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Fame
At 2 A.M.
IT WAS A late night call and these late night calls can be real beauts. The dispatcher had one up in Coldwater Canyon. I’d been sitting at the Beverly Hills Hotel doing nothing. It was two in the morning. I took the call, whipped the cab down to the end of the driveway, turned right, made it to Beverly Drive and took it to Coldwater. No cars around. Nothing.
The streets were dark and quiet in an eerie kind of way, and I had the opera going on the radio, with the female voice hitting such high notes it seemed to underscore the other-worldly atmosphere. I don’t usually go for opera, but this time it felt right for some reason, even soothing. I stayed on Coldwater for a mile, turned left, and went up this winding, narrow road, all the while wondering what kind of basket case it was going to be this time because that’s all you got this late on a Saturday night in Beverly Hills—crank-calls, 8-balls, show biz freaks who were burning themselves out on booze and drugs. And if they hadn’t made it yet, they were fame-struck newcomers, a sad, pathetic bunch struggling, doing anything and everything to climb up that ladder and become a star. As usual, I was apprehensive. I wondered what the hell it was going to be as I pulled up to this two-story house with the big garage and the three or four Ferraris or M. Benzes, or whatever, parked in the driveway and along the front of the white picket fence.
The front door was open and the noise coming from it gave the impression somebody was having a wild time of it inside. I didn’t bother to get out of my cab.
A tall, middle-aged guy holding a drink in his hand appeared briefly, said that she would be out in a second, and disappeared inside.
I waited.
The “second” dragged on. I didn’t turn the meter on. I didn’t feel like getting into a hassle with some drunk over it, didn’t feel like having to explain about Waiting Time. When the “second” stretched into nearly twenty minutes I turned the meter on and stepped out to stretch my legs. Finally, she staggered out. She was a young woman, early 20s, and she had red hair. The same guy was right behind her, grabbed the drink from her hand, walked back in the house and slammed the door shut. The redhead continued toward my cab and she was having a difficult time in her high heels and condition. She’d had one drink too many, it seemed, and she was a mess—tears and makeup streaming down her face.
Jesus, here we go again. You work the night shift and this is what happens. I preferred working nights for two reasons: I couldn’t take L.A. traffic during the day and I couldn’t take the heat.
I kept looking at her. I didn’t know her, but I felt for her just the same. What a shame, another struggling actress, another good-looking, healthy woman that was going to be used and abused, ruined, and she was going to allow this to happen to herself just so that she might get a taste of fame. She would pay for that stardom, if and when she ever got that far—not that many did—(and even if she never got anywhere, she was still going to pay).
I opened the back door for her, helped her in. I hoped she was sober enough to give me the address. I climbed in, turned the key, and pulled out slowly. There was a three- or four-hundred-foot drop on our right; the road was narrow, winding. I had to be careful. You never knew when a possum or a raccoon or even a coyote might suddenly appear and scurry across the road in front of you. These hills around here were full of the little rascals.
I could hear the woman crying in the backseat. When I asked for a destination all I got was a mumble or two. Not until I reached the bottom of Coldwater Canyon did I try again.
“Westwood,” she said.
“Where in Westwood?” I needed a street address.
I got nothing. I looked in the rearview and couldn’t see her.
I pulled over to the curb, turned my head to get a better look.
The woman had slid off the backseat and was lying on the floorboard, weeping. She could have been in pain; I wasn’t sure, had no way of knowing. I kept looking at her and couldn’t shake the sadness of it. Hollywood? You want to come to Hollywood? This is what Hollywood was about, the Hollywood I saw, the Hollywood most people didn’t know about. Tinseltown. What a crock. I wished something could have been done about the assholes who ran the game.
“Hey, are you all right?”
She looked up, did her best to smile, but it wasn’t working.
“Are you okay?” Her eyes blinked and that sad smile remained, but I got nothing.
I pulled away from the curb.
“I’m taking you to the hospital,” I told her.
“No,” came from the backseat. “I’m okay. Really, I’m fine.”
“You sure?”
She kept stammering, assuring me that she was fine. Confused, I turned left on Lexington, took it down to Sunset and Sunset west.
“Where in Westwood do you want to go?”
“Just go to Westwood,” she hiccupped. “They’re bastards,” she said. “All bastards… Got me drunk … put something in my drink … I don’t know what it was—but it screwed up my head, know what I mean? Really fucked me up. Did you see the bastard who took my drink away?”
“Yeah; I saw him.”
“He used to sell used cars. He doesn’t sell used cars anymore. He’s a producer now, so he thinks… He was supposed to help me, give me a break. That’s what he said. I do comedy. I’ve done the Comedy Store a couple of times. You might have heard of me.” She told me her name. I hadn’t heard of her. “I’ve been on the Tonight Show,” she said.
“Really?” I said.
“Yeah,” she said. “The Tonight Show. One time. I’m a comedienne. Anyway, this bastard is really hung, you know? He’s really hung. And every girl in town, every starlet supposedly wants to fuck him because he used to go with Elizabeth ____________. And he thinks he’s hot shit, you know? He’s it—because he’s hung and he can do as he damn well pleases—and you’re supposed to do what he wants. They drugged me.” She wiped her tears, did her best to wipe away the smeared makeup. “He wanted me to go to bed with him. There were two other women in bed with him. I didn’t want to do it—and I told him I didn’t want to do it…” She blew her nose, unable to stop crying. “Shit,” she said, angry with herself. “That’s when they drugged me. I wouldn’t fuck him. I wasn’t raised like that. I come from a good family…” After a moment, she said: “They pinned me down … and he … I’m bleeding back there. God, it hurt… What a bastard. Jesus Christ, I don’t even know why I went. I’m wasting my time.”
“You ought to know better,” I said. “Lowlifes like that just use people like you. They’re screwed up beyond repair.”
“He’s supposed to help me—get my career off the ground. Lies. That’s what it was—all lies. He couldn’t help anybody, the sick son of a bitch.”
I knew it wouldn’t do any good to say anything. I did anyway. “It’s not worth it,” I told her. “Forget the whole thing. You’ll get used and keep on getting used. That’s the way it is. That’s Hollywood. You ought to get out—go back where you came from. What happened tonight will happen again.”
“Oh no—never again. No more parties.”
“Sure, it’ll happen again.”
“I don’t need these bastards. I’ll make it on my own. I got talent. I’ll show them.”
I shook my head. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you to a hospital?”
“I’m sure.”
I nodded. “Where are you staying?”
She gave me a Hilgard address. The apartment building I stopped the cab in front of was across the street from UCLA.
“Wait,” she said, as she got out. “I have to make sure he’s home.”
I waited and watched her make it up the four or five steps to the lobby entrance. She reached for the receiver there, dialed a number. She spoke into the receiver for several minutes and climbed back down. She was on the sidewalk, pacing nervously, glancing upwards from time to time. Scared. I looked up myself and noticed a man in a dark overcoat standing on the 4th floor balcony. He was about forty and you could tell he was seething with anger, but he held it in check.
“What do you want?” he said to her in a rather calm tone.
“What do you think?” she answered.
“Why don’t you go stay with your friends?”
“I want to come in,” she said, tears rolling down her face. “I’m tired. I want to come in.”
The man didn’t move. I saw him looking at me, then up at the bleak sky above, and back down again. It must have taken everything in his power to control his anger.
“Are you just going to stand there!?” she cried out.
“I don’t want you in here, bitch.”
“Will you let me in?”
A minute passed, he went inside and reappeared a while later in a white Seville in the garage downstairs. You could hear the iron gate sliding open. The man slowly drove out to the curb.
Perhaps due to the deep tan and short dark hair, but the guy looked like a contract killer out of the Godfather films. He still had the black overcoat on, white T-shirt underneath, and he looked like he was ready to kill. It was all in the face, cold, unflinching—and yet he maintained. I didn’t particularly like getting caught in the middle of something like this—still, I wanted to be paid for my time. I had rent to make, and I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to this woman now. Would I be able to help somehow? Hell, I didn’t know. I waited.
“Where’ve you been?” he said to her.
“Are you going to let me in?”
“You filthy whore.” The tone was low, controlled, but he meant business. The redhead kept blowing her nose and wiping her eyes. The man finally got out, and as he did, she backed away, nearly losing her footing in the process.
The overcoat walked over to me, asked what was on the meter.
I told him.
“Goddamn broads are all the same,” he said, “they’ll fuck anything to get a break.”
He paid me.
“Don’t get mixed up with these crazy bitches around here,” he advised, adding: “It’s not worth it.”
I got in my cab.
“Don’t leave,” the woman pleaded after me, clearly frightened of the guy. “Don’t leave.”
The man took several steps toward her, but she kept backing away, not wanting him to get near her. He walked back to his car.
“What are you going to do?” she yelled after him.
“Taking you to your friends’ house.”
“I’m staying here.”
He shook his head. “I’m taking you to your friends’ house.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” she insisted. “I don’t have any friends.”
The Seville disappeared inside the garage and the electric gate banged shut. The woman hurried south on Hilgard, staggering along.
I don’t think she knew where she was going or even what she was going to do. I pulled a Uie in the middle of the street and tailed after her. There wasn’t a soul around. Nobody. It was late.
Her heels clicked along on the sidewalk as she continued to run.
“Look,” I said; “this is crazy. Where are you going?” She glanced at me, but wouldn’t stop. “It’s not safe. I wouldn’t be running around like this if I were you. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.”
She slowed down at least.
“It’s after three in the morning, for God’s sake.”
She walked toward my cab, not saying anything.
“I’ll take you where you want to go—no charge. Don’t worry about it—but just get in. Please?”
She climbed in the front seat.
“Do you have any friends that you can stay with? Anybody?”
She wept in silence.
“You must know someone you can stay with.”
“You’re nice,” she said.
“Don’t you know anybody? I can’t just leave you like this. He looks like he means business.” I then asked what the guy did for a living.
“He’s a doctor,” was her answer.
“Hell, he don’t look like any doctor I’ve ever seen. Think he’ll hurt you?”
“I don’t know …”
“He ever hit you?”
She nodded. “I don’t have any other place to stay.”
“You don’t want to go back there.”
She sighed.
The so-called doctor was back on the balcony, watching us.
“He’ll probably hit me,” she said. “I have no choice.”
“You guys married?”
She smiled a weak smile, shook her head. “No… We share the apartment.”
I asked how long she’d been in town.
“Eight months,” she said.
Again, I tried to talk her into forgetting show business, just dropping it. She said she was from North Carolina, had four brothers and one sister back home—and they all knew she had talent and could make it, and that there was no way in the world she could face them unless she made it.
I didn’t know what to say after that.
She kissed me lightly on the cheek. We pulled away from the curb. I didn’t know where to take her. She didn’t want to go anywhere but back to the apartment building on Hilgard.
I drove her back.
Before she climbed out she told me her name again. “Be sure to watch for me on TV. I’m going to make it. I’m going to be a star.” Then added: “This whole thing is incredible.” She wiped her face one more time, wanting her true personality to shine through for me. She wanted me to know that everything would work out.
“I’m supposed to make people laugh—that’s supposed to be my job—and look at me…”
I wanted to wish her luck, I wanted to wish her the best, to say something, instead I watched her go up the steps.
She pressed a button near the intercom. The buzzer sounded, and she pushed in the door. As she stepped into the lobby I saw her turn, and pausing long enough to wave goodbye to me, she did her best to smile a nervous smile—and continued on in.



What’s Love Got To Do
With Anything?
12:30 A.M. The Airport Hyatt. A guy in his 50s with a weather-beaten, sunburned face gets in my cab. The suit he’s got on is not cheap; white shirt, a tie.
“Where can we find a girl?” he asks in what sounds like a Southern drawl.
“Nowhere around here,” I say. “The Strip is about the only place.”
He hesitates.
“It’s only a fifteen-minute ride,” I explain.
He says: “What the hell, why not?”
Twenty-five minutes later we’re in West Hollywood. We cruise Sunset Strip. As we near Schwab’s a group of hookers spot the potential john in my cab and suddenly come to life as we slow down. I turn the corner at Laurel, and there they are running toward the cab. They smell money; that’s all the suit sitting in my cab is to them: $$$.
The first hooker ruins her chances by quoting $200/250. “Depending on what you want and for how long,” she explains in an admixture of aggression and desperation. He shakes his head, doesn’t like the price and he is not about to pay it. This is a seasoned customer I’ve got in my backseat and is playing it right. Then another white hooker elbows her way to the man’s window and throws herself inside. She’s got a lot of makeup on, too much. It’s enough to turn your stomach. Maybe some guys like it that way. I don’t recognize her right away because she’s wearing a type of snug, white hat that resembles a turban, but then she starts talking and I remember picking her up at the Beverly-Wilshire a couple of times a while back. I remember she’s the one with the kid and an “old man” she’s been with seven years.
“What chu got to spend?” she asks my passenger.
“One hundred,” the man answers.
She counters with: “One-fifty.”
Another hooker sticks her head in the window, and says: “How about a menage?”
The man is not interested and shakes his head.
Danielle, the hooker I know, gets pissed off at the other hookers for moving in on her and rolls her window up.
“Go to hell, bitch!” the other hookers all shout at her right then. Danielle turns to the john. “Can you spend one-fifty, baby?”
“One hundred,” the man says.
“But I got to pay for the cab, baby, on the way back.”
“I’ll pay for the cab.”
“It’s been a bad night. Can you make it one-fifty?”
“Maybe some other time,” the man says. “All right?”
“I just can’t do it. It’s been a bad night for me.”
“Let’s forget it,” he says, and seems to mean it. Danielle changes her tune. “All right, all right.”
I pull away from the curb. She recognizes me, says: “Hi, lover boy.”
I say hello, and it does lessen the tension inside the cab.
“I didn’t recognize you with the turban,” I explain. She counters with: “Why didn’t you call me? You got my number.”
“I don’t keep numbers.”
“You do mine.”
We laugh at that.
She turns to talk to the fare. He’s from Houston, in the construction business. She asks him the usual questions: How long you been in town? How long you staying?, etc., etc. We make it to the hotel. I’ve got $27.30 on the meter. The man gives me $32.
“You want me to hang around?” I ask Danielle.
“Yeah, baby; wait for me,” she says.
I park the cab and wait about a half hour. When she comes out of the hotel and gets in the cab she wants to know if I can give her a discount.
“$20,” I say to her. I want to be paid for my Waiting Time.
“$15.”
“$20,” I repeat. “I think it’s fair. Do you know what most charge? About thirty bucks.” And it’s the truth, because most cab companies have the higher rates.
“Okay, baby.”
And we head back to the Strip. We start talking a bit. It turns out her old man was an engineer, used to push dope. I wonder how the guy she’s living with is able to cope with what she’s doing.
“He don’t mind,” she says, then chuckles. “Sometimes he do. Sometimes he do, when I get off, know what I mean? He don’t like it when I get off with the young guys, know what I mean, baby? I tell him everything.”
I’m nodding and saying “Yeah” like I understand, but I don’t.
I didn’t see how it couldn’t bother a guy to have his woman balling a bunch of strange men. And we start talking about relationships, how impossible it seems to keep one going these days.
She readily agrees.
“We had our ups and downs,” she says. “We sure did. I ran away twice from that man. Twice.”
“What happened?”
“He came and got me. I lived in Florida for four months without telling him. He came and got me.”
“He must really love you,” I say.
“Of course, baby. Me and that man been through a lot. He shaved my head completely bald once so I wouldn’t leave, but he had a good reason because I did him dirty, too. I left that man in a Phoenix motel once, took the car, all the money, and split. I forgave him because I was wrong.”
I never expected I’d be talking to a prostitute about relation-ships, about love, but we’re doing it, and I tell her about the woman I had split up with, that I still love, and feel helpless in doing anything about. Guess I’m seeking answers any damn way I can get them.
“Get her back, baby,” she says. “If you really love her, get her back.”
“How? She doesn’t want anything to do with me. I wouldn’t know what to do.” And I tell her about the Englebert concert I had wanted to take my girl to about a year back, and how she had sent me a letter telling me to leave her alone. That it was over.
Danielle looks at me, and says: “You better stop talking about her before you start crying. Just get her back, baby; don’t wait.”
We’re driving north on La Cienega, and she says: “We get back to the corner I got to tell those bitches to fuck off. I don’t like that shit, the way they did me like that. See, all them stupid bitches got pimps. I don’t believe in that shit.” She had told me once before that she had had a pimp. “I gave that man more money than you ever saw in your life. I don’t need that shit.”
I turn west on Sunset.
As we near the corner of Sunset and Laurel she asks for a piece of paper and a pen, writes her number down.
“In case you get anybody that wants a date,” she explains.
I don’t like the idea. I don’t want to start doing that. “What if you’re not in?” I say.
“Don’t worry, baby,” she says. “I call in every hour on the hour.”
“What if your man answers?”
She says: “So what? If he answers he’ll pretend it’s a wrong number and talk like a Mexican, you know the way they do—then he’ll call right back acting like it’s the answering service. You know what I’m saying, baby?”
Not really, but I nod.
She gives me the piece of paper. “Call me if you just want to talk, all right, baby?”
“Okay.”
She steps out of my cab, rejoins what’s left of the old gang: a couple of shivering, diehard whores on the sidewalk. I can hear the verbal exchanges. Expensive cars are cruising the Strip, johns on the prowl for action. And it’s a cold, windy night for L.A. and not much action in sight, not much makes sense in this world.
I take the piece of paper with her number and I stuff it in the ashtray.
I make a U-turn, taking it west, west, to look for another fare.



Get Married,
And Have A Good Life
IT WAS A Benedict Canyon address in Beverly Hills that I drove up to one night. As I pulled up to the mansion a hooker in her early 20s (escorted, roughly at that, by a disgruntled, angry-faced balding man in bathrobe and house slippers who seemed quite intent in getting her off the premises as quickly as possible) hurried toward my cab before I’d even had a chance to come to a full stop.
She was clutching her purse; bloodshot eyes, runny nose, smeared makeup. To say that she was distraught would be putting it mildly.
The man looked like he was relieved to be rid of her and was back inside the house before the hooker had even climbed in my cab.
Sitting in my backseat now she started wailing full force, crying and carrying on as though in great pain.
“TTTTHHHHEEEEEYYYYYYYYHHHHUUUUURRRRRTTTTTTMMMMEEEEEE! TTTHHEY HHHUUUUURRRRRRTTTTTTMMMEEEEEEEE!” she screamed hysterically.
I cut the steering wheel, gave it gas. “I’m getting you to a hospital,” I told her. She started shaking her head violently.
“NNNOOOO! DON’T DO THAT! PPPPLLEASSEEE DON’T DO THAT! PPPLEEEASSE?!”
The screaming had shaken me up quite a bit and I found myself readily nodding my head, going along with her. “All right,” I said. “I won’t. I promise; I promise. I won’t take you to the hospital. Are you going to be okay?”
She was going through her purse now, desperately searching for something. “YYYEESSS, YYESSSI’MFINE!” she snapped.
“You sure?”
“PLEASE TAKE ME AWAY FROM HERE! THEY HURT ME! TTTHHEEYYYHHURT MMEEE!”
It was all I could do to stay calm. I swallowed hard, had no idea what was going on. Is the woman hurt? If so—why won’t she let me take her to the hospital?
“Where do you want to go?” I asked.
“PLEASETAKEMEHOME! TAKEMEHOME—PPPLLLEASSE!”
“Jesus Christ,” I sighed under my breath. “Why me? Why is this happening to me? God …”
“HHHEEELLLPPPP MMMEEEEEEE!”
“Listen to me—I am trying to help you. Where do you want to go?”
“TAKE ME HOME! TAKE ME HOME!”
The screaming had me rattled. I couldn’t take it. I stopped the cab. “That’s it,” I said. I had control, but I was firm. “You either stop all this screaming, or you get the hell out of my cab right now. You got that?”
She relented to some degree. “Please don’t shout,” she said. “I just want to get home. Please be nice to me. Just be nice to me…” She found a cigarette in her purse, fumbled with it, continued to search for a light.
A feeling of desperation came over me. I wiped sweat from my forehead. I felt sorry for her. And I felt trapped. The whole goddamn thing was just too sad and had happened so fast. It happened too often. Fares like this chipped at your sanity.
I continued in a calm tone: “I’ll be nice—I promise you. Just stay calm—and I will take you anywhere you want to go. Anywhere.”
She was screaming again. “PLEASE TAKE ME HOME!”
I got out of my cab, turned my head upwards—there was nothing but dark sky up there. Bleakness. What was I doing? Looking for answers?
I would have to solve this one on my own. Stay calm, I kept saying to myself, stay calm. It wasn’t easy. I had to maintain just long enough to get her out of my cab and out of my life.
I climbed back in.
“You didn’t tell me where you wanted to go.”
“TAKE ME AWAY FROM HERE!”
“I told you about the goddamn screaming. Gimme a break— please?”
Much calmer now, she said: “The Marina—”
“That’s better,” I sighed. We rolled.
“Know how to get there?”
I nodded my head.
“Do you know the way?” she asked again.
“Yes. I know the way.”
“You really are a grouch—”
“What? Are you serious?”
“Yes, I’m serious. You’re so young and such a grouch.”
“I promise you—I’ll be nice and get you there.”
“What’s your name?”
I did my best to tune her out. “Mickey Mouse,” I said.
“Mickey Mouse,” I heard her echo from the backseat flatly. “You think that’s cute. Okay; okay. Cute. You won’t tell me your name.” There was a pause. “Do you have a light, please?”
I did, but I did not want her smoking. “Sorry, no light,” I said.
“You promised you were going to be nice.”
“Sorry. I’m not going to let you smoke. You’re in bad shape. You’re freaking out or something. I’m not going to trust you with a lit cigarette.”
“I’m not freaking out. I was a half hour ago—inside that house. I’m okay now…”
I glanced back.
“Really,” she said.
I got her the lighter.
“Thank you.” She was lighting up. “I only had a quarter of a gram of coke and half a quaalude… That’s why I’m so paranoid.”
I was in my own world, my pain. “Right,” I said.
“They took my money,” she said. More tears followed. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. My money’s missing.”
She noticed me glancing up at the rearview mirror. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I got your fare.” She showed me a hundred dollar bill and a couple of twenties. “I had a roll. My roll’s missing.” She was on the verge of hysteria again. I thought if I showed some interest in her problems it would keep her from freaking out again.
“What do you think happened to it? You think that guy took it?”
“No. I don’t know.” Then: “I don’t fuck these guys. I’m just a dinner companion. I know you don’t believe me. He wanted to fuck. I just didn’t feel like it. He wouldn’t let up, kept after me, kept after me … even after I told him I was on my period. Finally, I got to call a cab when he wasn’t looking. He got mad and called me a bitch. I’m scared. It was a referral, you see… I had bad vibes from the very first… I’m always right about these things. I had bad vibes. It was a referral. I don’t take referrals.”
“What happened?”
She started to tell me, then changed her mind. She said: “I’m scared … I’m scared … I’m in trouble … I’m in deep trouble …”
“Why? What’s going to happen? Is someone going to hurt you? What is it?”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It just doesn’t matter …” Then she added: “You should count your blessings… I know that you hate your job. You hate being a cab driver.”
“I don’t hate my job.” Maybe I did. I didn’t feel it was anybody’s business.
“Oh, yes you do.”
“No, I don’t.”
“I can tell. You hate your job.”
I found myself sighing again. “Okay; I hate my job.”
“There’s no need to be sarcastic. I’ll be out of your life pretty soon—and you’ll never see me again. I’m sorry if I got you upset. It’s just that I lost my money … and I’m so scared…”
A moment went by. “I’m sorry I shouted at you. You shook me up.”
“You don’t have to apologize. I’ll even give you a good tip.”
“Look, you don’t have to—”
We were in the Marina, pulling into the Marriott parking lot.
“There,” she said. “Stop at the door.”
“Nineteen eighty,” I said. She gave me a twenty and a five. “You really don’t have to give me this much.”
She insisted. “Take it, take it.”
I kept the money. There was something I wanted to say to her in spite of what had happened, in spite of who she was and who I was, in spite of it all, but the words were not coming, and I hoped the expression on my face, perhaps a trace of a smile of sorts did it. I wanted to say—life is tough, no matter how you cut it.
I didn’t care for hookers, but she was a human being. I wished I could have done something to get her out of her jam, wished I could have helped myself. Did any of it make any sense?
Why couldn’t I formulate the words? Why stuck? Why now?
“Thanks,” I said.
She got out of the cab. “Get married, and have a good life,” she said as she walked away.
A line I never would have expected after all that had transpired, and not from her, not from a prostitute. Get married, and have a good life.
I suspected she was being facetious and didn’t know what to think. “You’re trying to be funny, right?” I said to her.
She shook her head, said sincerely: “No, no—I’m serious.” She staggered a bit, continued on toward the entrance.
“Look, take care of yourself,” I told her, but was not so sure that she had even heard me, but then I thought: How can you give advice when you’re sinking yourself? I sat there, stared blankly, as she disappeared inside the lobby; I sat there like that, wishing I could have eased our pain, delivered us from our burdens; I sat there this way for a while, thinking about it, and then I did the only thing I could do—I sighed, and drove off.



A Popular Fellow
IT WAS A call on Crescent Heights, north of 3rd Street this afternoon. A gray duplex like all the others in the area. I pulled into the driveway, reached for the mike.
“It’s for somebody named Kendall,” the dispatcher said. I looked up and a beautiful woman stepped out of the house and climbed into the cab. My heart was in my throat. All she’d had on was a simple pair of tight-fitting gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt. That did not matter. She was a knockout: 5 ft. 8 or 9, a real heart-stopper that took your breath away, she did mine. Take it easy, Cash; take it easy. You must know by now only a real sucker dreams of being in love with someone in this town, a real sucker and nothing but a sucker. Love is nonexistent around here; but my God, she looked fine.
“Hi,” I said, once I’d recovered.
“Can you take me to the Beverly Hills Cafe?”
So I only had ten minutes to get somewhere with her, if I intended to get somewhere with her; that was the time I had to strike up some kind of conversation, to get to know this woman—and let her know something about me, where I was coming from, my own background, etc.
Do you see what a fool I really am now?
My heart was thumping, butterflies in my belly, aching to be in love with a decent woman. I had no idea what she was like, but I thought: You can’t give up, you just can’t.
Keep trying, Register, keep trying. Remember what you used to say to yourself? You’re not a quitter! You’re not! You don’t quit. Others quit, not you! You lost out to love, but that had not been the real thing; April tried to tell you that. If it had been the real thing it would not have ended the way it did.
I was willing to try again with Kendall. I didn’t know her, it was true—but I would make that effort. My guess was she worked as a waitress—as she had indicated she was in a real hurry to get to the place on time. By now I was pretty good at guessing what people did for a living, what part of the country they were from, and at times I could even discern what part of the world they were from. Often, if someone got in the cab and they had energy and were alert—they were not from L.A. Simple as that. If they talked about things that mattered, world affairs, anything of any importance, they were not from Southern California.
The L.A. type talked about modeling, screenwriting, acting, making money and getting a Mercedes, getting that toot.
Kendall had been living here four years, was studying to be an architect, which sounded pretty impressive to me. She was more beautiful than any model I’d ever seen and she had the good sense not to be interested in any of that: movies or modeling.
The sucker kept thinking: Maybe we can fall in love and my past won’t matter, and maybe we can move out of L.A.
I told her I was writing and not selling anything. When she inquired why I had moved to L.A. from Chicago I told her that I had moved out West believing I would have better prospects out here, and that I had family here. I had moved out after returning from Nam, that was true, but had only seen my parents and younger brother and sister but once.
I did not wish to burden this person that I had just met with further details. I couldn’t bring myself to admit either that I had anything to do with movies and that that had been the real pull that had landed me in Tinseltown.
I couldn’t admit it, was ashamed to—and as far as the rest of it was concerned: I had told the truth; I no longer had any interest in filmmaking. I had been trying to write fiction, books, stories, nothing remotely to do with Hollywood. Screenplays were not my forte (not that I knew what my forte was, or that I even had a forte). Hollywood was a ball-buster, simple and true, a jaded, evil whore.
I got Kendall to the coffee shop on time, and hurried back to my apartment to grab a copy of my book, that self-published, self-help book on how to recover from a bad love-affair. I had used a pen name for the cover: Alec Summers; my reason being I wasn’t in it for fame and glory—but had sincerely wished to help others who may have been going through the agony of a divorce and/or bad breakup with someone they loved dearly.
I shaved, cleaned up, and drove back to the coffee shop.
I wrote my home phone inside the cover, my name and cab number, and handed it to Kendall.
Later that evening the dispatcher informed me to call Kendall at the coffee shop. “In fact,” said he; “she called several times.”
I dialed the number, asked to speak to Kendall.
“I’d like to talk to you,” she said, no longer sounding indifferent (as before). She was excited about something.
“What do you think of the book?” I asked.
“That’s what I’d like to talk to you about,” she said. What was she all-aflutter about, I honestly wondered.
I stopped by the coffee shop and, although she was quite busy, I was given special attention by her as I sat there at one end of the counter. She was wide-eyed, curious and excited and wondered why I had given her the book.
I shrugged, grinning sheepishly. “I just thought you might like to read it,” I said, not knowing how to break it to her or whether I even should, that I had written it and paid for the actual printing…
I didn’t know what her reaction would be if I’d confessed: Because I saw you as a potential mate. Admittedly, there was a good degree of anger in the book that I was not entirely aware of (at the time of the writing); like I said, while I wrote it, it was either pick up the razor blade again or write the book. It had taken four months to complete the manuscript, and I thought: I feel fine. I’ll be okay now.
It’s over, the pain is over. I can do without April; I really can. The book is over and so is my pain. She never loved me and that’s why she never bothered to call, why I had never mattered to her.
And then I had a relapse, got it bad (at about the eighth month of being on my own), just as fierce as before; all the aches were back. All of it: the begging to the ceiling, the pleading to the walls, everything. So it was not over, far from it. I had hoped to fool myself into believing that the book had cured me of my ex, that I had been healthy enough now to go on with my life; if only I had known that five years later I would still be mixed up, screwed up, a hopeless case, that I never would get over her, no matter what I said or did. If I had known all this right after the split I probably would have chucked it right there and then. I’d had no idea that the healing would take years and years…
As I said, I was at the coffee shop, and this radiant woman, I guessed Kendall to be 24, was giving me attention I rarely, if ever, got from someone with her looks. Yes, April had been attractive, but that too had been another of those rare occasions.
And there was something about Kendall’s face: it was radiant. There was a radiance, there truly was.
She looked like a woman in love. Have you ever seen a woman in love?—the way a woman’s eyes can brighten and glow? Her face glowed, exuding that happiness that came from within.
I was looking at Kendall and her transformation was obvious to me and I wondered if it could have been this slim little book that I had written?
Was it possible?
I did not know how to take it. Was she actually interested in me?—the loser cabby with no future in sight?—the loser sinking lower and lower, who lived in that dark hole full of dying senior citizens? Me?
She kept asking about the book, kept asking about me. Was I going with anybody? I let on that I did write it. She had guessed that much. Every chance this woman got she made the effort to be at my end of the counter; at one point even planted both of her elbows on the counter directly in front of me, resting her chin in her palms and saying dreamily:
“You know something? You really are special. I’d like a chance to get to know you.”
If she were blushing—I had to be doubly so.
Was this really happening? She wanted to get to know me?
I was at a loss for words, and sipped at the tea I had ordered. We made small talk at every opportunity (as the place was busy and she had customers to wait on). Kendall said: “I’m working all night. Would you like to get together in the morning at the end of my shift for coffee or breakfast?”
I’d never had a woman that looked like her come on to me this way.
“I’d really like that,” said I, and left.
 At 4:30 a.m. I got another message from the dispatcher.
“Call Kendall,” he said.
I phoned her.
“Would six o’clock be all right with you, Cash?” she wondered. “I really would like to talk to you.”
“I’ll be there,” I told her.
“I can’t believe there’s still guys like you around here. You’re special. I really mean it.”
“Thank you, Kendall. You’re pretty special yourself. I’ll be there.”
And I was.
We ordered two cups of coffee to go, and I walked her to the parking lot in back of the building. Kendall was driving an old Volkswagen Beetle that had seen better days; it was rusty and beat-up looking, a dune buggy of sorts, a real mess, just out of place in Beverly Hills, so I thought: a good sign. I was impressed. She doesn’t care about cars and things that are not important anyway. She’s got a good heart, and that’s all that matters and that is all that should matter.
“What would you like to do? Where would you like to go?” she asked.
I shrugged, and thought Roxbury Park might be appropriate.
“We can park our cars and just talk.”
She liked the idea. I would drive my cab and she would follow behind in her Volks. “That way you’ll be able to drive home directly from there,” I explained: “and I’ll be able to go back to work.”
She was agreeable to anything I said. I had the magic formula: Cash Register.
Can you see how confused this had made me? What was so new and different about me all of a sudden? Did my face become handsome suddenly through some strange miracle? God had waved his hand and given me good looks? I glanced up in my rearview mirror, did it twice. No, I was still the same average-looking guy: longish brown hair, tired blue eyes, tired features in general; a cab driver with no money in the bank, no car, and I still owed my buddy Angus Gladwyn that two hundred and fifty bucks I had borrowed from him, money that had made the move into that one-room apartment on Hauser possible. That loan had been a Godsend. I was still Cash Register, and this attention made me suspicious.
What now? Why now? How real could all this be?—all this affection she was lavishing me with? (This woman that really did not know me—nor I her.)
 We reached the park, and it was decided we would sit in my cab and sip our coffee and talk. That was all I had wanted. Talk. Let’s get to know one another. I was physically attracted to this blond-haired, well-built lady, there was no doubt about that, but I had learned—to have love there had to be more. You had to take the time to know one another. Right? Right.
She got real close, sipped her coffee, her eyes dreamy and focused on my own, and she was looking, more like gazing, deeply into my eyes this way. God, how I had wanted to fall in love with her, just a man aching for love, and how much I had wanted to hold her in my arms and kiss her. But I said to myself: No, you would feel awkward and uncomfortable about it, because you know you are not in love. This isn’t love; it couldn’t be this soon. It might happen, but only if it is given the proper chance to flourish. This is what went on inside my head, while Kendall pressed herself up against my torso and revealed her life story. It poured out of her, the men she had known over the years and fallen for, and the lies she had been fed by these men so they could get to her and use her: the professor who had lied to her and gotten her pregnant (and later turned out to be married with three kids), the subsequent abortion; and there had been other love affairs gone bad, a rape even, at gunpoint. It seemed she had had nothing but bad luck with the opposite sex, just as I had. My heart went out to her. It was easy to relate to the pain, loneliness, of having been used and later conveniently discarded.
I was beginning to feel that there might be a chance for us. God was smiling down on Cash Register this time, and had sent me someone decent to fall in love with.
I had attempted to explain my life to so many so often in my cab in the past that I was weary of hearing myself express another word about it, and this time would make sure to let this woman do most of the talking. I was no longer interested in the Cash Register story. More often than not, when someone got in your cab, and if the ride was of any length at all, in order not to appear rude, you gave them (if they inquired) a capsulized version of your background. Where you from? How long have you been in L.A.?
How do you like it? What brought you out here? Ever miss the seasons? How about them Lakers? Ever go back to Chicago? Where are you from originally? (That one in those days I considered a bit personal—and would answer around it; on the other hand, if the person asking was a genuine human being, I might say Sarajevo.) If people were friendly, and I did get some passengers who genuinely were decent and interested, I opened up a bit. It made the job easier to take, the rides smoother.
This time I would allow the other person to do most of the talking; I wanted to know about Kendall, and I listened intently while she spoke. And when two hours later it was decided it would be best for her to go home and get some rest—after all, she had been on her feet all night—we hugged, and agreed to get together at a later date. We would go out, a dinner or something. Her face was still glowing, and she needed, desired me to kiss her—and I could not bring myself to do it. That’s too intimate. I felt awkward; it was too soon. Not now, not yet, I reminded myself. Once, years before, while sitting in my car with a date at a drive-in movie, our first date, I had attempted to be romantic, had moved in for that first kiss, missed the woman’s lips and our teeth had clashed!
Talk about your embarrassments. She had cut the date short, and had never wanted to see me after that. Some guys were cut out to be Romeos, quick with the moves, slick and smooth and all those things. I simply could not move that fast. Kissing someone on the mouth was a lot more intimate than having sex with them. That’s the way I was—and couldn’t change it. So be it.
Instead, I hugged Kendall; gave her a good squeeze with all my heart and soul behind it, and we broke.
But I remained suspicious—about all of it.
Love did not happen this easily. It never did, even when it appears to be love at first sight—not that I was looking at this experience here with this woman as anything near that; I hoped that it could be, would be. I remained suspicious, scared.
I had learned.
She let me know again how glad she was to have met me, and walked to her Volks. We waved goodbye, and drove off in different directions.
 For the next ten days or so a day did not go by that she did not phone at least once, either the cab office or my place. She often phoned two or three times a day, leaving plenty of messages on my answering machine: “I want to get together with you, Cash. I want to see you; just to talk to. Please call me.”
My lovesick heart was easily opening up to her and doing its darnedest to convince my mind that it would be okay to go along, it would be all right to give in to her—but my mind knew better. Still, my heart would not listen.
Love did not happen this easily.
Look how long you’ve gone without someone to love, my heart insisted; and my mind kept countering with: It’s too soon. How can it be love this quickly? It just does not happen this fast. She does not appear to have stability.
She’s interested in me now—just now—and she’ll tire of me just as quickly. She’s the type. How do I know she can go the distance—or would even want to? I don’t know what she’s like, and don’t have a damn idea, as a person.
Character, man. Character. It was frustrating as hell.
And it all happened over that thin, one-hundred-page self-help book I had written on how to recover from a bad split. What a joke, I thought just then—look who’s trying to hand out advice, when I couldn’t even heal myself.
Forget it. Your heart was in the right place; that’s all that matters—and people know it, see it, feel it.
Forget it.
I couldn’t, stop thinking about Kendall, that is.
 The phone rang one evening I happened to be in.
Kendall wanted to get together. I was petrified, down to my toes. Man, I wasn’t even out of the woods with this thing with April, the one I had given my all to—and here I was with another possible mess looming overhead. I was scared shitless. By now I was certain nothing would come of this.
What I was looking for, desired and needed, this woman could not give me. I couldn’t put my finger on it, as beautiful as she was, she just did not strike me as the type that would be able to stay with a guy, just one guy—all the way through. She would not be the soulmate I was looking for, and I was already falling for her.
Do you see my fate now? Do you see that I could not win, no matter how hard I tried?—how hard I scraped and struggled to get on without my girl, to live my own life, to find love and pick up the pieces of the puzzle again.
Kendall had wanted to come to my place and “talk,” she said; “We can drink beer and just talk.” This woman thought she was in love with me after only ten days. She was after sex, no doubt—which was fine, nothing wrong with that at all—only there was no way I would allow myself to go that route with this woman before we’d had a chance to know what was in our hearts and minds, before we could fall in love. I wanted love, dammit. First love, and then once we knew where we were going, once that was arrived at and understood, why then we could make love and stay together and, who knew, get married?
This is the way my mind worked. Was it strange? For L.A. perhaps—but people in other parts of this great nation thought this way, people out in Canada and South America thought this way, people in Europe and other countries thought this was normal—but not here in Tinseltown. This was considered strange and unusual behavior.
I explained that I was not proud of my small and messy room and that we ought to go out and maybe drive around a bit and we could talk and get something to eat.
The truth of it was I was not healthy enough to begin dreaming of being in a relationship at this early stage of the game, did not feel safe and secure enough.
Kendall showed up in her Volks dressed in tight jeans, and a jacket that barely reached her waist, thus revealing a fine and sexy, if muscular rear end. She had all that golden hair done up and she had taken extra care with her makeup and what a breathtaking beauty she truly was, and I knew, as hard as I tried, I was a mess inside my head, the psyche throbbed with pain; it was too soon for me. I was still fighting off the dark, the blues, the past. It would not be long, I was certain, before Kendall got wind of that, how strangely I behaved, how strange and nervous, the silences, and she would walk like the rest.
But I had to try, had to keep trying. It is tough to accept defeat, tough to admit being a quitter. Quitters never got anywhere, and I would not be a quitter. I would keep reaching out to connect any way I knew how, just keep reaching out to it and I would be saved. Love was the answer, love was the only cure. It was this same love that had cut my heart and mind to pieces, the same love that had screwed me all up, and it would be love again that would come in and save me, put me back together again—so to speak. Only love can mend a broken heart. That was a Gene Pitney song. It was.
Never mind.
I kept hoping this woman would understand and give me time, and would not expect too much too soon.
We got in her car and drove.
I did not have the money to take her anywhere, nor did I really feel like doing anything but drive around. I simply wanted to be with her. It would be a good way to get to know each other.
 She drove us out to Veteran Ave., near Westwood, and showed me the third floor apartment where she had lived while attending UCLA a while back. She indicated the window of her room where she had spent many hours studying and learning how to do stained glass …and I thought: Thank God, another loner. And this renewed my hopes. A loner of the opposite sex. What a relief. A loner would understand me and give me a chance. Only could a loner relate to a loner: the pain of it, the lonely hours spent by yourself while desperately needing to accomplish something. Loners knew what it was like. This woman had spent many hours cooped up by herself, just as I had, trying to do things, trying to create something she believed in and could be proud of. She had waited all this time for someone who would be good to her, and understand her; all those years spent in tiny rooms, all those years of studying, taking classes, working hard, all that time spent alone…
She knew about it. She could relate.
We drove south to Pico, and a bit west, and she showed me another house where she had lived with a guy prior to their breaking up. She’d had her share of heartache. Men don’t really understand how a beautiful woman like this could have her heart broken, that women, no matter how sexy or good-looking they might be, have their share of misfortune, their good share of loneliness, of having had their hearts torn apart.
I was looking at Kendall and her perfect face, the nose, the green eyes, the high cheekbones, the kissable lips and the blond hair, and found it so tough to imagine. It did not matter how good-looking you happened to be in this world, you received your slice of pain as well. And really, I may have suspected, but I had been unaware of the extent.
The general consensus was that homely men and women were the ones who suffered the most, people with looks were privileged and used to being catered to—men went drooling after good-looking women; the beauties of the world had it made. And here was Kendall, proof that it was simply not so.
I’ll be good to you, Kendall, I wanted to say; just give me the chance to prove myself. Give me that one chance to show you what a good man I really am. That’s all I’ve wanted all this time. I have learned so much by now. I know what not to do. I have learned so much from all the mistakes I’ve made before. I need a chance.
But I could not get much out.
The blues kept my jaw clamped shut. Kendall was making every effort to keep up her end of the conversation. I did not say much the entire time—and could see this bit of good fortune as well slipping right through my fingers.
She must know that I am really not okay just yet. The wounds have not yet healed, Kendall. I wish I could explain…
I said nothing.
 At one point I suggested we get something to eat. There was a Norm’s nearby. We went in. When I saw what a greasy spoon the place was, I decided against staying. To be well-mannered about it, I left a dollar bill on the table.
We rose, and I started for the exit. Kendall turned, scooped up the money and jammed it in my hand, explaining:
“There’s no reason to leave a tip; we didn’t order anything.”
She had been right.
The wounds needed more time to heal. I was not thinking clearly. But do you see how hard I kept trying? My former girlfriend had no use for me, and I wished to understand and kept trying to find love and I was not well enough to get anywhere. Who would have patience for me?—to stick it out with me and give me that chance?
 We drove east, through Beverly Hills. It was obvious we were not getting anywhere. What a dud the date had turned out to be for her, I kept thinking, wanting to apologize. Kendall, I wanted to say, I’m in awe of your beauty, and just too shy; I’m just off-kilter and so confused right now… Do you realize how grateful I am for your company? The words faded before they reached my lips.
AND THIS HAPPENED ALMOST EVERY TIME…
 We ended up at Nibblers, near La Cienega and Wilshire. Kendall ordered a beer. My dwindling budget on my mind, I ordered for myself fries and a Coke—and it did escape me at the time that this move had made me appear as nothing more than a tight-wad. The truth of it is, I am far from a cheapskate—only I could not do anything right, not here, not with her.
We touched on the self-help book some more, with Kendall saying: “There’s one thing that’s in the book that I don’t agree with—I don’t think you should hate the person you split up with.”
I couldn’t argue the point, nor could I recall anywhere in the book that said hating your former spouse/lover was all right; in fact, the entire message in the book is just the opposite: forgive and forget—and move on.
She got up to buy a pack of cigarettes. I ate my fries in a daze, not quite knowing or understanding why I had ordered the damn French fries (that tasted like cardboard). Kendall was gone for quite some time. Limbo was back, my limbo; numbness. I wished I could have crawled under a rock.
April, April—you filled me with your love, gave me life—and then promptly yanked it all away from me. I thought about that phone call earlier in the evening from Kendall, she had been so eager at the prospect of being with me, so excited and ebullient … and now the change in her was more than evident… She had written me off. As I had feared, I was not the right man for her… I was too passive (not by nature, but the confusion and pain had rendered me into a walking mummy, lacking in energy or any sign of life). I hardly spoke at all. She was in control, all personality and charisma. What personality/color/self-assurance I might have possessed once had vanished into thin air; not a trace remained. Quite aware that I appeared lifeless, while at the same time rather helpless at being able to shed this invisible gag and straight jacket that clung to me in their relentless efforts to crush me into total and utter nonexistence.
It took Kendall quite a while to return to the table, fifteen, perhaps twenty minutes. She was puffing on her cigarette, and chuckling, shaking her head. “Did you see what happened back there at the cigarette machine?” she asked.
I had no idea what she was talking about.
“You didn’t see what happened back there? Turned into quite a fiasco, had a pretty hard time getting my cigarettes out of the machine. One of the guys ended up kicking it; it was quite a scene.”
Hell, did I give a damn about any of that? Kendall, Kendall, how could you have turned so quickly? I thought, hoped you’d be different. She was so sexy and attractive, killer looks, like a beauty pageant entrant—and yet she was too damn tough and cold inside for my taste. My heart sank lower and lower.
I said, in response to the bit about the cigarette machine:
“No, I didn’t know a thing about it.”
We stayed a while longer, and decided it was time to leave. Back at my building, we sat in her car for a couple of minutes. Kendall was telling me that she was about ready to return to Placerville, where she was from. “I can’t take L.A. anymore. I don’t like the people; I’ve never been happy here.”
Don’t know why, but I asked if I might be able to see her again, that I needed more time and I would be all right, I’d be myself again, that the breakup had left me a mess.
Kendall smoked her cigarette, looking cool and beautiful, an ice queen, in total command, detached; she felt nothing toward me and was no longer even remotely interested.
She said, blowing smoke and not even looking at me, but straight ahead: “I don’t see how that would be possible, since I’m moving up north. It just wouldn’t work.”
Should have told her more about myself, where I was born, the childhood, the army, getting through the rice paddies and dodging bullets in the jungles of Nam, about always missing out when it came to love, about the struggles to make it in L.A., all of that—but I never got the chance; they didn’t give you much of a chance these women— and would it have made any difference to her at all, I wondered?
I nodded.
I had been right. It had been too much to hope for. All the attention and affection she had initially showered me with had been but a passing fancy. I had suspected all along—I would not be her Mr. Right.
I hugged her, and we said goodbye.
 Back in my room I pulled on a beer. Alone again. Alone.
Missed out again… I kept trying, I kept trying… Now I was going to have to turn off what I had begun to feel for her.
I phoned her place of residence three times the following week. Kendall was always out. I rode my bicycle to her place the week after that as she had said that’s when she would be leaving Los Angeles. I had merely wished to say goodbye to her one final time. One of her roommates, a striking brunette, answered the door. The other roommate, also a looker, was sitting on the living room sofa. I was told that Kendall was out.
I phoned Kendall later that day from a pay phone in Westchester, as I was working. Kendall finally answered. “Why do you keep calling?” she said in a curt tone of voice. I was stunned, and did not know how to respond to that. She then revealed that she had been in her room when I had shown up at her place earlier that day and hadn’t wanted to see me. “I don’t appreciate you coming to my place. I don’t like you calling here all the time. My home is my sanctuary.”
“What did I do?”
“You just became unpopular, that’s all.”
“… I don’t understand, Kendall.”
“You did exactly what that first guy I lived with did; he kept after me, wouldn’t stop phoning.”
“I didn’t mean to, Kendall… I didn’t realize; I’m sorry.”
I still didn’t get what was going on with her. What had I done? What had I said? What was it?
“Forgive me. Was it something I said?”
“You’re a nice guy.” Her tone was softer now, at least.
“What is it, Kendall?”
“Please don’t do this,” she said.
“You can’t even give a guy a chance? … I just wanted to see you… I thought we might get to really know each other, and then maybe we could fall in love…”
“I don’t think so … ,” Kendall said. “I’m sorry…”
“Can you at least tell me why?”
“I’m moving back to Placerville.”
“I know you said you were moving back… We can’t even give it a try? The only reason I kept calling is because I just wanted to see you one more time.”
“What for? We’d already said goodbye that night.”
“… I … I thought I might ride up there with you; it would give us a chance to get to know each other.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I …” I wanted to convey that I was beginning to have feelings for her, that I was beginning to think along those lines, but I knew everything she had said to me, all those words and compliments: “I think you’re that someone special I’ve been looking for to fall in love with…” Words; empty; without meaning—like all the other words I’d heard before.
I hated to admit it, but she was another one that was lost, another ripped-off soul. I wished her luck. She said the last goodbye, and hung up. The sense of defeat when something like this happens to you can be overwhelming. I made it slowly back to the cab and sat there for a while. I didn’t understand it, didn’t get it.
Nothing added up. I would never learn, no matter how old I got to be, I would never learn anything. Stupid bastards like me were doomed to keep repeating their mistakes.



Better Than Money
IT WAS AFTER ten p.m., and it was raining again in L.A. and the streets were slicker than a shaved beaver, and I made an extra effort to really stay alert in that noisy old cab and was feeling like shit because I hadn’t been able to make any money in over a week. I’d been breaking even, that’s it. The cab cost me thirty bucks to lease (per night), plus about $15 for gas. I’d been breaking even, putting in twelve hours a night and only breaking even.
There was justice in this world, somewhere, I was sure of it, but not in the cab business. But money was the least of my worries. It was a woman, it’s always a woman. She didn’t care anymore. I hadn’t seen her in close to two years, and I was living the life of an old man, someone who had given up, at 30, mind you. You bet it pissed me off, you bet it did. Living the life of an old fuck: I went home, I slept, I drove the hack, went home slept drove the hack. Didn’t have any friends, wasn’t looking for any either. What a way to live. Wasting it away, wasting it away. And I used to get on her for being so lifeless, without zip, gusto. Used to tell her: “You don’t know how to have a good time, you don’t know how to live.”
Hah!
What the hell would you call what I was doing? Stuck in a job I was sick and tired of, stuck in a room with a hot plate in a building full of senile old people, a building that used to be a retirement hotel. I was as close to being a Travis Bickle as you could possibly get, without actually going the full distance.
Maybe I was about to have a breakdown, I wasn’t sure. I think I wanted it to happen, hoped it would—because that limbo-in-between-existence was nowhere, no fucking where.
I had driven a couple to a restaurant in Santa Monica and was working my way back toward Westwood, when the dispatcher called my cab number.
I responded.
“I got one up on Mulholland,” she said. “Want it?”
“Why not?” I said.
She gave me the address—a good three or four mile haul from where I was. I was pissed for having taken it. All that gas I’d be wasting, all that gas—and the cab I had got about 8.5 miles to the gallon. And I cursed and bitched and hit the freeway and got off on Mulholland. I know, I know—my own bitching was getting to me too. There is only one answer to bitching, only one: action. One did something about it, period. You acted, or you shut the hell up. But at that point, I didn’t know any better, didn’t want to perhaps. I was in a rut, the bitching, complaining, moody fucking rut. I was sinking fast, going under, and maybe it was what I was ultimately after. Destination: Camarillo State Hospital. I had always believed I was so goddamn tough mentally, physically; always believed I could handle anything, and hell, why not? I’d made it through Nam with flying colors, survived a rough childhood, getting shot at, beaten up; survived ten years of staring at spiders in tiny rooms all over L.A., survived paranoia, the humiliation of having to live on food stamps (for a few months during the early 70s; when and if the food stamps were available), the many nothing jobs, and of course: love—”true love”—the meanest, toughest blow of all, the deadliest crippler, meaner than the big C, than malaria, than a bullet; that most merciless muther of all: LOVE. Yeah, maybe I was ready.
She’d had me crawling, whimpering; turned me into a pathetic little worm of a man, not even a worm; total humiliation. You give your heart, and after all you’ve been through together, after two years, she throws your heart back at you as though it were a piece of shit, a piece of shit.
 I headed east on Mulholland, taking it easy. It was night and the San Fernando Valley on my left was a sight to behold: green and red and yellow bright lights glimmering below. It was truly something. I continued to take in the lights until I reached the address—a house with a white 6-foot wall around it. Hollywood Jack’s place. I reached for the phone at the gate, let them know I was there. Waited for the gate to open and drove on through.
“She’ll be right out,” a male voice announced. I shook my head, amused at the procedure. It always worked that way, though—the door would open partly and a guy in a bathrobe would poke his head out and tell you that she (most always a prostitute) would be right out. People in L.A. were crazy, especially up there in Bel Air, Beverly Hills, fucking around with sleazy hookers and drag queens, beating them, etc.
I waited a couple of minutes and did not turn the meter on.
She came out. I didn’t see what she looked like, not that I really cared or that it made any difference at this point.
I left the dome light on until she got in, turned the light off, turned the key in the ignition and made it down the driveway.
“And how are you this evening?” she asked. Now that was certainly unusual, believe me. She had put some genuine feeling behind it; the words meant something. Maybe she wasn’t another hooker, hookers seldom said two words to you—other than maybe: “Can you step on it, honey? I got to get to such and such hotel, got an impatient trick waiting.”
Anyway, I feel like I’m being buried alive, but I say, barely audible: “Not bad; and you?”
“Fine, thank you.”
Definitely not a hooker, I conclude, and in a way a relief. I’m not bum-rapping hookers here—but the ones I’ve seen (for the most part) were slimy, sleazy and ugly. I’d had it with prostitutes. How about some women who aren’t?
I don’t rightly know why, but I mentioned the millions of mesmerizing lights down below in the Valley, how fantastic it all was, and she agreed.
And we got a conversation going. How it all got started I’m not entirely sure, but it did, which wasn’t bad. I made a left on Beverly Glen, took it down to Ventura Bl.
She had been in L.A. only two years, and really loved it; was from Canada. I told her I had heard a lot of good things about Canada, and that the Canadians I had met were all right, and I meant that. She said that a lot of people who lived in L.A. hated it and were always bitching, instead of doing something about it.
She was right.
We talked about some other things. She had lived in New York, thought it was okay. We touched on the subject of money, that that was what most were into in L.A., fancy cars, expensive homes, showing off in general. She said the town she had grown up in in Canada wasn’t anything like that—everyone knew each other, would help each other in need; no one was uptight or anything.
That’s what I missed, I told her. I’d like to live in a place like that. Everyone was so impatient and angry in L.A., cutting each other off, cursing each other out.
 And in a way it was funny, I was carrying on a conversation with a woman whose face I hadn’t even caught a glimpse of, didn’t know what she looked like—but it was nothing unusual; it often happened this way. It made me feel good to talk to her. She wasn’t your usual L.A. bimbo with a chip on her shoulder, a man-hater.
I got her to the house in Studio City and I had $8.90 on the meter. She gave me $15.
It wasn’t the money, the money had very little to do with it, it was the person, the woman, she had smiled when she got out, truly smiled.
I let her know I had enjoyed the chat. She said she had too. But that smile, that warm, radiating smile—I had forgotten what a smile could do to you, the power of a genuine smile. It more than made up for all the bullshit fares I’d encountered during the past two years, more than made up.
Thank you, Sue, for that smile that carried me for quite a while. Just a smile can do that to you now and then.



Trouble With A Diva
“PICK UP THE famous person in front of Barney’s Beanery,” the dispatcher said.
I had just dropped off a fare in Hollywood and was heading back west on Santa Monica Bl., when I took this call. It was Sunday afternoon. Sunny Sunday. But to me it was just another day of barely hanging onto my sanity, struggling to keep from having a total breakdown and being sent away to the VA mental ward in a straight jacket (insanity, I was certain, was a dark pit from which there would be no bouncing back, not for me—if I dropped into it. So I fought, did my best to remain among “the sane.”).
“Oh yeah?” I said. “What famous person is that?”
“You’ll find out.”
I hadn’t liked the tone of that, but shrugged, and let my fare flag me down. She was a woman in her 30s, heavy-set, 5’6”. I noticed the rouge on her cheeks; there was too much of it really. She was wearing a plain summer dress, sandals, and she carried a small purse.
Well, when I see a woman with this much rouge and lipstick on her face I know something is not right. I waited for her to get in the cab.
“Hello,” she said merrily.
I greeted her with a nod; eyed her skeptically.
“To the airport.”
“LAX?”
“Of course,” she said. I pulled away from the curb, stayed on Holloway Dr., taking it toward La Cienega. As we passed the International House of Pancakes on our left, I noticed a police car parked near the entrance. The pancake house was popular with the West Hollywood sheriffs who worked the area. Now, why I even bothered to notice the cop car at all I have no idea, but I sure am glad that I did, because I was going to need a badge in about a minute.
I got us to La Cienega, heading south.
“The dispatcher said you were a famous person …”
“Your dispatcher is right, honey. I am a famous person.”
By this time I had developed a system for screening my passengers to determine whether they were safe or not, whether I ought to get my money up front and avoid getting “burned” at the other end. I liked to talk to my fares a bit; if they sounded okay, had all their marbles (meaning they were in better shape mentally than I was), then I could relax some and usually expect a relatively smooth ride.
Since she didn’t look like any famous person that I knew of, I said, “May I ask whom?”
“Maria Callas.”
“Who?”
“Maria Callas.”
I said: “Maria Callas died two months ago. It was in the paper.” It just so happened I had read the obit myself in the L.A. Times.
“What do you want?” came from the backseat. “Ya want proof? That what you want? Ya want to see my license? Ya need to look at I.D.? That what you’re saying?”
I had the cab going a lot slower than the posted speed limit.
“I need my money up front,” I told her.
“You gonna bother me with that bullshit now? Whatsa matter? You don’t believe me?!”
We were two blocks south of Santa Monica Bl. I pulled over to the curb, turned my head to face her.
“Ma’am, the company policy is that we get our money up front for trips like this—” I was being polite, courteous about it, I thought.
“I am Maria Callas, I tell you, the world-famous opera star! Why are we sitting here? I have to get to the airport!”
Why is this happening to me? I wondered. Why me? What did I do to get passengers like this? Wished I could have said to my ex: Do you see now why it often took me upwards of two hours to unwind after a night of dealing with sad cases like this? Do you understand the depression? The blues that wouldn’t lift? The blues that kept me down, even when all I ever wanted was to be up for you and for me—up and happy and full of life? I just wanted a chance to do something meaningful with my life.
“I’m sorry,” I said calmly. “I need the money up front—”
“How much?”
“Fifteen bucks.”
“Fifteen dollars? All right, you’ll get your fifteen dollars when we get there. I am in a hurry. NOW, CAN WE GET A MOVE ON IT?!”
I shook my head. “Sorry,” I said.
“What is the matter with you?! I have to get back to New York. Take me to the airport!”
I turned away. I couldn’t take looking at the red lipstick mouth and all that rouge. How do I get myself into these messes? How? And how do I get out of this one? I remembered having passed the cop car in the IHOP parking lot moments earlier. I wondered if I was going to have to go back there in order to get rid of this woman now.
I could hear her digging around inside her purse for something. “Where in the hell is that goddamn picture?!”
Finally, she came up with a faded, dog-eared, black-and-white photo of a guy in his 40s, hair greased back. I didn’t know what any of it was supposed to mean. I just wanted to get paid in advance, or else figure out a way to unload her, get her out of my life. Period. I didn’t need this. I wasn’t in any shape to handle scenes like this. I felt empathy for people like her, I truly did, but my own state was pretty damn shaky at best.
“Here,” she said. “Isn’t he handsome? That’s my sweetheart.” Then she started kissing the photograph. “I love you, Manny honey. I love you so much. I luvvvyoouuuu! I’ll soon be at your side, Manny honey.”
Then she looked up. “We’re still sitting here—why? Why aren’t we moving?”
“Because I need that money.”
“You what? How dare you insult me like this?! Do you realize who I am?!”
I was shaking my head hopelessly. “Yes,” I said. “You’re “Maria Callas.” But I still need my money up front—or else we’re not going anywhere. We’re not moving; in fact, if I don’t get my money you’ll have to get out of my cab.”
“You’re strange,” she said. “I knew it. I knew there was something strange about you the minute I laid eyes on you.”
It takes one to know one, I guess—something to that effect.
It took a nut to see that I was as batty as she was—only, for the Grace of God, I was able to keep it in check somehow (and for how long? Fares like this made it impossible).
“Please,” I begged, “I don’t want any trouble. I’ll be glad to take you anywhere you want—just pay me first.”
“You don’t believe anything I say, do you?” she screamed, then suddenly started singing arias at the top of her voice, just belting it out right there in broad daylight on La Cienega Boulevard. It was probable that she’d had voice training somewhere along the way—only that did not make things any easier for me. I was trapped with a psychotic. It didn’t make any sense for me to keep talking because she didn’t want to hear a word of it. Nothing. So I kept my mouth shut, thought about that cop car back there. I’d never done this sort of thing before—but I was trapped—no other way around it. If I went back to the IHOP she would get handcuffed, arrested, and hauled off to jail for not paying the fare.
When at last she stopped singing to catch her breath she was raising the hem of her dress, revealing those heavy, sunburned thighs. There was a queer smile on her face. I kept looking at all that rouge, the smeared lipstick, and it did things to my stomach, tightened my guts.
Why me? Why couldn’t I get a break? I was just trying to make ends meet, playing by the rules; just another poor schmuck stuck in the mire—and now this.
She rubbed her inner thighs. “How about it?” she whispered. “Would you accept a little love instead? Would you?”
I found myself sighing. “Please don’t do this to me, lady. Please?”
“My God,” she undertoned, “a rapist. You’re a rapist. You want to rape me.” And her voice increased in volume as she continued: “You just want to use my body and discard me as if I’d never existed. My Dear God, how could you? How could you?”
“Please, lady; don’t do this—”
“A SEX FIEND! I KNOW YOUR KIND. SEX—THAT’S WHAT YOU’RE AFTER!” And then she started yelling at the top of her voice: “RAPE! RAPE! I’M BEING RAPED! HELP ME! RAYYPPE!”
I had no choice now; I turned the key in the ignition, and pulled away from the curb. I made a U-turn right in the middle of La Cienega Boulevard. I was one desperate cab driver.
She stopped screaming long enough to say: “What are you doing now? Where are you taking me? I demand an answer!”
“Taking you back where I found you. Forget what you owe me.”
I had just under four bucks on the meter—most of it Waiting Time. As we pulled into the I-HOP parking lot I was relieved to see the police car still sitting there, the ace up my sleeve, even though the last thing I wanted was to bring rollers into it.
I said: “I want you out of my cab.”
She would not budge. “Why are you doing this?!” she yelled. “Why are you being so rude?! Why do people have to be such assholes?!”
“I’m just trying to make a living,” I explained in an exasperated tone of voice. “Please understand that, if you can—”
“YOU UNDERSTAND THIS—IF YOU WANT ME OUT OF THIS CAB YOU’LL HAVE TO DRAG ME OUT! THAT IS THE ONLY WAY I WILL GET OUT OF THIS FUCKING CAB! YOU GOT THAT?!”
“See the sheriff over there?” I said, indicating the vehicle— actually there was no one in the car itself.
“What do I care about the sheriff?”
I sighed, got out of the cab. “You pushed me into this. I know you’ve got problems; I didn’t want to bring the law into this—” I looked up just then—two county sheriffs were emerging from the pancake house and could easily pick up on the commotion coming from my cab.
“YOU BASTARD!” she shouted. “YOU ROTTEN BASTARD!”
“Look, I don’t care about the money; just get out of my cab.”
She noticed the sheriffs looking our way and suddenly decided to leave my backseat, slamming the door behind her.
“You satisfied, you bastard?! All you care about is money! MONEY, MONEY, MONEY!!!”
“Did she pay you?” the taller of the cops asked. The guy had reddish blond hair, a full mustache. The other cop’s mustache was dark, perfectly trimmed, as always. L.A. cops looked like TV soap actors. Still, I was not unhappy to see them.
“No,” I answered. “But it’s okay. I’m just relieved to be rid of her. She’s been screaming ever since she got in the cab. I don’t know what’s going on.”
Maria Callas started to walk away. “Hold it right there, Miss,” the taller cop said. When the woman refused to do as asked the cops grabbed her arms.
“LET GO OF ME, YOU COCKSUCKERS! LET GO! LET ME GO!”
They suggested she settle down, but she wouldn’t hear of it.
“What does she owe you?” the tall cop asked.
“It’s really not that important, officer,” I said. I just wanted to erase the entire incident from my mind, forget it had ever happened. “If she doesn’t have it, that’s fine. I don’t care about the money.” And I didn’t. Let me go off somewhere and collect myself, let me go about my business. Let someone else handle the “famous persons” of the world.
“What’s on the meter?”
“$4.10.”
“Where’d you pick her up?”
“In front of Barney’s Beanery,” I told him.
“How far did you get?”
When I answered that one, he said: “That’s kind of high, ain’t it, cabbie?”
“There was Waiting Time involved,” I explained. “She wanted to go to LAX initially. When I asked to be paid up front she gave me a hard time, wouldn’t get out of my cab.”
“That’s against the law, you know?” he said to her.
“FUCK OFF!” she shouted. “HE TRIED TO MOLEST ME, AND ALL YOU CAN THINK ABOUT IS FOUR DOLLARS AND TEN CENTS!”
“Do you have money to pay the man?” the tall one’s partner asked her. She was nodding and spitting. “How can you stand there when I’m being molested?!” she was saying to me now. “I’m being molested by these animals, and you stand there with your thumb up your ass! WHAT KIND OF MAN ARE YOU?!”
The tall cop had been holding her purse while all this was going on. He extracted her wallet, handed it to her. The woman withdrew a five dollar bill and flung it at my feet.
“There’s your fucking money!” she snarled, spitting at the ground. “You make me sick! ALL OF YOU—MAKE ME SICK!” Reluctantly, I reached for the five dollar bill. “Thank you,” I said, and started for my cab. I wanted to get out of there.
“GO TO HELL!” was her message to me, to all of us, I guess.
Bracelets were clamped on the woman’s wrists, and she was shoved into the backseat of the cop car.
“Hold on a second, cabbie,” the reddish-haired cop called after me. “We’ll need some information from you.”
“YOU’LL PAY FOR THIS! YOU’LL PAY FOR THIS!” she kept screaming from the backseat.
“I really should be getting back to work, officer,” I said to the cop.
“I understand that. It’ll only take a minute.”
I nodded. I didn’t want to, but I would stick around.
“We’ll need to know where you picked her up. We’ll need to know your name, address, etc., what exactly happened. All that. She hurt you?”
“No, sir.”
I was handed a piece of paper, a pen. And as I started writing I could hear the woman singing again, sotto voce now. She wanted us to know she had control, that she could sing at that. Rollers in this area were used to scenes like this. It happened all too often. It was a typical Hollywood occurrence. Both were grinning now, their sense of humor returning, as the tall cop said to his partner: “She’s not bad, you know?”
His partner was nodding his head, agreeing. “Not bad at all.”
As long as she was singing in their squad car and not in my cab, that’s all that mattered to me. She could sing all she wanted—and I didn’t even have anything against opera at all.
Over the years I had learned to appreciate the greats, the masters—Pavarotti, Placido Domingo, Kiri Te Kanawa, and some others with names too tough to pronounce or remember.
I jotted down the information requested of me in a hurry, handed the piece of paper over to them.
I was free to go.
As I got in my cab and slowly pulled out of the I-HOP parking lot I could hear “the famous person” singing her arias back there, opening up all the way, wanting us to hear what powerful lungs she had—full blast. Maybe she was trying to tell me something—what I would be missing out on now, all that fine singing, now that she was no longer sitting in my backseat, but in theirs.
I rejoined the traffic on Santa Monica Boulevard. I understood, I really did. It was not her fault. Sometimes the old melon had a way of malfunctioning, but to have a “Maria Callas” happen to a guy who was hanging on by a mere thread himself…
The gods couldn’t be this cruel—or could they?
 I turned south on La Cienega, followed that up with a left at Holloway. A while later I was on Sunset, holding the mike in my hand.
“She flipped out on me,” I told the dispatcher. “You knew it was going to happen, too, didn’t you, Palmer?”
It was easy enough to detect the dispatcher doing his best to suppress a chuckle.
“Yeah,” he finally conceded, “I half-suspected.”
“She claimed she was Maria Callas.”
“What’s your present location?” he asked.
“Sunset Boulevard.”
“Got another call on the Strip. Want it?”
“I don’t think so,” I told him. “I need a break after that last one.”
 A year later, I was sitting at the Beverly Hills Hotel along with several other drivers one afternoon waiting for a fare. There were two Beverly Hills cop cars parked in the driveway under the world-famous canopy. The cabbies wondered what was going on. Why were the cops here?
Twenty minutes passed and a couple of the police officers stepped out of the main lobby entrance, turned right, walked down the driveway past our cabs. They made another right, reentering the hotel through this side entrance.
What the hell was going on?—we all wondered. The carhops were always “too busy” either parking cars or else retrieving them for the famous guests who frequently stayed at this hotel to bother with cab drivers like us and let us know what the commotion was about.
Another twenty minutes elapsed, and a fire truck drove up.
Two firemen entered the lobby. The cabbies craned their necks. The carhops were not offering any information. We weren’t good enough to even bother with. Most of these guys had the attitude. They drove late model cars and lived in comfortable homes in the Valley. For the most part they remained indifferent to the celebrities who favored this hotel when in town, but always managed to shine that professional smile at just the right time, and say: no, sir, or yes, sir; no, ma’am, yes, ma’am. Their timing was impeccable. They were paid to be ass-kissers and they were the best at it—even though they didn’t care for the two-bit phonies any more than we did.
Was this another bomb threat? I asked myself. There had been several over the years. Nothing had come of these threats. Overzealous fans got rebuffed by their favorite star and suddenly that fan was no longer a fan and was busy phoning the desk to warn the hotel of a hidden bomb somewhere on the premises.
Like I said, it happened from time to time. Finally, Jimmy Vance (black, 45), the former chain smoker who owned and operated his own shoeshine stand inside the lobby, sauntered over to chat with us.
“What’s all the excitement, Jimmy?” Big Pedro asked.
Big Pedro/aka Big Pendejo was a Mexican who stood a good 6’3” and weighed two hundred and sixty pounds—but Big Pendejo liked to claim he was half Hawaiian every chance he got, when he wasn’t busy changing his background and nationality to suit the moment. It was his way of endearing himself to the other drivers, thus making it easier to steal the better fares, the longer rides, and made this M.O. a lot smoother and easier by greasing the palms of various doormen here at the hotel. Big Pendejo was well known for his fabrications. If he thought you had Native Indian in you Big Pendejo suddenly became part Indian. If Big Pendejo thought you were Jewish, Big Pendejo’s father was suddenly Jewish. In his thick south-of-the-border accent Big Pendejo would insist (laying on the earnestness):
“No kidding, man—my father got Jewish blood. I wouldn’t lie to ju, man. I’m part Jewish.” Or if he thought you were French, suddenly his mother had French blood; or if he knew you to be Puerto Rican or from Spain, from the Philippines, Big Pendejo would alter his story to accommodate the occasion. “I never tol’ ju, my mother is part Filipino; no kidding, man; I got Filipino blood.”
The purpose behind it? Big Pendejo liked to tell tales, Big Pendejo wanted you to think he was your buddy, he wanted you to relax in order to be able to stab you in the back by taking those good fares, the money-making trips that came out of the hotel—the Disneyland rides, the Newport Beach rides, the LAX rides… And if you were under the impression that Big Pendejo was your buddy it made it that much tougher for you to confront him and accuse him of dirty pool, to accuse him of paying off the doormen for the choice trips, while you were stuck with three dollar fares down to the shops on Rodeo Drive. This was Big Pedro Morales, aka: “the biggest maricon of them all.” And now his curiosity was eating him up and he was doing his best to be buddy-buddy with Jimmy Vance, the shoeshine man. Big Pendejo was itching to figure out what was going on—so were the rest of us, only we weren’t frantic about it.
“Why so many cops? Why the fire engine, Jimmy?” Morales kept asking. Jimmy Vance was grinning about something. Happy to be alive. He’d had a close call months earlier, heart surgery. The bypass operation had given this former cocaine user a second chance and he was grateful to be breathing, grateful to be alive and kicking, enjoying the Southern California sunshine. Jimmy Vance liked to step outside and spend his breaks with us, chat a bit. Jimmy was giving Morales “the smile” now.
“Come on, Jimmy,” Big Pendejo insisted. “The hotel got a bomb threat again? That’s it, ain’t it? Bomb threat? How come the fire truck is here? What’s going on, Jimmy?”
“Had a woman hidin’ in the elevator,” Jimmy Vance said at last. “Claimed she had a bomb in her briefcase. Been in there for hours. Wouldn’t come out.”
“No kidding?” Big Pendejo said.
“Finally she come out, then run off someplace else inside the hotel. She’s hiding out, man; won’t come out. Front desk told her to check out. She wouldn’t hear of it, didn’t want to leave. So now, she’s hiding out somewhere in the hotel with the briefcase. They can’t find her. Called the po-leece on her, the bomb squad.”
“Ju kidding me, man?” Big Pendejo said. “She won’t come out? She’s gotta be some kind of crazy bitch then, right?—if she won’t come out. That’s what chu said, right Jimmy? She won’t check out?”
Jimmy Vance was grinning, nodding his head. He turned his light-skinned face upwards, toward the sun. “They been in there damn near three hours trying to get her to leave the hotel,” he said.
Just then there was some shouting, a woman screamed. We all turned, looked in the direction of the hotel entrance.
For a second I thought I recognized the woman’s voice, the one doing all the cursing and shouting, but I couldn’t be sure. I strained to get a better look, and could not get anywhere. Two other cop cars had pulled up and there were too many policemen around her. It wasn’t until after the heavy-set woman was half-carried, half-dragged to the front seat of one of the cop cars that it dawned on me who she was: “Maria Callas”.
She stopped struggling, stopped cursing and screaming and, like before, started singing arias—at the top of her voice.
A cop got in on either side of her, and they slowly drove past us. I looked in and could see the handcuffs on her wrists. Her face, that face I wouldn’t forget for quite some time, was covered with rouge, blood-red lipstick overlapped those opera-singing lips. Yes, it was she all right—that passenger I had picked up in front of Barney’s Beanery that Sunday afternoon, the lady who had started screaming at me simply because I had asked to be paid up front for a ride to L.A. International. And she sang loud enough now to just about crack glass.
Then Big Pendejo pointed his finger at the cop car with the singing passenger that slowly made its way down the winding driveway toward Sunset Boulevard: “I know that crazy lady,” said he, recalling: “She’s a crazy bitch, I tell ju, man. Got money up the ass. She’s from New Jork. Got big money. She do the same thing at the Beverly Hillcrest, man, six months ago. They told her to check out; she refused to check out. The man at the desk ordered her out. I was her cab. She wouldn’t come out for two hours, man. I know that crazy broad. She’s a rich bitch, but she’s a mental case.”
I said nothing.
The BHPD squad car with the opera singer was gone. “That’s show business,” Jimmy Vance said. His break over, he walked back inside. “I’m not kidding about it, ju guys,” Big Pendejo insisted; “I had that crazy bitch in my cab six months ago.” One of the valets blew his whistle at that moment.
“Personal for Morales,” the blond-haired valet yelled our way. And Big Pendejo eagerly backed up his station wagon to the lobby entrance, even though it was not his turn. But the people had “requested” Big Pedro (according to the valet). The huge Mexican was salivating. Another good fare. I no longer cared. My thoughts were with “Maria Callas.” I felt sorry, I felt something, a kinship. Something had gone wrong in her life, so terribly wrong… The truth of it was it could have been any one of us being carted away in a squad car like that, it could have been me. I knew it all too well. I knew it as much as I knew anything. This is what I feared most—that insanity would finally move in, that all rational thought would abandon me—and that there would be no way back, no way of ever again connecting with the one that I loved on any level.



Working the Hard Side of the Street
3:00 A.M. Sitting in my cab at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Dozing off. It’s been a slow weekend, a bad weekend. Close to forty hours invested and not much to show for it. Dozing off; no business. The new dispatcher with the Australian accent says he’s got one at Laurel and Sunset.
I take it.
It’s a Kirkwood address.
I whip the cab down the driveway, go left on Sunset, drive over to Laurel Canyon. Turn left on Kirkwood. It’s pitch black. No lights. I near the address, look up—a woman in some kind of white dress waves to me. She’d been waiting outside. And right away I know she’s a prostitute. The dress has that wrinkled, slept-in, lived-in soiled look to it. The girl is probably in her early 20s, but looks ten years older, easy. Dishwater-blond hair. Bad complexion. Too much makeup. She’s got her little purse like all hookers.
“Hi,” I say.
“Hi,” she says.
“Been waiting long?”
“It seemed like it in this cold.”
It’s been a cool January for L.A. I ask her where she’s going.
“Marina del Rey,” she says. A good trip. “Do you know where Via Marina is?” she asks.
I tell her I have a pretty good idea where it is. I take it down Laurel to Sunset, make a right and take Sunset Bl. all the way out to the 405. Not much is said.
Things are going through my head: another sad story, one of many. Why is this one doing it? Needs the money? Too lazy (unable?) to get a real job? Needs the money for junk? Should I feel sorry for this one? I’m not sure. I do anyway. Nobody should have to live like this.
I try to shrug it off.
Sunset Bl. is just about deserted.
3:10 a.m.
A Mercedes passes us.
There is small talk. She asks if I work the airport. She says she has been taking cabs a long time but has never had me before, just small talk. I tell her I’ve been with the company over five years. The reason she never got me is because I’ve been driving weekends a long time now.
I can smell her perfume: a cheap, strong perfume that does not agree with me. Most prostitutes seem to smell this way, usually something cheap and strong.
I crack my window open.
Her beeper goes off.
I turn up the volume just a bit on the jazz station I’ve got on. I’ve got nothing to say.
We get on the 405 south. I ask if she is going to need a cab later on (the beeper is a signal for them to call “home”).
“No,” she says, “I’m through for the night.” Sounding relieved about it too. I find out she’s sharing an apartment in the Marina with another girl and would like to find a place of her own—and that apartments are really expensive.
I agree.
We get on the Marina Freeway, take it on in. She tells me all she has is a hundred-dollar bill and apologizes for not telling me earlier. She asks if I wouldn’t mind stopping somewhere to get change. No sweat, I tell her, and suggest the Marriott, since there is no way they would even look at a hundred-dollar bill at a 7-11.
She agrees.
 She’s in a soiled dress, a hooker with a bad complexion, hair a mess, and not really pretty to look at; she lets men she does not know do things to her for money—and yet there is something tender about this human being sitting in the backseat of my cab, something naive and maybe innocent.
She’s not hard (not yet), like so many hookers that I get (she’d had her share of hell, for sure, and the profession she was in was aging her fast and hard), and shit, there’s something in my belly or heart, a goddamn teardrop or two, wanting to weep for this woman. HELL—sometimes it’s a fucked-up world and not much to be done— nothing—SHIT, NOTHING. It just goes on. And my own life wasn’t any better.
I live in a single with a dirty orange carpet, a room that reeks of roach spray, of decay, of death. I was always convinced the previous tenant—an old woman or man—had died there; and the pain goes on.
Who was right?
Who was wrong?
I judge no one these days. Never had a right to judge anyone anyway. Life is sad. Her life was marking her and maybe preparing her for an early fall—and the other way, “the right way,” the loving way, being in love with someone and wanting to see it last, only to see it crumble instead, had left me just as marked as this hooker, just as scarred and hopeless. Life is a dead-end.
Tell me different, show me I’m wrong. I have worked these hard streets for ten years now; I’ve seen it all. Show me different, let me see. The tears are there for all the pain, all that pain that never goes away.
 We reach the Marriott. I get out with her hundred-dollar bill, get change from the desk clerk. “I’m a cab driver and this hundred-dollar bill is all my fare has on her.”
He gets me change, then indicates another tired (even her artificial tan looked tired) woman in a green miniskirt of sorts in her mid-40s, wearing high heels with sparkle on them. Needs a cab.
“Sure,” I tell her. “Where are you going?”
“Beverly Hills,” she says. “You have a passenger, don’t you?”
“She’s just going two blocks from here,” I explain upon hearing Beverly Hills—it would be nice to get paid for going back there as this is my turf. She decides fine, but is not interested in being charged extra for this. “No,” I explain, “you won’t be charged extra at all. I just have to drop this lady off, and then I can drive you to Beverly Hills. I have to go back that way anyway, you see—”
A woman passes us, compliments her on her shoes—and I’m thinking: They’ve got to be kidding. Nobody wears shoes like this, nobody; except maybe some young punk rocker, some teeny-bopper.
The woman with sparkle on her shoes gets in the front seat, lights a cigarette, is clearly upset about something. My passengers say hi to each other.
“People can be such assholes,” the one in the green dress says. “If there is one thing I cannot stand it’s being with people sitting around waiting for their dealer to show up.”
She’s been with a group of people waiting for their coke to arrive—it never did.
“I tried to tell those assholes that the dealer was not showing up.”
I drive the hooker to an apartment complex on Via Marina. The fare is $31.70. She hands me two twenties and asks for seven back. I give her change, thank her.
“Thank you,” she says.
“Take care,” I say.
And she’s gone. Another one of many that I would never see again, another nameless, faceless blur, somebody I would not remember ever seeing in less than a week. They come, they go. So many, so many. You see them once, and they’re gone—but maybe this one will not be forgotten so easily, maybe this one will not be nameless and faceless and just a blur; maybe this one, at least here and now, for me and for you—and if she ever comes across this—for her as well.
She’ll be a little more than just another nothing prostitute working the hard side of the street.
 The woman with the rhinestones on her shoes is still pissed at the “assholes” back there at the hotel, still pissed at the fact people cannot try to have fun without their cocaine.
“I can understand getting high,” she says. “Christ, I’ve done it myself often enough. But goddamn, it just pisses me off the way our whole evening was ruined. Why does cocaine always have to enter the fucking picture? I’ve seen a friend ruined, totally ruined by that shit.”
This is another one that has had her share of life’s beaners. She’d been there.
I ask what she does for a living.
“I’m an interior decorator,” she tells me.
I like her.
A heavy boozer, it’s easy enough to see: the slight paunch—and just not my type. I like her company nonetheless.
I want to talk but know my mouth by now is like the breath of a dog. Poor diet, eating junk food, the ulcer acting up; so I can’t really talk as much as I would like to, to this woman, just talk. She is almost like a breath of fresh air compared to getting all those spoiled rich little bastards of Beverly Hills, spoiled and stupid and ill-mannered.
So she decides it would be best if I drove her to the Marina City Club instead.
“The guy—my date—I was with is really not bad. I’ve known him a while now. It’s those other assholes with him. I’m sorry,” she says. “That’s life, I guess.”
I nod my head. I understand.
“I’ll call him from the Marina City Club. I know someone who lives there and I can get a drink. I’ll just call my friend to pick me up.”
She wants my cab number so she can ask for me in the future.
“Sure,” I tell her, and give her my number and let her know I only drive weekends.
We chat some more—me not opening my mouth too wide—the goddamn breath and that one tooth way in the back chipped and full of food particles and I know I’ve got breath coming out of my mouth like an elephant. What the hell can you do?
I give her my card.
And I can see that by talking with her, just talking with her, it has made her feel better—and she even smiles as she gets out, offers to give me some money. I don’t take anything for the short run.
She tries again.
I refuse to take anything.
Money, money—the source of my problems all these years.
I lost my love because of money—or lack of. If I didn’t have to eat, or pay rent for that room of mine that smells of death I wouldn’t go near money.
She walks away with a cheery thank you. “You’re a sweetheart,” she says. Waves to me.
And is gone inside the office.
 Driving the hack down a lonely Marina del Rey street, getting on the Marina Freeway, taking it to the 405, taking it back to town. The weekend had not ended soon enough for me.
Tired, just exhausted, needing to get back to that bed in that room on Burnside that reeks of something terminal, needing to fall asleep—and forget about everything.



Long Night
“GO TO — Loma Vista,” the dispatcher says. 11:30 on a Sunday night. Sunday night Beverly Hills shuts down early; in fact, the whole city of L.A. shuts down. I pull away from the Beverly Hills Hotel, take Sunset east to Foothill, take Foothill on over to Trousdale Estates.
This is where the big money is; motion picture composers, expensive lawyers; the big wheels with the big cons. I take it up Loma Vista, being careful not to make any wrong moves in the light drizzle. It’s been raining all day and into the night. It’s dark, the pavement slippery.
I reach my address.
A chunky guy in a suit holding an umbrella comes out. He’s got dark hair, curly, a perm job.
“Hi-ya doin’?” he says.
“How’s it going?” I say.
He’s in.
“Here’s the story,” he says. “I got this friend staying with me. And the thing is—he wants me to go out there—let’s take a ride down to the Strip—he wants me to go out there and find a girl. You know, a hooker? Something nice. Is that okay with you?” he asks. “Is that all right?”
“Sure,” I say. “I’ll do whatever you want, as long as I get paid for my time.”
“Oh, you’ll get paid. My friend just wants me to bring him a girl.”
“We can try,” I say.
“Sure, we can try. Why not? There’s girls out there. It shouldn’t be a problem.”
I take him on over to the Strip. We pass a bony, ugly black hooker standing on the corner of La Cienega and Sunset. I slow down, glance at him.
“Christ, no way,” he sighs. “No way. My friend wouldn’t like that. Shit, no.”
I want to chuckle.
“That wouldn’t be his cup of tea,” I say.
“Shit, no. She was ugly. Christ.” Then he says, “White. He wants a white chick.”
We stay on Sunset, going east, passing another black hooker.
“Don’t slow down,” he says. I keep going.
“Shit, where the hell are they?”
“It’s Sunday night, you know?” I tell him. “This town shuts down early Sunday night. Besides, ever since the cops started to crack down they chased all the hookers out of the area. They work farther east now—down around Western.”
“Western is too far,” he says.
“Or else they’re up in the Valley, Studio City now, up and down Ventura Boulevard.”
“Christ, that’s too far to go for a piece of ass.”
We pass Fairfax, and see a figure standing in the dark by a bus bench, waving at us.
“Could be a cop, you know … ,” I tell him. “Some of the hookers are policewomen, wired and all that.”
“You think so?” he asks. “They’re doing that now? Christ. Who needs it?”
“Some of these hookers look so damn good they just can’t be hookers. They slap on a lot of makeup, wear the skimpy outfits and all that—try to act like hookers, but they’re not. They’re policewomen.”
“It’s all right,” he says. “Get closer. I’m a lawyer, I know about the entrapment law. Let’s get a better look.”
I do like he says. It is so damn dark by the bus bench as there is a huge tree directly behind it that we almost have to pull up to the sidewalk. It is a white hooker this time, worn, nothing really left to sell, just as hopeless as the other two—and we can see a black pimp standing in the background, too.
“Keep going,” the lawyer tells me. We roll east. “Where the hell are they? This town is changing.”
I shrug. “They used to be lined up all up and down the street,” I tell him.
“Yeah?” he says. “When was this?”
“About two years ago. Cops are cracking down. People started to put the pressure on, about hookers and pimps ruining their neighborhood. It was getting really bad. Nothing but hookers, all up and down the street. I’m not kidding, man. Nothing but hookers.”
“All we need to do is find one—just one white hooker. She doesn’t have to be great looking—I don’t want to come back with a dog either,” he says. “Know what I mean?”
I nod.
He’s looking for a hooker for himself, but he doesn’t want to admit it. But what do I care? I don’t anymore, about anything.
My meter is ticking. That’s all I care about. It’ll help me pay my rent that is ten days overdue now. Being late with the rent is a bad habit to get into. I always liked to pay my rent on time. It eliminated problems. It kept the landlord and the apartment manager off your back.
We near the Sunset-Palms Motel. A white chick in a black dress and a beer belly starts waving at us. I honk my horn, just for the fun of it.
She walks up. “Hi, honey. What can I do for you?”
“Sorry, not interested …,” the lawyer in the backseat tells her. “Sorry. I’m looking for something else.”
The hooker is riled. “What chu stop for then?” I pull away; can’t help but chuckle, shaking my head. “You don’t think your friend would like that?” I say rhetorically.
“What? That? No. That’s bad news.”
In the distance, at the gas station on the corner of Highland and Sunset, we spot a couple of girls moving around. We get closer.
“What’s that over there?” he says.
“They look pretty young to me.”
“Honk your horn,” he says.
I honk my horn.
“Let’s go over there.”
We pull into the gas station. There’s two of them—blond and a brunette. The blond is wearing skintight black cords. She could be anywhere from 14 to 18. Tough to determine. The brunette is a little taller, and prettier—although both are good-looking—wearing just as tight Levis. Maybe 17. The lawyer waves them over. The first thing the blond says is: “Are you a pig?” The lawyer says: “Who? Me? I’m not a pig.”
“What do you want?”
“Let’s go for a ride.”
“Where are we going? To the Pig House where all the little pigs are?”
“Pig House?” the guy says. “You’re kidding? Do I look like a pig? We’re going to Trousdale.”
“Where is that?”
“You don’t know where Trousdale is? Sunset and Doheny. Right there.”
“Why Trousdale?”
“That’s where I live.”
Both are chewing gum, trying to appear streetwise, street-tough. The brunette lights a cigarette. Both are looking around, like the older pros do. Somebody honks a horn and they wave or smile, or flip the guy off if he’s driving anything less than a luxury car—all this while talking to the guy in my cab. For some reason they’re not interested in him.
“For how long?” the blond says.
“Couple of hours.”
“And you’re not a pig?”
“Of course not.”
“If you are, man—that’s entrapment.”
“I know that. I’m not a cop. Here—you want to see my card?”
He pulls out a card. She looks at it. The brunette at this point doesn’t give a shit about the guy at all. “What do you think?” the blond asks her friend. The brunette shrugs. “I don’t think so.”
“Why not?” the guy says. “What do you got to lose? Just a couple of hours…”
At this point no one has mentioned money—which is kind of unusual, no mention of money or sex. A hardcore hooker, a pro will get right down to the nitty-gritty—first they want to know if you’re a cop, then how long? and how much? And none of them are going back to your apartment with you. Most won’t anyway.
The guy turns to me: “You don’t mind, do you?”
“No, I don’t mind,” I tell him.
“Sure, you don’t mind,” he says. “You’re getting paid for it. I’ll take care of you.”
The girls walk away from the cab and start talking to a couple of young guys in a maroon pickup that has just pulled up, bantering back and forth, exchanging one-liners. The brunette still smoking like a young, street-tough chick, but there is nothing tough about any of it. I don’t like to see it. What do you do? They were too young and good-looking to be doing this. What can you do? You do nothing.
My passenger starts calling after them. To me, he says: “Give me five more minutes. I just want to talk to them.”
“Take your time,” I tell him. And mean it. I’m thinking about my rent. Take all night, I feel like saying. A cab pulls up from one of the other cab companies—a Checker cab. I know the driver. He’s got his top light on, sitting there, his mike in his hand, waiting for a call. He walks over, grinning, taking in the scene. He knows what is going on. We shake hands.
The driver is in his 30s. Iranian. A nice sort. I get out, and we saunter to his cab so he can be within reach of his mike should a call come through for him. “What’s going on with that guy?” he says. “Looking for pussy, huh?”
I nod. “I don’t like to see it, man; not when they’re this young. They should be at home or going to school, you know?—with a boyfriend; something decent, man; instead they’re selling themselves like this. It’s too fucking sad.”
“I know what you mean,” he says. “The shit gets to you after a while. What’s he doing? Bargaining with them?”
“Yeah. They don’t seem to want to go with him. I think they’re scared or something. Hell, I don’t blame them.”
“They’re good-looking, too,” he says.
“Yeah…”
“You making money? How’s the business?”
“I used to make money. I make half of what I used to make. Just making the rent, rent and groceries. That’s it.”
“I know what chu mean.”
 The young hookers are back at the cab talking to my passenger. After five minutes of that, they walk away. I walk back, get in.
“What happened?” I ask.
“I can’t figure them,” the lawyer says. “The blond looks good. I like the blond. My friend would really like that. I think she’s interested, only her friend doesn’t want to go with her.”
“That’s too bad,” I tell him.
“I can’t figure them out. They don’t act like pros.”
“They’re too young. Maybe you should forget about them.”
“The blond is just right. I think she’s interested. It’s her friend, the brunette, that doesn’t want to go.”
“Was there any mention of money?”
“No. Not at all. What I can’t figure out.”
A short white guy in worn Levi jeans and leather vest appears; dirty hair in a ponytail down to his ass, tattoos on both arms. The guy’s got a bushy Fu Manchu, and he’s lugging a gigantic ghetto blaster. He seems to know the young hookers and is talking to them, and looking at us from time to time; meanwhile, the lawyer keeps calling the hookers to return to the cab.
“Hey, jack, hit the fucking road!” the guy with the ghetto blaster yells.
“I just want to say something to them,” the lawyer says.
“HIT THE FUCKING ROAD, MAN! RIGHT NOW!”
The whole thing is kind of funny, but I don’t want any trouble.
Walrus Mustache is about 5’5”, wearing cowboy boots with three-inch heels; the great protector/street preacher doesn’t want my passenger to be bothering the girls anymore. I turn the key.
“… Macho man … ,” I hear the lawyer mutter to himself, in reference to pint-sized Midnight Cowboy.
“You want to try to find something else? These two chicks are just too young, man. They don’t act like pros. They don’t seem to know what the hell they’re doing.”
“I sure like that blond,” he says. “Make the corner, just pull around by that pay phone.” I don’t really like the idea as the pay phone is still on the premises, but I do it anyway. The guy may or may not want to make a phone call—and I’ve decided the punk with the ponytail and the ghetto blaster can go fuck himself. Maybe he was genuinely interested in the chicks’ welfare, and maybe, just maybe he was also getting laid for playing the role. Who gives a damn? The streets. The goddamn streets.
My black-haired, curly-haired, chunky lawyer walks over to the phone. I wait ten minutes. He’s back.
“Let’s go west,” he says; then adding: “Go around the block, just once. Come up on the gas station side. Let’s see if they’re still there.”
I take him around the block, come up on Highland, drive through the gas station. The young hookers are gone, and so is Ponytail.
“Let’s go west on Sunset,” he tells me. The meter is ticking. We go west on Sunset. He wants to know what my name is, what else I do, if I’m an actor and trying to break into show business. Everybody is an actor in Hollywood.
“No, I’m not an actor,” I tell him.
We pass Famous Amos, and there by Ralphs, sitting on the curb, is a long-haired bum in a tattered duster, puking in the gutter.
“What do you think of that chick there?” I ask facetiously.
“What chick? You mean that wino? That’s a wino, that’s not a chick.”
“I guess you’re right. It looked like a chick from back there.”
“That’s a drunk puking in the gutter. Where the fuck are the hookers? What’s happening to this town?” Then he looks back, cranking his neck, trying to spot the blond and her friend. We keep going and don’t see anything until we reach Crescent Heights—on the corner of Laurel and Sunset, a long-legged, bony white hooker with a pockmarked face is ready and waiting. I pull a U-turn. He starts talking to her. She’s just too damn ugly.
Christ. But he’s talking to her. The same questions and answers: Are you a cop? No, I’m not a cop. How much? Where? How long?
She looks at me and then says to my passenger: “How do I know he’s not a cop?”
“I’m just a cab driver,” I say in response to her inquiry.
“I’d feel a lot better if just me and you could talk,” she tells the guy in the back. I get out of the cab, standing outside, until they have finished discussing whatever it is they got to hash over. I look back and see her walk away. I get back in.
“What happened?”
“Too expensive. She didn’t want to go back with me.”
We see another hooker standing on the southwest corner, smoking a cigarette, talking to the one we had just left.
“Make a U-turn here,” he says. “Go down Laurel.” By the time we reach the corner the two hookers are busy talking to two fat guys in cowboy hats and don’t want anything to do with the guy in my backseat.
We go west. See nothing.
“Let’s go back.”
We head east once again. By now I’ve got over 20 bucks on the meter. And that’s the way it went for about three hours, up and down in the drizzling rain—and the meter ticking, and the guy having no luck and me thinking about making rent, thinking about what the gutter is doing to me. I may not be the guy in the backseat—how do you make it through the gutter without getting some of that stench on you? How?
I got fifty dollars on my meter by now. It is after one in the morning. A black-and-white is busting a black hooker in front of the burlesque club.
Not a soul in sight. No cars. Nothing. Just my cab and the flashing red lights of the cop car on the south side of the street.
We reach the corner of Sunset and Laurel—spot the blond in an ’83 Ford Mustang with three other hookers parked there at the gas station. They pull out, go north on a side street. The guy in the backseat wants me to follow them. I do—get close enough to honk my horn. They’re making a U-turn, heading back down to Sunset, but stop to check us over. The blond recognizes me and my fare, says to the other hookers: “That’s the asshole I told you about.”
“YEAH, THAT’S THAT ASSHOLE,” the brunette who is sitting in the back says.
“Fuck off, creep!” they yell at us, and pull out, heading east.
We make it down to the corner. A car passes with two girls in it. The lawyer waves. They smile. He wants to follow them now. We stay on their tail down to Beverly Glen, and lose them.
“Take me back to the house,” he says. And I’m glad. The meter is ticking, close to sixty now, but I’m getting tired of the whole thing. I’m getting tired of this guy, tired of the small talk, tired of looking for hookers, tired of the sleaze.
I want to go home and take a hot shower, maybe soak in a tub full of hot water.
I take him back to the house. He gives me $70 to cover my troubles.
“I did try,” he says. “Got to admit that. We did our best.”
“We sure did,” I say.
“That’s all you can do; do your best.”
“Thanks,” I tell him.
“You bet,” he says, walking to his door. And I’m relieved it’s over. I pull away, drive down Loma Vista, reach Doheny, and notice the umbrella in the backseat. Shit! Now I have to drive back up Loma Vista, a good quarter of a mile (or more) uphill all the way; it’s a steep climb; leave the guy’s umbrella at his door, hurry back down to the AM/PM mini-market at the corner of San Vicente and Sunset, say a weary hello to the sleepy-eyed Arab behind the counter, give him money for gas.
I jam the nozzle in my tank and a faded red Volks pulls up to the pumps across from me as I look up. The woman driving hasn’t noticed me yet, but I recognize her. Janet P.
Janet was one of the decent ones. Goodhearted Janet of West Hollywood. Had dated her once or twice after a devastating breakup with the one I had given everything I had to (and I don’t mean money or anything material).
To be fair to Janet, sweetheart that she was, I had stopped dating her, being on the rebound that I was. It’s a crying shame, but true—a bad female ruined you for many of the good ones you met afterwards. And I was running scared even now, close to three years later, a whipped dog too beaten-down to try again with anyone else. And I do recall the words that came out of that teenage, spoiled Beverly Hills female brat sitting in the backseat of my cab saying to me that time: “How could anyone love you?”
 Beverly Hills bred guttersnipes with fake nose-jobs, face-jobs, tit-jobs and ass-jobs—lacking in brains and heart. After all, what had I expected? But the spoiled B.H. teen’s words spoken to me two years prior reverberated inside my head as I stood at my pump filling my tank and glancing at Janet, patient, intelligent Janet; someone I could have easily fallen for, someone I could have easily considered getting down on one knee for and asked to marry me—but that other female, the shallow man-hater I had given my heart and soul to, had left this psyche scarred pretty good and I quickly turn my head away so that Janet won’t notice me.
She enters the AM/PM. I continue to jam the nozzle in my tank, wanting to escape, desperate to flee, avoid a possible tete-a-tete with this lovely woman I had nothing against.
Perhaps the Beverly Hills brat had been right after all: I wasn’t worthy of anyone’s love.
I can hear Janet emerge, walk to her car and reach for one of the nozzle pumps. By now I am relieved—my gas tank topped off, only my nozzle is leaking and some of the gas drips on my sneakers and pants, my left hand. Man, it’s been a long night. At least I’m ready to flee, get away—steal a final glance at this woman I had once held in my arms, kissed various parts of her luscious and voluptuous anatomy, drunker than a skunk I was back then (my safety net that was neither safe, nor a net, as booze, we know by now, induces far more pain than it relieves) and detect a forlorn look to her eyes, a sadness. She has lost a bit of weight. Has some slick and heartless L.A. S.O.B. put her through the mill in the same tortuous manner as my former unfeeling bimbo had put me through? I wonder about it for a second. Just then, sensing my presence, she happens to turn in my direction, lifting her head. She looks at me.
Our eyes lock, if for a split moment—but I avert my gaze without so much as a blink. I can’t even face someone as nice as her. Just a whipped dog not worthy of anyone, a whipped dog running scared, forever running scared.
I turn the key in the ignition, and pull out in a hurry.
A numb zombie is what I am, running away, running for shelter.
Man, have you ever felt this way? Gone through it? Have you ever?
Now my hand smells of gasoline. Like I said: It’s been a long night, my friend—one hell of a long night.
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