	


The Caregiver








The state says I'm a petty thief.  My associates at Glenview Garden Apartments, if they thought about it, would call me a hustler.  My own view is, I’m a man of leisure.  I don’t work.  Or, at least, until I became Mrs. B’s caregiver, I never had a straight job.  Some luck out by being born in the chips but most mopes have to punch the clock.  There’s a hierarchy.  Everybody’s in it, and most of the mopes take the program.  I opted out.  I don’t work, I don’t have a boss, I don’t take orders.


	To get by, I’ve run various harmless hustles, mostly right here, on the grounds of the Glenview, a HUD-approved warren of welfare moms, SSI recipients, general assistance winos, and small time hoodlums.  For many years I dealt food stamps.  Buy them from the winos and the hypes for a quarter on the dollar; sell ‘em to the six-kid moms at 100 percent markup. I’d saunter through the breezeways and do the deals.  Because of the kind of tenants here at the Glenview, I never carried cash or kept any in my pad. I worked out of the ATM machine.  In daylight.  So as not to be a temptation to the studs who stand around the corner at night.  What I did was a service.   Everybody benefited. 


	But, too many people were doing food stamps, and eventually, the state began issuing a plastic debit card instead of the script.  Another thing I did.  Lots of the tenants are recent arrivals who don't speak the lingo.  I don’t want to go into the reasons, but I’ve got a little street Spanish.  For a consideration  I’d walk a newcomer through the welfare paperwork.  They’re all eligible, more or less.  They just need a coyote familiar with the system.  I’d fill in the right bullshit to satisfy the bureaucracy faces, and they got on the dole.


	I don’t want to go into it too much, but sometimes I also did solo break-ins.  Very small time, very low risk.  Cigarettes.  Phone cards.  I never went in with partners.  But this one time I did.  This guy Chuey had a nut warehouse scoped out.  Pecans, walnuts, pistachios.  He had a truck and driver and would handle the hand-off.  He just needed a couple of faces to load the truck.  Most of the fruits and nuts being sold on the corners downtown are boosted out of the Central Valley.  Crews from the city go up and strip the orchards at night.  But these nuts already were here.


	It went wrong of course.  The other face, Alfino, tripped the silent alarm.  He’s a dope fiend.  I don’t know why Chuey used him.  So there we were, inside the warehouse, when we hear the cars rolling up and a dog barking.  Alfino is loaded to the gills, and starts rummaging in his pockets, saying he had to ditch his goods.  That reminded me that I’d heard a couple of the dealers at the Glenview bitching about the cops getting tough.  I’d also read in the paper about the city wanting federal matching funds for a narcotics task force.


	To make it short, I convinced Chuey that we needed to drop a couple of tabs from Alfino’s stash.  I don’t use drugs, other than good vino.  I’d never dropped acid in my life. After we dosed, I cut into a bag, and when the cops came in they found us in a circle around the flashlight cracking walnuts.  For the first fifteen minutes Chuey and I had to fake being high, but by the time they booked us we were flying.  Excellent piss tests.  I told my PD to plead me out on the drug count.   The DA dropped my breaking and entering for another good drug stat to show the feds, particularly since Chuey and Alfino both had priors and would be checking into Graybar anyway.  Because it was my first offense they knew about, I got diversion.


	It’s called Drug Court.  It seems like a pretty good program, run by one of these turned-around compassionate ex-hypes.  It’s down-to-earth counseling, and most offenders also study to pass the GED.  The problem for them is that they’re addicts.  If they flunk the twice-weekly piss test, they go to prison.  For me, not being a hype, it was boring but easy.  I went home at night.  After a couple of weeks, the counselor told me that if I found a regular job, and kept passing the piss tests, I didn’t have to come in anymore.


	That’s how I became Mrs. B’s caregiver.  Actually, my Drug Court counselor set me up.  The state always needs people to monitor the disabled home-bound geezers.  It’s cheaper than warehousing them in assisted living.  I was kind of against the idea of being a caregiver until I really looked at it.  First, it was union. AFL-CIO.  I’d figured minimum wage.  But apparently caregivers had venceremoed, and got $9.50 an hour plus Kaiser.  Second, you could pick your clients.  I leafed through a long list of distressed codgers that needed watching.  Mrs. B jumped right.  Eighty-eight years old.  Blind, deaf, and nuts.  Schizophrenia with an overlay of dementia.  A cripple.  Incapacitating arthritis.  Best of all, she lived right here in the Glenview, and needed a full timer.  I needed the full-time gig to satisfy the court.  I signed on for Mrs. B., sight unseen.


	Naturally I didn’t know what to expect.  Maybe they’d show me a training video.  In fact, nothing.  I chatted a few minutes with a social worker over the phone, gave her my social security number and other stats, and that was it.  I went to work.  Mrs. B lived in a little one-bedroom.  Compared to some of the other dumps at the Glenview, her place was pretty clean, which was because she already had a state-supplied cleaning lady who came in twice a week for a few hours.  While I introduced myself, I shuffled through a bunch of bills and other papers on top of a card table in the living room.  She got $700 a month SSI.  The HUD-subsidized apartment cost $201.   She was getting nicked $50 a month for her phone and I noticed right away that MCI was charging her $8.70 a month for a call recognition device she obviously didn’t have.  She had minimum cable, which seemed a luxury for a blind person, but maybe was for the benefit of the help.  


	Mrs. B herself was pretty much as I’d expected.  Little, and withered, and sagging all over.  Loose, liver-splotched skin.  She had a blind person’s mobile face with expressions that alternated between daffy smiles and rolling-eyed anxiety.  That and a continual Parkinson’s-like grimacing of the mouth, caused apparently by some of the anti-psychotic meds.  And she was a spitter when she talked.  By the end of the first day I’d pretty much figured out her jacket.  She talked behind her hand a lot.  Unintelligible angry muttering.  Every once in awhile she’d yell out “Nerf,” or “Ate.”  She had a bad case of geezer forgets, and would ask me over and over what day it was, or “what time it was getting to be.”  The social worker said that sometimes she wigged out entirely and thought Edsel Ford had proposed to her, or that she was at a tree planting ceremony in Hanford in 1945.  Sometimes, apparently, she thought that little children were flying around the room.  The cops had been there a few times to jot down her allegations about being persecuted by voices that came through the walls.  Typical fifty-one fifty stuff that you see at the Glenview.


	The social worker hadn’t mentioned if she was still on meds.   I found a couple of unopened bottles of Vioxx and Celebrex, and some Lotensin.  On the floor, in every crack and crevice, I found old pills, mostly Haldol.  I collected some of these to show Darryl, who’s the prescription drug guru in the complex.  I decided to put her on the Celebrex twice a day for her hip pain and 10 mg of Lotensin just in case she did have high blood pressure.  What the heck.


	After a few days of being Mrs. B’s care giver I started wondering if the Celebrex was doing her any good.  It was sad, although kind of comical, to see her grunting and groaning, trying to get up from a chair, wobbling on two canes.  I asked Darryl to stop by for a consultation.  In the complex, Darryl mostly handles the prescription stuff, Mostly Demerol, codeine, and Viagra.  He said he wasn’t that sold on Celebrex (there’d been some recent study) but to go ahead and keep her on it for now.  If her hip pain didn’t get better after a week or so, he’d bring her something else.  In return for the consultation, I let him search around the baseboards to see if he could find any more Haldol.


	I took a look in the refrigerator.  The freezer was crammed with expensive low-calorie “healthy” frozen dinners.  I nuked a couple of these for her in the microwave but she wouldn’t eat, although the food wasn’t that bad.  She said she’d been eating ice cream and Slimfast.  Watching toothless blind people gumming their food isn’t that pleasant, but for reasons I don’t want to go into right now I’m not squeamish.  While watching her I noticed she didn’t have a lower plate.  She’d lost it somewhere in the jumble in her bedroom.  She said her gums hurt, but wouldn’t open her mouth wide.  I had to badger her a little, and finally I just grabbed her chin and took a look. On the upper palate she had a big sore where her Medicare denture had rubbed the skin off.  I already knew from walking the illegals through welfare that no dentist around here would take Medicare anymore.  So I put her on a soft diet.  Breakfast, Slimfast and coffee; lunch, tomato soup, mashed avocado and mayonnaise, and ice cream; dinner, canned toddler’s ravioli pepped up with garlic and spaghetti sauce, plus more ice cream. And  Cokes during the day for energy.  


	The state gave Mrs. B. 120 hours of care.  That meant the maximum I could make at $9.50 an hour would be $l,l40 before taxes  But the cleaning lady’s hours had to come out of that too.  Happily, when I checked with the social worker, we figured out that the cleaning lady had been padding.  She worked maybe an hour on Monday and the same on Friday.  A reasonable person would have charged the state for maybe six hours a week.  She’d been putting in for 30 or 40 hours per two-week pay period.  I found out later that she tried to excuse herself by saying she was a diabetic and needed meds that Medicare wouldn’t cover.  After she got broomed, I took over the cleaning.  So I wound up with the whole 120 hours.  


	Obviously, being blind, Mrs. B didn’t read her mail.  She’d tossed it all in a drawer.  When I went through this stuff I realized her affairs were all screwed up.  First, I could see from her bank statement, that she had too much dough in her checking account.  In figuring the system you need to pay attention to the details.  That’s why poor and ignorant people have so much trouble with welfare.  With SSI, the rule is that the recipient can never have more than $2,000 in the checking account.  Scanning her bank statements, I could see she’d been over the line for at least a year.


	It was clear what had happened.  Most of her mail was from contests.  All the cupboards were overflowing with cheap crap that she’d ordered to better her chances in the drawing.  Then she went blind, and couldn’t answer the come-on letters from Ed McMahon. She didn’t buy much food because her daughter loaded up the fridge.  Mrs.  B hadn’t been spending. The SSI checks, deposited automatically, had bumped up until she was in violation.


	I got all this straightened out with the social worker over the phone.  Basically, I pled her out.  The rule is, for every month Mrs. B had over the $2,000 maximum in her checking account, she had to return her entire $700 grant.  So I arranged to have her pay back in $50 per month increments, to be deducted from her grant.  At the same time, I pointed out that the state had forgotten that Mrs. B was entitled to an additional  $50 a month grant for being legally blind.  So it turned out a wash.  The SSI face completely agreed, as they usually do as long as the paper is jake.  The state would be fully reimbursed when Mr. B clicked over to 109.


 	One afternoon while Mrs. B was taking her snooze, I went through her purse and found her ATM card and her social security number.  I already knew her birth date from an insurance policy.  I figured it wouldn’t take long to figure out her ATM code.  In fact, it was the first number I tried.  Alzhimer geezers often make it simple for themselves.  Over the next week I drew her account down and invested the dough in her behalf in a good deal that was going around the complex:  cigarettes boosted from an Indian casino.


	I came over three times a day to look in on the B.  I’d have dinner with her too, sometimes one of the healthy frozen dinners (although I’d sold most of them to one of the moms in the complex).  On Monday, Wednesday and Friday (non-piss test days) I’d enjoy a glass of vino.  I’d been experimenting with some Santa Cruz Chards that came off a truck heading for the Port of Los Angeles.  The chardonnay was too dry for Mrs. B.  She liked sweet, so I’d give her a couple of glasses of white zin with dinner.  Only $4.99 a bottle at Albertson’s.  


	I’d been working for Mrs. B for a couple of weeks when I got a call from the social worker saying that Mrs. B’s son and daughter would be dropping by.  To tell the truth, I hadn’t been doing much cleaning.  That’s one good thing about working for a blind woman.  I’d let the dishes go, and because Mrs. B wasn’t the best shot at night, the toilet looked like something in the Calcutta train station.  I couldn’t very well ask the diabetic to come back because there were still some hard feelings there.  But I knew this woman, Camellia, one of the welfare moms in the complex.  I’d walked her and her urches through welfare.  Camellia said she’d clean up if I’d let her use Mrs. B’s apartment for a few afternoons.  For pocket money she turned tricks in her apartment for some of the local guys while her kids were in school.  The manager was just getting around to dealing with a big mold infestation inside the walls of her unit, and a bunch of workers were removing the paneling.  I didn’t see any harm in letting Camellia use the couch for a few days.  Mrs. B was a heavy sleeper (and she’d lost her hearing aid anyway), and was out for a good two hours during her nap.


	The place looked spiffy when Mrs. B’s kids showed up.  They were pretty much what I expected.  Both well dressed, in their late fifties, with an air of being in a rush.  The woman, who looked efficient, brought several bags of the expensive frozen dinners.  They gave me the fish eye of course but I was meek as pie and kept my mouth shut.  The son was one of those guys who look permanently aggrieved.  He wore his disappointments like a badge. You got the impression that he thought he hadn’t been treated right.  I figured him for maybe some kind of middle manager who thinks he's been stymied by intrigue.  Right away he said he wanted to look at all the bills and the mail.  Of course I had everything looking right, but he got stuck on a letter from an insurance company.  He read it over a couple of times, trying to make sense out of the gibberish.  I kept mum, but I could have told him.  Some scumbag insurance salesman had churned his mom’s account. I’d already looked it over.  She’d taken out a little whole life policy with the two of them as beneficiaries.  The agent had got her to buy a bigger policy, using the first as collateral on a loan to buy the second.  Typical insurance scam to generate commissions.  This would have been a good deal for Mrs. B if she had signed the new policy and dropped dead.  As it was now, years later, she owed thousands of dollars on the policy, far more than its face value.  There was nothing to do but stop payment and accept the screwing, but I decided to let the two of them figure it out.


	Anyway, they didn’t stay long.  I didn’t blame them.  Busy people don’t have time for this.  And it’s unpleasant.  And there’s nothing you can do.  With Mrs. B’s dementia, if they stuck her in a home, she’d have to be drugged like a zombie.  Who knows what kind of care she’d get in one of those places.   You could see her children wanted to do right, but everybody’s busy, and there aren’t any solutions.  I couldn’t blame them if they secretly wished they could sign her up for Eskimo Care. 


	A few days later Darryl came by with some Demerol for Mrs. B.  I don’t use drugs, but if I did I sure wouldn’t take anything from Darryl. But I figured that this was a freebee for Mrs. B and Darryl had no reason to step on it.  The pills looked right, still in the bottle with the chump’s name on it, and an expiration date that wasn’t too old.  


	I gave it to her and the next day she said she felt pretty good and wanted to go shopping.  Being so crippled, Mrs. B isn’t easy to move.  I borrowed Darryl’s four-door Honda Civic.  He’d removed the front passenger seat for more cargo.  We levered Mrs. B into the back seat, giving her room to stretch out, and took her over to Albertson’s because the store has these electric carts for the handicapped.  Darryl showed Mrs. B how to steer and to step on the accelerator, and we set her loose in the aisles.  It was pretty cute, kind of like bumper cars, with her making short runs until she bumped into somebody’s grocery cart or a stack of cans.  She had on her huge wraparound black glasses, a big pink billed cap, and an old sweater sticky with ice cream.  And she was hissing and grumbling under her breath, I guess about the obstacles. Pretty soon we were getting the fish eye from the clerks.  “Can your mother see?” one of them says to me.  So I steered her around to find the items she wanted, although Darryl kept saying, “Let the B drive, man.  Let her drive.”


	While I had her out, I took her over to county to apply for a food distribution card.  I’ve been in there a million times and know the drill by heart.  I got the big fish eye of course but after they got a load of Mrs. B I waltzed her right through the hoops.  The food card gave us a little more disposable income.  Later on I started taking Mrs. B and Camellia to Red Lobster for lunch.  Mrs. B, at some point in her loony rambling, said she liked the strawberry margaritas and halibut at Red Lobster.  I couldn’t face a restaurant meal alone with Mrs. B, but Camellia had turned out to be fun.  She had it rough, with six kids and a couple of shit jobs, plus tricks for some of the local vados.  Personally, I wouldn’t want to risk my willie on Camellia, but I did get her to give me tactical massage now and then.  She’d get Mrs. B’s groceries when she got her own, and I’d take them both to Red Lobster.


	I also let Camellia send her kids up to Mrs. B’s for dinner on the nights she worked.  I fed them the frozen dinners.  I don’t think they got anything else during the day except the school lunch.  While the kids wolfed down the food, Mrs. B struck at them feebly with her cane.  Darryl said maybe this would turn out to be a new therapy where you try to make reality match the patient’s delusions.


	The Indian cigarette investment had turned out good, and with Mrs. B’s share I got her new choppers from a Mexican denture man on the boulevard.  We paid full price, I threw in a couple of bottles of vino for vigorish, and he did a good job, although his office isn’t one to inspire confidence in anybody who could see it.


	All the time I worked for Mrs. B, almost six months, I never got a visit from the social worker, which isn’t surprising, because they’re swamped down there.  I think they appreciate it if you handle the problems yourself.   Anyway, I graduated from Drug Court with my class, which expunged my conviction.  There was kind of a nice ceremony in the judge’s chambers.  The judge gave me a little plaque for having a perfect record of clean piss tests.  I then worked another month for Mrs. B until I was eligible for unemployment, and had her lay me off.


	At In-Home Services I picked out my replacement, a Laotian woman who was only a few years from the paddy.  Her pidgin didn’t matter, the B being deaf anyway.  In awhile she got Mrs. B interested in growing stuff in little pots on the patio.  It might work out. Asians seem to have a knack with old timers.   


	 


 


	   


	


	  


		


	  


	


	


	  


	     


	


	 


	 





