, and keep our home spick-and-span—she even ironed the sheets. As I mentioned earlier, I’d noticed how neat she was when I first met her, although it wasn’t compulsive or anything like that. We didn’t drink or smoke—maybe because of my mom—and I thought I would never drink. I found out a year later just by accident that she smoked secretly when I found a pack of cigarettes, but she quit. I remember the very first drink we ever had. We were at the famous Hollywood Palladium in Hollywood, California, listening and dancing to Les Brown and His Band of Renown, whatever that means. As we ordered our drinks, we were sort of giggly and excited; we were only twenty-two and twenty-four years old. We told the bartender of our special occasion, but he wasn’t impressed. I guess he didn’t need people who didn’t drink; what a killjoy, I thought. By the way, the drinks we ordered were Tom Collinses, the only mixed drink I knew by name. Everything was just going perfectly for us. I worked at my dream job, and the future looked very good.

My wife and I never argued very much during the six years we were married. That was because my parents had argued every day, and I was determined not to follow that path. My wife apparently felt the same way. If we disagreed on something, it only lasted a few minutes, and that was the end of it. At the particular time I will be describing, we already had our three children and were living in an apartment on Florence Street in Burbank. I was working at the Aircraft Company. The children’s names were Yolanda, Barbara, and Carmen; the latter was still a baby. The kids were too young for school, so they just played all day, and their mother was home with them all the time. It was certainly worth working an extra part-time job to have plenty of money and to allow Helen to stay home with the kids. At the Aircraft Company, I was in a department that had no overtime, so I worked part-time as a pantryman in a restaurant called The Barn. I always worked part-time till I got into the Special Projects Department, which actually had too much overtime, although we liked the money.

I remember once, when Yolanda was four years old, she decided she was going to do a somersault on a broomstick between the couch and an occasional chair. I wasn’t watching her closely enough, or else I would have stopped her. The big problem was that there wasn’t enough space between the broom and the concrete floor. She did the somersault, and her head hit the floor. I picked her up then and asked her if she was all right. She said she was OK except her head hurt. No surprise there. So she sat around, but I kept an eye on her. Pretty soon afterward she said she was very sleepy, and that got me worried. So we all jumped into the car, and off we went to St. Joseph Hospital. This was a good move because they x-rayed her tiny skull and found a small crisscross break in it right behind her ear. This was about fifty-seven years ago, but I remember exactly how that crack looked in her little skull. The doctors said to take her home and make her rest and not move around but emphasized that if she started throwing up we should bring her back right away. She rested and was OK by the next day. Helen and I survived it all right, but we were really worried. A few years later, all three of them drank a whole bottle of children’s aspirin, and we had to take them all to the hospital to have their stomachs pumped; we survived that also. You just have to watch children constantly for them to be able to survive childhood.

While we were still living there, Betty Stone, who lived in the apartment across the quad from us, had some friends visiting her from back East. Her friends wanted to go to Santa Monica Beach but didn’t know how to get there. They asked me if I would take them, and I said I would. They had a nice new car, a 1954 Pontiac, and the visitor’s husband was tired of driving and asked me if I would drive, so I did. Little did I know it would almost cost me my life—but destiny wouldn’t let that happen.
Before this time period, I was going to a high school in Hollywood at night to swim in its nice heated pool. The instructors taught you how to swim every possible way, and I liked that. I bring that up because that’s what caused my problem. We got to the beach easily enough and laid our stuff out on the sand. We all jumped into the ocean and swam around. It was a beautiful day. There was a guy close by to us on the beach in his scuba diving outfit, fully equipped with tanks and all. He looked out of place there because it was not an area for scuba diving. I thought he looked silly with all his gear and his swimming fins and because he walked around like a penguin.

Like I said, it was a beautiful day, and it seemed to become even more beautiful as we swam farther out. The people on the beach looked smaller and smaller to me, and the water just glistened all around. With no fear in my heart, I swam and swam till I started to get tired. Why not? I thought. I knew how to swim in many ways. I started swimming back to the beach, though, and after a few minutes, I realized I was getting nowhere and was becoming very tired. I thought a riptide might be pulling me farther out. I tried swimming every way I knew but only got more tired. I tried just floating to rest up a bit, but swells would come over my head, and I started swallowing water.
I was too embarrassed to call for help from the lifeguards. Would you believe this? I don’t think they would have been able to hear me anyway. When you’re out that far, they watch you through binoculars. They’d have to get to you before you sank, too, or they would never be able to find you in all that water. So I was way out there in the ocean, not knowing what I was going to do next. Then I was blessed with one more important miracle.

The man in his silly scuba diving outfit popped up out of the water about fifteen feet away from me; his back was to me, so I hollered at him for help. I surprised the heck out of him. He turned around, and his eyes popped wide open. I asked him if he would hold my hand and hold me up for a minute; he looked scared, but he did it. 
He approached me very slowly and looked worried that I might panic and drown the both of us. Believe me: he held my hand at arm’s length for a couple of minutes, till I got my second wind, thanked him, and swam right in. Although I had no idea why he would ever go scuba diving there, it turned out to be sheer good luck for me. Maybe the fish knew I was part of the sea world since I was a pearl diver, so they gave me up.
That apartment on Florence Street, however, was not a lucky place for us to live in. I traded in my faithful 1937 Chevrolet coupe for a used 1949 Ford Sedan. We were so happy to get a newer car, and it had two seats. I also bought some new, very popular hubcaps called flickers for this car. The chrome strips on these would flicker with the sun as the wheel turned. I would take them off every night because I parked on the street and they would be stolen otherwise.

One night around half past ten, I got home from working at the restaurant, and it was very dark. As I was taking off the hubcaps, I heard someone behind me, and I turned around to see skinny Gladys, a neighbor, pointing a pistol at me. I hollered at Gladys, “It’s me, Joe!” She said that she thought someone was stealing my hubcaps, and she put the gun down. I guess the bullets were still being friendly to me.

With our new car, we could all go riding around anywhere we wanted to, since we had two seats now and we all fit in the car. We would go to Santa Monica Beach and just have lots of fun. After that episode I had at the beach, I wouldn’t go beyond where I was able to touch the sand with my feet under the water. My brother Mark lived about a mile from us, but we very seldom got to see him and his family.

Off we go to the next chapter and back into the wonderful culinary world to see all the different characters who pass through it. I say that because the workers turn over so quickly they’re almost transient.
“The Barn” and Its Characters

The restaurant was a western-style, chuck-wagon type of restaurant where you could eat all you wanted. My job there was nothing like the last culinary job I had. The customers were mostly middle-class with a sprinkling of well-to-do people. The way it was set up was there was a long, copper counter with all the hot entrées on it: prime rib, steak, and chicken or, on Friday, fish. Then there was a glass salad bar where I served all the people whatever they chose as they advanced through the line. I prepared all this stuff before the night started.

I served Ida Lupino’s mom once; she did resemble her daughter. We were only a couple of miles from Warner Bros. Studios, so there were actors all over Burbank. The actors I remember seeing were Gene Evans from Steel Helmet, Peter Brown from The Rifleman, and Jack Elam and Preston Foster.

The owners were Mr. Norton and Mr. Black and his wife. Mr. Norton was a big man, not tall but rotund. Years after I had stopped working at The Barn and it had closed, I ran into Mr. Norton in Las Vegas, and he told me he was the manager of a big hotel; I don’t remember which one. He was maybe in his sixties and wasn’t married. He was the typical rich, old guy with a gorgeous, young, blonde girlfriend on his arm. His partner, Mr. Black, was married to a very nice, tall lady with gray hair about his age. His problem was his health, but he was a very nice gentleman.

They used only men waiters, and I can only remember three of them. One was a part-time actor who claimed he was in a movie called Battle Cry. I never saw it, so it made no difference to me. When he had nothing to do, he would stand against the wall and do his breathing exercises. He looked pretty silly doing those exercises where all the customers could see him. The next waiter was small, maybe five foot six, but he always dressed very neatly. The only one I remember by name was Rudy. He was about six foot four, sort of skinny, wore glasses, and had a heavy Dutch accent. He was the big-tip seeker. He made such a fuss over the women, helping them in any way possible. He was a strange one.
I worked out in front so I could see everything that was happening. One day a woman was sitting in one of our booths eating her dinner, and she started choking on her food. Her group of people did nothing except start hollering for help. So Rudy ran over there, since it was his table, picked her right up and, getting down on one knee, laid the woman over his other thigh and started beating on her upper back until out came the food. I almost started to laugh while all this was going on because the whole thing looked so pathetic, but I knew it would be terrible if she died while I was laughing. The woman was very grateful, as she should have been, considering that nobody else in her party had done anything. Later Mr. Norton took Rudy aside and told him to never touch a customer no matter what. I hope Rudy got a big tip; he deserved it.

The cook who was working next to me in front would cut the prime rib and serve the other entrées. One time during a lull we were just talking, and he started telling me about his combat duty in the Pacific during World War II. He was in the Navy aboard a ship that was hit and sunk by a Japanese torpedo. So he and many sailors were floating in the water with life jackets for eighteen hours. The very cold water caused him to lose all of his teeth, but he was very happy that he wasn’t injured and was still alive.
We had another cook who was Mexican and worked in front with us when we got really busy. I don’t remember his name, but I remember his little story. One day I happened to mention a customer who came in at least once a week with her husband. Her husband had been very sick and lost weight and was trying to gain it back. I told the cook about the wife—how good-looking and sexy she was. She dressed very nicely, and they looked like they could afford a lot. So I went on and on about her, and I guess he just couldn’t resist telling me that he was having an affair with her. I could not believe him because he was short and there was nothing outstanding about him. He made me promise not to tell anyone because he could be fired. He sounded so sincere about it; I guess it was true, but wow!
In the kitchen we had a real French chef. I thought he was the most talented chef I ever worked with and easy to get along with. I enjoyed hearing his heavy French accent.

The dishwasher was a sad story; he said that he was the first-string quarterback at Brigham Young University. When he was in his second year there, his football career was looking great. His bad luck was World War II, which took him for three and a half years; when he got back, he said that he just seemed to fail at everything. He really didn’t fit the image of a dishwasher. He was a very hard worker and didn’t say much. He was pretty young, maybe in his thirties. He was smart—you could tell just by talking to him and watching him work. You would think that he would succeed at many jobs. I felt so sorry for him, his wife, and his family.

One day he started telling me about his war experiences. When they drafted him into the army, they put him into the war tanks division. After months of training, they sent him to Africa to fight in the Sahara Desert. He told me one story about his combat experiences in a war tank. He said war in the desert in war tanks is quite different than war in tanks where there are houses, rivers, trees, and everything else. War tanks in the desert is where you can see each other from quite a distance. Tanks in town can hide behind buildings for protection and surprise each other. They also have foot soldiers following behind the tanks. I was amazed by what he told me. There were several ways tanks fought against tanks, but he only told me about one facet of tank warfare. We did work 95 percent of the time—honestly.
The desert war is very dependent on communications and aerial reconnaissance. The war between tanks is mostly fought on the fringes of the desert to keep each side from advancing in the desert and then cutting inward toward the populated areas. One day his group of six tanks was hidden in these mountains of sand dunes waiting for orders. Then came the orders: a group of tanks had been sighted a few miles ahead of them and was heading toward them. They had to go out and meet them, getting close enough to be in range for the cannons on their tanks to reach the other tanks. Once they did that, they would form a circle about a half of a mile across and go round and round. All this time the gun turret would be turning around to keep the cannons firing in the same direction. The sad and bad part of all this was that the Germans were doing the same thing. This would go on for hours or until someone attacked or until someone sustained too much damage and retreated or ran out of ammunition. They were not out there to capture more sand dunes; they wanted to destroy each other to gain the upper hand on the fringes of the desert. He said the biggest fear each of them had was taking a direct hit and not being able to get out of the tank and being burned to death. They never spent a single minute more than they had to in the tanks. He said he was very lucky to not get injured, but the stress and fear of being cooked alive were horrific. When some tanks got hit and were disabled, the soldiers would jump out of them and wait and then ride the undamaged tanks back to their base.

War veterans receive medals to wear on their chests for their acts of valor and courage. Little do we know how many more pieces of metal they wear in their bodies, backs, legs, and arms. I don’t think they give medals for mental damage. How little do we really know or comprehend of what they’ve been through?
The Best and the Worst
I really hated the thought of writing this chapter, but I guess I have to. You can’t leave segments of your life out if you’re writing your life story. I hope it’s my shortest chapter.

We were still living on Florence Street in Burbank. Everything was going very well; I was working at the Aircraft Company and at The Barn part-time. We now had three children and needed a bigger home. The apartment was too small for us, so we started looking for a house we might be able to rent. We had plenty of money but thought it would be nowhere near enough to buy a house. We got lucky, though, and found a very nice, newer house in Burbank on Cedar Street. Work, school for Yolanda, and the shopping center were close by, and rent was reasonable. It even had a nice backyard with an orange tree right by our bedroom window. On beautiful summer nights, the great aroma of the orange blossoms would come right into our bedroom. One very bad thing the house had, however, was a hot floor furnace that Yolanda tripped and fell on, which badly scarred the calf of her leg, although the scar wore off more and more each year. Carmen dropped a window on one of her fingers, though, and split it open. We weren’t off to a good start.
After having Carmen, that gave us three children to raise, and we decided that was enough. We did get a puppy, though; he was a tiny boxer dog, and we named him Sargent. We had been there a year or so when Helen suddenly declared she wanted to work. I guess I agreed to it, but I don’t remember.

I was working, Helen was working as a seamstress, Yolanda was in school, and a woman was taking care of the two small ones. Even with that schedule, everything was going just fine.

As I told you in chapter 4, Helen had been living with her father and her brother before we got married. The reason she ran away to the convent at sixteen years old was because she didn’t want to live with them. After she was home for a time after that, she was extremely happy to get married and get away from them. I never knew the reason, and I didn’t ask. The only thing she ever said to me was that she always had to be responsible for her brother and was tired of it. They were left alone all the time during the day while their father was working. One day when they were living in a camp for ranch workers, she wanted him to come home, and he just wouldn’t do it. She was about ten years old, and he was about six years old; she got tired of trying to get him home, so she finally just grabbed him by the hair and dragged him about half of a block to their home, right through the center of the camp, while all the neighbors hollered at her. I guess they just fought too much and she didn’t like being around him. When they grew up, she thought he was just a freeloader. I should have remembered all this, but I didn’t, sorry to say, and I regretted it.
Her brother really didn’t do much; he quit high school for no reason, and his father supported him all the time. He could have gone all through school without working at all. Some people never know how lucky they are. He had no worries that I knew of. He worked in a furniture store part-time for extra money.
Everything was going just great for my family when I got this stupid idea that I would help her brother amount to something. I told Helen that we could bring him to live with us and I would direct his life and make him into something—and I did. I helped him become a millionaire, but I failed to teach him the meaning of gratitude; I failed so miserably in that department. What I mean by that is that I never asked him for anything in return for all I did for him, and he never said thanks for anything. He had a perfect excuse for it, though: when people are selfish, they can’t give anything of themselves, even gratitude.
The worst thing that ever happened to me was having him as my brother-in-law, and the best thing that ever happened to him was having me as his brother-in-law. Helen begged me over and over not to bring him to live with us, but I was too stupid to listen to her. I should have remembered that she didn’t want anything to do with him. You cannot blame another person for your own mistakes.

Our family’s great adventure from which there would be no return was about to begin, sorry to say. He came to live with us, and then I had to figure out what was best for him. Since he had quit high school, I decided to try and get him back into school and get him to graduate. I sent him to one high school, and after a week they told him that he was too old for their school and let him go, or so he told me. He was already nineteen years old. I tried another high school, but he only had more problems there, and they didn’t want him, either. During this time I made sure he worked as a dishwasher at night so he could go to school during the day and pay his way. I took him all over the place to find the job. I was determined to get him started in life, and I didn’t give up. I wish I would have just given up and sent him back home. I wish I had lacked determination.

Finally I decided that if the high schools wouldn’t take him, I would send him to junior college. I told him what classes to take and with which teachers. He went for two semesters, and then we got him a job as a trainee tech illustrator with a company I knew about called a job shop. They needed as many people as possible, which was tremendous good luck for him. He was so lucky to have someone do all his thinking for him and guide him through a new life to success.
All this good luck was only for him: our married life was falling apart with the stress he was creating by living with us, and it was nobody’s fault but my own. It was only because I just didn’t listen to Helen. Somehow she knew what was going to happen, and I, the know-it-all, didn’t.
Helen was sort of possessive, which never bothered me or made any difference; I wasn’t going anywhere. As I said, I always worked a lot because it was necessary, and I didn’t resent that.
After her brother had been with us awhile, he would invite or bring over girls from school. The sad and fatal part about that was that I started seeing how much fun I had missed out on in school and wanted to have some fun myself; that was the sad beginning of the end of our marriage. It was such a selfish decision to make. I asked Helen for a divorce, and she said OK, even though she knew I just wanted a divorce to have fun. She told me to take care of my kids, and she left the next day. I think being able to get away from her brother only hastened her departure. Within a week after Helen left, he got me a date with one of the girls he knew. I guess he didn’t feel too bad about his sister leaving.

I had to raise my three girls all by myself with no help from anyone. All because of me, good luck ran out for me and my family, and I had to start rebuilding my life and the lives of my three beautiful, tiny kids. Right now, all I have is a horrible headache from writing this chapter!

After Helen left, her brother stayed with us for a while and helped me with the kids. Why not? He got free room and board; I never charged him for anything. It was still one big struggle. What a shocker: one day you’re married with three kids, and the next day you’re single with three kids to raise by yourself. We didn’t hear anything from Helen for a week or so, and then she came back only to get more clothes and whatever she needed. She didn’t mention anything about coming back or feeling bad about anything. She knew the kids would be safe with me and taken care of. I wish I could have been as confident as she was in thinking that everything was just fine.

Carmen was still in diapers and only about two years old, but she was potty-trained, so that helped a lot. Barbara was four, and Yolanda was six. Yolanda and Barbara were the smallest and youngest grown-ups I’d ever known. They helped me more than anyone else in this world. Even though she was only six, Yolanda would comb the kids’ hair and get them ready to take to the woman who took care of them during the day while I went to work. Sweet little Barbara tried to help as much as she could and would watch baby Carmen most of the time. She would try to learn the things Yolanda would do to help more. After work and school, I don’t remember how we prepared dinner and did other things because I didn’t know how to cook; I guess we all did the best we could. I do remember washing the diapers in the washing machine one day and hanging them out to dry; they were full of holes and coming apart, and we started to laugh. Yolanda said, “I think you put in too much bleach.” How she knew that, I’ll never know, but she was right.
Mark would come over once in a while to see how we were doing, but that’s about all; he never offered any help. To make things worse, the woman who was taking care of the kids said she didn’t want to take care of them anymore. I guess it wasn’t fun anymore for my brother-in-law, either, so he moved away to live with a friend of his; he did that months too late. I honestly think that if I had never gotten that stupid idea to bring him to live with us, Helen and I would have been married a long time if not forever. We didn’t know or hear from Helen at all; there was no way to ask her for help or anything. She just vanished, and that was it for a few weeks.
Now I was really in trouble because I didn’t know what we were going to do without having somebody to take care of the kids during the day. We moved to a bigger, older house to have room for a live-in housekeeper. I put an ad in the newspaper for a housekeeper for a motherless home with three girls, and we got a godsend, Mrs. Hagen. She came to live with us, and she had a little boy named Eric who was about five years old. This all sounds so easy, but it was really, really hard to interview applicants on short notice because I needed someone right away. What did I know about interviewing housekeepers?
Before all these good things happened, I was working during the day and part-time at night and paying a babysitter to care for the kids while I worked. I would get home tired and mentally worn out from all my worries, and I would lie down to try to go to sleep. As I lay there thinking in the dark, sometimes I would find tears in my eyes, but I would not let myself cry because, to me, that would be giving up, and I would never allow that. Never. The tears were not for working long hours but rather for the worry about the kids and the sadness for my children that would almost overtake me. It was to be what it had to be, but it sure was up to me. I guess it was just my stupidity and destiny!

Mrs. Hagen was a single mom from Germany. She had come to the United States after the war. She was about thirty-six years old, and she stayed with us for around three years. She eventually quit because Germany was paying back some of the money her family lost during World War II and she decided to go back to Germany. The whole time she was with us, she called me Mr. Garcia, and I called her Mrs. Hagen. We were so sorry to lose her. She was a typical German, with blue eyes and blonde hair, and little Eric had the same. After that, we never got another great housekeeper like her again.

Getting a housekeeper after that was really a hardship. We never knew what kind of person we were going to get! I would put an ad in the newspaper, saying “wanted: a housekeeper for a motherless home.” I would hope and pray we would get a good person. Some were good, some were bad, and some were lazy; only the children knew them really well, because I was always working and went right to bed when I got home.
One housekeeper I hired was an older woman; she was married and would go home on Sundays. One night when she was working for us, I got home from work at around eleven and went to bed. Around two in the morning, I heard the woman screaming at the kids to be quiet and to quit making noise. I got up and told her the kids had been asleep and told her to go back to bed. Then and there, though, I knew something was mentally wrong with her. She went back to her room and closed the door. After that I could not go back to sleep and kept worrying she might attack the children. Within an hour, she was screaming at the kids out of her bedroom window to get out of the swimming pool. I went into her room right away and told her that the kids were still in their room and that we didn’t have a swimming pool, and then I really got worried about her sanity and didn’t sleep a wink the rest of the night. The next morning I told her I was letting her go, and she didn’t say anything; she just packed her things, I paid her, and off she went.

There were many other little incidents with other housekeepers, but nothing compared to that poor lady who scared the heck out of me. After several years of housekeepers and around the time Yolanda got to about fourteen years old, the girls told me they didn’t want any more housekeepers; they said they would do the cooking and take care of the house and I could take care of the yard and work, and that’s what we did. What great kids! They never complained or asked about their mother. They seemed to understand our situation and helped as much as they could, but I knew that they were sad sometimes and missed their mother. That was entirely my stupid fault.
After a year or so, Helen got in touch with us and helped us a little bit, even giving us some money to help us buy a house. We bought a year-old house that was very nice and made us very happy, even if I had to buy it with three mortgages. She never asked me to move out so that she could take care of the kids and I would support them. I think she enjoyed being single with no responsibilities. After a time, she would sometimes call me to say that she wanted to come and stay with the kids for a while. I would pack my clothes, my stereo, and whatever else I needed in my car and move. I would find an apartment that I could rent by the month so I could leave on short notice. I would still pay all the bills. Sometimes she would call me and tell me that she was leaving in the morning, and she really would, so I had to be sure to be there the next day. Sometimes we would even try living together, but that was one big argument all the time; we just didn’t get along, so we just gave up trying that.
Knowing that this chapter is coming to an end is making my headaches go away. We will go on to the next chapter, where I’m hoping to forget the sad memories and remember more of the happy ones.
Two Ladders to Climb!
All my life up until this point, I had only one ladder to climb, and that was the ladder of success for my family and me. I had another ladder to climb, though, which was much more important than the first one. Now I had to help my three little girls grow up safe and sound; the long journey ahead of us would take a lot of thought and precautions. My little Carmen never got to know her mother very well because Helen left before she was even two years old. It’s unfortunate that she didn’t get to know her when she was such a good and caring mother. After we got divorced, Helen and I were two completely different people. One thing that didn’t change about me was that I remained a diligent worker and never resented the long working hours. I did whatever it took to keep us well fed and clothed. My life was working full-time and part-time to be able to afford a live-in housekeeper. Whatever Helen was doing during all this time, I didn’t know or care. One of the few things my brother-in-law did for us was to go to court with me during the divorce to help me get full custody of my children. Helen did not contest it in any way. During this time I was still working at The Barn, and Mr. Norton got me one of his lawyers to help me get a divorce. I guess he told her to go easy on me with the price because it was only $250 for both Helen and me; the price was also so low because she didn’t contest the divorce. This was in 1955, too; now you would be charged a lot more, depending on how much money you have between the both of you. Our lawyer’s name was Ms. Bella Silverman; she was such a nice woman.

Some of the housekeepers were very nice, and we had fun with them. They would all stay with us for quite a while but then leave for some reason or other. After a time Helen became more accessible to us, and we could call her for emergencies. The only thing wrong with that was that the housekeepers didn’t want her around because she would try to change things. I think that was part of the reason Mrs. Hagen left sooner than she had to. Housekeepers came in all ages and sizes. There was one who was very appealing and sexy, and she was with us till Helen came over and got into an argument with her; Helen made sure she would quit. That housekeeper, Margaret, said she would not take any more from Helen and that that was the reason she was leaving. I sure was sorry to see her leave.
We had many housekeepers. I’ll try to remember some of the names of the other ones I didn’t mention before. There was Barbara, a nineteen-year-old who was a friend of one of my friends and who said she wanted the job because she needed the money. It was OK with me as long as she took really good care of the kids, and she could always call her family for help at night if she needed it while I was at work. I guess she was OK; the kids never complained. She was with us for a while until she fell for the kid next door, Bosco, and she decided that she needed more time to socialize. I only saw her one more time at a theater a year later. She was a really nice kid with this beautiful, long, red hair. She didn’t deserve to die so young. She had gotten a new boyfriend and was living in Palmdale, California. As they were walking along the highway, they got into an argument, and he pushed her into oncoming traffic. A car killed her. Her sister Karen told me about this later, and it made me sad; I wished she had stayed with us because she would have been safe.
The next housekeeper was a blonde woman who was under twenty-five and attractive. She came and applied for the job. I soon found out why she was actually interested. I hired her and told her to come to work the next morning and get started. The kids told me that she was there at eight in the morning—I was already at work before she got there—and that she brought a suitcase. Since it was a school day, they left her there alone to start working. When the kids got home, she was gone, and she had stolen some items and a really nice ring Helen had left at the house. We never saw her again.

It was getting hard to get a housekeeper, so I took whatever I could. The next one was a very heavyset young woman with a little baby and who was separated from her husband. That wasn’t any fun because I sure didn’t want any more kids running around. Thank goodness her husband came to get her a month later. But he had nowhere to take them to live. I let them stay with us for a week and then put them all out because I didn’t want to feed them anymore.

I put the ad in the paper again and got a new one. This time I talked to her on the phone and decided to give her the job without even seeing her. She was staying at a motel, and I had to go and get her. I got to the motel and was pleasantly surprised that she looked nice and neat. She was around thirty years old, and her name was Vivian. I was very glad that the kids liked her, but Barbara told me later that she was mean to the littlest one, Carmen, who needed more affection than the other girls did because she was only five. I wish I had known—I certainly would have done something about it. Vivian was the last housekeeper we ever had. We had housekeepers for several years; it was an ordeal for the children, but they never complained.

Once the children got older and we got rid of the housekeepers, things started getting a little happier and better. We were very happy to have our very own house that was almost brand new. The kids knew all the neighbors, and there were a lot of kids for them to play with. Sal and Margret lived across the street from us and always watched the kids for me when I was working or going out on Friday or Saturday nights. Their kids became lifelong friends of my children. We were spending more time together, and that helped a lot. The school was just across the street, only one block away, and the junior high school was only a few blocks away.

The junior high made the national news when two airplanes crashed into each other above the school. A Douglas DC-3 crashed into a Scorpion fighter airplane, and the DC-3 came down on the school playground. The newscaster said that the brave pilot of the DC-3 was waving at the kids on the playground through the window of the aircraft to get out of the way as the airplane kept spinning around because it had lost a wing in the collision. All of the flight crew died. No children were hurt, however. Thank goodness. The news never said if the pilot had saved the children. I don’t think any of my children were there at that time. Meanwhile, at my workplace, we got the news that two airplanes had crashed into each other above our area and that one parachute was on its way down by us. We looked out the fifth-floor window, and we could see the fighter pilot coming down in a residential area; he broke a leg when he hit a house on landing. Had I known the DC-3 had crashed so close to our home, I would have really been worried and gone home.
One Sunday afternoon in the early sixties, all four of us were in the front yard just playing around. I had this beautiful 1957 Custom Ford Club Coupe painted a special “candy-apple red” and all the tuck-and-roll upholstery was red and white. A thought crossed my mind: I was going to teach Yolanda how to drive a car at eleven years old. Why? I got the answer fifty years later. I asked Yolanda if she would like to learn to drive the car. She was completely caught by surprise but did not hesitate for a second before saying, “Oh yeah!” She was only five feet tall. Since the car was an automatic, it wouldn’t be too hard for her to learn. We got a bunch of pillows, and we started the teaching process. I only let her drive up and down the street a few times, and that was the end of her driving for a few years. 
I think the reason I taught Yolanda to drive at eleven years old was because somewhere in my little brain, subconsciously, I was remembering a great experience I had shared with my dad when I was eleven. As I mentioned before, I loved doing things with my dad when I was a little boy. I was glad I did because after the divorce, by the time I was twelve, he was gone. One day my dad brought home a big ten-wheeler truck. He needed to bring home some sand from the bed of the Kern River to make cement or something. He asked me if I would like to go with him and help shovel sand onto the truck. I said, “Oh yeah,” and off we went to the river. We shoveled a lot of sand onto the truck. After we were finished, we were a little tired. We sat down and rested for a while, and then we started throwing rocks across the river to see who could make them skip the most. After we got tired of doing that, we got ready to go home, and he surprised me by asking me if I wanted to learn to drive the big truck. I said yes, but the truck seemed so big, and it had a stick shift with many gears. But he was there to guide me. Actually, we were right at the edge of a shallow river. So we got into the truck, and I followed his precise instructions. I pressed in the clutch, put it in gear, pressed on the gas, and went directly forward over small rocks and all the weeds. It was so exciting. We did it without rolling back into the river. You just never forget great moments like that; I wish there had been many, many more. I didn’t drive again till I was about fifteen years old, and I got my driver’s license at age sixteen.
Later on, when Yolanda was about seventeen or eighteen and was driving quite a bit, she drove to the White Front store for something, and when she tried to drive back, the car wouldn’t start. The guys who worked there offered to help her, but she said she could handle it and proceeded to lift up the big hood, remove the big air cleaner from the carburetor, and poke her finger into the mouth of the carburetor. Then she put the air cleaner back on, closed the hood, jumped back into the car, and pressed the starter, and off she went. She said the guys just smiled and looked on in amazement. I had shown her how to unstick the butterfly in the carburetor by poking her finger into it if the car didn’t start.

The Zenith of My Career
When Helen and I got divorced, I was still working at Plant B-1 in Building 102, where the fighter airplanes were built. When I was transferred to the Special Projects Department at Plant A-1 in Building 63, about two miles away and with all different people, I was just known as a divorced man with three daughters. All the commercial aircraft and submarine-hunting airplanes, such as the Neptune patrol bombers, were built at this plant. My building, with its five floors, was for the engineers and “mahogany row,” as it was called, where the president of the company and all the bigwigs had their offices.

There were a bunch of women at that building whom I took out, but before we get into that category and we’re back at the Special Projects Department, I have one more assignment to tell you about. This assignment took me to the most dizzying heights of my career. You might even say it was the zenith of my whole career.

One day when I was working in the Special Projects Department lettering away on different jobs, my supervisor, Bob, approached me with that same old look that suggested he was going to send me away again. I wondered, with very little concern, where. He said, “Joe, I’m going to send you to downtown Los Angeles to the museum to work on a big banner for the TIMA exhibition to be put up across the ceiling for all the people to see when they first enter.”
This TIMA organization—Technical Illustrators Medium Arts—was having its big annual exhibition at the Los Angeles Museum. Most technical illustrators and commercial artists were members. Whenever he sent me away on an assignment, he never asked me if I could do it or not. I never questioned him about any job he assigned me to do; I assumed he had an idea of what I could do and could not do. He said to pack all my lettering equipment and everything else I needed because there was nothing there and I would be there for at least a week.

So off I went on my new adventure in downtown Los Angeles; it was about twenty-five miles away from Burbank, so I could still come home at the end of the day. When I got to the main office, they introduced me as “the sign painter.” I thought to myself that I wasn’t a sign painter and wondered what else they wanted me to do. They introduced me to another man who represented TIMA, and he took me to see the place. We walked into this huge building where the ceiling was more than a hundred feet up. It was filled up with the skeletons of all kinds of prehistoric animals—saber-toothed tigers, huge birds, and dinosaurs, including T. rex. Actually, it was fascinating because I had never seen anything like these before. I was still wondering, though, what I was going to do there.
Soon, all my questions were answered, and the answers astonished me. We proceeded to the next room, which was only about one-fourth the size of the first one but still had that celestial ceiling. Here, people were busy setting up all kinds of technical and commercial art-display booths; there was no lettering booth, which was good because they were experts and I didn’t want my first sign endeavor to be compared to anything else. What took all the interest and fun out of this job was the job itself. The man—I can’t remember his name at all or even what he looked like because I was too worried about doing the job—said they needed a banner about twenty-five feet long and two and a half feet high, with the lettering eighteen inches tall. He wanted it all in straight-up Gothic lettering, which was much easier than some script lettering, but still, I had never lettered anything bigger than three inches tall before. That was one big problem. There was another: where we had to hang it.
The man said, “When we finish it, we’ll roll it up and climb that hundred-foot ladder over there. You and I will walk across that catwalk [very narrow] and hang down the banner. It takes two people to do it.” The tall ladder had a cage around it, which made a world of difference. I was still worried about it, but I got busy working out all the measurements and spacing for the banner, and I soon forgot about it. Believe it or not, the banner came out pretty well, and I was amazed that it did.
At lunchtime I would walk around and look at all the amazing animals. What helped a lot was seeing all those prehistoric animals, it took my mind off the danger of hanging the banner when it was done; they were so big and different from animals today, and it was hard to imagine all of them running around on this Earth. Another fun thing was seeing all the children marching through the museum, holding hands with their teachers so they wouldn’t get lost; they were so little and cute.

Getting back to the sign: I had to be completely sure the words were spelled right and in the center of the banner before I put the paint to it. I even had the guy check it out for me to be sure it was right; I wouldn’t have enough time to do it again. Finally, doomsday came, and we had to hang it up there. Luckily, the man wasn’t scared, and so he went first and took the longest journey across the catwalk in that big room. He placed it correctly and in the center. I very distinctly remember him asking me if I was scared of heights just before we started. A lot of good that did this late in the game. I told him I didn’t know because I’d never climbed so high before but I said we should do it. We got it done with no problems, but I’ll tell you I didn’t like it up there and it seemed a lot higher than it did from the floor. I have to admit it was the only assignment I didn’t like, but all is well that ends well.
When I got back to our group, they all asked me what I did at the museum and how I liked it. I told them all about it, and they thought it was funny. I wasn’t funny to me, though, so much as it was just interesting and really different. I think that was one of my last assignments away from Burbank.
My department was, along with Preliminary Design Engineering, on the fifth floor, where we could look out at both runways and see all the landings and takeoffs and if any accidents happened. The good thing about going over there after I got divorced was that all the women knew me as a single man—and there were many young, single women there. After I was there for a while, I started asking them out, and to my surprise they were very friendly and willing to go out with me. I also found out that they knew all about my three daughters and me.


Now we will go on to the next chapter, and I will start telling you about my completely different kinds of adventures in the world of socializing. It was really all new to me. Join me for whatever happens in this different life.
The Joys and Sadnesses of Romance
It was good luck for me to be at Building 63 with all of these women because there were only a few single men in a big room of around two hundred people. They were mostly very experienced engineers tasked to work on the new projects as well as technical writers, commercial artists, technical illustrators, and administration personnel. I think about 90 percent of the men were married. The women were mostly in administration, although there were about five women in our group doing technical illustration. When I was promoted to do all kinds of lettering, I started in a new classification called “visual aid artists.”
I was about twenty-five years old, and there were mostly young women; some were nineteen and slightly older. The first girl I took out was Pat Patterson; she was about twenty and was very pretty, with blonde hair and blue eyes. We decided to go to a drive-in theater to see a movie called Bridges of Toko-Ri. The strange part of it was that she asked if she could pick me up at my house. I said OK. The whole idea of starting to date again was all strange to me anyway.

I got a babysitter lined up for the big date. The first and the only thing I told my three little girls was not to ask her if she was going to marry me. It worked like a charm. When Pat came over and I introduced her to my kids, the first thing that came out of my eldest daughter’s lips was “are you going to marry our father?” Poor Pat was bewildered and didn’t know what to say, so I quickly said no and changed the subject, and then off to the movies Pat and I went. We had fun and enjoyed each other’s company and the movie.

A couple of days later, she told me at work that her mother didn’t think it was wise for her to be dating a man with three kids. I told her not to worry and that I fully understood, and I really did. It had been fun being out with such a good-looking girl while it lasted. She remained a good friend, and she finally married one of the younger engineers a couple of years later. So much for my first date at the Aircraft Company, but there were more to come.
Next was Karen Farnes, who was also about twenty and from our floor. She was a beautiful girl and a real ballerina. With her good looks, figure, and talent, she had managed to be the fifth runner-up for the Miss Teenage America pageant. We would go out and make out, but she never wanted to get serious, to my disappointment. When a big ballet company came to perform in Los Angeles, her agent would get her a supporting role, which they needed someone for because it was too expensive for the performing arts group to take a large group with it. I went to see her perform in the ballet at the Shrine Auditorium in downtown Los Angeles.
I was so enthralled to see Karen perform; she looked so graceful, delicate, and beautiful in her ballerina attire. Her perfect form, execution, and timing were so exciting to see. It made me feel like telling the older people sitting by me that she was my personal friend. Karen told me what to look at: in the hands, she said, watch the pinkie finger, index finger, and the thumbs. The thumbs are never closed to the palms, the pinkie and index fingers will stretch out at different times in a very graceful manner, and the footwork and all the body movements are so essential for a great performance. She could do it all.
When we went out to dinner, I loved to watch her eat. She did even that with such grace
. One time she invited me to take her to a banquet for an organization she belonged to. They only served two entrées, and she chose the half-chicken; I thought I’d see how she picked up the chicken to eat it. To my great surprise, it was like watching a surgeon cutting up the chicken very precisely; she never even picked it up. So everything between her and me was going just fine, and I hoped it might get better. Nothing changed, though.
Karen also studied yoga, and I guess she was very good at it because a teacher of yoga was writing a book on it and had asked her if she would do some of the exercises for the pictures. He was an Asian man, and I think he had a doctorate of some kind. She went ahead and posed for the pictures, and the book was published. Years later, I saw it in a bookstore. I didn’t buy it, though, because my wife was with me. The man also had a television show all about yoga. I used to see him doing his show on television once in a while.
One day at work, I was walking by Karen’s desk, and she called me to stop and talk to her; she wanted to tell me something. She looked very serious and a little scared. I got concerned immediately because I had never seen her looking like that before.

She lived in Hollywood, like many young girls did because of all the dance studios there and because it was the movie capital of the world. They all came there to look for some form of stardom back then, in the fifties and sixties. She lived in a downstairs apartment all alone but she had always felt safe. She said very quietly that one night over the past weekend, when she was asleep, she woke up to see an intruder at the foot of her bed. It almost scared her to death, so she just started screaming and screaming as loudly as she could. Luckily, it scared the intruder very much, and he ran out. All the other tenants came running to help her and to see what was wrong. They turned on the lights, and they saw where the intruder had laid out two long strips of duct tape alongside her bed. Meanwhile, someone had already called the police, and they got there really quickly. They determined that the intruder had a plan all figured out for how he was going to attack Karen. She was so scared that she had to go sleep upstairs with one of her girlfriends. The landlord moved her upstairs the next day. What a fearful experience that must have been. She had possibly been close to being murdered. But she survived. I felt so useless at not being able to help in some way, and I tried to reassure her that she would be much safer upstairs.

My beautiful, talented friend had only just started to run out of luck. I wished she had just stayed with me, where she would have always been safe, but is your destiny written in stone and unchangeable? We kept going out together, but her career and her mother kept pushing and pushing her to become a full-fledged ballerina, and I couldn’t deny that it was in her best interest.

Karen and her mother’s biggest mistake was yet to come. They decided that she could really speed up her path to success and to becoming a lead ballerina by going to India for more advanced training in ballet. She asked me if I would take her to the Ivar Theatre in Hollywood to see a documentary on India, and I said sure. After watching the three-hour film, I asked her why in the world she wanted to go to a place like that. I can’t remember what she said, but it surely didn’t change her mind. India looked so bad, so poor, and unsanitary. I don’t want to say much more because I don’t want to offend anyone, but I want to tell you about at least four of the things the documentary showed us.

The documentary had all kinds of things to show about India, and I don’t think it had anything that would entice people to travel there. One group or sect believed that humans could contact their god or whoever they might believe in via a human, so long as they take a newborn baby from its family and put it into a monastery as soon as it’s born. The baby would go on to spend its entire life trying to communicate with their god and give its message to the people. This had been going on for over one hundred years with no luck, but they were determined to do it.

The second thing I remember was about a churchman being so exalted and respected that he did not even have to wear any clothes; he only wore shoes, if he wanted to. He didn’t even have to have a home because he could stop in any home and stay there as long as he wanted to and be fed. Nobody dared to turn him down because they believed that they would be cursed forever if they did. It didn’t say what he wore during the winter.

The third thing I remember was what went on at the church. There they had a three-tier, fountain-like object that was filled with something like butter. The people would bless themselves with this stuff and go on in. The very bad part about this was that they had a bunch of little monkeys running around there twenty-four hours a day. The monkeys loved the stuff they put into the fountain and made one heck of a slippery mess. The monkeys were considered sacred, like cows, and nothing could be done about it.

The fourth thing I remember was something I’d always heard about, but I hadn’t believed it existed till I saw it. What it showed was a man walking down the sidewalk with two people running in front of him cleaning or dusting off the sidewalk with some kind of broom so that the man would not step on any insects. He was not allowed to kill any living thing, including bugs and insects. This had something to do with the religious rites of their church.

I was so sad that Karen was leaving and I wouldn’t be able to see her anymore. Soon she left the Aircraft Company and started getting ready to go to India, and I didn’t see or talk to her anymore. I knew her mom, Gertrude Farnes, who worked at JPL
; she would keep me informed about Karen. To my big surprise, her mom told me Karen met a man who she really cared about, and they got married. That postponed her trip to India. The marriage didn’t last long because she found out that he was an alcoholic; she divorced him quickly. How that ever happened was a puzzle to me because Karen was a very careful and selective person.
The worst was yet to come: she still went to India. After a year or so, I asked her mom how Karen was doing. She got really sad and started to tell me what happened. Karen caught polio in India, and her right leg got paralyzed; this caused her to drag one foot and prevented her from doing any more dancing. It really broke my heart to think of my beautiful, delicate friend Karen dragging one foot and experiencing the end of her career. Can you believe that so much talent was just lost like that? I keep wondering how Karen survived it all. I lost all contact with her mother, so I don’t know if she ever came back or not. Even today I wish I could see her and how she’s coping. When you care about someone, it doesn’t make any difference what happens to them; you still care. I wish she could have stayed with us and none of that would have happened, just like I felt about redheaded teenager who took care of my kids who got killed when her boyfriend pushed her into traffic. Maybe our destiny is set in concrete and can’t be changed.
When you’re writing your life story and you write about all these different events, you feel like you’re reliving them all. Some of the events make you happy for a little while, but when you write those very sad stories, they can make you sad for hours. I wish I could reverse that sequence.

Everything continues with or without us, but I’m still here. My children were growing up, and my supervisor was still sending me away to do other assignments, but at least they were in the same building. As I mentioned before, he sent me downstairs to work with some engineers who were working on a nuclear aircraft and needed someone who could do a perspective drawing of the aircraft and all of its support equipment. Engineers didn’t like to draw anything in perspective because it doesn’t produce something tangible that can be measured with one scale. I think they just wanted the easy way out and got me to do it. Perspective drawings are not easy to do because you have to make a squared cone and four diminishing scales so that everything is in proportion. It can only be used as a visual aid. What they wanted was a floor-level drawing that would show the aircraft above the floor and all the support equipment below the floor. Again, my supervisor stuck to his old method and didn’t even ask me if I could draw in perspective—very few technical illustrators can do it. That aircraft never worked out because the reactor was too heavy. After that he sent me to work on the SST, and we didn’t get that contract, either; some company in Europe got the contract and built the Concord.

Enough about work. Let’s go back to the women and see what’s going to happen.
Romance and Dance Have No Chance
After telling you all those sad memories about Karen Barnes
, it’s time to try to cheer myself up. Work was going along really well. With my new title of visual aid artist, I was earning more money and I had a new badge that was exactly like the one the president of the Aircraft Company wore. Now I didn’t feel like I was second-class to all the other engineering personnel.

I found romance again, right around the next row of filing cabinets, and her name was Heather. She had brown hair and brown eyes. She worked in administration, doing typing, filing, and whatever else they needed her for. She was nineteen and a very happy person, which was just what I needed in those tough days. She was a friend of Karen Farnes
 and also lived in Hollywood. She was a dancer, too, but she didn’t do ballet; she was more of a modern dancer. In Hollywood, there was a plethora of dance schools and photography agencies that were more than happy to take all the money they could from all the young hopefuls. Karen and Heather both went to the same dance school, which offered different kinds of dancing instruction. Heather’s dream was to get on a TV show that used background dancers.

She was such a delight—always happy and cheerful—but she was serious when it came to her dancing. We had an excellent commercial artist in our group named Chet, and his art was displayed in art galleries. Anyway, he used to tease me about Heather and would ask me if I was looking for a playmate for my kids, and we all just laughed. Heather and I turned out to have a really good friendship, and we spent a lot of time together. We became more than friends for months. Guess what? Dancing came back into the picture again.

She was doing very well with her dancing, so her mother wanted to send her to France for a year to attend a dancing school. That put out our romance, and Heather felt very sad about it. Her parents had, however, put a lot of money into her career. Her family was wealthy, and they owned big apartment buildings by the beach in Torrance, California, and a small island by La Paz in Baja California Sur, Mexico. We spent our last time together and said our good-byes as well as expressed our hopes that we could get back together when she returned. So off she went to France, and we didn’t communicate at all. After a year she returned and phoned me, and we started dating again.

One night we went out to a movie, and afterward we decided to park on the street along the beach by her home. One side was all residences, and across the street was all sandy beach. While we were just parked there talking, I noticed a car in front of us zigzagging while he was backing up toward us. Then I happened to look in my rearview mirror to see a car sneaking up behind us with no lights on. I quickly realized that they were going to trap us between their two cars and rob us or worse. I started the car and got out of there before they closed in on us. I think we were very lucky to have escaped and gotten to safety.
Our dating went on for a couple of months more, and then her parents decided to get divorced. Her mother wanted to move to their island by La Paz and start a school for underprivileged children. Heather told me that she had to go with her mother to help her run the school. I guess they just forgot all about her dancing, and Heather was gone again.

The father and younger sister stayed in Torrance. After Heather was gone for a while, I called her sister and asked her about Heather. Finally, a long time later, her sister told me on the phone that Heather had met a sailor in La Paz and they’d gotten married. I felt sad about that, but I’d also known that she had no future with me. I’m glad she had a nice, happy ending. She was only seven years younger than me, and you can’t help but wonder what becomes of these wonderful friends.

After Heather left, I started looking around to see who else I might be able to start dating in the same building, since there were, luckily for me, so many women. I think being one of the very few single men on that floor was the reason I could get dates with some of the women. There was a woman named Adel who always talked to me wherever we met in the building, and she seemed very friendly. The art group had decided to have a beach party in Santa Monica, so I thought I would ask her if she would go with me. She said yes. She knew everybody in our group, so she felt comfortable being with me. She had blonde hair and blue eyes and was about twenty years old and very nice-looking.

We all drove to the beach in our own cars and followed the leader because he had picked out the spot for the party at the Santa Monica beach and was the only one who knew where it was. We all jumped out of our cars when we got there and ran to the spot where the leader was standing, and then we started putting down all our stuff. Adel promptly laid out a beach blanket and all our stuff and got comfortable, and I just stood there; I realized that this was the exact spot where I almost drowned. Everything came back to me like never before: the beautiful day; the shining, shimmering waves, which had been so enticing; and how everything changed when I was too far out in the ocean and couldn’t get back to the shore. I started to remember how the water seemed to get darker and thicker. It had gotten harder to paddle my legs and move my weakening arms through the water. By then I wasn’t swimming anymore—I was just flailing my arms and legs about trying to stay afloat and stop swallowing water and getting scared. Then the man in his scuba-diving suit popped out of the water; I hollered to him, and he turned around and saw me, his eyes popping wide open.

“Joe! Joe! What’s wrong?” I turned around and looked down and saw Adel’s pretty face, and all those horrific memories just went into oblivion. She was wondering why I was just standing there staring out over the ocean. So I said, “Just thinking how inviting the ocean looks.”
I had never been out with our group before, and I was noticing how they really seemed to like drinking. Adel, to my disappointment, didn’t drink at all because she was a Mormon. She seemed to be having fun, though, just swimming and watching our group having fun and getting sillier by the minute. I drank very little because it was a long drive back and I wanted to be sure I’d get Adel home safely—and I didn’t want her parents to see me tipsy. I didn’t ask her out again because we just didn’t have the same ways of living, what with all her restrictions, but we remained friends. She probably would have turned me down if I’d asked her out again, anyway, after seeing the way we lived it up. She seemed to be so innocent in her own way.

After a while, I asked a woman who sat close by to me out; her name was Jeanie, and she was about five years older than me. She was much more mature than all the rest, which made being out with her quite a bit different, although she was still attractive—just in a different way than the younger women I’d dated. She was divorced and had a little girl who was around six years old. I came to find out that she was a much more serious person then me and very religious; she belonged to a church called the Calvary Church. I found out all of this when we went out on our first date, but she did at least drink and liked to have fun. She just didn’t have that happy-go-lucky attitude I found in the younger women. We went out a couple more times, but we just couldn’t make it click.

Then I met Darlene, who worked in the basement of our building. I have no idea what kind of work she did because I never went down there. I met her just by saying hello to her every time I saw her. Anyway, I was impressed with her personality and looks, so I asked her out on a date. She must have been in her early twenties. After being with her on a date, she told me that she had been married and had one child. She had been separated from her husband for a while and was getting divorced. Darlene was a happy person, and I really enjoyed that. We kept going out together and formed a very good and serious friendship, and I thought things looked good for us. Then one night, after we’d been going together for three months, I called her to see how she was. To my surprise, a man answered the phone and asked me who I was. I thought it might be someone in her family, so I told him my name. Then I got a bigger surprise: he said that he was Darlene’s husband, they were getting back together, and I would not be seeing her anymore. He apologized for that and said good-bye. He was very nice about it, and I was just speechless. Actually, I never saw Darlene at work again; I guess she just quit working there. Maybe this book should have been a book on romance because of my many short romances.
Faith came on the scene next because she was on the loose and had split up with her boyfriend, Jack. He was a young engineer who worked on the third floor, and his problem was that he didn’t know how to handle his drinking. One time I went to a party in Beverly Hills held by one of our commercial artists, and Jack and Faith were there. He drank too much, got sick, and threw up all over the bathroom. I helped the host of the party deal with Jack and with the mess. Jack was no dummy, though; he was on the racing team of some race driver named Rogers, and they won the Indy 500 that year.
Anyway, the name Faith fit his ex-girlfriend so perfectly. She had beautiful black hair; the prettiest black eyes with long, curled eyelashes; and such a pretty face. It was fun just to look at her. She was around twenty-one or so, on the slender side, a little sexy, and the nicest person you’d ever know. So I asked her out on a date, and to my surprise and delight, she said yes. We went to a drive-in movie theater, and I really enjoyed being with her, hugging her a little bit and kissing her a little bit, and I couldn’t believe how beautiful she looked up close. Everything went so well that I think I cured her problem—she went back to Jack, and they got married soon after. I knew that romance was too good to be true. Next! Next chapter, I mean.
Whispers of Love, Shouts of Doubt
After Faith, I started to think that maybe a serious romance in my situation might not be workable, but there was always hope.

My next date occurred by accident. Her name was Gloria, and I loved every minute I spent with her. She worked in the blueprint library on the second floor of our building. She was around twenty, tall, slender, and attractive. She was a very quiet person and a little on the serious side, but I loved everything about her. She looked just like the actress Myrna Loy. She had short, brown, wavy hair and a face with a special nose and a great profile. She never wore high heels because she worked standing most of the time.

I ran into her at a party being held by another employee we both knew from work. I really don’t know how all this came about, but when it got late, she asked me if I would take her home. We knew each other very well because we saw each other almost every day at work and would sometimes stop and talk awhile. A guy named Danny, whom I knew from work, also wanted a ride for himself and another guy I didn’t know, and I said OK. Gloria and I both lived in Burbank, and the other two needed a ride in a different direction closer by. So I decided to take them home first. We had been drinking at the party and were in a good mood. The two guys wanted to stop at a liquor store to buy more booze, and I thought nothing of it because I just thought they wanted it to take home. When they went into the store, Gloria realized that they might want to get her drunk and take advantage of her, since she was the only girl. She asked me to please, please not let that happen. I had not even thought about anything like that, and I was really glad she told me. I told Gloria there was no way that was going to happen. It really made me mad, and I was ready for them. When the two guys came back from the store, they were ready to start celebrating again. I said, “No. I’m taking you guys home right now because Gloria is getting sick.” They knew I was dead serious about it and that that was going to be it. So I took them home grumbling, but I didn’t care; I wanted no part in anything like that.
Gloria was such a nice, quiet person and so wise that you couldn’t help but fall for her in a big way. A few days later, I asked her out, and she was very happy to go out with me, which actually surprised me. So I started going out with her on a regular basis. I was always eager to be with her, even though I saw her almost every day at work. In our closest moments, when we were together talking in very low voices—sometimes in only whispers—everything we said was about us. The whole time, it seemed almost like I could hear a little voice in my brain saying this was too good to be true, and I kept questioning whether it was going to last. I guess the little voice was right because about three months later, my Gloria was transferred back to my old building, where they had the huge department with the women on roller skates delivering the blueprints. I’ll spare you and myself the sad details about our breaking up. I guess my glamorous movie-star replica just skated out of my life forever. I missed her for a long time. She was the first one who really hurt me, sorry to say.
When sincere things like this happen, it really cools the affection or love in your soul and makes you wonder if you’ll ever find that special one and be able to keep her forever.
That romance made me sad, so I’m going to jump a few years ahead and tell you another story about another woman whom I dated when I worked at Bell Corporation, before I return to discussing my time at the Aircraft Company. This story will cheer me up and make me feel good about myself.

Her name was Mary-Jo, and we were both working at Bell Corporation; I was in engineering, and she was in administration. As soon as we met, something clicked, and we knew that we would be great friends. Even though I would see her every day at work, I was still infatuated with her, and she seemed to like me, too. We got along really well and found that we liked each other a lot. She was so young, around nineteen, and I was already in my early thirties, but that didn’t seem to bother her at all. Besides, I don’t think she ever asked me how old I was.
The reason I bring her up is because she taught me a lesson about life that I will never forget. She knew I had been married before and had three little girls. She accepted when I asked her out on a date, and I was all excited about it. During this period, I was living with a coworker named Fred Paulsen. He was also a divorced dad with two boys who lived with their mother. Helen, my ex-wife, was staying with our kids in our new house, and I’d have to go back as soon as Helen got the notion to move out again. Fred owned the whole apartment building we lived in; he’d inherited a bundle from his parents.

Mary-Jo was a really nice person, and I realized that I would never do anything to hurt her in any way. One night we were out on a date having fun and drinking a little bit. As the night wore on, we decided to go to my apartment; she had been there before, but this was the first time anything serious ever happened. I guess we just got carried away with the moment and having fun and being together. To make this story shorter, I will get down to the bare facts right away. We ended up in bed, both of us being in agreement on things as we progressed. I thought things were going to happen: we were playing and wrestling around in bed. Then I heard her whispering to herself. I was startled to hear her praying. I said, “Mary-Jo, why are you praying?” She said, “I don’t want this to happen till I get married someday.” I didn’t get mad. I just got sad, because I certainly never wanted hurt her in any way. I told her, “Don’t worry anymore, Mary-Jo. Nothing is going to happen.” After that she relaxed, and we just lay there, our foreheads touching and our hands holding each other’s for a little while. We shared those last precious moments together, knowing that they were going to be the last ones for us, and they were.

A couple of years later, after I had left Bell Corporation, I ran into Mary-Jo on the dance floor at a Christmas Party at the posh Coconut Grove in the Ambassador Hotel in downtown Los Angeles. We were all dancing, I with a new girlfriend, but we decided to stop and talk awhile. Mary-Jo and I were so happy to see each other again.
Mary-Jo was all excited to talk to us and introduce us to her husband and tell us that they were expecting a baby. I was so happy for them, and I was so happy to know that all her hopes and dreams had really come true with everything 100 percent intact. As we parted, Mary-Jo looked right into my eyes and gave me a big smile and a little hug, and we said good-bye. I knew what she was thinking about right then, and that made me feel very good. As we walked away from them, my date said, “What was all that about?” I said, “It was nothing. Just an old coworker.” Sweet Mary-Jo then disappeared from my life forever, but at least it was a happy ending.
I will now return to discuss more events that took place while I was still working at the Aircraft Company. I don’t know how to tell you this, but all that time that I was dating all those girls in that building, my destiny was right there, very close by, just sitting and doing nothing but watching and waiting. I couldn’t see it or feel it because I didn’t know it was there and didn’t know what form it was in.
After Gloria, I wasn’t interested in or eager to date anyone for a while. Besides, I don’t think there was anyone else I cared for. My family was doing just fine, and my children were growing up very quickly, it seemed. We had no more unpredictable housekeepers, and we had enough money and were in our almost brand-new house. I had a good job that I enjoyed doing. Helen would come and stay with the kids for a while, sometimes for around a month, and I would still pay for everything even though I didn’t live there. I didn’t mind, though, because I never wanted my kids to lack anything. Also, it certainly helped me with dating and inviting friends over, and it really gave me a little break from all that responsibility. Work for the time was very predictable, and I could plan for things more easily. I still worked long hours, but they didn’t compare in any way to the ninety hours per week I put in for two semesters to finish school (which was very much worth doing).
Since nothing exciting was happening at work at that time, I will return to discussing the world of romance. In our building, there was a woman timekeeper who would come around every day and check all the time cards to be sure we had project work numbers on them. Her name was Shirley. She was attractive and had a very nice figure, and she told me that she was forty-two years old. She had dark red hair and blue eyes, and she looked a little bit like the actress Susan Hayward. I suspected she was interested in me because she would stop to talk to me almost every day. She had a very strong and firm personality and didn’t take too much from anyone.

She and I became very good friends, and our relationship blossomed a little more than I expected. I often would see her at lunchtime, and one day she said, to my surprise, that she would like to come over to my apartment to visit and have a drink. I said that that would be great. So we set a date for her to visit me. Like I said before, she had a very strong personality. I was only about twenty-seven years old and had only been out with Jeanie, who was thirty-one years old, so I didn’t know how things were going to work out with an older person.

I think Shirley had already made up her mind before she came over about what she wanted to happen. Everything went very well, and we got to know each other better as the night went along. I got the feeling that we were going to go to bed. Fred and I had a two-bath, two-bedroom apartment, and Fred was out somewhere anyway. The big moment arrived, but before going to bed I was still wondering how this was going to work out. We did care about each other but were not in love, and she had such a strong personality.

To my great surprise and relief, when we went to bed, she changed into a very warm, affectionate, and loving person. The bigger surprise was yet to come: when we made love, she started to cry very softly. I knew she was crying because I could feel her warm tears on my face in the dark. I never asked her why she cried when we made love, and she never told me. I assumed that someone had really hurt her in some way and maybe she was remembering sad, sad memories. I was finding out that love could bring so much happiness and yet also so much sadness and heartbreak. I grew very fond of her, but I think Shirley felt like I did with the younger girls; there was no future for us. You might think it was a meaningless affair, but it wasn’t for me because I still remember her with such affection, and she took a little space in my heart that will always be there for her.

I thought these three stories belonged together. I hope you did, too.
Amid Sadness and Tragedy, My Happiness Emerges…?

In this chapter I will tell you about how my romantic destiny was finally fulfilled, but first I have to tell you about another person who had been transferred into our art department as a technical illustrator months before. He sat about twenty feet away from me, and I never would have imagined that his family would have had the greatest impact on my romantic destiny. He was married and about twenty-four years old, and all the girls went bananas over him. I think he could have given Tom Selleck a run for his money with regard to looks. One day I was kidding him that I could get him into the movies if he would pay me 10 percent of his earnings as a movie star. In a dead serious voice, he said he wasn’t going to give me 10 percent of his earnings—as if I really could have gotten him into the movies!
He was a very good, kind person in many ways, and his looks never went to his head. As I write this story, I can’t help but feel sad about his life and our friendship. One day he told me a story about something that happened to him while he was repairing his lawn mower years earlier. His middle finger got caught in the lawn mower’s fan belt, and the tip of it—about half of an inch—got chopped off, including the entire fingernail. One day I got this crazy idea about his fingernail. We always managed to amuse ourselves. “Robert,” I said, “I can paint a new fingernail back on your finger and make it look real.” He said that would be great fun, and so we went ahead with it. Since we had everything there to do it and I was sort of artistic with my brushes, I did it, and it really looked good. He ran around and showed it to everyone, and they all got a good laugh out of it. At this point I still didn’t know his family would have such an impact on my destiny.
He had one big problem, and that was that he became infatuated with a girl named Rose who worked in the building he came from. I knew very well who Rose was, and for the life of me could not see what Robert saw in her. She was frumpy-looking, although a very nice person. In any case, I guess that started problems with his marriage at home. I knew he was very sad about it because after he called his wife from a phone booth at work, he would emerge from the booth very teary-eyed. I wondered why he wouldn’t just give up on Rose. Robert and his wife got separated and started divorce proceedings.

One time, after their separation, Robert and I went to a cocktail lounge in North Hollywood called The Rag Doll, as we did sometimes to meet girls and dance. When we got there, the bar was packed and there was nowhere to even stand, so we went and sat in a booth. It always seems odd for two guys to sit in a booth, but we didn’t have a choice; soon we got up and asked some girls to dance. As soon as the women saw him on the dance floor, he didn’t have to ask them—they would come over to our booth and ask him to dance. They didn’t ask me, though, so I had to really hustle to get some dances. It was too bad his luck didn’t last forever, because he died a couple of years later. It seems like he would have lived a good life, because he was well liked.
One of the commercial artists, Tom, had a so-called taco party at his house in Beverly Hills, so all of us who had been invited went to it, and to my surprise, my destiny of romance had materialized into a real-life form and was there—but I still didn’t know it. Robert brought his wife, to everybody’s surprise. Rose also showed up, which I don’t think Robert knew was going to happen, or else he wouldn’t have brought his wife. Rose worked in another building, so her presence even surprised me, but destiny works in strange ways: we have very good luck and very bad luck at times.
I got a little bored because I didn’t bring anyone to the party with me, but this turned out to be a very lucky thing. I walked out onto the balcony to view the beautiful city lights it overlooked, and I was just standing there when my destiny of happiness walked up behind me and said, “Joe.” I turned around and saw this beautiful woman—tall, blonde, blue eyes, slender, and in high heels. What a sight! She said, “I know who you are because Robert told me all about you, your three little girls, the funny things you guys do, and your smile. I’m Robert’s wife, Maureen.” From there, my life slowly started to change. I had never seen her before, and now I was so impressed by her beauty. She came out to the balcony because Robert was being stupid with Rose. I could not believe Robert was getting divorced because of Rose. Was he nuts? He had a beautiful wife and a little baby girl named Debbie who was only one year old. Maureen and I talked for quite a while because she didn’t want to go back in. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think she would be interested in me. I think she liked the stories Robert
 told her about me, though. I don’t remember at all what we talked about that night; it made no difference. I just kept talking. My destiny had arrived, but before another surprise took place, it had yet to develop.
I don’t remember how everything came about, but it did, and I will tell you about it. The party was over by about ten, and we four decided to go to a nightclub to dance. When we got into my car, Robert and Rose sat in the backseat while Maureen sat in the front seat with me; that was a surprise. After a little while, Robert and Rose started making out. Maureen then got close to me in the front seat while I drove because she didn’t want to see what was going on in the backseat. Can you believe all this? That was the beginning of the most important love of my life and still is. The girl of my dreams had arrived.
When we got to the nightclub—The Prelude in North Hollywood—we sat in a half-round booth. Robert and Rose sat close together on one end of the booth, while Maureen and I sat close together on the other end of it, with a big space between them and us. Then another guy from work named Spencer, who had been at the party, came in a few minutes later with his date. He looked perplexed by our seating arrangement and started to ask us what was going on between us but then stopped, and he and his date just went to get their own booth. Rose looked like she was in heaven being out with Robert. We all knew one another because at one time we had all worked together.

Spencer was a senior illustrator and was very popular with the women. We all thought he looked like Clint Eastwood. He seemed to have the world on a string, but we really don’t know what goes on in another person’s brain. About one year later, sad to say, Spencer committed suicide by shooting himself in the head. No one ever found out why. He had been married and had a family, and I don’t think he was even thirty years old. The saddest part of all of this was that Robert joined Spencer a couple of years later. Robert had fallen asleep while driving home late one night once before, but he survived that one. The second time he fell asleep at the wheel at night, his luck had run out on him, and the accident killed him. By this time, Maureen and I had been going together for almost two years. I was so surprised that it didn’t upset Maureen at all. I think Maureen had felt very betrayed by Robert.

After being at The Prelude for a little while, we decided to go back to Beverly Hills, get their cars, and go home. Rose had brought her own car, and Robert and Maureen had come in another car. When we got to Tom’s house in Beverly Hills, I just double-parked, and everyone got out except me. I wanted no part in what was going to happen. As I drove off, I could see them just standing there and talking in my rearview mirror; I never asked what happened.

I was so perplexed at the time and didn’t have any idea what would come of it all. I just sort of forgot all about it because I didn’t think Maureen would be interested in me in any way. I thought she had just sat next to me because of what was going on in the backseat. About two weeks later, though, to my great surprise, Maureen called me at work and asked if she could meet me somewhere. She said to say nothing to Robert about it. Robert was still in our group at work and sitting about twenty feet away from me, but he had never said anything about the night of the party. Now I was really puzzled, but I accepted Maureen’s invitation because she and Robert
 were not living together. I felt like some sort of traitor, but if you’re single and such a beautiful woman is separated from her husband, how can you possibly turn her down? Robert was my friend, and we’d had a few good times out with women, but that was about it.
I’m finding writing this part of my life story to be so much more difficult, sad, and hard to do than I did any of my other romantic stories. It was the most important romance of my love life and will always remain so. My other love stories were always sad or happy; here, everything was all rolled up into one big ball of happiness, joy, love, and great expectations, along with an equal amount of sadness and deep sorrow. How do you cope with it all? I guess you just survive it by living with it.
I met Maureen in the evening in a quiet industrial area that she had designated. I pulled up behind her car—she had a beautiful white T-Bird that matched her beautiful face perfectly. She never got out of her car, so we just talked through her car window for a little while; I don’t remember a single word we said, but I know we did make plans to see each other again in a couple of weeks. When we parted that night, I leaned over into her car through the window and kissed her very softly on the lips. I didn’t know what reaction I would get. The warm, affectionate kiss she returned sealed my love for her forever. The woman who was going to be mine forever and ever had arrived.

Soon after the party at which I’d met Maureen, Robert was transferred back to the building he had come from. He could see Rose every day if he chose to. I was glad he was transferred because soon after that party, Maureen and I got together and it would have been difficult to be there working with Robert at the same time. I never saw or talked to Robert on the phone again; he died two years later, and he never knew that Maureen and I were going together because we didn’t want him to know. Robert was a very nice person, everybody liked him, and he was my good friend. So the romantic destiny of my life emerged among sadness.

Maureen and I had a very wonderful relationship and shared our affection for each other for over four years. She worked and took care of little Debbie, her daughter. She got to know my three girls really well, and they were still growing up very quickly and ran the house very efficiently. We would go out dancing and drinking a little bit every weekend. She liked the legitimate theater, so we would go to see plays at the Ivar Theatre, the Shrine Auditorium, and other playhouses. We also saw many movies—whatever she wanted to see because it made no difference to me—and they all seemed pretty good to me. We even went to see a biblical movie with her parents at the Cinerama Dome in Hollywood. I think the name of the movie was The Greatest Story Ever Told. Her parents were very religious, and Maureen felt badly about not attending church. So one sunny Sunday morning, we got dressed up and went to their church, and she felt better. Sometimes, without her knowing it, I would just stand back and look at Maureen’s beautiful face, and it would make me fully realize how lucky I was. 

Maureen and I had a lot of fun and did lots of good things together, and everything was going really well. Then she surprised me one day by saying that she wanted to get married. I was thrilled about it. I thought that it would be the greatest thing to ever happen to me. I had never asked her to get married because I didn’t think she wanted to. Apparently, though, Maureen was the kind of person, who would rather be married than single. She wanted to live with my three girls for a week and see how things would work out. I agreed that it would be a great idea and that we would go from there. The saddest and fatal part about all this, though, was that we lived in the wrong time period. She went to live with my kids, but I could not live with them. I had to stay at Maureen’s apartment. In those days it was morally wrong for a man and a woman to live together without the sanctity of marriage, especially when children were living there, too. If you did it, God forbid, you would surely go to hell when your time was up.

Since there was no one there to control everything and my children were getting older and were used to running the house, Maureen had no chance. My kids told me that by the end of week, she and Debbie would lock themselves in their room right after dinner. What a sad day for Maureen and me. Maureen said she couldn’t handle it as she moved back into her apartment and I moved out to go back home. I was so sad and disappointed that it didn’t work out because I was really looking forward to our getting married. I knew and remembered what the little voice had said in my brain: it was too good to last forever. Slowly and surely we started to drift apart, possibly because Maureen knew there was no future for us even after we’d been together for such a long time.

We finally separated, and like I said, she was the marrying kind, so only about a year or so after our breakup, she got married. The ironic thing about all this was that she married a guy who had three little girls, too, but wouldn’t support them, so the mother of the three girls wouldn’t allow him to see them at all. Therefore, they were not any problem for them whatsoever. My sincere affection and love for Maureen lasted for more than four years, and our relationship came apart because we couldn’t get married. My love came and went with Maureen, but when you love someone so much and then she ends it, she breaks your heart and soul so deeply that you can never get over it. The only thing you can learn from it is that no one will ever be able to do it again! I would never give up my three little girls for anyone or anything. My loves come and go, but my three little girls are forever.
Yes, my happiness emerged from all this chaos, but it also died along with Robert 
and Spencer, and I would never get over it. I loved Maureen more than I did or ever will any other woman in my whole life. I guess I still love her, but it’s no matter because I will still get to keep her forever and ever, even if only in my dreams. After so many, many years, why the tears?
The Slippery Ladder of Success
After I left the Aircraft Company, nothing seemed to be for sure. I knew where I was going to start working, but what lay ahead with regard to advancement was uncertain. I really just bounced around, hoping for a break and to become part of management or even sales.

I joined a company, Bell Corporation, because it had a new division and I could possibly get a job in the same field with some future without having to wait for someone to leave or die. This new division gave me a little bit of hope.

Everybody was on the young side except the top management, and they put me in a group that was doing the same old illustrated parts-breakdown catalogs. I stayed there as long as I could take it; the work was nothing new or interesting. The best thing that happened there was meeting sweet Mary-Jo, whom I told you about in a previous chapter. Mary-Jo and I had a lot of fun together, but that was about it for Bell Corporation. I was there just long enough to get my two weeks’ vacation pay and didn’t go back; I told them it was not what I was looking for in a job.

During my vacation, I lined up a job with Litton Corporation and hoped for something more challenging. I was interviewed in this big, beautiful building where I thought I would be working. After they hired me, they told me I would be working in a plain, old building with about fifty tech illustrators.

The best part about working there was the people; they were really friendly and knew what they were doing. There was a good mixture of all kinds of people of all ages and both men and women, and all seemed to get along very well together.

The most interesting things that happened there took place when they sent me back to that nice new building where I was hired. They had a small group of guys who worked with the Litton Corporation bigwigs doing all their presentations; I hadn’t even known they existed. It was similar to the group in which I worked at the Aircraft Company. Apparently, though, the visual-aid artists there couldn’t keep up with the presentations that were urgently needed for a very important board meeting. They sent out a call for help from anyone who knew anything about presentation work.
I volunteered and reported for duty because I wanted to work at the new building, and it was really nice there. Everything was so new and modern, not like the building I was working in. It was really hectic there, and the working hours per day just kept getting longer. They were not used to the long hours of doing presentations with hand-lettering and the pressure put on them. The last and most important meeting was set for one morning at eight. We couldn’t get the charts done without working through the whole night and hoping we could get them done. I was used to the long hours and all the pressure because of the work I did at the other company.

Our supervisor was a very small man named Ernie, and he was about forty years old. That night we worked and worked, and about half past three in the morning, Ernie said, “I can’t take it anymore. I have to go home because I’m getting sick. You guys work as long as you can, and then go home.” I thought to myself that he couldn’t just go home; he might get fired if he wasn’t there at least trying to finish the job for the 8:00 a.m. meeting. I looked around at the other guys, and they didn’t say anything; they seemed to be hanging on, so I spoke up. I told Ernie that he’d better go home if he was getting sick. I said the guys and I would get it done. I’d take care of it. So Ernie went home, and we dug in to try to finish. We finally got finished a little before six, and we felt very tired but also very satisfied that we did it and probably saved Ernie’s job. Everyone except me went home to sleep; I had to take all of the charts home with me and bring them back for the meeting because it was in another building and they wouldn’t know where the charts were. So I drove home half-asleep in all the morning rush-hour traffic—but I made it.

When I got home around 6:00 a.m., the kids were getting ready to go to school. I told them to give me coffee and not let me fall asleep for a second because I wouldn’t wake up and all the charts were in my car. They gave me coffee and kept me awake till I left around half past seven. When I got back to the Litton Corporation building, I could see Ernie in his little gray suit walking back and forth in front of the building, not knowing what happened to the charts. When he saw me, he ran to my car to see what was going on. He saw the stack of charts in my car and said, “Are they finished?” I said yes. He was so excited and grateful. We took the charts to the boardroom, and then I told him I had to go home because I hadn’t slept at all. He said I could go home and come back when I could and that they would pay me for the whole day. I was exhausted but glad we’d helped Ernie. I kept wondering what he would have told the bigwigs if the charts were not finished? He got tired?

I had certainly gotten tired. When I told Ernie that I’d take care of it, I didn’t think the job would almost take care of me. Driving back home that morning was very hard. The early
 morning traffic was very heavy, and I was very tired and sleepy. But all is well that ends well. After that job and doing the charts all night, I went back to my regular job of doing more parts-catalog drawings, and I never heard from the chart group again.

The second thing that happened at Litton Corporation of any interest was a very sad incident. One beautiful summer morning I was almost an hour late getting to work. I parked my car, a Ford, and rushed in the back door of the building. There were about forty or fifty tech illustrators already working who were facing the front of the big room. One friend of mine was facing the back door and saw me rushing in. I still remember exactly what he looked like, and the expression on his face was unforgettable. He screamed real loud “Joe!” and all the people jumped up like somebody had ordered them to attention. I heard the metal drafting stools rumble all at the same time across the wooden floor. After he screamed my name, he ran and gave me a big bear hug and said, “You’re alive. We heard on the radio news this morning that you were killed in an accident with a train!”
The entire group came over to tell me that they had also heard on the radio that a Joe Bueno had been killed by a train earlier that morning on the Raymer Street crossing. Our building was on Raymer Street, not far from the accident. It said Joe Bueno was in a Ford and had three daughters, just like I did, and it didn’t mention a mother or wife. Being late and fitting the exact description, they were convinced I had died. I remember a lot about this occurrence but not a single word I uttered or whether I said anything at all. I do remember how I felt: at first I experienced an eerie feeling, and then I felt so sad. I felt awful as I thought about the man and his three little girls.

Apparently, my kids didn’t know anything about it till late that afternoon that day when Margaret, my former housekeeper, came to our house to be sure that my three girls were being taken care of. She told them that she had heard on the radio that I was killed by a train. My kids told her that their dad was fine and at work, and I was. I couldn’t call them because they were all in school. For weeks after that accident, people assumed I was dead. It was a very sad experience for me but nothing compared to that of the man who had died and his three little girls.
That’s about it for Litton Corporation. It was OK, but there was nothing there for me. Was the climb to success over? Never! While I was working at Bell Corporation and Litton Corporation, I had been working part-time at night at another company, doing lettering on presentation charts for extra money, and they paid very well for hand-lettering. It was a medium-sized company called Butler, and it later became Arcada Corporation. It was a technical service company that did all kinds of engineering drafting catalogs, reproduction typing, presentations, and several other things I didn’t even know about, so it was a very interesting company to work for. Since I was working for them part-time and I was looking for a better job, they asked me if I would like to join their company and do technical illustrations full-time during the day shift. They also mentioned that there was all the overtime I could handle. You could work for sixteen hours, go home for two hours to eat and shower, come back and punch in, and still be on overtime if you were still able to work. It sounded very good to me, so I took the job and reported for work.
So join me, the party animals, and my new adventures in my new job.
The Candy Store and the Ladder of Success

When I first went to my new job, it was the first time I had been there during the day. At night, the place had been deserted, so to my surprise, there were a lot of people and lots of single women there. I couldn’t believe my good fortune after I’d worked there part-time for two years at night. This was another turning point in my work career, and I thought the ladder of success had possibly appeared again. I took it for all it was worth.
They hired me as a technical illustrator to work on the same kind of military catalogs as I had for my other jobs, but here it was different. When I started working, I could see all the possibilities for my career to move forward and upward. After a couple years, and knowing they had a good presentation group doing charts at night, I told the department manager that I would be interested in becoming a lead man or supervisor in the presentation group. I had all the experience I needed from all the different companies I’d worked for, including this one. He didn’t know that I had been working there for a couple years. He said all he could do for me then was to put me on the night shift and see what happened. I said OK and went on the night shift. All the guys there knew me and my work, so there were no problems. Actually, I didn’t have to wait long because the night supervisor soon quit to go to another company and the manager put me in charge of the group as the night supervisor. There was no argument with the other guys because they knew that I knew more about all types of presentations, so the transition went very smoothly.

One of the most difficult parts of my new job was figuring out how many man-hours it would take to get the job done right and on time. The people who brought in the work were called liaison personnel, and they would turn all the work over to me. My shift would start at 4:00 p.m., and the crew would start working at 6:00 p.m. I had two hours to look at all the work and decide how many hours and how many people it would take to do it. I spent a week with the former supervisor learning the ropes of how to manage the workload and get the right number of people. Estimating was something I was not aware I’d needed to know, and I had never done it before—but upward advancement is never easy. I had no choice from day one, so I tackled the assignment as best as I could. To my surprise, it worked out just fine; I just took each piece of artwork and figured out how long it would take me to do it and added all that time up. Then I called in all the part-timers I needed to help our regular crew. It was hard to do at first, but eventually it got easier and easier. I was extremely happy and lucky that everything was going just fine because I had never been a lead man or supervisor of any kind before.
The work came in during the day for the night shift and had to be done and back to the aerospace company by seven in the morning, so we really had no choice but to work hard till we finished. These guys knew all the ropes about working hard and fast, so it didn’t take any pushing. These guys were all party animals, and about once or twice a week I would let one of the guys go to the liquor store to buy some booze before it closed at 2:00 a.m. We would have a couple of drinks out in the parking lot if we got done ahead of time, sometimes around five in the morning. Then we would go home before six because the day shift started to come in at seven and we definitely didn’t want them to see us having drinks in the parking lot. They were used to drinking like that, and I wasn’t about to change it; I enjoyed a drink, anyway. We never drank anything before we finished because that would surely put the spelling in bad shape, and it would take us twice as long to fix it. So we figured out about what time we were going to be done before we thought about drinking. It was a fun group, and I enjoyed the friendships.

This went on for a few months, and I felt that we were doing a good job and that everything was under control. All of us were making lots of money and were very satisfied. Then what? You guessed it: I got another bright idea about how I could keep climbing up the ladder of success. The job of the liaison personnel was to call the companies during the day to see who needed work done overnight or during the day. Then they would bid on it, and if the company agreed with the bid, we got the job. During the day, when they weren’t busy getting work, they would call new companies to get even more work or to take them out to lunch. The great part of the job was that the rest of the time they just sat around all dressed up in suits and ties. They also got expense accounts and nice cars to drive around to see the customers. They couldn’t take the cars home with them at night, though. They worked the day shift, so they got to know all the people in most of the buildings.

My shift started at four in the afternoon to discuss the incoming work with the liaison people, so after a few months of night shift, my social life was nonexistent and the liaison job kept looking better and better all the time. I went back to the department manager and told him that I would really be interested in becoming a liaison person. I knew all about how to get the work done and how to bid on it, and I thought I could certainly do the job. “Well,” he said, “you have certainly done a good job with the chart group, and you know all about doing the technical drawings. I would be happy to give you a chance at the job, but the two guys love their jobs and are not about to leave.” I told him that I realized that and was willing to stand by if he needed me. I really couldn’t imagine myself having a job like that, but I knew I could do it.

It took months, but eventually one of the liaison people decided he was going to leave the company to become part-owner of another company that did the same kind of work that we did. I knew the two guys who owned that company, so I knew that he had made the right choice. They made a lot of money and were very successful.

The manager told me that the big break for me had arrived, and he said to do the very best that I could because if I didn’t do it right we would lose a lot of money. He said that he had a lot of confidence in me and would help me in any way he could. I was very excited about the new job and kept wondering how it would all work out for me and the company. Honestly, I don’t even remember who took over for me as the night supervisor, but I got ready for my new adventure in liaison. I got my expense account and a car to drive around in when I went to see people or take them out to lunch. Taking the customers out for lunch was really something completely new for me. It seemed like the good life had arrived, and I was anxious to get started and to socialize again. It was not as easy as I thought it would be, but each day it got a little better. I really liked my new job and thought I might stay there for the rest of my life. It would be very good for me and my family, and after a few months, in fact, we sold our home in the valley and moved into an apartment in Redondo Beach, California, to be close to my work. My three little girls had by this time grown into teenagers and had enrolled in the local schools. So everything was going just like we wanted it to go, and we were happy.

During the lull in my day, I would go outside and mingle with all the people, and there certainly were a lot of women of all ages and sizes. I got to know most of them sooner or later. My social life really took off after I went on the day shift, earned my new status, and dressed as best as I could. Things had really changed drastically. When I got divorced, I was twenty-four or twenty-five years old, and the women I dated then, ten years earlier, had seemed more innocent. I went with several different wonderful, sincere women who cared about living a decent way of life back then. When I got to be thirty years old, I started going with Maureen, which lasted for four and a half years. When that romance was over, I was in my mid thirties and starting to socialize again.

The women at my new company were all very nice, wonderful, and full of life, but they were maybe too full of life. There was always someone having a party or something. There were over three hundred people working there, and the mixture was very good. So, it was party time!  

I found a lot of romance there, but nothing really serious, and each one only lasted a few months. There were many, and it would take too long to tell you about all of them. I will mention a few and try to be brief about them because I don’t want to bore you. First there was Ann, a small blonde girl in her early twenties who worked in another department. We had a lot of fun, but it was nothing serious, and she never met my kids. Then came Laura, with whom things became a little more serious, and she did get to know my kids pretty well. My kids would mimic her Texas drawl when she wasn’t there, though, and I don’t think they were crazy about her. I think their ages were only about eight years apart, but we had fun.

Next there was a woman named Rosie, and she was married. I had never messed around with any married women before because I didn’t want to get shot by an irate husband. There were plenty of single women there, so why be stupid? Well, stupid it was, because this woman just wouldn’t give up. She was young and attractive with long, black hair and a great figure with the most perfect set of legs I had ever seen. She would dress very nicely and wore high heels every day. I have no idea how she ever knew who I was because she worked in a building two blocks away. During this time, I wasn’t going with anyone, or else it never would have happened. We started talking to each other just by chance, every so often, without my thinking she had any plans for me.

Things started happening, and we started seeing each other when she could get away from home. This went on for about a month without any shots being fired. One day, though, I was sitting at my desk working away when I got a call from a guy asking me if I knew Rosie. I said yes because I was sure that a lot of people had seen us talking together and we made no secret about it. This man called me to warn me about seeing Rosie and being with her. I denied everything and asked him if he was Rosie’s husband. He said no, he was a close friend of her husband, and if I didn’t stop seeing Rosie, he would tell her husband. I assured him that it was all nonsense and that he shouldn’t worry about it. That ended our conversation and my romance with Rosie. Nobody was worth making my children orphans. I called Rosie the next day and told her what had transpired and that it would be the end of our affair because I didn’t want to put our families in any danger. That was the first and last affair I ever had with a married woman because I did not want to become another Dedo Mocho and I still wanted to keep the bullets as my friends.

One woman I dated was a neighbor who lived in the apartment building next door to where I lived with my kids. She was a nice woman; she was divorced and had two kids, and we became good friends. One evening she said her kids were gone and asked if I’d like to come over and have a drink with her, and I said OK. We had fun drinking, playing music, and being close together, and to my surprise, she wanted to go to bed, but we didn’t. We still enjoyed being together, and after all the good things were over, she wanted to make a pact with me to come over every Wednesday night for more of the same fun. It was a great idea, but I told her we couldn’t do that because of our kids and all the neighbors. She was disappointed but agreed that it wouldn’t look too good. She said that she was just too tired of all the complications of trying to find the right man and then going steady with someone. I really understood how she felt, but there was nothing we could do. I just didn’t think we were right for each other, even though she was pretty nice-looking and dating her would have saved a lot on gasoline.

I guess that will end this chapter. I will continue to describe my adventures at this new company.
I’ll Give It My Best Shot!

One day at work, one of the girls who worked in our front office, Mary, asked me, “Why don’t you ask Janis out for a drink and dancing with herself and her boyfriend, Paul?” Mary was five feet eleven inches tall, blonde, very attractive, and about twenty-four years old. Her parents must have been very wealthy because she needed an apartment to live in and they bought her a whole apartment building and called it an investment for her. We should all be so lucky. Anyway, her boyfriend, Paul, was six foot seven inches and weighed close to three hundred pounds. He was in good shape and looked quite strong, and I’m sure he could take care of himself; that he did.
We set up the date, and we four went out for fun, drinking, and dancing at a nightclub located at the end of a pier over the ocean. The ocean completely surrounded the club—there was a big concrete space between the shore and the nightclub. On the edges around this big concrete slab were metal railings that kept people from falling into the ocean.

As we walked into the nightclub, a guy and a woman were sitting in a booth. The guy had his foot sticking out onto the aisle, and Paul stepped on his foot because he didn’t see it in the dark. Paul knew that his three hundred pounds of weight must have hurt the guy’s foot, so he really apologized to the guy, and then we all went and sat down in a booth nearby.

The nightclub was very nice, it had live music, and the people there seemed like a nice crowd. We started enjoying the music and dancing quite a bit. The guy in the booth who Paul had stepped on just kept staring at us, though, and wouldn’t just forget about the incident. After a little while I came back to sit and rest from all the dancing. When I asked Mary where Paul was, she said the guy who Paul stepped on had gotten four other guys to help him beat up Paul. I said, “He walked out with five guys?” She said yes in a worried voice and asked me if I was going to help him. I said OK, and as I walked out the door, I did one of the smartest things of my life. I told the owners of the nightclub at the front door to call the police because there was going to be a big fight outside. Many things go through your mind when you’re about to face danger and you know that five against two are bad odds. I never considered chickening out and not helping because I never would have forgiven myself if Paul was hurt or killed. He was not a friend of mine—I had only met him once before—but he was with Mary, and that was why I was willing to put myself in danger.

When I walked out of the nightclub, I had to walk around the building to find them. The five guys had Paul surrounded against the metal railings over the ocean but were not fighting him. As I approached, two of the guys turned around. One of them was the guy Paul had stepped on. They came at me with a look of glee in their eyes, like they were happy to beat the hell out of me. Why? I didn’t have any quarrel with either one. My mind was working feverishly, thinking what to do. I quickly realized that there was no way out of this bad situation. So, I firmly made up my mind that I would just give it my best shot. Fists started flying all over, and finally I started to lose my balance backward; in a quick moment, I remembered seeing a fistfight on a television program that showed a man falling backward and grabbing his opponent by the shirt collar to pull him down with him. That’s what I did, and he landed on top of me; he was now straddling me and hitting me. His friend was standing alongside us and was kicking me in any way he could. Meanwhile, I had the guy by his shirt collar and just kept punching him in the face as hard as I could. He stopped hitting me to try to protect his face, but I was still being quite effective. My boxing experience was certainly a big help. I have no idea how long it lasted, but when I saw headlights come on at the concrete pier, I was certainly hoping it was the police, and it was.

As I sat up, I saw all the blood on my shirtfront and all the people just standing there, but no one wanted to help me. I looked over to see if Paul was OK. To my disgust, while I was sitting on this concrete pier with blood all over my shirt, they weren’t even fighting. I got up and just walked away to lean against a pole. It was only when the police got them all together that Paul was ready to fight them all. I had seen that routine before: it’s called cowardice. One cop came over to me and asked what was wrong with me. I said, “I’m disgusted. I came out here to help Paul, and he didn’t even get into the fight or try to help me.” He said, “I certainly understand that.”
Later, when I was sitting in the backseat of the car, I asked Janis where all this blood was coming from. She checked me very thoroughly and said I wasn’t bleeding anywhere. I guess my best shot really was the best.
So, the guy who got his foot mashed and his face bashed deserved it because he shouldn’t have gotten four guys to help him beat up one guy. Yes, I went to work the next day with two swollen cheeks and bruises all over my body from being kicked. I was so lucky the man didn’t want to kick me in the head; he could have, because my head had been in the open. We say we make our own good luck, but I don’t think I did that night. I think our creator gives it to us when he can justify it. A couple of swift kicks to my head would have ended it all. That could have ended up being a very bad choice I’d made if I had gotten hurt and been unable to work and take care of my three girls.

You never know when your life is going to be in danger, especially if you go home by yourself late at night. Guys would threaten me only if there were a bunch of them in a car; it was never just one person. They throw firecrackers at your car and insult you. Why? They’re just looking for trouble with an easy victim. I’ll give you just one more example of how easily your life can change in a few minutes.

One night around two, I was going home in my beautiful red 1963 Fastback Corvette, and a car full of guys followed me to my underground parking space. I had the very last parking space against the wall. After I parked, they stopped about thirty feet away from me and waited for me to get out of my car and try to pass by them to get to the door and safety. I don’t know why they picked on me, but they were dead serious about causing me great harm; I could tell by the way they were looking at me.

I looked at them, and I knew I had no choice: I had to do whatever I could to save myself. I quickly realized that I would have to do more than just take my best shot. In my Corvette I had a regular pillow—I don’t remember why—and a steel rod about an inch thick and two feet long for my protection. I knew they were really going to hurt me, so I decided that I would try to take one of them with me. That’s the honest truth; your mind works faster than you realize. One guy had the back door open with one foot on the ground, ready to pounce on me. They were waiting to see what I was going to do.

I wrapped the steel bar with the pillow and held one hand around the steel bar so they didn’t know what I had in the pillow. I was really worried but ready, and they just watched me; they must have been wondering if I had a gun in the pillow. I just kept staring at them, and they knew I was going to put up a fight for my life. They never changed their positions and just let me keep walking to safety. I have no idea how much time transpired. I certainly thanked God for all the help when I got into my apartment that night, even the phony fearless look he granted me even though I was scared. I guess that’s why I think life, good or bad, is fascinating.
 Enough about the fighting; let me get back to the hugging.  
That great place I worked at really was like a candy store to me. There were so many girls to ask out and have fun with, but I never really got as emotionally involved with them as I did when I was I younger man at the big Aircraft Company in Burbank. I went steady with a few for quite a while and hoped to find the right one, but it never really got serious. I never got to hear the little voice again in the back of my brain saying it was too good to be true. I don’t really know why, but maybe I was still looking for another Maureen. Regardless, it surely saved me a lot of heartaches.

My three daughters were growing up and were starting to decide what they wanted to do to make a living. Yolanda, the oldest, decided she was going to be a technical illustrator; Barbara, the second-oldest, also had the same goal. However, the youngest one, Carmen, marched to the beat of her own drum: she was going to be a car mechanic. Whatever they wanted to be was just fine with me. God bless them; they provided me with the greatest inspiration of my life. Some of the proudest moments in my life were when Yolanda came to work with me at the same company I was with as a technical illustrator and when Barbara went to work as a technical illustrator with another company later on. Carmen was still in school trying to become a car mechanic. No matter what life dealt me, my three little girls made everything worth it.

I guess we will be going into the last chapter of my life story, which is starting to make me sad.
From Nothing to Something

I was so eagerly looking forward to finishing my story, but now it’s making me so sad. It feels like I’ve been writing a long, long letter to a friend I will never see again.

My life’s journey has been an accumulation of lots of blessings, good luck, joy, love, dreams, sadness, disappointments, and just plain hurt. Looking back, I know I never could have done it without the driving force my three little girls gave to me. In my mind, I can still see them as they looked when I got divorced: tiny two-year-old Carmen just playing around, little Barbara at four years old helping as much as possible, and six-year-old Yolanda trying to fill the missing mom’s leadership position. The one thing I never had to worry about was running out of hope and determination.
My life began with stoop labor in the fields with mother earth close to my face, pulling at me with all her gravity, and killing my back. Our beautiful life-giving sun beat down on me with its 118-degree heat as if it were trying to bleach the color right out of my clothes. Mother earth and I were so close. I will eventually join her anyway.

Then, I started stacking bundles at the newspaper company to make my arms strong for boxing and to earn money for living expenses. I eventually joined the culinary world, in which I washed dishes and then became a pantryman and made all kinds of salad dressings, hors d’oeuvres, and other delicacies for ritzy people. Then I went on to realize my wildest dreams of working on engineering publications in air-conditioned buildings.
I have enjoyed many blessings, including not drowning, not getting beat up too badly, and surviving many other bad situations. I’m very grateful to just die of old age, I hope. Even then I’ll still be hoping it doesn’t take too much pain to leave this fascinating and beautiful earth. Or should I just dig in?

As I start to close the story on my life, I realize that my greatest asset in life was having my three little girls. They gave me all the determination, energy, enthusiasm, and will to keep getting stronger. They were the true survivors, I was only a participant. They helped me the most help when I needed it the most. To them, I bow my head and say thanks for all they did to make our lives better.
My greatest success in life was not in making money, but in raising my three little girls safely, to become good adults, get married, become mothers, and raise their own children.
There is so much more to say , but why prolong the sadness of the ending of my story? It’s a story with a very happy ending.
Our destiny is not poured in concrete. We cannot change our past, but we certainly can help our future.


If things get tough, do like we did: get tougher! 
The good Lord is the source of my faith, my strength, my dreams, and my never-ending hope. I say good-bye to you, wishing you the best of everything and many blessings.
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�I changed this sentence to reflect the fact that you are talking about your parents, not to them. 
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�"Company" is a singular noun so it takes the singular pronoun "it."
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�Is this change OK? Science fiction is more specific than fiction.
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