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This Doesn't Exist
I don't typically share my writing. My writing is intensely personal, and in that I do not guard my emotions. This piece was written for a variety of reasons, none of which make much sense now. I let the one person whose opinion I respect most in the world review this manuscript. Her comment was, "I hated it. It made my flesh crawl. It was like walking in on someone using the bathroom."
Since that first encouraging review I have had several others like it. One person commented that it was an exercise in bashing my ex-wife; that plain mystified me because at best, my ex-wife is anecdotal to the story. Another commentator told me that they felt violated by reading some of what I wrote. They thought it was far too personal an account. Oh well, so much for critics. You see, I didn't write this book for critics. I wrote it for me. It was the only way to express decades of disillusionment. More importantly, this story (which is true) details a specific struggle that I fought my entire life.
When you become a Christian, you are filled with hope, and you believe you have a new life. That's true. What you don't count on is that certain elements of your old life come through the conversion with you. They're meant to. When you become a Christian you are saved (which means by Christian terms that everything you've done in your past is forgiven and your life is a clean slate). The part that wasn't explained to me is a longer road of sanctification. Sometimes, that is known as "the Roman Road". The Roman Road refers to the bitter trials and horrific persecutions faced by early Christians at the hands of Roman torturers. The idea being, the Romans wanted Christians to denounce Christ; when they wouldn't they suffered incalculable horrors. The road to sanctification is difficult at best. But it is the only road one can take to find true peace, which is the gift of God.
Even though I did not know at the time, soon after my conversion I embarked on the Roman Road. Some of the evil elements of my old life joined my new life after conversion. That is the nature sanctification. In rejecting your old life, you claim your new life. Sound easy? Well, let me tell you what the single biggest issue in my life has been. I've always struggled with suicide. In my mind (before conversion) the question was never if I would commit suicide -- it was when I would commit suicide. My best friend committed suicide when he was 28. I can't recount all of the ways I lived a reckless life in order to facilitate the event. It never happened.
On the other hand the spirit of suicide was ever present even after my conversion. It actually became stronger after my conversion. God used a variety of tools to spiritually operate on a very sick soul. He and He alone, facilitated my healing. He used a sharp scalpel and very little anesthesia – her name was Mari. That person and my relationship with her are described in this book. However, this book has very little to do with my relationship with Mari. Rather, it is about an all powerful and personal relationship with a God, whom I did not believe in; His Son whom I blasphemed against; and His Spirit whom I thought was a side show act.
As you'll see the end result was that the spirit of suicide was broken in me and taken from me. I was healed and delivered. That was accomplished through a mechanism of change that I still don't understand. In retrospect, I often wonder what happened. How was this mechanism of change crafted specifically to destroy those areas in my life that sought to destroy me? There is no evidence that it ever happened, other than my testimony. There is no evidence other than the fruit formed on the tree that grew out of the experience. One of my best friends, who is a by the book agnostic scientist would tell you, this doesn't exist! He'd be wrong, but I couldn't tell him why. To this day, I can't explain it to myself.
Chapter One
The Machine
If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith
If you are reading this then you’re supposed to be. But what is this? I will tell you what it is not. It is not a book. It is not a letter. It is not a technical manual. It is not a history. It is not a note. So what is it? It is a thing; A machine. You have entered it. If you go through the entire machine you will never be the same. This machine is made from the breath of God. As I write this, I am not so presumptuous as to think that I speak for God. But sometimes, on some occasions, He speaks through me. He spoke to me and gave me the blueprints for this machine. The blueprints are in my head. The machine is in these words.
This is a very special machine. It is a life-changing machine. You ingest the words in your mind, but they are planted in your heart and root in your soul. This machine was created for a single person. If you are using it, it is only because I chose to let you. In that decision, you can see the evidence of the work of this machine. This machine is a very intricate mechanism. It is designed to work subtly without you feeling it all at once. The change it produces is gradual – by the standards of the world. But one must always keep in mind that God does not exist by the standards of the world, but by His Word. He spoke you into existence. He spoke consciousness into existence. He spoke this intricate mechanism into existence. And this intricate contraption is His mechanism of change.
It’s turned on. You’re inside---or rather it is inside you. Working. Feverishly.
Sometimes you can see inside a man’s head. You know what he’s thinking by his demeanor - his attitude. Sometimes he’ll tell you what he’s thinking, sometimes not. No matter. Thoughts lay on the mind like weight lies on a scale. They push it out of balance. They register in some manner. Thought, at least heavy thought, can destroy the harmony and synchronicity of life. My thoughts have preyed on me my whole life. When things were going great, they were a governor on my happiness. When things were going bad they were a catalyst for drastic change. The majority of the time things were boring, and my thoughts were an escape hatch. Daydreaming huge portions of my life away got me caught in the flypaper of escapism. I daydreamed because I was bored. Losing that time to inaction, I did not advance, so I stagnated. In that stagnation, I stayed bored... a seemingly endless cycle.
I’ve spent a lifetime being me. It’s the one thing I have the greatest expertise in. I know every detail, every nook and cranny. I remember it all – or at least most of it. I live in the center of my universe – six inches behind my forehead. My perception comes from a variety of sources. Perception is the melding of the five senses, with the memories of the past as a filter, to create a mental and emotional picture of where I am in the present. Based on that perception, I make decisions that chart the course of my life. If I have failed in my life, I must look in part to those perceptions that preceded the failure. Why did I make such horrendous life changing decisions at certain points in my life? How did my perception become so distorted as to allow for certain personal catastrophic failures? The answers will determine the rest of my life. Wrong answers mean the continuation of slavery to many personal demons. Correct answers mean freedom.
I am in the process of changing my perception as I write; the process of discovering the answers to perception. While my journey is not complete, it is underway. God intervened in my life to start the process. This work is mostly about Him.
The sometimes gentle, sometimes severe ways He has commanded my attention. The way He is taking over my life. The shift He has initiated in my perception. As I said, a man’s thoughts dictate his life for the most part. Until he is free of them. For me, that freedom came when God shifted the center of my life from my mind to my heart. That is the essence of this story. He started it through another human being. Her name is Mari Arden. These are the details of a perceptual shift through the great work of the Spirit, employing the mundane mechanisms of the flesh; and of course a miracle or two.
This testimony starts in the perceptual world of mid-August, 1999, Marietta Georgia. At that point, I brought 43 years of distorted perceptions to the table. My heart was black as coal and hard as a rock. Born again Christian. Born again hard. You will learn a great deal about me and my life through these pages. As I said, this is a testimony, not a confession. As pertinent supporting material from my life is required for explanation, I will give it. I don’t hide anything. Just remember that you are being led through a spiritual journey of growth and transformation - My spiritual journey. Maybe yours. The point is not to impress you with the former insanity in my life and the shift into Christian life. The point is to share something that I don’t understand; something that, perhaps - just perhaps – may happen to you. Perhaps – just perhaps – you may experience the same point of insanity that I reached. If so, you will move from the despair of insanity in the mind (and the insanity of worldly order and perceptions) to the curiosity of clarity in the Spirit (and the great liberation of love). That’s the hope I rest the remaining portion of my life on. Blessed be the name of the Lord for that hope. Holy is the Lord, for the great bounty He has chosen to provide us through miraculous mechanisms of change.
Chapter Two
The Apology
...The gift followed many trespasses and brought justification
It is late Sunday afternoon mid-August, 1999. Warm, but not too. I am standing in front of a local upscale eatery outside a trendy mall. I am waiting. Four forty four PM. If my old man told me once, he told me a thousand times, “I’d rather be someplace 2 hours early than one minute late!” He meant it. He always had that fierce Yankee passion about everything. It was not that he was right about everything, just that he was committed to his opinion. He gave me that. It was reinforced from my seven years as an Air Force officer. Get there on time. Never, ever be late. Not acceptable. So, here I was, twenty minutes early for another date. Waiting.
I’ve had quite a life when it comes to dating, mostly because I have a personality which wars with itself constantly. At least I did in 1999. I have always been a very private person on the inside and a very personable guy on the outside. I am one of those people that you can meet somewhere and take an instant liking to. Good sense of humor, not overbearing, interested in you... However, that is just the appearance. I’m not really interested in you at all. As a matter of fact, my life would be just fine without you in it. I am interested in making sure that you have a certain perception of me; A perception that I create and then insert into your mind. I can do this in a variety of ways. It really depends on your personality. Do you like to be flattered?
Do you enjoy humor? Do you like to be taken seriously? Do you fancy yourself an intellectual? Are you shy? Outgoing? Doesn’t matter. I have always had the ability to read you like a deck of cards. Throw them on the ground. One by one, I’ll pick them up and tell you what they are. And when we meet, I can pick up on your psyche and tell you who you are.
Because of that, when we are finished talking, you will think of me exactly what I want you to think of me. Then we can go our separate ways. If we meet again, ok. If not, ok. I have an unlimited number of minds to mold in my physical journey through this world. There is one thing I will guarantee. You will never know who I am. Really know who I am. I won’t let you; At least not in 1999.
Now remember, this is a Sunday in August. 1999. And I am waiting.
Imagine yourself sitting in the middle of a gymnasium. You are sitting on a huge mirror and can see yourself. You’re sitting crossed legged – Indian style in the center of this big mirror and you notice you have a rather large hammer in your hand. You get a compulsive urge. You lift the hammer over your head and bring it down hard into the polished image of you in that mirror. Glass shatters. Shards are everywhere. There is a thunderous noise. Some splinters cut your hand. You raise the hammer again and keep striking the mirror with all the force in your soul. Now you are moving around to slam unbroken parts of the mirror where you can still see your image. As it breaks up, the shards reflect hundreds of images of you and you get more and more infuriated, swinging the hammer harder. As you’ve moved over the broken mirror you’ve been cut terribly and your blood is everywhere. You are wounded, exhausted and reflected in a thousand pieces of shattered glass. That was how I felt standing there waiting.
It was warm that afternoon, but not too warm.
I had dated a little bit in my life, but only casually most of the time. Actually, on that Sunday afternoon, there had only been 3 women of consequence in my life. Two of them had hurt me terribly. I hurt the other terribly. Rather than ever go through this again, I was resolved to date. I did have one problem. I had become a Christian two years before, in 1997. I was completely committed to it. Jesus Christ was the only thing I had. The only person I had. The only hope I had. I did not understand Him very well at the time, but I had a complete commitment to be His. That’s where my problem came in. I had always been a very conservative person, in every way; especially sexually. In my youth, it was easier to do drugs or get drunk than to get sex - at least for me. With booze and drugs, I could acquire and get inspired...or so I thought. But with sex, you had to bring another person into the equation. That was too complex for me. I never had a desire to let anyone close to me. So I kept them away. As a 43 year-old man, I did not see that changing too much. The booze and the drugs had long since gone, but I was a more private person than ever. Scarred from decades of poor choices - life threatening choices. I felt I could be a great Christian and care for people – perhaps even learn to love them as the Word commands...As long as none of them got too close.
My problem was that I did have a desire for sex. I did not want to be celibate the rest of my life. The sticking point was that according to scripture, the only way to have sex was through marriage. As my story unfolds, you will see the positively hateful passion I had against marriage. I was completely against it. So, how to have sex, but not be married, and still remain faithful to the Word? I was going to have to work on that one.
The sun was dipping behind a hill in the distance... so beautiful; the heart of God preparing to rest for the evening. It was less warm - more comfortable. Glance at my watch... 5:05. Ok, she is officially late... bad sign. Women feel they have a right to be late. Most of them feel it is an obligation. Don’t know where they got that from. Well, she gets 30 minutes and then I’m gone. Actually, 25 minutes now.
I had dated casually over my life; usually first dates with only a very few seconds, mostly because I didn’t see the point. Second dates implied a third, etc... Mind control is more difficult over the long term. So the girl needs to be really special if I am going to invest that kind of energy. I hadn’t met very many special ones in my life - None as a Christian. As a matter of fact, as a Christian, my standards were so high I could not possibly see how any one else could come close to them. 5:15 - fifteen more minutes.
I had met Mari on line a few weeks earlier. We exchanged emails. She was certainly intelligent and seemed pleasant enough - certainly pleasant enough to share an upscale dinner with. A pleasant afternoon stop-over on a gentle Caribbean island, and then back to my incessant voyage of loneliness and isolation. It's not that I was being pessimistic or fatalistic; I was being me, realistic. And time is evaporating in the warm Sunday air... 5:25.
From across the parking lot I see a car pull in - Just a head for a second, shines through a glaring windshield, only to be blocked by the concrete abutments of the parking structure. Minutes go by. She’s out of the car. Yep...has to be her. She is walking toward me and we are about a hundred yards apart.
As she draws closer I pick up more of her features. She is a waif. Thin and finely sculptured; elegant. She carries herself with an uncommon style. I put on my smile as we get within shouting distance. I start to walk toward her. Physically, this woman is beautiful – at least to me. I am struck dumb. My mind races... “Well, at least this may be a pleasant dinner.” I do take stalk of appearance. I don’t judge people by it... but in this case she was magnetic to me. And as we were about to speak our first words... we were just feet from each other.... I sank into her dark eyes. I extended my hand—“Mari?” I said quizzically, with a pleasant smile on my face.
And as she opened her mouth all I could see were perfect teeth and her voice resonating in my being... “I’m so sorry I’m late.” The mechanism of change was upon me.
Chapter Three
Steaks
See if there is any offensive way in me...
Standards, the harsh reality of standards. I have had standards all my life. No goals. Only standards. Standards of conduct and achievement that I imposed on myself. Standards that I could never meet. There was no way for me to measure goodness in my life for the majority of it. I had no goodness to measure. Goodness could only be achieved if I met my standards. But my standards have always been impossibly high.
Got and A! Should have gotten an A+. Did a lot of work today. Should have done more. Produced some fine ideas today.... But they aren’t jelling properly. My glass was never half full. It was always plain empty. Nothing could fill it.
My standards were not set by my parents.... Although they did have a hand in it. Rather, the group of people that populated my life - plenty of alcoholics, an army of liars, a legion of the depressed, and brigades of the distressed and the spiritually starved of the world set my standards. But this ragged army of reality was the world for me. These poor souls were my frame of reference. So I learned from them. Learned to be them. Became them. But I learned to be better then them because I was smarter and more driven. If these people were the emotional castaways of the earth, then I would outdo them. I would out lie them, out hate them and best them at every turn. I would be their king. And so, over the years, that is exactly what I did. My life, like theirs, was a façade. It was like the cheap veneer you see on an old diner countertop...while the counter beneath is stained with old soaked in coffee and ancient crumbs of rotting food. I was smart and relatively successful to most that I met. By the time I reached my 40’s I was able to captivate any audience. I had more stories to entertain and impress than any 10 men – most of them true. But you didn’t have to look too hard to find out that I was miserable. So, the solution to that was to not let anyone close enough to look at all. If they did, they would surely see the rotten substructure beneath freshly painted walls.
At 42, I became a Christian. Jesus Christ took me in. Somewhere in the first month of my conversion I was at a revival. Deep in prayer I saw this rotten black hulk that had been me, fall away from the center of my chest. A huge black piece of evil just plain came out of me under its own weight. I felt destroyed, because I knew that what had just left me was the core of my personality and I had no idea what would replace it. Then it happened again. And again. Staying deep in prayer, my body wretched out this black filth of evil that had coated my soul. For what seemed like hours. It was only minutes. Could have been an eternity. I was lost to time and in the presence of the Master. The Master Carpenter. He was rebuilding my life... but to do that, He needed to tear out the old and make room for construction.... So He started. That was two years before I reached out my hand to this lovely lady with alabaster skin standing in front of me apologizing.
I can read them. Always could. When I was young I found I had the knack. The gift. The sense. I developed it into a powerful weapon over the decades. Whenever I met anyone, or was at a social event, or in a bar, or you pick the place... I could read them all. Like a book. An open book with a lot of pictures. To say that I was spiritual all my life would be the understatement of yours. My whole life, from my earliest memories until now, has been focused on one thing.... God. In my search for God I took so many horrific wrong turns it almost killed me. One of the many was developing the talent, through latent psychic ability, to assess a person pretty much instantaneously. Now, you might say I was just making a snap judgment and labeling that person. And you would be wrong. How does a leopard spot its prey in the jungle night? Luck? Nope, instinct. A hunting instinct for survival. I had that and so much more. Through my time in the martial arts and my time in the black psychic arts, though years of violence and substance abuse, I pushed the envelope of survival. This one gift of insight had been the life raft that I lay on during the stay on the ocean of filth of my pre-Christian life. When I became a Christian, I could not just shut it off. But I did my best, without really knowing how to contain it. At the very least, I wouldn’t use it against people.
So my right hand is shaking her hand and my mind starts to race... I am collecting data. I want to shut it off, but it’s deafening. I need to talk--- to start transmitting so I block the reception. I have to say something, anything. So the second words out of my mouth to her were a lie. She was apologizing for being late and I say, “Oh, no problem. Don’t even think about it... I was just enjoying the day...”, and with that, I used my left hand in a sweeping gesture to point towards the door of the restaurant and give her the right of way in front of me; Always the gentleman.
She started telling me about the circumstance of her lateness. I feigned attention. I acted interested. But that was the façade. I was taking stock and gathering data. Mari was stunning to me. She carried herself with dignity and style.... But there were so many other nuances. I was overcome with input. In electronic warfare, which was my profession at the time, we call it barrage noise jamming. She was hitting me with overpowering input, but she was just chatting about being late.
We were now standing in front of the Mater De. “Good Evening” “Hi. Reservation for two under Doody.”
The restaurant was empty. It just opened. But he looks down like he is examining a long list of names... then says, “Certainly Sir. Right this way.”
He walks us to a windowish table and we are in the middle of an empty upscale restaurant. I follow Mari and pull her chair out for her.
“Oh... Thank you!” she says sweetly. “Of course...” I say nonchalantly.
The engagement has begun. I sit. There is a small slice of time and we are alone.
“This is a great place...I think you’ll like it.”
Mari looks back. “Oh yes, I really like it, they have the best deserts!”
Hmmm. She’s been here before. Well of course. I am sitting across from a woman that looks like a professional model. Is there any doubt that she has eaten in every upscale place in Atlanta? Probably in the US.... Maybe the world. I mean, I can’t take my eyes off her. Then, before I have to fill the moment with idle chatter, the waiter tactfully intrudes.
“Would you care for drinks?” And then he starts to drone on about the special. Mari orders water with a lemon twist. I get a fake beer.
Now that is a long story in itself. I’m an alcoholic. At least I was before the Lord delivered me from that curse. For some reason, I always liked the taste of beer. Even fake beer. I think it’s a vestige from my past. In the 70’s, in my heyday, when I was drinking, I felt immune. Immune and immortal. Nothing could touch me. Nothing could harm me. This fake beer was simply a talisman. A security blanket from an age gone by.
As the waiter left and the evening really started, I had to get down to business. Conversation. I was holding three of them. One with her, one with the demons of my past and one with the Lord. The overwhelming thing that struck me was not to lie. Not to exaggerate. Not to impress. To tell the truth, be measured and be gentle. This was from the Lord. It was a command from Him, not a strategy for me. For me to be like that in front of anyone was inconceivable to me. I always had an heir of arrogance...even in my Christianity. And most thought me aloof... because I would always stay just out of friendship distance. Just far enough away to be enticing but unattainable. However, in this case, the Lord was being real clear. Just be yourself. But I hardly knew who I was. Who am I Lord? Just don’t lie Mike.... Just don’t lie. Tell the truth. Always tell the truth.
Well, this will make for quite an interesting and singular evening. Tell the truth huh? Ok Lord. Let me start.
By this time we were discussing our Christianity. I knew she was a Christian before I agreed to the date. That was critical. I did not have time for goofing around.... We had chatted on the phone and knew a very, very little of each other’s background. But I was under marching orders. Be me and tell the truth. Hmmm... Bad combination.
The waiters back. With drinks. And now we order. Steaks. We both decide on steaks. And now the fun begins---looks like we have to talk. So I start. Truth.
“So Mari, have you ever been married?” What I really want to know is why you got divorced.
“Well, no.... I was engaged once, but we decided not to. Never married. I guess the Lord had other plans for me.”
Wow. Mind blower.... How could she have not been married? That doesn’t add up. She is stunning.... And no one has gotten through... No marriage.... What’s wrong with this picture?
“And you?”
Uh oh. Truth time Lord. Didn’t expect this one so soon. Well, might as well start off with all of it.
“Well, actually, I was married once but divorced twice. I was married in my 20’s and I thought marriage was forever. I was taught that. But in 1984, my wife got pregnant and decided to have an abortion. She did not want to be a Mom and sacrifice her career goals. And she didn’t want to have children with me...at least I think... she never really said that. So she aborted, against my will.... But I drove her to the clinic. At that point, we were over. It took another five years to finish it, but I checked out on that day. After that I dated and resolved to live with someone but never get married. In 1993 I met a minor local celebrity and we hit it off. We moved in together in 94 and had a common law marriage.... It fell apart and I had to sue for divorce. It was one of the defining moments of my life. Incredibly hard. I lost everything I owned.... was wiped out financially, and brought to my knees emotionally. I was really destroyed. But one good thing came out of it.... That’s when I became a Christian.”
I watched her eyes the whole time. She was listening... but there was no judgment there. She was just listening... OK Lord, that was the truth. Torpedo away.... That should be enough to scare her off....
“So, you have only been a Christian for a short while then?”
Oopps... second salvo on the way. Might as well get this all out in the open. Look, I’ll probably never see her again anyway after the marriage history. Plus, I have a steak coming, so that could be the highlight of the evening for me.... a good meal.
“Well, actually, yes. I became a Christian on July 21, 1997. I was in New Hampshire on a job interview and visiting with my sister. She was telling me about the Lord and how He could change my life, and I listened.”
“Wow that is great. What prompted you?”
Ok Lord, looks like this evening is never going to end and we are only 20 minutes into it.
“Well, I was a spiritual magician. Some people call it witchcraft. I was a professional psychic. I had been deeply involved in the occult since 1969 and my life was a huge spiral into hell. When my sister told me about the Lord, I didn’t really believe He would help me. I didn’t really believe Jesus existed. But she was always harping on it. So I got mad and took the dare. It was like a dare to me. I felt like I was beyond help, even from God. I certainly didn’t see how He could help me out of all the hell I was in. So I got mad at my sister and said – “Fine... if being a Christian will fix everything then let’s do it. Call your minister or somebody and I will become a Christian.”
Within the hour we were in a small church in Troy, New Hampshire and I was talking with a minister, his friend and my sister.... I took the step and became a Christian. The wild part was, it had an immediate effect and my life changed irrevocably from then on. I’ve never been the same. And I am completely committed to my faith. Also real conservative. Really, really conservative.”
I watched her eyes again. The whole time. Only interest. No judgment. Torpedo two fired electrically, hot and running. Ok Lord, have I left out anything that could be more damaging?
“So you were deeply involved in the occult? My lands! From 1969?”
“Well, yeah. I was in a Catholic Seminary at the time and was thinking about being a monk – one of the Brotherhood. That’s where I was introduced to all of it. Then I studied more as the years progressed and was very gifted at it. Plus, in the 70’s I did drugs and was drunk for most of the decade so it kind of facilitated my walk into the dark side.”
Ooppss. That kinda just slipped out. Drugs and alcoholism. Yeah, it was true, but not really necessary to blurt out... or was it? The Lord wants me to tell the truth. Oh well.... Torpedo three away.... On course... on target.
“Well, that is remarkable.”
“My checkered past. But the one thing it has all done... it has served to make me strong for the Lord. Strong in the Lord. I’ve got nothing else. He is all I want. So that is a blessing.”
And with that, the first true blessing of the night arrived. Our food. Gourmet and delicious... And for a second or two I did not have to talk. As the waiter left us with out dishes I asked, “Ok to pray?”
“You bet!”
She reached out and took my hand and bowed her head. Electricity filled my body.
“Lord, thank you for this food. And thank you for new friends and the ability to share our lives... that we may reflect on our past as you construct our future. For Your glory... Amen.”
With the end of the prayer we started to eat. We did chat a bit before the date. I knew she was from Omaha. “Well, being from Omaha, you should be a steak connoisseur!”
As she cut into her steak and took a bite, she smiled demurely. “Oh my, this really isn’t done very well... not cooked enough...”
“No problem... let’s just send it back.” “Well I hate to be a bother, but I’m not sure I can eat this...” “No bother, you should get what you want.”
And with that we had the waiter there and the steak on the way back to the kitchen. I was patting myself on the back for being such a considerate date and taking care of my social obligations with such aplomb.
You see, this was no small thing for me. My Dad was one of a kind. Growing up, I was imprinted with a wide variety of peculiarities from him. One was acceptance. It didn’t matter what the situation was, it applied to everything. Never, ever complain. Complaining was something that only whiners did. Accept your circumstance. Even if you weren’t happy with it. So what if you’re dissatisfied? You should be. That is the natural state of the world. My Dad would no more think about sending food back because it was unsatisfactory then he would think about walking naked downtown. Same level of embarrassment for him. I had picked that up. However, when Mari sent that steak back, although I was uncomfortable I thought, I want her to have exactly what she wants. So the steak went back and we had more time to talk. Uh oh. I figured I needed to move to something safe. Church stuff. Yeah that’s it. Church stuff.
“So, Mari, you are really involved in your church?”
“Oh yes. I go to a large church in north of Atlanta. It’s pretty big and I really like it. I just was involved in this production called “the Sabrina Fair”. A dinner party to bring people into the church and reach those who may not know the Lord. It was based on the movie Sabrina, if you’re familiar with that. I dressed up like a Jackie Kennedy type. It was a theme piece....”
“Wow, sounds wonderful”. And it did – as far as those things went; but it wasn’t my particular cup of tea. In any event, the more I looked at her, the more I could see the qualities in her face of a young Jackie Kennedy (which shouldn’t have impressed me since I was never a Kennedy fan). She chatted more about church and asked me about my involvement in church.
“Well, I’m really active in my church. I’m on the planning team, I produce services, I write for them, do multimedia and teach 2 small bible groups.” Fact was I was working about 40 hours a week for my church. I had been so destroyed by life over the past two years; I let the activities of the church consume me so I would not be tempted to slide back into my old lifestyle. It’d worked. I was transformed. But I was also very isolated. I had done that on purpose as well. I knew that if I got close to someone, a girl, then she would become a girlfriend. I also knew that would lead to sex. That would be outside the boundaries of the Book. So no social life equaled no girlfriend equaled no sex equaled no sin.... And that anchored me at the time. But boy was I lonely. As bad as this date was going for me – with me telling the highlights of an evil life in a 30 minute synopsis – I was still having a really great time. Sure, she would never see me again, but what the heck; I was really enjoying her company. Then the steak came back.
The waiter spoke ‘We left it on just a bit longer to make sure it was done.... Enjoy!”
“Oh thank you so much!” Mari replied sincerely. This girl seemed really genuine. If not, she had a real talent for seeming genuine.
I had not eaten my steak while we were waiting for hers, even though she told me to go ahead. It was the gentlemanly thing to do. So mine was cold now, but I really didn’t care. I wasn’t there for the food. I was there because for that one moment, I was able to sit and talk with an interesting person and not be alone. At least to me she was interesting and pretty. And I was not about to let cold steak dampen the night. I cut into mine as she took a bite of hers. Then I saw her face. On no! Don’t do it. I know you are going to. Don’t do it. I can’t bear it. Just don’t say it. Help me God... Too late.... She spoke...
“Goodness, this is really overdone... I think they’ve burned it. I can’t eat this one either. My lands, I never eat out like this and this is sooo expensive, I wonder if they can do anything.... I don’t want to waste this meal.... Do you suppose...?
I cut her off. “No problem at all... we’ll send it back. You should get what you want.” The spirit of my father menaced me from my right frontal lobes. Is she crazy? Sending it back once was bad... Twice is intolerable. They put people in prison for that kind of thing. Are you gonna let her do that Mike? But the part of me that is me decided to wrestle with this demon. Just shut up. I’ll pay for ten stakes if I have to. As long as she gets what she wants.... And with that I motion for the waiter. He can’t believe it either... but the steak heads back to the kitchen and we head back into conversation.
Mari looks over, “I’m sooo sorry, but I just couldn’t eat it like that.”
“Hey really, no need to say a thing. Customer’s always right. Plus you’re from Omaha right? No one from Omaha can eat a bad steak... I think it’s genetic. When you are raised on the best beef in the world, why settle for second best... no way.”
She giggled a bit and it eased the tension. Truth be told, my normal response, which would have been to freak out inside, was mitigated by my growing interest in this odd mix of personality I was sitting across from. I didn’t care what the chef or the waiter or any one else thought. I only cared what Mari thought. That was good enough. We have more time to talk so she asks me about my house. I am so at ease at this point I just launch into another bizarre story.
“Well, I just got my house to myself actually. I have a five bedroom three bath in east Cobb. When I got it back after court I let a family that was having a rough time of it move in with me rent free. We lived together about a year and a half so they could get back on their feet. I found out that they were doing drugs so I told them to give up the drugs or leave. They decided to leave. As a matter of fact, they all moved out just last week. So I have the place to myself.”
It really never occurred to me that each time I opened my mouth, one bizarre story after another was flowing forth. The bizarre seemed to be my normal realm. I was accustomed to it. She didn’t look upset. Besides, I had done what I was told to do... tell the truth. Plus, I knew the odds of seeing her again were about a billion to one. I mean, the rhythm of the conversation was always punctuated by some strange thing that was a circumstance of my life. Here’s an example. While we are waiting for the steak the third time, she tells me about her time as a flight attendant. I have two reactions. The first is internal and came from the flesh... I am physically attracted to her because she was a flight attendant. Don’t ask me why. Just some weird internal wiring I got along the way. Some people want to date movie starlets, I have always been attracted to flight attendants, and I never even knew one. So my reply during this portion of the conversation comes from my second reaction to flight attendants—my association of them to flight.
So I pipe up, “Wow.... stewardess! And traveled everywhere.... Great. I bet that was a lot of fun. Man... wish I could fly. I got in three plane wrecks in the Air Force and haven’t flown in a dozen years. I’ve tried everything.... Extensive therapy, hypnosis, drugs ... nothings worked... I have been stuck on the ground over a decade.... Pretty grim...” And then I proceed to tell about the details of some of the wrecks....like I’m having a flashback—which I am to some extent..... And all this is interrupted by the waiter and the Mater De and the Chef... with the new steak. They put it in front of her like homage to royalty. The Mater De speaks up. “We just want to make sure this is exactly right, so please taste it.”
Four people stare spellbound at Mari. She cuts into the meat. Lifts the piece to her mouth. It’s in there. She’s chewing....
“Oh this is just perfect... thank you ever so much...”
They shoot... THEY SCORE! The steak is ok... Bliss settles over the restaurant. I am happy because Mari is. They are happy because they can get back to their goofy restaurant stuff. We chat more. We order desert. We split it. Chocolate stuff. It’s great. Coffee. More chat.
She tells me about the tragic deaths of her father and two sisters in a car accident decades ago. My heart is in my throat. I am horrified and traumatized. But she is not. It’s not that she is nonchalant about it... there is just an undercurrent of resignation I don’t understand. I figured she had such a long time to deal with it she had come to terms with it in her own way... but how terrible for this gentle soul. Lord, how did that happen? And why... and how did it etch Mari’s character. She was so poised and ladylike. So soft spoken yet not introspective. I was mesmerized by her. She should have had some deep twinge in there when telling me this.... But I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t feel it. And I was trying. With the spirit. With my intuition. With my eyes.... But I could not see the loose underpinnings of tender soil beneath the hard packed topsoil in what should be a garden of torment. At least it would have been for me. Gosh, I was wounded by it and I didn’t even know her or her family...wow......
Then it hits me... just how dangerous this girl is. I can’t read her. Why not? I can read anyone. But I can’t read her. She is a reflection. She has been all night. She has been my idea of the perfect woman. She has been chameleon like. She had taken on those qualities that would entrance me...and they did. They were her qualities alright... they were genuine alright... but the qualities she had shown me, the conversation we had shared, the time we had spent, had absolutely nothing...not one thing, to do with who she was. And I could not read her..... And that was so very disturbing to me.... Who was this woman I would never see again?
Out of the vapor and into the mist... Some strange fantasy of my perfect woman God put in my life for one night to tease me? I would never know who she was... and I should have. We had been together for about three and a half hours... and I had laid my life bare before her. But she would leave the same stranger she was when she walked in. An enigma... I hated that. I was rocked to my core.
We left the restaurant and I walked her to her car. Made her stop under a dim light post by the parking garage. “Just a second...I have to get you something.”
I ran to my car and came back with a dozen roses. “I wanted you to have these but figured I would wait until after dinner....You know... it’s a guy thing... first date nerves... don’t wanna stand around with a dozen roses waiting for a date... makes you look kinda desperate.”
She smiled deeply and giggled again....then said “Thank you so much.”
I stare back, “Look, I’d like to see you again, but I won’t put you on the spot now and ask you for another date. I’ll call later in the week and if you’re up for it great... if not, no problem...”
“Ok... thanks again, it was a great evening.”
I leaned forward but there would be no kiss. We both knew that. Just a slight hug as a gesture of good will and I saw her to her car. “See you... thanks”, I said...
She waved through the glass and started the engine.
I jumped in my car. Turned the motor over. Three conversations went on that night - Hers and mine, mine with the Lord and mine with me... And the biggest part of me said... Stay away from her...She is way too dangerous for you. You could fall for her. You really, really don’t need that.... Danger! Danger! Danger! I threw the car in reverse, pumped the throttle and popped out of the parking garage... then into low and put the peddle to the floor.... I was filled with adrenaline. And thought. Doesn’t really matter if you do or don’t want to see her again Mike. Let’s see... take a little inventory here... in the course of about an hour you told her you were, in order, divorced twice, deeply involved in the occult, a professional psychic, a drunk, a drug user, depressed, living with a group of people you had to evict for drug use, oh yeah, with a flying phobia and she could probably see I was about thirty pounds overweight... And let’s not leave out completely dressed in black... what’s not to love there? Yep, the Cubs will win the World Series before we see each other again.
I had such a profound wave of sadness at this thought. I was just reaching the highway. Pedal to the floor. CD player – on. Steve Earle cranked up singing Cocaine Cannot Kill My Pain..... I was passing 90.... I was just so sad.....
Three days went by. I called... no one home... Again... same thing. The third time... I left a message. “Hi Mari, this is Mike...I just wanted to say thanks for Sunday, I really enjoyed your company. Love to go out again if you’re up for it... You’ve got my number.... Hope to hear from you. God Bless.”
I buried myself in my work. In Scripture. In church activities. One thing was for sure, lightning would not strike twice. I’d never find such a strange puzzle as the one God had let me peek at that night. I would just stay lonely. So, ummm, how’s that different then the rest of my life? And who cares... because I do have the Lord...
It was the following Saturday morning at 1003. I’ll never forget it. I was on my computer. Killing time.... Wasting time. Killing time until it killed me and my loneliness and isolation in this world gave way to whatever the next has to offer. I was actually working on some graphics for church the following day. The phone rang.... Got to be Alan, (the Pastor) checking on slide status for the service tomorrow.
I pick it up. “Hello” curt and to the point. Don’t bug me Alan. “Hi, Mike?” A voice I did not know... a woman.
“Yes” getting ready to hang up if she tried to sell me steam cleaning for my carpets.
“It’s Mari...”
My heart stopped.... No kidding...it stopped.... I couldn’t breathe. God’s machine was starting its relentless destruction of my being. It was on. I was in. There was no stopping it. Like my car flying down the highway in a despondent rage at life the Sunday before, the G forces from the mechanism of change were pinning me back in my seat.
Chapter Four
The Hearts Pliability
They are...separated from the life of God...due to the hardening of their hearts
I have lost. More than I can describe. In truth, I have never won at anything. I have lost everything in my life more than once. I have lost my most precious personal belongings. I have lost my reputation. I have lost relationships. I have lost all my money. I have lost my self-respect. You name it, I had it and I lost it in some manner or another. I am used to it by now. I had hardened my heart so it didn’t matter to me. I became pessimistic and fatalistic in order to deal with it. As a Christian, early on, I read in the Book that I could never lose the Lord. Well, I believe the Book. Totally. So since that is what it says, that is what I believe. But if it were possible to lose the Lord, I would be the one that could do it. It would have to be a supernatural event for me to keep anything in my life; except possibly my penchant for self- destruction and making bad choices.
Early in my life I was hurt by so many things - I remember each one. But it was the cumulative effect of them all that did the real damage. By the time I was in my twenties I was an emotional basket case. My thirties were even worse. I finally bottomed out at forty-one. Let me pick a few examples from my life, maybe then you can get the flavor of my madness.
The first thing I ever lost that I really cared about was a puppy. My Dad raised dogs... we had over a dozen hounds and German Shepherds too. My Dad and my Mom were constantly in a cold war for control of the house and domination of the family unit. One of the ways that it manifested was through the dogs. We could have them. They would make my Mom’s life miserable just knowing fourteen or so of them were in kennels in the backyard. But the one thing we couldn’t do was have a house dog. No dogs in the house. Part of the battle she fought for control. That rule was hard fast and never challenged until one day in 1962 my Dad brought one of the new beagle puppies into the house. It was sick and would die without personal attention. So it got to come in. We nursed it back to health and it became mine. I named him Rattler, because he was quick and sly as a snake. Over the weeks he learned tricks, was loved and grew in strength and speed.
On a Tuesday in early February of 1962, I came home from school. Ran off the bus like normal and into the house to play with Rattler. He wasn’t there. Oh well, he must be with my Dad in our store – next to the house. My Dad was a mechanic by trade and had a garage with a convenience store right next to the house. I ran over to find my dog. But all I found was my Dad. He was holding a bloody collar in his hand. It was Rattlers.
“The pup ran into the road this morning and got hit. He’s gone.”
He wasn’t dead, he was gone.... But of course I knew what he meant. I looked at my Dad and didn’t miss a lick. “Ok.”
I mean, it wasn’t ok... I was dying inside.... But what could I do? Nothing. And I wouldn’t let my Dad see me cry. By the time I was seven, I was at war with him... I was at war with the world. I was at war with God. No crying. I wouldn’t let them win. I didn’t even want to know what happened. But I found out later that night. I was listening to the family chatter downstairs right after I had gone to bed at 7:30.
My older brother Rob asked my Dad, “So what happened to the pup Dad?”
“Well I was bringing him over to the store with me and I didn’t have him on a lead. He ran out in the street on me before I could catch him and a car hit him. The guy stopped and felt bad, but there was nothing to be done...”
Oh, I get it, I thought. You idiot. You took my dog put him at risk and he died... I get it. You killed him. At least you were responsible for his death. I was filled with rage. And hatred. My heart grew hard.
This wasn’t an isolated incident with me. Until I was in my teens, my Dad and I were strangers, all by my doing. I absolutely hated everything about him. Some of the first real praying I ever did was asking God to kill my Dad. But nothing ever happened. Looked to me like God wasn’t listening to me either. Well, join the club – no one else seemed to be.
I remember another time. It was about a year later. I was bitter in my circumstance. Life was a trial... not fun for me at all. I was confused by everything. The Catholicism that was being ingrained in me seemed to make matters worse. I was doing my list of chores. One evening, while on my way to feed the dogs, I hit my head on a beam in an old barn I had to walk through to get to the kennels. I dropped the food and fell backwards and I was really in pain. I remember looking up to the heavens and with all my might saying in a twisted young voice, “I hate you”. I was talking to God. I meant it. I was so filled with rage; my life seemed so terrible and full of pain. I figured I may as well go right to the top and have it out. So I opened up on Him. But nothing happened. And I let loose a litany of profanity at Him. But nothing happened. It seemed that the Lord was just ignoring me. That made me all the more enraged. I wanted to have it out with Him but He was blowing me off. My heart got harder.
Of course there was the time I lost my self-respect. I was a Freshman in High School. I was with a group of kids. Probably 20 of us. I was way out of my element and uneasy. One of the tougher kids picked up on this and came over to me. He saw a handkerchief sticking out of my coat pocket.
He took it from me and I didn’t challenge him. He blew his nose in it and put it back in my pocket. And I didn’t do anything. Then he taunted me a bit. Still no response. So he slaps me across the face. Hard. Nothing. I just stare blankly into his eyes... I am not even there. I am hollow. And then he is gone. No one can believe what they just saw. I can’t believe it either. My face stings. My heart gets harder.
Then I grew into my teens. I got crazy. Really. I could not drink enough booze. I could not do enough drugs. And in my spare time I was deeply involved in the study of the occult and martial arts. C R A Z Y--- I was gonzo.
By the time I was eighteen, no one pushed me around. By the time I was eighteen most normal people were frightened of me. I was completely unpredictable. When I went off, you didn’t want to be around. I was hanging out with crazy Viet Nam vets that the VA had flushed into the State College Systems on government money. A place to warehouse a generation of kids they’d turned into killers and did not know what to do with. The ones I was hanging around were from the core of the asylum. They were dying like flies. Car wrecks, drugs, booze, whatever.... They were burning up upon reentry into a “normal” life.
I was drinking one Wednesday morning in October of 73, about 10 am. I was 17 years old. There were three of us. We’d been up all night and we were starting our second day of debauchery. I got up to hit the head and on my way, some local from the night shift at the mill zeroed in on me. He said something... I don’t know what it was to this day. But he said something... So I stopped.
“Excuse me sir, I didn’t hear you, the music seems to be a bit loud. Could you repeat that please?” Honky-Tonk Women by the Stones was blaring from the ancient jukebox in the background.
“Sure I will.” he says. “I said f______g college kids... can’t hold a job, can’t find a barber and can’t seem to go to school cause they’re always in here getting drunk, playing music early in the morning and getting in my face.” He glares. He wants a fight. He’ll never forget this one.
“Well you seem pretty out of sorts. I certainly hope you’re not violent. I’d hate to have to fight so early in the morning...” I was baiting him and he went for it.
He telegraphed a right cross like it was coming over the old Trans-Atlantic Cable. He caught me on the chin, but I rolled with it and took a step back. I was standing next to the door to the men’s room. He was standing now too – off the barstool he started from. Waiting for me to come at him. But I didn’t. I just gave him a weird look with unfocused eyes and said, “Was that the best you got? That’s pathetic...watch this!” Then I turned quickly and slammed my head into the door casing as hard as I could. Truth be told, I was trying to slam my head into the hollow core door of the bathroom – but I was drunk and I missed, hitting the wooden door casing. Blood spurted everywhere. I still have the scar under my hairline. I was really dizzy but didn’t waiver an inch. I turned back towards him and then I focused my eyes on him. Hard. “I wasn’t even trying and I did better than you.... Ok.... Let’s fight....”
This guy turned white. Pasty white. Then he just turned and left. He left his burning cigarette in the ashtray, his beer on the bar and his self-respect on the floor in front of me. Fight over. I go into the men’s room, relieve myself, sop up most of the blood and then back into the bar for two more days of merriment. My heart grew harder.
Or sixteen years later. I own a house in Los Angeles. My marriage is terminal. We can’t stand to be in the same state let alone the same house. There is a cold chill in the air. It is late October, 1989. My car is packed with my personal stuff and some clothes. We have divided everything up. I am ready to hit the road. I am off to Texas and a new life. It is early on a Thursday morning. I finish a lousy cup of coffee and Sandy walks into the kitchen.
“I guess it’s time. I’m gonna hit it.”
We have been together nine years and this is it. She can’t say a word for the tears in her eyes. I walk into the garage. She follows. I climb into the car. Window down, I look up. She is standing there with this really strange look on her face like “What happened to get to this?” But she can’t speak it for fear I will not leave. But no force on this earth is going to stop me from leaving. She wants me gone more than I want to go–and I want to go with all the life force in me.... This is irresistible force and cannot be denied. The explosion of nine years of compressed dark matter.
I look at her...I see a dead child that I blame her for. I see a callous, shallow, judgmental great looking blonde. I see a sex toy gone awry. I see the grey pallor of her heart. I see the anger in her soul. Anger focused like a laser on me. I see the lies of betrayal in her. I see broken promises.
She sees whatever she sees... but I know none of it is good. Mostly, as I prepare to drive out of her life, she sees personal failure. Her personal failure... and that tortures her. She would rather live her life in misery than admit that she could not do something.
One thing she could never do. She could never bring back that dead child she had chopped out of her and thrown away in that butcher shop of a “woman’s clinic” in Omaha. And that is in my throat.... But I do not have it in me to talk about it. I don’t have it in me to express it for fear I will relive it. Or God will overhear and find out about it. But He already knows. So do I. So does Sandy.
Well, I say the only thing I know to say...”When you think of all this in the future, remember we had some good times too...”
“I know... take care, I’ll always love you” she says with tears.
I pull out and look in the rear view mirror. She is starting to clean the garage. She is clinging to a compulsion for the familiar. I drop the sports car into second and accelerate into my new life.... And my hard heart gets harder.
Fast forward, April 16, 1998. I have just taken back my house by court order. I have been out of it six months. I have been a Christian for eight months. I am involved in a slice of hell. A common law marriage and a terrible divorce with a mentally ill and evil woman. And that is no exaggeration. She has just been evicted and this is the first time I have been back in my home in six months - Since she assaulted me. Since I was compelled to leave for my own safety.
I walk into the place. It’s empty. Nothing. Everything is gone. Everything that I own is gone. There are piles of debris and meaningless items – smashed fake Christmas Trees, books thrown over a floor, dirty laundry, and trash. The day before the eviction she has backed a truck up to the house and loaded it with everything from the house. My yearbooks, my family photo albums, personal mementos, financial records, my Air Force uniforms, my furniture, my china, my life... it is all gone. She has wrecked the house. Fixtures are torn from the walls. There are human feces in several areas. There are rats. There are gashes in the floor and some of the walls. There are unknown chemicals sprayed about the bathroom floors to deface the tile. And there is a mortgage that I am responsible for. I am standing in the middle of the living room... but it, like my emotions, are dead. This house is dead. My life is gone. The demons from my past scream for revenge. Had I not been a Christian there would have been a reckoning. But I was a
Christian. And I did go to the Lord for solace. With all of my hard heart.
I talked with Him. Lord... I’ve lost everything.... She has done so much evil to me. You know this isn’t right. And I can’t do anything. Why Lord? Only silence. Silence. The silence of my youth. But not like my youth to me. I had learned. God’s silence is my opportunity for inspection and reflection. I saw my hard heart. I knew only He could change it. But it hurt so badly.
I started, once again, to pick up the pieces of my life. But this time, I had the Lord with me. About two weeks later I was finishing up a book in the Old Testament. It was about the Babylonian captivity. As I was quietly lying in bed, ready for sleep, God spoke to me in the darkness. He spoke to me in my spirit. “You see Michael, I have been through what you’ve been through. My house was defiled and sacked.
My goods were stolen and brought to Babylon. If I can go through it, why can’t you?” And this was said in such a loving, tender and compassionate way; I started to weep in the darkness. I fell asleep. My heart started to soften.
And now, it is a year later. I am on the phone with Mari.
“Hi, Mari, I didn’t recognize your voice. It’s great to hear from you.... How are you?” But I was really thinking, why in the world is she calling me up?
“Oh goodness, I’m just great thanks... been really busy...”
And with that we chatted informally for about ten minutes. It wasn’t really going anywhere. I couldn’t figure out why we were on the phone. So finally I cut to the chase.
“Say, would you like to get together for a bite to eat?”
“Well, let me check my day planner... just a sec” and there is a rustle of leather and paper and who knows what else on the other end of the line. “How about a week from next Thursday?”
She has got to be kidding. A week from next Thursday? Nobody plans out things two weeks in advance, unless they are flying away for the weekend or something like that. Ok, I’ll bite, what’s the angle here? “Well, sure. I think I can make it a week from next Thursday.” And I’m thinking, what about 3 months and 2 days from Friday night? This is the weirdest date planning I have ever been in on. But there it is. The date is set. We chat a bit more and hang up. I am puzzled and actually kind of bewildered. This girl is a strange agent. Hmmmm. But I like her. A lot. So I wait.
Second dates are pivotal. She is not sure if I am a stalker or not so we still have to meet some place public. We meet at a little outdoor place close to her apartment. I am there early again. She’s a little late and I see her step from her car.
She is as beautiful as I remembered. Which is no small trick. My heart leaps.... But my heart is still hard. I expect to get slam dunked by her. Actually, I have no idea why we are on this date at all. But, like the first, I am determined to enjoy it. Plus, I know one thing for sure...pretty much anything I say won’t surprise her.
We get something to munch on, and some coffee, and then sit out on the patio. After about twenty minutes I hear, “Mari... what are you doing here?”
She jumps up with a huge smile and says, “My lands, I didn’t expect to see you two here.... Doing the coffee bar thing are you?”
She introduces me to this couple and their child. They apparently are old friends. They chat for 10 minutes or so and then we are alone again. I start thinking, I better get used to that... she probably knows everyone in Atlanta. I had no idea how right I was. You see, Mari is a firefly. She lights the air with a sparkle, but she is a wisp. You don’t want to miss her, so you concentrate. When she walks into a room, everyone in that room is drawn to her. Not because she is trying to attract attention. She doesn’t have to try. There is an invisible force in her that draws you in... man or woman... to find out who she is. But my opinion at that time was that you could never really know her. I was more convinced of that with every passing second. That was the hook for me. Because, up until I met her, I was the only one I ever knew that you could never really know.
Well, if we are going to stay strangers, ok. But I am going to know if we are on the same page spiritually. We started talking. About God, Christ, the Spirit and our walks. It got intense.
Mari gestured over the top of the table we were sitting at. “For me, Christianity is a huge playing field. We are challenged by it all the time and we can only learn a small piece of it at any given Moment. So you can’t be too hard on yourself. You need to be committed and careful in your walk, but we all fail at times. That is the lesson we learn. The Lord teaches us through that.”
And Mari taught me. She and I were on the same page alright. Except she new the intent of the passages and I knew the words. To me, all the words were in bold print and meant exactly what they said. To her, all the words meant what they said, but they were given as a gift from God....not an ultimatum. She taught me a lot. We talked another hour or so. A cool night in early September. I had no idea why were there together. But I did know I wanted to see her again.
I walked her to her car. “Mari, what would you think of going to the Symphony sometime?”
“Wow, that sounds like a lot of fun.... When? I think I’m free next Thursday... let me check....” The day planner flips open and her finger meticulously glides through it. “Yep, do they play on Thursday?”
“Well, I’ll make sure they do for you.” She giggled.... She is in her car. “I’ll call to confirm” I say hurriedly.
She nods, smiles, waves and is gone like quicksilver. I am left there with the distinct impression that I was on a date that did not really happen. Where is the evidence of it? Nowhere to be found. Into my car for the ride home. Well, I’d like to date her but that has just got to be trouble. She would probably crush me.
I was a dedicated Christian, but I had no idea that my heart was still shut off from the world. It never occurred to me that Mari Arden could have any positive effect on it. I was worried that she would destroy whatever was left of it. But I wanted to be with her. I had been entranced, and despite my mountain of cynicism, I wanted to take the chance to get to know her. My heart softened imperceptibly.
The Lord was fueling the machine.
Chapter Five
Kissing Nuns
Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on...desire
Well, I was more comfortable calling her now. I knew we weren’t “dating”, but I also knew we could see each other. We could talk. We could be together when it suited her. I really liked being around her. I didn’t have a clue as to what she felt. Or why....
Her schedule was packed for most of the month. We talked on the phone a few times. Still no read on her. She seemed to like me, like talking to me.... But getting her to go out was a marathon task. The Thursday we were supposed to go to the Symphony fell through. They weren’t playing. They started the following week. And of course, Mari had that week booked. So it was down to talking on the phone. I started getting good at it. To my surprise, quite unexpectedly, the last weekend in September opened up. She had a Saturday free if the Symphony was playing. And it was! I had myself another date with Ms. Arden. Not only that, but wonder of wonders, I would get to pick her up at her apartment. Things were looking up.
This is my third date with Mari in six weeks. I resolved to make it the best yet. Roses, dressed up, dinner, the Symphony.... This would be a night to remember for the both of us. Who knows?
I remember a lot of dates over the years. Typically, they were strange emotional experiences for me. I remembered the texture of each one. My first kiss occurred in October of 1970. I was a sophomore in High School. I asked this senior out. Her name was Katey and she had a penchant for very short mini skirts. I had no idea what I was getting into. On our first date, I brought her to a college film festival. We sat though four hours, in German, of Leni Reifthensal’s “Triumph of the Will”. This was a documentary of the 1934 Nuremberg rallies held by the Nazis. I was enthralled. Katey was incredulous, but she sat through the whole thing, mini skirt and all. At 10 pm we stop for pizza and chat – about nothing - like high school kids do. I wanted to discuss the early history of the Nazi party. She wanted to discuss poetry. I slammed the pizza quickly and walked her home. It’s 11 PM. She invites me in and we sit on her couch. Next thing I know, I am in a lip lock extraordinaire. She was all over me and I was freaked out. I’m not that kind of boy. I just got out of a Seminary. I am a Catholic, kind of. Stop before I get an erection. Oh no... too late.... I pry myself away at 11:10 making an excuse about needing to study – it was a Friday night... and I walk a mile in the cold to get a taxi home... I didn’t know what happened, but that couldn’t have been the way it was supposed to be. But, come to think of it, I didn’t really know how it was supposed to be. Hadn’t really thought about. I wonder how the Nazi’s handled this kind of thing. And I faded into the dark New Hampshire night.
By the time I was twenty I knew a lot more about it. I had a crush on this tall blonde. Thelma was everything I ever wanted in a woman, and then some. Problem was, Thelma “liked” me. That meant we could hang around together but I couldn’t touch her. Worse yet, I had to watch all these other guys go after her. On more then one occasion, I had to watch her date other guys and that killed me.
In April of 76, a bunch of us are out in the woods on top of some cliffs, overlooking the town we lived in. We had driven a four wheeler up there. Everyone was very intoxicated. Thelma had taken some Percodan earlier in the evening - kind of like an after dinner mint or two. Of course, she chased that with about six White Russians, so she was blotto. I was too. You have to remember, getting loaded was my natural state at the time. I was gone pretty much the entire time from 72 to 78. So when I was really high, I acted pretty much like I was in control. It was only when I was in withdrawal that I became really unstable. This night was just a normal night for me. But Thelma was way past normal. She was wasted with a capital W. She fell off some rocks and rolled about 10 feet before I was able to catch up with her and stop her from flying over the cliffs. I stood her up....
One of the reasons Thelma got so twisted is that she was in the process of breaking up with someone and she was in pain. Of course, that seemed to happen to her a lot. So, there I was to pick up the pieces. I pick her off the ground.
She is covered in dirt and pine needles and smells like a White Russian factory. She looks into my eyes and I can see hers are crossed. Then she grabs my head and lets me have one.... A big ole smack right on the lips. I had dreamed about that moment from the minute I’d met her. And here it was happening.
It was hollow. She was loaded, didn’t really know who I was, nor did she care.... She was in pain and out of control. I gently pulled back and carried her back up the rocks to the Bronco and strapped her in the seat. So much for the dance of romance.
I retreated from women in the 70’s. Everyone else was having an orgy of sexual indulgence. I was not interested. I had been filled with ideas of romance and purity in my youth. I knew I wasn’t pure at this point. I had a very brief affair at 18, mostly to say I did. After that, I really didn’t see the point. The moment I lost my virginity, I remember thinking to myself, “huh – so this is it. I don’t see what all the fuss is about.”
That was the truth. I didn’t. It was overly complicated to have the necessary relationships that led to sex... at least it was for me. The actual physical act was pretty mechanical...or so it seemed at the time. And was pretty fleeting. Nope. Give me alcohol any day of the week. Easier to get. Feels better. Lasts longer. Don’t need any goofy conversations and don’t need to buy anybody any flowers.... That was the bottom line. I wanted the romance and the perfect girl. I had always believed she existed. But I couldn’t find her. She wasn’t anywhere I was hanging out, that’s for sure.
As I prepared for this third date with Mari, I was full of anticipation. I knew it would be fun. But I wanted more than that. I wanted this to go somewhere. I found myself thinking about this woman a lot. And sometimes I found myself trying to disconnect. She was playing games with me. Why would that be? Well, if she wasn’t why would she only see me ever 2 weeks or so. Nope, something isn’t right here. If she isn’t interested why is she talking to me at all? If she is interested, why doesn’t she want to spend time with me? This enigma was infuriating to me. Perhaps she was in the middle of breaking up with someone and is kind of holding me in reserve as a fail safe date. That had happened to me more than once. Yeah, that seems pretty likely. Ahh, who cares? I am going to pick her up, bring her out and have fun.
It is a crisp Saturday night in late September 1999. Actually still afternoon. I am picking Mari up at five so we can eat dinner before the Symphony. I find her apartments. She had been telling me about the great view she had during our phone conversations. When I got there, I saw that she wasn’t exaggerating. You could see the entire city of Atlanta from her hilltop apartment. It was breathtaking. And the air was crackling, with sounds of leaves breaking and the promise of a harsh north wind in the air. I knocked on the door. Seconds pass. It opens. There is Mari.
I was at a party once and some guy took a dislike to me. Don’t know why, but can’t say that I blame him. For whatever reason, he sucker punched me in the gut. Came out of nowhere and I wasn’t ready for it. I couldn’t breath. I dropped to one knee. He intended to do more until he noticed that I had produced a large knife and leveled it about two inches from his genitals. He ended up apologizing. But I never forgot the sensation of taking that unexpected shot and having to react when I was functionally paralyzed. When I saw Mari Arden standing there in that doorway, I had the exact same feeling as when that clown sucker punched me. I didn’t drop to my knee; I pushed a dozen roses in her face instead of a large knife, but I had the exact same sensation in my being.
She was stunning. This woman seemed to get more beautiful every time I saw her. It was getting scary to me at this point. She stood in front of me with perfect teeth in a big smile, thanking me for the flowers. She was tall and in heels that made her taller. She was wearing a long black evening dress, formal, black hose with exactly the right jewelry and every hair was exactly in the right spot. And I’m not even bringing up being lost in the pools of her brown eyes.
Oh, I don’t like this a bit. This is like one of those old Twilight Zone episodes. I am dating the physically perfect woman, with a great personality that seems loving and caring... and with a good sense of humor. Oh, demon! demon! I do not trust this reality.
“Hi Mike, thank you so much... they’re beautiful... you didn’t need to do that.”
“Uh... ok...uhhhm no problem. I really wanted to....Umm— nice apartment.” I sounded like a mental patient. I had to focus. Get my head clear. Think of something else. Ok, Ok.... let’s see... nuns. Yeah, that’s it... nuns! There was Sister Carmeline, and Sister Joesiphine, and Sister Fides, and look at Mari’s ankles the way they go into that heel with the hint of those clinging nylons.....No! NO! don’t do it... there was Sister Casimere, and Sister Leona, and Sister Clarence....look at the way her hair flips over her forehead... those bangs....AHHH – STOP... there was Sister Dorethea.
Mari is talking and I am trying to respond. But she has unknowingly produced a bizarre psycho sexual meltdown where my libido is superheating and the imagery of the nuns is just confusing the whole thing.... Hey while I’m at it, maybe I should include some midgets with chains... STOP IT!.... Just don’t look at her for now.... Get her into the car and get to the restaurant. And that is what I proceeded to do.
We chatted. We always chatted. All the way downtown. Driving helped me recover my senses. It seemed no matter what we talked about, there was some mutual identification there. We were early enough to go for a nice dinner at a restaurant close to the Symphony Hall. Now this place is good, but it is staffed with gay waiters. Don’t know why...but that is no exaggeration. Every waiter in the place is a gay guy. A little slice of San Francisco in the Atlanta arts district.
We are ordering, get our first appetizers, and I notice Mari is being awkwardly polite to the waiter.
“Mari, do you know this guy?” “Oh no... why do you think that?” “Well why are you doting on him when he is serving us?”
In a whisper, she looks with gentle concern into my eyes... “Well, this sounds terrible...but I didn’t want to get him mad. I was thinking he might spit in our food or something. Isn’t that terrible?”
This struck me as the funniest image I could ever imagine. Some tall black gay waiter in the kitchen with our stuffed mushrooms spitting into them chirping to his gay peers, “Well, I’ll show those nasty sanctimonious Christian heterosexuals a thing or two.... Thhapp..pphht.... there you go honey... gay spit in your appetizer....take that!”
I tried not to laugh but I couldn’t help but have a smile ear to ear. “Mari, I know that there is a great deal to worry about in this world... but him spitting in our food should be low on the worry priority list.” Then I described my mental image to her... and we both broke up. Except, as we started eating, I started thinking about the guy spitting in our food. Then I started being overly nice. Tipped him well too. Ah well, his lucky day... two deranged Christians on a big night out.
We walked to the Symphony. We entered. Into the balcony. I took her hand as we navigated up and down the stairs. We had ten or so minutes to spare. Mari started talking about people in her life and her apartment and her job. Then she told me about a really good friend. I could see a spark in her eye. I knew this was something special, but I didn’t know what.
“And then there is my friend Bruce. He’s like my brother. We’ve known each other forever. We do Bible studies together. He’s such a dear. I told him about you as a matter of fact. He lives in the bottom row of apartments from me. He’s so great!”
Mari had talked about a lot of people in her life that night. But it wasn’t until she mentioned Bruce that I saw a flicker of something. I didn’t know what it was. I wasn’t threatened by it... but he was more than a passing person in her life. I took mental note of it. Filed it. The lights dimmed. The Symphony began.
It was great. One of the biggest reasons I love the Symphony is because I don’t know what to expect. I know every note Jimi Hendrix or Jimmy Page ever played. Sequences, tones. But I am lost in the classics. So for me, it is like discovering music all over again. And this night, I get to do it with Mari Arden, someone I may never really know but will always really want to.
It’s over before it begins. As is the night. We drive home. We chat and laugh and recall some of the evening’s highlights. And we are at her door. She unlocks it, turns in the doorway and says, “Thank you so much for a wonderful evening.” I could see from her eyes that she meant it. I lean forward, she leans forward, we embrace...and her head snaps left.... quick hug again.... And then it is over. The door shuts softly and I am in my car, driving out of the parking lot wondering what happened. Again.
Well given our track record so far, if I got to see her again, it would be sometime in late October. I just wondered what year. I was now on the highway and speeding excessively......95 mph.... I’ve got Lou Reed blaring on the CD.... I feel like I am being torn apart. The Lord is showing me someone that is perfect for Christian dating. Then why am I at wits end? Why am I so confused? Why are the demons of my past attacking me so viciously whenever I finish a date with this girl? For that matter, whenever I get off the phone with her. I don’t get it God. But the music is too loud and car is going too fast for me to talk with the Lord. I am talking to myself. And some of the old demons that were still trying their level best to haunt me. My emotions were in a meat grinder. My emotions were in the heart of the mechanism.
Chapter Six
Heat Treat
...He who sins sexually sins against his own body.
You may think that this “machine idea” is a cute literary utility, kind of interesting, but not the absolute truth. Actually, you probably think it’s absurd. This is just a collection of sentences, turning into paragraphs and chapters that are then organized in some fashion to create a book. A novel idea, but fact or fiction, it is still just a literary work. Nope. And double nope. This is the machine. And this part of the machine is the Heat Treatment Room. This is where I describe things that are uncomfortable for most Christians to talk about. Sex. The human side of sex. This is not meant to be titillating or voyeuristic. With the Lords’ help, I am constructing a delicate part of His machine. For Him. This is one of the central truths of Christianity for me. In a way it is part of its worldly essence. The truth is hard sometimes – especially when it shines on our dark side. But remember some words from the Word, “You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free.” Time to enter the blast furnace. Time to get uncomfortable.
I worked in a mill. It was terrible. It was an intricate part of my life for a long time. For at least six years. This mill made machine tools. It made machines that made machines. It made the employees machines. Flesh extensions of the steel masters. I had a lot of jobs in the mill. One of them was “expediter” also called “trucker”. The plant was acres and acres of factory. Each department made stuff. That steel and wire stuff had to get moved to other departments to be molded, milled, poked, stamped, punched and dozens of other things to make it suitable for a piece on the final master machine it was destined to serve. In a way, the mill was its own little universe, giving birth to these mighty machine tools. The components of the machines were crafted individually like God makes your pancreas or gall bladder. He does His work simultaneously...manufacture and assembly in the same process. We were not God. We were the mill. We had to make out creations in a linear and flowing fashion. And we had to segment the process of manufacture and assembly before we could give birth. But give birth we did. Each department had a number. Department 34 – Large Assembly. Department 37 – Steel Room. Dept 22 – Fine Tooling. Department 45 - Shipping. The whole factory was interwoven with a loud PA system. They used it for a variety of reasons...and one of those reasons was to call the truckers to their various urgent duties.
“Trucker...Two Two... Trucker Two Two...” “Trucker Thirty Seven.” “Trucker – Receiving... “ The ringing instructions were like the electrical impulses that jump between the synapses in the brain just before it commands a finger to move; Except in this case, it was the central nervous system of the mill urging response from its muscles; its movers – its legs... the truckers.
Deep in the heart of the mill there was a special place. The bowels of the mills body. Heat Treatment. Truckers didn’t like to go there. It was a rugged and difficult place. No one liked to go there. It was a small portion of Hell put on this earth for a purpose. Rows of blast furnaces and dippers and machines belching fire and chemicals. Workers dressed in other worldly asbestos clothes... dressed like cursed grooms for their demanding and burning wife. Flames were everywhere...coming out of unexpected crevices. Chains hung from the rafters for no readily apparent reason. Rows and rows of metal bars and strange metal pieces were processed there. The heat made them hard. Tempered them to last. It did the same for the men that worked there. They were all hard. Each one had his own peculiar scars. Inflicted by their temperamental mistress. No one worked in Heat Treatment for a short time. Each one had a life sentence. It took years to learn the craft. It took time to learn to survive. It made them different. It made them stronger. Like the metal they nurtured.
I knew all of the guys there. I knew everyone in the mill, but I made it a point to know the Heat Treat crew. They were like me... on the edge... in their own way. Many the morning in my youth, I would come in stoned to work, climb on my electric truck with my coffee and drive over to Heat Treat to watch the fire and the pieces being forged; To smell the burning metal. Sometimes I thought I was watching my future. I was the metal, being harshly thrown to the fire gods to be tormented. Then rising stronger for a hard purpose.
I was right. I was raised hard. I was hard. With no soft core. My core was sensitive when I was a child. It was damaged by the world. There was no one to blame, it was the circumstance of my life. No matter how damaged I was, it never compared to the trauma others have suffered. But each of us in this world is a unique case. That is precisely why each one of us is so precious to the heart of God. We are all His unique piece, crafted in the fire of the physical.... This world is the Heat Treat Room. We are purified in it through the withering fire of life, that we may emerge so much stronger in the spirit when it is time to exist in the eternal state of praise in the Presence. His presence.
Before I was a Christian I could not see the process. The world was hard, and so was I. That was the natural selection of my personal life. Being hard to people and emotionless was the fiber that bound me together. How can you be hurt if you do not feel it? Sure, maybe in the physical... but the strategy there was to hurt first and hurt hard. Get a reputation for it so that no one wants first hand knowledge of just how you got the reputation in the first place.
When the point comes in your life to mature, and you have not developed the tools... well in my case, I just got harder. I had already mentioned my approach to sex. Sex was a mechanical process to me because there was no intimate connection. No emotional process. Emotions were my enemies. I wanted to be a Vulcan, only with a sense of humor and maybe a bit more violent. I had been hardened in the Heat Treatment of my youth. Lest you think I am the only one that this happened to, let me introduce you to a friend of mine. Actually, Bob Rister is my best friend.
Bob and I are still good friends. I go see him every time I am in New Hampshire. In our youth, we used to get drunk together. Bob was much more conservative than I. He was fragile physically, but he made up for it by being the hardest of the hard hearted. That is one of the reasons we were close. We were outcast together. Bob is also very gifted. A brilliant man with no heart. He was the only guy I ever met in my life that was more repressed sexually than me.
When we got together I always got wasted... Sometimes he did, but most of the time not. He couldn’t handle booze physically and he never did drugs. He just liked to smoke pipe after pipe full of rot gut tobacco. We sat together for hours and talked about everything.... from a nihilistic point of view.
One evening in 1976 we were sitting on my front porch. It was about midnight. I was finishing up a case of beer. I think Bob had about two bottles. I had about twenty by then. We had started around 5 PM. Had some music playing in the background and we were talking our lives away.
“If you could meet one person in history, who would that be?”
“That’s easy” Bob chirped, “Lenin. He affected more people than anyone in history. He was the prototype for the world as we know it today. A titan of a man. What about you?”
“Lenin? With all the great men of history, and women, you want to meet some two bit revolutionary... I mean, in that case go to the source. Marx.”
“Marx was an ideologue – and idea man... Lenin was the idea in action. Besides, who would you choose that is better?”
“Well, probably Jesus Christ. I mean he affected more people than Lenin. Plus, wouldn’t you be a wee bit curious to meet God made man?"”
“Oh, well I didn’t know we could include fictional characters. Ok, Ok, I’ll change to Santa Clause. Look you dumb bas___d, Lenin did shape the world more that Christ and there is no comparison....”
Bob ranted on. That’s what I like about him. He will say the most preposterous thing. He doesn’t believe it himself. His goal is to make you believe it. In that, you bend to his intellect, and usually look foolish. It was a game we played so often back then. Whenever Bob called me a dumb bas___d, I knew he was wearing out and getting ready to call it a day. And I always had an ace in the hole with him to send him over the edge. Sex. As I said, Bob was puritanical. He made the Pope look like Hugh Hefner. A virgin of virgins. He could not even entertain the possibility of having sex. He hated people, and himself so much – or at least thought he did - that he never had a prayer of getting a girlfriend. So whenever I really wanted to needle him, which was usually at the end of an all night drinking session, I would jump on him about sex. Typically after he started swearing at me.
“Bob, you know, if you would just loosen up and get laid, you wouldn’t have to drone on and on about politics. Politics are essentially unimportant. Sex is not. It’s fun. Have you ever had any fun in your life? I mean let alone sex...”
“Yeah, I shared an ice cream cone with a midget once at the Cheshire Fair. That was fun.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/13887 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!