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Everything we shut our eyes to,
everything we run away from, everything we deny, denigrate or
despise, serves to defeat us in the end. What seems nasty, painful,
or evil can become a source of beauty, joy and strength if faced
with an open mind.

—Henry Miller

True evil has a face you know and a
voice you trust.

—Anonymous
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Foreword

I could get discouraged because I’ve
been in therapy for over 20 years but I choose not to look at it
that way. Sex abuse is part of who I am. I can’t change that part
of me any more than I can change the color of my eyes. To deny it
gives it power over me. I’ll never be “cured” of sex abuse. It
happened. Now I deal with it. I will not be my family’s history.
The cycle stops this time around. I’ve heard that when you heal a
wound this big, you heal seven generations back and seven
generations forward. That’s a pretty powerful legacy. I see therapy
as the greatest quest I’ve ever been on. It’s an adventure into my
deepest being. Therapy is as important to my daily survival as
food, exercise, or breathing is. In therapy I have also found what
I have been and what I still am afraid of.

I’m afraid of losing control. I’ve
prided myself on being easy going and adaptable. I’m not. I’ve
tried to control everything and everyone around me. There’s no way
I’m giving up control without running for my life. I’m afraid that
someone might see who I really am and find me lacking. I’m afraid
that people won’t want to stick around if they know who I truly am.
I’m afraid to trust. I want to on a superficial level and at times
have trusted too fast with people who are untrustworthy. Deep down
I have a basic suspicion of people and their motives. I still have
fear around women. It’s tough to get over the pain of loss of the
intense connection that any child has with his or her
mother.

When that love comes with pain and
abandonment, it’s probably one of the worst things a mother can do
to her child. It’s made it very difficult for me to understand
unconditional love and compassion. It’s made me suspicious of what
women truly want from me. In the past it hasn’t been long before I
started to feel suffocated when I’ve found myself in what I thought
was a “normal or traditional” relationship. I stopped doing that
when I got some very insightful advice from a wise friend. She
said, “If you have to filter to make someone feel safe, you can’t
have intimacy.” When I have to hide who I’ve been or what I’ve done
to make sure it doesn’t make someone feel uncomfortable, there’s no
way we can have intimacy with each other.

In relationships where I’ve been afraid
to share who I am, all of me, I start to drown. I’ve spent an
inordinate amount of time looking for my mother’s approval through
the women I’ve dated. I’ve chosen women with the same dynamics as
her even down to the physical characteristics she had. They have
brown hair, light eyes, and small-minded judgments about the world
and me. Those are the most suffocating relationships because they
make me hide. I can’t be honest about who I am.

I finally figured out that the
relationships that matter are with people who accept all of me. The
relationships in which I am free to be me are the ones I want.
Those are the ones where I breathe easiest. In the past, every
relationship has been a constant and painful internal battle for me
because I feel so alone and scarred. I’m afraid of being alone with
my own thoughts. I’ve used a bottle of alcohol to keep me company.
It doesn’t work. The people I know who love and respect me asked me
why if they respected me so much, I didn’t do the same for myself.
They told me they were sticking around and asked me why I wasn’t
willing to stick around for myself. I am worth sticking around for
and that includes me. I do matter. I don’t like being alone but
being with someone in an emotionally intimate relationship can be
just as frightening. I’m afraid of being rejected for the choices
I’ve made in the past regarding sex partners. I find myself in an
interesting situation in my workplace.

When my third wife and I separated,
hetero sex wasn’t working for me so I thought that it might be
because I was suppressing being gay. I decided I was going to try
that lifestyle. I’ve used sexual ambiguity to stay away from who I
really want to be because of my fear of women. It’s kept me
emotionally charged and doubting myself. I confided in some of the
male flight attendants I worked with. I experimented with a couple
of them not thinking about how it might look or what it might do to
my work reputation. They immediately started spreading untrue
vicious rumors about me.

Now I’m paying for it. I lost a
relationship with a female flight attendant because she heard the
rumors about my past behavior and decided not to ask me about them
first and hear the whole story. It hurt when she disappeared from
my life without a word. Some women I dated post marriage and
divorce decided they couldn’t risk a relationship with me. When
I’ve been honest I’ve been told by them that they not only have to
worry about me breaking up with them for another woman, they have
to worry about me breaking up with them for another man. I only
have myself to blame. I cringe when I hear these things knowing
that some of my behavior has opened the door to give people who are
small and petty something to talk about. In the absence of
information people will make up whatever they want
anyway.

I’ve been called bisexual. I’ve called
myself bisexual. Am I bisexual or just open to those kinds of
experiences? I don’t want to be in a relationship with a man. Sex
with men has been fun. That’s where it ends. I want to be with a
woman long term. I don’t go looking for those experiences. I don’t
have desires for those experiences. Everyone is suspicious of
bisexual men. Gay men think bi’s are just waiting to fully come out
of the closet. Women are afraid that they will lose their bi men to
another man. It’s not about the sex anyway. It’s about having a
fully committed monogamous relationship regardless of who you’ve
been with in the past or who you are with now.

Most men are afraid to admit that they
may have any kind of sexual attraction for another man. I have it
on good information from a friend who is a captain at the airline I
work for who is also a lesbian that she has had more than one man
admit to her they are sexually confused or ambiguous. There are
plenty of self-proclaimed married bisexual men with ads on
“Craigslist” wanting a quickie somewhere in a park. Wouldn’t it be
safer if everyone could be upfront and honest about these kinds of
issues and where some of that sexual ambiguity might be coming
from? There are plenty of women who enjoy watching men have sex
with each other. Why don’t we have an open and honest discussion
about it and bring it out into the light?

I’m afraid that I will not be a good
enough father this time around. I know regrets are a waste of time
but I truly regret the decision to allow my son to be adopted by
his stepfather. I want to apologize to my son for not stepping up
to the plate for him. I want to apologize for not being a better
man and father to him. I ask his forgiveness. I ask his mother for
forgiveness too; for not being a better father to him when I had
the chance. I left her to raise him alone while a full time college
student. I could have helped out much more than I did even if I
knew we couldn’t be together. It was my arrogance; anger and pride
that kept me from helping her raise our son together as a team. I’m
still wary of the fear I might feel by being asked to commit even
though there’s nothing more that I desire. I’m afraid that I will
never get healed enough to have a deeply committed caring
relationship with someone, that I’m forever flawed and “damaged
goods.”

I watch couples walk through the
airport with their families in tow and it makes me ache. At the
same time I still don’t know how to do it. I don’t know how to be
with someone long term. I’ve always been a hit and run kind of guy
unless I was married and even then I had an exit plan. So how do I
get from here to there? It’s the wall that I have to find my way
over or around to get to that place where I find peace and
contentment with me. I’m afraid that I won’t be able to keep up the
good guy façade. I’m afraid that when someone sees who I really am
that they will reject me and run away. I’m afraid that I’ll be
rejected for my past confusions and I won’t be able to speak
honestly and frankly about how I’m feeling sexually. I’m afraid
that I’ll get bored and hurt someone else. I’m tired of hurting
people. I start out strong then can’t hang for the long term. I’m
afraid of the future with someone. I’m afraid the day to day tedium
of being married might be too boring to bear. I know all the words
and the phrases that a woman wants to hear.

I get caught up in the chase and then I
find myself in another situation I really don’t want to be in
because of my fear. I retreat, and then I get tired of being alone
so I go out in the world again to see if I can get it right this
time. I think I’ll stay in therapy. I wear my scars proudly now
instead of trying to hide them in shame. They are the scars from
skirmishes fought for my soul and won. They tell my truths. I take
responsibility for them. I respect the man who has walked that
long, lonely road to this point and survived. I respect even more
the boy who survived the worst that parents could do to a son. I
will struggle. I am human. I will make mistakes but I will move
forward. I am not ashamed anymore. It’s not about color, zip code
or position. It’s about the truth. I’ve been rejected outright and
embraced warmly and wholeheartedly for my truths.

Interestingly enough this former
southern white racist has found overwhelming acceptance for my
story from a group I would never expect it from; black women. I’ve
been adopted outright by a rather large Jamaican family. Another
black woman, Candice, owns a successful coffee shop next to the
hotel we stay in while on layovers in Los Angeles. I’ve become
friends with her over the last couple of years and we will sit and
chat about any and all subjects. For as young as she is, she is one
of the wisest women I’ve ever met. Candice is a mix of southern
black and Swede. She’s got very dark skin and an interesting set of
expressive grey eyes. Her mother was from North Carolina and her
father was from Sweden. Her parents had to flee to Sweden because
of the death threats they got here due to their interracial
marriage. When Candice finally made it back to the US, she was
abused by her uncle and then her friend’s uncles. I asked her why
she thought black women understood my story so well. She didn’t
pause for a second but looked at me and said, “We know what it
feels like because we’ve been beaten and raped for over three
hundred years in this country.” That statement hit me between the
eyes.

Because of our conversations and this
story, Candice has decided not hide anymore from herself and has
gone more deeply into her own healing process. In therapy I’ve
found my voice. I’ve found the courage and the words to speak for
that little boy who didn’t have a champion, who didn’t have a
defender. My tears flow freely as I write this for that little boy.
It’s about time he had someone who can articulate what happened to
him and what it did to his innocence, trust and self esteem. I’ve
heard incredible stories during the writing of this story and my
years of therapy. I heard about Elaine, an abused homeless girl who
cut her body so she could feel. Elaine works with the homeless to
give them hope and purpose now. I met Amy, a former drug addict and
stripper violently raped who lost her little girl because of the
choices she made to mask the aftermath and pain of that experience.
Amy decided to start dealing with her life instead of running and
began making different choices. She cleaned herself up and fought
to get her little girl back. Today she lives with her daughter
again. I met Brad, a man raped and sodomized as a boy multiple
times by farmhands in Nebraska. Brad made the unconscious decision
to cope with those experiences by splitting his personality into
multiples.

Brad told me he and his therapist
counted around 15 separate and distinct personalities. Brad is a
loving devoted father who has raised two children who know that he
loves and supports them and who love and support him back in his
journey. Brad is working on reconnecting himself. He struggles but
endures. I met Rachael. Rachael was raped when she was 12 and was
then forced to have sex with her brother as the babysitter watched.
Rachael is a wonderful mom, beautiful woman and very capable flight
attendant raising two well adjusted kids with her mother’s help.
There are millions of stories like this around the world. This is
for the Elaine’s, Amy’s, Brad’s, Rachael’s, Candice’s and all those
others who have never had anyone speak for them. May I honor them
in the way they truly deserve it. I’m privileged to know people who
are more strong and fierce than any fighter pilot I’ve ever
met.

They are the ones who move the world
forward, who make a difference and who really matter. I would
re-experience what I’ve endured to be at this place so I can give
them their rightful voice. These people don’t leave big footprints
in the sands of time. They don’t leave sports records or billions
of dollars in the bank. They affect the people around them in quiet
ways that is so much more powerful because they step outside who
they have been, what their pasts are and they have endured. They
are the bravest people on the planet. They put their personal
demons aside, their pain and they move forward changing themselves
through their healing and the people around them a little at a
time.

They are the pebbles who create ever
expanding ripples in the water of humankind. I am humbled to be a
member of this courageous group of people. They are the people who
are healing. They are working to keep their pain from spilling out
into the world. Unfortunately there is another group of survivors
who don’t. Victims of sexual abuse and assault can do equal damage
to those around them if they haven‘t addressed their issues. They
can be extremely self centered if they aren’t healing and tend to
spread their pain to everyone they come into contact with. They
perpetuate the negative in life.

Lori was one of those people. She was a
beautiful woman I met through a mutual friend, Kate. I say met but
Lori and I never saw each other face to face. We only knew each
other by telephone and texting. Kate and Lori went to college
together and were in the same sorority. Lori was the kind of woman
that turns heads when she walked in the room or into a party. Every
man wanted to be with her and around her. She knew it too. She was
also extremely manipulating, angry and mean. Lori hated men. She
grew up in a privileged neighborhood and family. In college she
decided to be a call girl for fun. That led to stripping, a porn
movie and heroin addiction. One night after a work shift at the
strip bar, she was raped. She never sought help. She spiraled
rapidly downward from there. Men were something to be used and then
tossed aside. She got into trouble with the law. She had to be
rescued time and time again. Kate was her biggest life preserver.
She made it a game to steal other women’s boyfriends and then
flaunt it. Lori desperately wanted to do things differently but
couldn’t find the courage to get help or to behave in a different
way.

She initially came into my life because
of her own agenda. She wanted me to forgive Kate. She contacted me
under the pretense of being interested in a relationship with me
because she had seen me on an internet site. As we talked she
admitted that she was Kate’s friend and asked me why I couldn’t
forgive her. Kate and I had a casual sexual relationship during the
time when I was angriest and most hurt about my last divorce
proceedings. I tossed her aside when I was finished and she wasn’t
ready to go away. She started showing up when I would end my
airline trips at the airport. She constantly texted me and wouldn’t
answer the phone when I called her back. It made me angrier and
angrier. I projected my anger with Joanne, my soon to be ex-wife
towards her. She kept trying to have a relationship with me when I
didn’t want one. It got ugly. I finally complained about her to our
employer. They told me they were going to fire her. I didn’t want
to see that happen so I withdrew my complaint against her and then
they threatened to fire me for filing a false complaint. It was a
mess. I thought she was stalking me. What I didn’t know and what
she didn’t understand was that she is psychically connected to me.
She couldn’t go away. She didn’t have to check my
schedule.

She just knew where I was going to be.
The universe kept putting us together so we could work it out. It’s
like she’s my soul twin. It confused her because she could feel my
pain like it was hers. She felt my darkness and despair. She’d been
seeing me in her mind and dreams for years and finally met me on an
airplane one day. She knew what I was doing and who I was with
without being told. She knew when I was having sex with someone
because she could feel it too. She knew that if she told me what
was going on inside her head, I would accuse her of being crazy.
Kate defended me against those same people that were spreading ugly
rumors even when I didn’t deserve it. She knew I was sleeping in my
car in the employee parking lot one night because I couldn’t afford
gas for the drive home. The outside air was below freezing. The
next day she put money into my checking account so I could have gas
and groceries. She gave me more loyalty than I gave her. I didn’t
talk to her for almost a year.

Kate took some serious heat for her
behavior from the company because she took full responsibility for
what happened between us. They made her scramble to change her
schedule to stay off my trips. They put her on probation. It was
the first time in my life that a woman has ever done something like
that for me. I didn’t think there was anything I could do to
salvage my behavior towards Kate. I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to
go back there or cared to go back there. Lori convinced me that it
was worth forgiving Kate for both our sakes. I asked her how I
should do it. It was an interesting coincidence because at that
time in my life I was exploring forgiveness and asking questions
about how to forgive. I was trying to figure out how to forgive the
unforgivable. As part of my therapy, I have asked how I can
forgive. Since I’ve declared myself ready for it, I’ve begun to be
shown the way.

I read an interesting article in the
USA Today newspaper about the Amish and how they approach
forgiveness. Never ask for something you aren’t ready to receive.
“In it Steve Nolt, the writer of, “Amish Grace: How Forgiveness
Transcended Tragedy Need” talks about how the idea of forgiveness
is central to the Amish way of life and to their values system.
They believe that unless they are able to forgive others, God won’t
forgive them. They don’t try to forgive completely and totally at
once. They don’t have to have all of the emotions sorted out before
they extend forgiveness. Forgiveness is a long painful process that
requires faith in God’s grace eventually taking care of the
feelings of bitterness and disappointment when someone wrongs you.
It simply takes expressing the intention to forgive.” (paraphrased
from USA Today article by Kim Naseef dated October 2,
2007).

I realized I didn’t need any bible
verses. I didn’t need any preachers. All I needed was the faith to
accept the beginnings of forgiveness in my life. I decided I could
do this and the transformation in my life has been amazing. Lori
suggested that I write Kate a letter asking for her forgiveness and
giving her mine. So I did. I think Lori’s purpose in my life wasn’t
to help me forgive Kate, but to take me down the road to
forgiveness for myself. That night I decided that if I could
forgive someone else, then I could start to forgive myself. So I
wrote myself a letter too. Here are both letters:

Dear Kate,

I hope this finds you well. I’ve done
something that I shouldn’t have and I was wrong about in my
relationship with you. When you came to me in honesty and tried to
apologize for what happened between us, I ended up using you as an
outlet for the anger and frustration I was feeling about the end of
my marriage. I took it out on you personally and professionally and
thankfully didn’t cause any more harm than I did. I did not return
the loyalty that you offered. I did not return the understanding
that you offered. I did not return the compassion you offered. You
defended me even when you knew I was ridiculing you. You defended
me when no one else would. You refused to let the rumors swirling
around me affect the way you felt about me. You fed me when I
didn’t have the money to do it for myself.

You came to me and in vulnerability you
sought my forgiveness. In my stupid arrogance and pride, I refused
to give it to you. I now understand that forgiveness is not a
pick-and-choose proposition if you want to live the life I am
choosing to do so now. I’ve spent a lot of my life asking others
for their forgiveness and refused to give it when it was asked of
me. So it’s my turn to ask the same of you. Please forgive me.
Tonight Lori told me if I asked these questions about someone it
would reveal their true character.

1. Would you give me a coat if I was
cold? Yes you would.

2. Would you give me something to eat
if I was hungry? Yes you would and have.

3. Would you come and get me out of
jail at 3:00 a.m. if I needed help. Yes you would.

4. Would you give me an ear if I needed
it and a shoulder to cry on? Yes you would.

5. Would you give me permission to be
myself honestly and vulnerable without judgment? Yes you
would.

So I would like to talk with you about
this in person sometime if you would be willing to. I know that
your intentions were honest, honorable and were coming from a
gentle and loving heart. Please forgive me. I forgive
you.

John

After I finished writing Kate that
letter I sat down once again and wrote myself a letter of
forgiveness.

Dear John,

I’ve owed you this letter for a very
long time. You came into this world blameless. You had exactly the
same innocence that every child who comes to this life has. In your
pictures, you look so adorable and full of life. You look full of
the things that make little boys who they are. You came to this
world expecting and rightfully deserving the best that life has to
offer. You deserved the full support love and protection that your
parents could provide for you. Along the way though, you were
robbed of that by a monster who called himself your
father.

You mother is equally culpable in this
because she was the adult and didn’t protect you from him even
though she knew what the monster she was married to was doing to
her little boy at night. Do you remember when you bounced on the
bed and told her that you loved her “this much” while stretching
your arms out as far as they would go in your little red plastic
snow boots that were so popular in those times? But the monster
came to visit in the middle of the night under the cover of
darkness when he knew the light wouldn’t be there to illuminate his
evil. He changed you. He took your innocence. He took your trust.
He took your self-worth. You’ve blamed yourself for all these years
for what he did to you. If you had just been a better boy. If you
had just been more lovable perhaps the monster wouldn’t have done
it to you.

But John, you were never at fault for
that. You can forgive yourself for that. Even though you don’t have
an obligation to. You can forgive yourself. As you got older and
the aftershocks of his evil started to hit your life, it became
confusing. The depression and anger towards yourself began to
manifest itself in ways that led to shame for you. You experimented
with other little boys begging them to fuck you. You were already
withdrawing from the people around you into the shell you built to
protect you from them and the world. You isolated yourself through
your books and fantasies. You can forgive yourself for that. You
spent hours alone in the bathroom. It was the only sanctuary in
your own home from the monsters of your childhood. You can forgive
yourself. If he had only left and stayed gone, it would have been
easier on you.

But the monster stayed. He stayed and
abused and took from you. You can forgive yourself for the casual
sex, the manipulation and lies you told to get what you wanted from
women. It has brought you much shame throughout your life. You can
forgive yourself for that shame and for the behavior that leads to
that shame. You can forgive yourself for the shame that the sex
with men has brought. The disgust you felt in yourself and about
yourself when you started having sex with men. And the confusion of
who you really have been all of these years. You can forgive
yourself. You can forgive yourself for the anger and petty
resentments and grudges you’ve held over the years. You can forgive
yourself for the immaturity that has held you back in your
relationships and in your profession. You’re forgiven. You can
forgive yourself for the many indiscretions you’ve had over the
years regarding sex.

When you had to drink in order to have
the courage to use self destructive behavior. You can forgive
yourself for having sex with a man for the first time two nights
before your first wedding. You can forgive yourself for cheating on
her during your marriage with the men and the woman you had sex
with. You can forgive yourself for allowing your beautiful boy to
be adopted by an alcoholic abuser because you didn’t have the
courage to stick it out and be a father to him. You can forgive
yourself for the multiple relationships you’ve had over the years
and the fear of commitment that has kept you from truly enjoying
good women and the gifts they wanted to give you of their time,
emotions and love. You can forgive yourself for almost having sex
with a married woman in the bathroom of the house where your going
away party was in front of your girlfriend who was later your
wife.

You can forgive yourself for
manipulating her back into your life so you could feel in control
again when you were so out of control so much of the time. You can
forgive yourself for having sex with her best friend those times at
the end of your marriage to her. You can forgive yourself for being
emotionally needy and wanting a relationship at any cost. You can
forgive yourself for the affairs you had during your third marriage
and the constant anger you felt towards her. You can forgive
yourself for not being a man and a husband and a leader in your
family during your last marriage. You’ve had so much sex and been
used by so many people because you didn’t love and respect yourself
enough to say no. You can forgive yourself. You can forgive
yourself for the sex you had with men and women during your
marriage when you were trying to fill an emptiness that no outside
source could fill.

You can forgive yourself for wandering
the halls of seedy gay bathhouses looking for a quick fix, a quick
orgasm with an unnamed stranger. You can forgive yourself. You can
forgive yourself now for your shame over financial struggles
through a very difficult time. This truly will pass. You are a
remarkable man, John, given where you’ve come from and what you
were handed to deal with. You have accomplished so much in life.
You’ve lived, loved, laughed, and cried many tears along this path
and this road to redemption. You are remarkable in your emotional
depth, your acceptance of people and who they are and all of their
messiness. You are a warm, genuine, real man who knows how to
forgive completely and totally. You have empathy for struggles
because of your own. You have incredible loyalty to the ones you
love and the ability to do the right thing because you come to the
world from a true and honest place in your heart. Your heart has
been broken so many times but you have more hope than anyone I have
ever met in the potential of love with someone else. I truly admire
and respect the man you’ve become and want to continue to become.
You work harder at healing than anyone I’ve ever met.

Your presence and ability to make
people feel at ease is a skill not many have. Your direct honesty
is a refreshing change of pace in a world of people who are afraid
of the truth. Your ability to boil a situation down to its most
basic level is refreshing. Your ability to see yourself for who you
truly are and your self-awareness is amazing. John you matter.
You’re worth sticking around for. John, you can forgive yourself
now. You have that pass that you so readily give out to others. I
forgive you completely and unconditionally.

With much love,

John

When I finished writing those two
letters the change in my life was amazing. I knew that I had to
start telling the whole truth, not just the bits and pieces that
make me look good. I started writing. I felt if I could face my
demons and truths in all of their unvarnished ugliness, I might
finally be able to cut away the psychic backpack I’ve been carrying
around all my life given to me by my father. I didn’t need to abuse
myself anymore. Little did I know that at first in my healing,
those demons would still have a voice to remind me of their power.
But they have eventually become quiet. When I asked Kate to forgive
me and told her I forgave her, our relationship was renewed but in
a different place. Today Kate is one of my most staunch supporters
and defenders. She is my best friend. She has taught me lessons in
the power of true forgiveness and unconditional love that no
preacher can touch. I love Kate with the depth and breadth of my
soul.

I tried to be friends with Lori. She
was a nurse and mother of two. She was also still stripping and
selling her body. Her self-destructive behavior finally overcame my
patience. I told her to go away. She kept coming back because I
wouldn’t give her what she wanted the most. She wanted to have sex
with me so she could throw it in Kate’s face. I refused. She
offered to pay me to have sex with her. I refused. I was the only
man who had ever turned her down. She played games and harassed me
via text messaging. I thought she had finally given up when I
didn’t hear from her for awhile. Sam was her long time lover. He
got tired of her games and told her to go away and grow up. She was
married to a divorce lawyer until he found out about all of her
extracurricular activities. He took custody of her children away
from her.

That was the final straw in her pain. I
had the bizarre experience of witnessing her suicide by text. I
thought the last night of her life was just another game she was
playing. The first message came to me on a drive home to NY from
Boston. She said, “I always wanted to see the lights of New York
before I left this earth.” I thought she was looking for attention.
She asked me to forgive her for all of her behavior. I refused to
because of her past behavior. She never once asked for real
forgiveness even though she gave it great lip service. Her behavior
never matched her words. Her text messages became more self
pitying. I asked her if she wanted me to bring cake and balloons to
her pity party. She asked me to tell her she was beautiful before
she died. I refused. She asked me to forgive her again. I got
angry. After a few more desperate text messages, I started to get
concerned. I asked her where she was. She kept playing games with
me. I called Kate who in turn called Sam.

He’s a highly placed law enforcement
person who can find people quickly. He started looking for her. I
told her I would come and have sex with her if she would just tell
me where she was. She wouldn’t. At 2:00 a.m., I finally went to bed
not knowing if this was another game. They found her in a hotel
room overlooking Times Square at 3:00 a.m. She died two hours
later. She left one last phone message she scheduled to be
delivered to my phone after she knew she was going to be gone. I
listened to a dead woman’s voice. It was sick and creepy. She
didn’t focus on her children and the ultimate selfishness of
leaving them behind. If I focus on the outside world instead of
going into my head I feel much better. The work that we do really
gets us through the hard times. Looking inward without healing
equals depression. Focus outward instead of inward and you don’t
have to be a therapist or author. Take a walk and observe the
world. Otherwise the inward focus becomes like a boulder rolling
downhill until all of the light is obscured by the granite. It’s
like heading into a hole into further darkness until all of the
light is gone. Lori existed inside her head. She lived in
self-centered self-destruction and that‘s how she ultimately died.
She tried to bring me with her. That’s what made me so angry with
her that night.

She tried to bring me along on her
final path to destruction. She tried to take me on her journey to
death and it was up to me not to go there with her spiritually or
mentally. I declined that invitation by getting angry about how
stupid and self-destructive it was of her to do what she was doing.
I asked her if she was thinking about her children. She told me
they would be better off. That made me angrier. It was a measure of
how far I’ve come not to go there with her. She was oblivious how
to make life good and meaningful. She didn’t inquire and search it
out. That’s always been my strength. I’ve constantly looked for
ways out of the darkness. That’s your challenge too. Darkness wants
company. Drinkers want drinking buddies because they want the
alcohol. They don’t care who brings it or who is sitting next to
them. Drug addicts want junkies for friends. They want junk and the
junkies have it. Addicted people want to know there are others in
their club. The darkness envelops them.

Looking and living outwardly is a more
giving gesture and positive behavior. Quiet time, internal time is
important and it allows you to take refuge from the world. It has
to be done in a replenishing way instead of an isolating way.
Farmers know this by not using the same field every year. It’s the
same with humans. Conservation of energy is important but it can’t
be self-centered. Lori was playing with my boundaries until the
last moment possible in her manipulating and self centeredness and
I wouldn‘t let her. She chose to die a long time ago. You make the
choice. No one makes it for you. I got angry because she never
tried to make meaningful changes until it was too late and then she
lay dying in a lonely hotel room overlooking cold impersonal
streets. Don’t wait, make the choice now. There was absolutely
nothing I could do to stop it. So in the end, a hooker, nurse,
recovering heroin addict, stripper and mother of two helped m
forgive myself. You never know whose life you are going to touch
and in what way.
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I had sex for the first time when I was
six years old. One morning I lay in bed beating myself up pretty
badly over having casual sex once again with a woman I barely knew.
But I had to laugh. At least it was with a woman this time. The
self-beatings around the subject and my behavior are brutal and
come almost immediately after I finish the act. They last the
entire day and sometimes drag on for days after. Sex is no fun
anymore. I don’t think it ever has been. I’ve had too much for too
long. When I’m having sex it’s like I’m standing on the sidelines
watching. It’s called dissociation, which makes perfect sense given
my first sexual experiences. I do the same thing under times of
great stress. Sometimes I wish I had gotten paid for even some of
the sex I’ve had over the years. At least I would have had
something to show for it. I sometimes break the monotony while I’m
with a woman by having private contests to see how many times I can
make her orgasm. Sex with men has been different. I don’t have to
be the aggressor, the dominant one. It has felt safer, almost too
familiar in a sick kind of way. I don’t have to perform; I just
have to be used. I haven’t really liked having sex with men or
women. But most of all I haven’t liked myself. The chase was what
it was all about. Sex has been about the thrill of seeing someone
naked for the first time. It’s been about feeling yet another new
body. I’m tired of it. Masturbation is quicker and easier these
days. I don’t have to be concerned about being turned
down.

Today’s technology adds a dimension,
but the basic pattern was always the same: I’d find her through a
personal ad or on the Internet. I’d fly to wherever she is to meet
her for lunch. I was sure I was serious about developing something
with the one in Syracuse. She wanted to check into a hotel that
afternoon. She had plans to go with her friends to the Caribbean
the following week. She asked me to meet her there. I hesitated
because I didn’t want to barge in on a girls’ vacation. She assured
me that it was OK. I felt sure I wanted to develop a future with
her. I flew to the Dominican Republic and checked into my room. We
were having sex five minutes after I got there. She had blond hair
and a definite agenda. She was going to have me at any cost and
when she was finished, tossed me aside casually with complete
indifference. It was like I spent the next two days by myself. She
and her friends talked about which restaurants had opened and
closed in their town, but it was though I didn’t exist. She
dismissed me with the same casual disregard I’ve shown so many
times in my life to others. I remember at the time thinking, “So
this is what it feels like.” It was a return of some of my own
karma. It hurt. It happened to me a few more times before I figured
out I was being used.

I’ve been confused about my sexual
preferences all my life. I’ve been in continual relationships since
I was 17 years old. I’ve been faithful very few times to my wives
or girlfriends. In my marriages, I strayed when I knew that the
relationship was past the point of fixing, but there are no excuses
for being unfaithful. It didn’t have anything to do with my wives
or girlfriends. It was about my own self-esteem issues and feelings
of being unworthy and unlovable. My relationships have been about
pain and abuse. She’s been abused too. It was her pain and my pain
attracting each other like beacons in the dark. And then once
together I could never separate myself from hers, mine and ours.
Eventually we would use what brought us together to wound. It would
drive us apart and sabotage what we were trying to create. In my
relationships I’ve always been looking for the “greener grass.”
I’ve looked to upgrade or improve on what I’ve had in front of me
no matter how good it was. I’ve looked for the new chase and
conquest. My relationships and my search for love have always been
tainted with desperation. I’m like a wounded whipped puppy looking
for a crumb of affection. But then I bite the hand that reaches out
to pet me. There was one notable exception to my
cheating.

I met her in Maine when I was serving
in the Naval Reserves full time while waiting for my training slot
to open at Always Airlines. We met one cold, snowy winter’s night
on the sidewalk outside one of the many bars in downtown Portland.
She was exotic and beautiful, an aerobics instructor. I wanted to
be faithful to her because I was desperate not to lose her. I felt
like the president of the chess club who finally gets to date the
homecoming queen. I stayed in that relationship for as long as I
could. But I eventually ran away from her because she was too
normal for me and I was afraid my lies to her would eventually
catch up with me. She didn’t make up drama and trauma where there
were none. She was intelligent, grounded in her religious and
spiritual beliefs, and wanted to live a simple life. She had a
strong sense of right and wrong and was generous and warm hearted.
She scared me. So I ran away and married my third wife. We
reconnected about ten years later. She told me she had been
carrying a torch for me the entire time we had been apart. She kept
all the cards I sent her while we were dating. She told me she
cried once a year when she read them. I told her two lies when we
were dating 10 years prior.

When we were together the first time,
she asked me point blank how many sexual partners I’d had in my
life. I lied and made up a safe number that wouldn’t be too
shocking or make her run away. She asked me if I had ever cheated
on any of my partners. I lied again because I couldn’t bear the
thought of losing her. This time around she wanted to make it work
and so did I. We told each other we were in love. We began to plan
for a future together, but I knew in my gut it was probably just a
matter of time before I lost her again. I had to tell her the truth
this time or it wouldn’t work out again. My lies would chase me
until they came out, or I would end up sabotaging the relationship
because I didn’t feel I deserved her one more time. I had to take
the risk. It was terrifying to me to offer her the truth because of
what I knew in my heart of hearts was coming.

When I finally told her everything, she
was speechless. She cried. She had a panic attack. She asked me to
write this story under an assumed name so her friends and family
wouldn’t know it was me. I went home and tried to edit my truth to
make it more palatable for her. It made me angry with myself almost
immediately. I put everything back in. I let her read it in all of
its brutally honest glory. She told me she couldn’t do it, that my
past was too “colorful.” She was very kind about it, though, and I
told her I understood. This is way too much even for me to absorb
sometimes, let alone ask it of someone else. Her reaction and
rejection of me for being honest with her brought up all the
feelings of fear, shame, and embarrassment about my behavior and
life. It took me the next 24 hours to work through all of these
feelings and just sit with them instead of doing something
self-destructive once again. I know that hiding would have
ultimately cost me more in the long run. I’m glad I told her the
truth. I won’t compromise and edit who I’ve been, who I am, and who
I want to become ever again. It costs too much. It puts my truths
back into the shadows. That’s where they grow in power and come out
to defeat my efforts at being who I want to be. It’s scary to think
about telling the whole truth. I’ve tried it a few times recently
and have been surprised with the support and understanding I’ve
received in return. But I’ve also still been rejected for
it.

I’m not sure I’ve ever been truly in
love, but I know I love my children. I’ve lied to countless people
about my past with the rationale, “They don’t need to know all
about me. It wouldn’t add to the relationship.” I’ve never really
believed it myself. The one thing I’ve never kept a secret from
anyone is that I do have children, who they are, and how much they
mean to me. I’ve been married three times and engaged numerous
times to various women. When people ask me how long I was married,
I ask them if they want to know just the last time or the
cumulative total. I laugh, but I still cringe inside. I tell people
that I don’t have girlfriends, I just have wives; or, I’m not
single, I’m just between marriages. I’ve fathered nine children.
Five of them are still alive. Two of them have been aborted. Two
were miscarriages. I could either be a poster child for Planned
Parenthood or a guest on the Jerry Springer show. Laugh outside,
cringe inside.

I’ve lied, cheated, and manipulated my
way through sex with over 250 partners. Women have made up the
lion’s share, but I’ve been with a fair number of men, too. I’ve
gone through cycles where I think I’m gay and find men more
attractive sexually than women. I know what triggers these impulses
and responses. Wanting men usually comes during times of stress, or
if I’m in a place where I don’t feel centered emotionally. These
feelings come when I want to be used and debased by a man once
again.

At times I’ve thought that I’m just
avoiding commitment to anyone, including myself. That way I can
keep the self-beatings coming for not being able to make a choice.
Sometimes I’ve thought I want sex with men because of the
experiences I had growing up, but I’ve always come back to women.
Having sex with men was easier than picking up women for that
purpose, but sex with men still left me feeling bitter over the
fact that I was so afraid of being loved by a woman. For much of my
life sex has been reactive and unemotional without much thought for
the consequences or the psychological aftershocks. Most of all, I
haven’t given much thought to how it might affect someone else.
It’s been just another way to run away from myself, a way to fill a
void with something on the outside. It’s been a self-destructive
way to use myself. It’s never worked.

Emotionally during sex, I can stand at
the side of the bed just watching, numb, and never participating
fully. At various times I’ve used exercise, food, alcohol,
relationships, and moving to different locales and cities in the
same ways. But at the end of the day I’m still stuck with me.
Sometimes I’m amazed I’m still alive. It’s been exhausting and
demoralizing to me to live my lies. It’s given me plenty of time to
think that I’m worth little to the world and to the people around
me. That’s the lie my father taught me. I’ve chosen people who are
not good for me and to me. I’ve chosen people who have victimized
me, who have used me and thrown me aside. I’ve been scared out of
my mind for most of my life. I haven’t been able to make up my mind
because I haven’t been able to be clear about who I am and what I
want. The fog is slowly starting to burn off in my consciousness,
and I am beginning to see where I want to go.

Mostly I’m focusing on what has kept me
alive to this point so I can stay that way. I graduated from
college. Not that a college education is the end all be all to a
successful life, but I was one of the few people in a pretty large
extended family to do so. I’m a former enlisted U.S. Marine and
retired Naval Officer who completed one of the toughest flight
schools in the world. I went from E-1 (Private) to O-5 (Commander,
which is the same thing as a Lieutenant Colonel in the Air Force or
Army). I served my country with distinction for 22 years. I’ve
managed flight test engineers for a leading defense contractor,
I’ve owned my own business, and now I fly people around the world
for a major commercial airline. To the casual observer, my life has
been a nonstop success, but my past has kept me in constant
self-sabotage mode. For all my successes, I’ve had abysmal failures
that I didn’t need to have. I’ve destroyed personal and
professional relationships and snatched defeat from the jaws of
victory. I’ve carried around terrible secrets. My father had the
same confusions.

He handed them down to me. As I was
growing up he would disappear regularly to satiate his desires and
return to suppress his true nature. He would disappear anywhere
from two days to two weeks every couple of months to the local YMCA
where men went to do sexual things with each other in an anonymous
setting. My mother would stand at the window with her arm around us
kids when he was gone crying the same thing over and over, “Why
can’t he love, just me?” When he returned, my mother would continue
to cook his meals and put them on the table in front of him, do his
laundry and iron his shirts. That’s what she thought she had to do
in those days. He would become enraged and not speak to her for
weeks at a time if she even suggested that what he was doing was
wrong. Our house was like a minefield. No one ever knew when the
next explosion would happen.

Most of the time my mother existed in
full-blown victim mode, but one time when my father left, she
mustered the courage to tell him to stay gone. I was sad, but our
house became more peaceful for a short time. My mother took care of
us and it was OK that he was absent. But like all victims, she
eventually took him back, and our home reverted to the same deathly
atmosphere it had before.
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On this particular morning, the morning
I lay beating myself up, I began a descent into one of the dark
places I sink into on occasion. It’s usually triggered by my sexual
behavior, but it can also be triggered by any other number of
events: rejection, disappointment, anger, and actual or perceived
failure. I can feel the darkness descending over my soul like a
curtain. It seeps slowly, like an oil slick, and by the time it
covers me I have endless thoughts of negativity. My stress level is
almost too much to stand. I find it impossible to get out of my
head and back into the world. I feel ready to explode, or snap in
half. I feel hopeless, helpless, and worthless. I want to check out
of life. But an experience I had this day in therapy made the
darkness retreat and allowed the light to come back into my
life.

I’ve been in therapy on and off for
over 20 years. I started when I was 25 and my mother was dying of
breast cancer. I used the sadness I was feeling about losing her as
an excuse to step into the family services center at Naval Air
Station Southwest for the first time. In actuality, my life was
completely out of control. I was binge drinking. I was trying to
have sex with as many women as I could, and I had also had a few
experiences being sexually active with men. My emotions ruled me, I
overreacted to everybody and everything, and I didn’t know if I was
going to make it much longer. Claude was the counselor who met me.
I’m not sure if I even knew what Birkenstocks were then. All I
remember was looking him over from head to toe and thinking, “This
guy has on really funny sandals with wool socks. Must be a
California thing.” With his gray hair and silly smile, he reminded
me a little of an elf. Claude and I had many conversations about my
past. He was quick to laugh and had a great sense of humor. He
asked me point-blank during one of our first sessions if I had ever
been abused by anyone.

At that time I had very little memory
of my childhood, so I told him no because I honestly couldn’t
remember anyone abusing me. I also discovered with Claude that I
had a talent for intellectualizing my feelings rather than
experiencing them. I didn’t have to go through the pain and
suffering that an honest interaction about how I might feel would
cost me. It was nice and comfortable. We could do therapy by my
rules. Claude was a former Catholic priest who had been based in
South America and admitted to me that he stole from the collection
box to buy prostitutes on his time off. I thought he was one of my
best friends. Despite the fact that I was actively manipulating
both Claude and myself by not being honest about my emotions, it
was the first time in my life that I ever felt really heard and
seen. I wondered what it would be like to have sex with him. I
seemed to be drawn to Catholic priests when I was in the Navy. It
was pretty strange for a boy who practically lived in a Baptist
church growing up. What would all of my Bible-thumping friends have
thought? I cared about things like that once.

When I was in flight school at Naval
Air Station Southeast, I would regularly visit Father Timothy at
the base church. The Catholics and Protestants had to share the
same sanctuary on base because there wasn’t enough tax money to
build separate churches. Timothy had a male “roommate.” Timothy
introduced me to Father Lawrence. For a time Father Lawrence and I
were inseparable. I visited where he and the rest of the Catholic
Priests for the city lived. I was worried that my Southern Baptist
God might strike me dead for such treasonous behavior. At the time
my “gaydar” wasn’t up and running, but I get the feeling now that
Lawrence would have been glad to offer me more than communion if I
had been open to it. I don’t say these things in judgment about
these men. It was the first time in my life that I was exposed to
someone who worshipped in a different way than me. It was the first
time I got to see a different way of life and not judge them as I’d
been taught to. I really liked these men.

They had a different perspective on
life than my college fraternity brothers and the men I had called
friends to that point. They were not perfect. They hid themselves
from the world and lived in their own shadows just as I was living
in mine. We were all keeping our secrets and our truths in the
darkness. Since then I’ve had a multitude of therapists in a
multitude of cities and the therapeutic journey has taken me to the
deepest crevasses of my psyche and dredged up memories that have at
times threatened my sanity. Some of my therapists have been men and
some have been women, but almost all of them have been excellent.
For many years, I did more talking than feeling in therapy. I have
talked away how I felt instead of going through the hard work and
pain of feeling what I had locked inside me.

Then I met a wonderful woman who helped
me meet myself. Her name is Sheila. I was introduced to her through
Dee, the EAP (Employee Assistance Program) representative for
Always Airlines. I had been ordered by one of the flight managers
to talk to her because the emotional trauma and stress I was
dealing with had affected my concentration in the cockpit to the
point where I felt unsafe flying an airplane. I finally had myself
taken off flight status for a while so I could regroup. I had
removed myself from a trip the week prior after the second day of a
four-day trip. It was in the middle of one of those “Around the
United States Tour by Airplane” trips that we often do and I knew I
was in trouble as we were sitting at the end of the runway waiting
for takeoff clearance. I was sobbing uncontrollably, alternating
between rage and sorrow. I wouldn’t have been any use to the
Captain in an emergency that day. I was simply going through the
motions of being a pilot. I called the flight office when we got to
our destination and told Harry, the flight manager, that I needed
some time off. That was when he told me to go to see Dee. A lot of
lip service is given in the airline industry about being able to
admit you are having coping problems and the services available to
you as a pilot. It’s a much different story when you actually do.
Pilots have to have both a pilot’s license and a medical license in
order to fly airplanes. If the FAA (Federal Air Administration)
gets involved and one of their doctors believes you are having
emotional difficulties, you can be stripped of your medical
license.

With no medical license you lose your
ability to make a living as a pilot, and you have to go through
incredible amounts of red tape and time to get it back. While you
are not working you may or may not be able to collect a paycheck.
Most pilots are terrified of any kind of doctor for this reason.
Pilots have an even bigger fear of mental health professionals
because of the stigma that goes along with having to admit you need
help emotionally. Pilots are not allowed to take anti-depressant
medication unless they are grounded for the duration of treatment
plus a number of months after. This has never made any sense to me.
I certainly wouldn’t want a pilot who was depressed and unable to
take any medicine at the controls of my airplane. The pilot
profession is one of the last bastions of manliness. We don’t admit
to problems. We suck it up and carry out the mission no matter what
is going on in the background. We can deal with everything and
don’t need help with anything in our personal lives. This attitude
was ingrained in me because I spent 18 years in military aviation.
Military aviation is even worse for making someone who has to ask
for help seem less than manly.

I was very reluctant to admit anything
was wrong because of my military background and the negative peer
pressure I constantly felt to avoid admitting anything was out of
sorts. The work atmosphere at Always Airlines is contentious with
an abundance of hostility and intimidation aimed at employees. I
was frankly scared to talk to anyone about what was going on. Dee
told me she thought she should recommend that I be grounded for a
while. She added that her thoughts were based on what I told her
about the emotional trauma and stress I was going through and the
amount of alcohol I was using to cope. Taking me away from my
flight schedule and earning ability would have exacerbated the
financial problems I was already facing. It might have been the
last straw. I knew I could get myself back together in order to do
my job. As pilots we are very good at compartmentalizing our
thoughts, feelings, and emotions. I just needed time to get all of
these things back into their proper boxes so I could put them back
up on the emotional shelf where I kept them. I wanted to get back
to the one thing I loved to do and the setting in which I felt most
in control, which was flying airplanes.

I knew that I could regroup fairly
quickly with just a little time off. I have always been better at
dealing with the big traumas of life than the day-to-day stresses.
High drama crisis is the only time I have felt connected and
engaged with the world. This time, there were just too many crises
at once. After I begged Dee not to ground me, she looked at me for
the longest two minutes of my life, then told me that based on what
I had shared with her, she could recommend someone who would be a
good fit for the journey I was on. She asked that I call Sheila but
kept the option open of grounding me if I didn’t get it
together.

I was willing to do anything because of
my terror at being grounded. Our conversation was a blur as I
realized the severity of my situation and what it could cost me.
But as we sat and chatted, Dee said something that I will never
forget. She told me that after hearing even the abbreviated story
that I shared with her, she found it remarkable that I was still
alive. Dee told me that it was also amazing that I was sitting in
her office in a pilot’s uniform instead of an orange prison
jumpsuit or even worse, lying in a morgue from a drug or alcohol
overdose. Dee told me that I would have to learn to write my own
script since it was not forthcoming from parents who loved and
supported me. I told her how much I enjoyed writing and she
wholeheartedly encouraged me to continue with it. Dee told me that
it would be a way that I could finally develop a relationship with
myself. She reminded me that I needed to honor myself first and
foremost. She reminded me I needed to respect myself first and
foremost. I asked her if she thought anyone normal could ever love
me. Her answer was soft, gentle, and touched my heart. “I believe
you will find someone normal to love. That normal person is you. I
also believe you will find someone special enough to appreciate all
of who you are, where you’ve come from, and where you are
now.

That comes when you’ve been able to
know and love both your normal and your so much more than normal
self. I think it is so difficult to feel normal and not defective
in some way after what you have experienced. So with that ingrained
belief I think you may jump to the first person that is normal and
shows interest in you. The time everyone tells you that you need to
move into a relationship is necessary because you need to develop
that appreciation for yourself and realize in a very deep way that
you are not defective—in fact, you are very special and until you
really know that in your core, you won’t get a partner that really
knows and appreciates you for you.”

Again, it was up to me. I had to take
the responsibility. I was a man in an emotional desert dying of
thirst and had just been offered a gallon of water. Dee was
presenting me with a way to take my power back, to take
responsibility for myself again. It gave me renewed hope in what
seemed at the time a desperate situation. As we talked, I wanted to
ask her out. I wanted to have a relationship with her. I wanted to
have sex with her. I still didn’t know how to accept kindness from
someone without its costing me something. I called Sheila that day.
During our first conversation, her phone manner had a kind of New
York abruptness that put me off at first.

She was very soft spoken but almost
hung up on me when she determined that our phone call was over.
I’ve had a hard time when feeling dismissed by anyone because of
the constant feeling of dismissal I felt from my mother. I would
have missed the appointment with Sheila out of fear. That would
have been one of the biggest mistakes of my life. My first visit
with Sheila started like many of my initial therapy sessions. I
recited my family history as though I was reading off a grocery
list as she took copious notes and drew family trees. But that was
where Sheila’s style of therapy diverged from what I had been used
to. Sheila explained that my therapy with her was all about giving
myself permission to be the real me and to awaken the creative
healing power within. She asked me to close my eyes and let
whatever images or colors that might come appear in my conscious
thoughts. She said, “The images come from the unconscious, which is
why they appear disjointed and unconnected at first.

The images can be a surprise and not
something the rational mind would see.”Once these images come up, I
can give them permission to take me to healing and then surrender
into that. That’s where courage comes into play. I am asking these
painful feelings to transmute themselves from the energy of pain
into an experience that is more positive and supportive. It sounded
pretty out there to me, but since I live and work “out there,”
figured I could give this a try. Sheila warned me that one of the
consequences of coming out of the shadows is that I would pay a
price. She told me that in this therapy I would be culling my
psyche, which might lead to having to decide to cull people,
situations, and thought processes from my life. Change is a
frightening thing, but I was willing to try. I had to let go of my
addiction to the drama of the negative. I have done more healing in
the last two years than in the previous 20 combined. I have
reintroduced myself to the true me. I’ve connected through imagery
with my dead mother, which has helped me to forgive and heal the
rift we had while she was alive. I feel connected to the world and
to nature. I sit on my back porch and feel the energy of nature all
around me and I can join with it. The spirit of my mother has come
to visit on a couple of those occasions to offer her love and
support for my journey. I have been reintroduced to the person that
was taken away by a father who saw me only as an object to be used
and thrown away when he was done with me.

That’s another behavior I learned from
him. As an adult and in my interactions with others, especially sex
partners, I have found it easy to toss them aside when I was done
with them and have gotten whatever I needed. I cringe with
revulsion as I think back on the extremely sick nature of my
relationship with my father. He created this relationship with me
through his lies and behavior. From his example, I also learned to
be narcissistic, self absorbed, selfish, and abusive. My father
taught me how to have sex. He taught me nothing about how to be a
man. Sex was the only way I could communicate with the world. Sex
was the only way I knew how to say thank you for any kindness
extended to me. I felt obligated to have sex with people who didn’t
deserve my body or my emotions. I had muddled and confused
boundaries around sex. I’ve been sexually inappropriate in words
and actions too many times. I needed to have sex with as many women
as I could to prove that I wasn’t gay because my father raped me. I
needed to have sex with as many women as possible to prove that my
mother wasn’t controlling me. I needed to have sex to get even with
my mom. I needed to feel like I was taking some of my power back
from her and I could dominate her by dominating someone else in
bed.

I projected that onto my sex partners.
I needed to have sex with men so I could get back to that feeling
of being used and abused by my father. I needed to put myself into
situations where I could be victimized again because that was what
felt the most comforting to me even if it was extremely destructive
to my psyche. I abandoned people before they got a chance to
abandon me because my parents deserted me emotionally and mentally
at a very young age and abandoned me in every way. Ultimately I
treated myself like my parents treated me. My mother taught me to
be a victim. She taught me to put a negative spin on situations and
things, to be reactive, emotional, and judgmental. We had constant
conflict and there was a tremendous amount of drama in all of our
interactions with one another. I’ve been attracted to drama queens
my whole life. I continued the high drama of my relationship with
my mother through my wives. Unlike my father, however, my mother
taught me some good things. She showed me that even if you don’t
like what you’re doing, you can enjoy the process and the outcome.
She showed me what it means to work hard and to fight for what I
wanted.

She showed me how to set high goals for
myself even if I don’t know how I’m going to achieve them. She gave
me some of my hope. She gave me her stubbornness. Both of my
parents taught me to fear the world and what was in it. I heard my
mother’s voice for years screaming at me in my head when I would
try new things or would want to accomplish something. I learned how
to be invisible from her. Our house was always deathly quiet. Any
sudden noise would make her jump out of her skin. She emotionally
bullied us whenever we were making any kind of noise she didn’t
like or were listening to music or watching a TV program she didn’t
want to hear. I was constantly on edge waiting for the next attack.
We became emotionally responsible for her. Her own drama didn’t
allow any room for her children to hurt, be happy, or have any
feelings. She was an emotional cripple. She taught me how to be one
too. My mother broke my heart one last time toward the end of her
life. I had gone to visit her in her hospital room. I was at the
end of my rope emotionally with who I was inside and having to cope
with her impending death. I finally couldn’t take it anymore and
put my head down on the side of her hospital bed and cried harder
than I had ever cried before in front of her.

In the past, she would have dismissed
my feelings and told me to get over it. This time, she simply
stroked my head gently and said nothing. As I was walking out of
her hospital room to go back to Minnesota where I lived at the
time, I heard her softly say, “You’ve always been my angel, John.”
I didn’t know what to do except to keep walking. I weep now, many
years later, when I remember how tender and loving she was to me
that day.

My father is unique among pedophiles.
He is an equal-opportunity abuser. He’s a nasty, oozing, slime bag
that abuses both boys and girls. He raped me for the first time
when I was six years old and used me until I was nine. I look at my
own son and can’t imagine hurting him like that. It makes me want
to throw up. My father’s own particular spectrum of thought
patterns and behavior seems to vacillate on a scale from
white-trash mean to evil. My opinion is once a pedophile, always a
pedophile. They need to be locked away from society for life for
everyone’s good. Pedophiles are unrecoverable members of our
society and have no chance at rehabilitation. They are missing a
part of their souls that help define their humanity. I always
wondered why I got so scared and sick to my stomach when I watched
movies that had any kind of man on man rape scenes before I started
to remember. I didn’t remember any of this until I was 29 years
old. That’s why none of my behavior made any sense to me until
then. My father’s abuse only stopped when our family moved to a
farm in order to keep his secrets safe. I got the tiniest bedroom
in the house.

My mother refused to allow me to have a
door on my bedroom. This was the one thing that finally kept him
out of my room. I always thought that she wouldn’t allow the door
because the room was so small. I didn’t realize until much later
that it was her only way of protecting me from him. Doors can hide
things. My hips are scarred from the scratches his fingernails
caused the first time he raped me as I struggled to be free of the
pain of his penis while I was trapped in his lap. As an adult, I
called my childhood doctor and asked him if I had ever been seen
about those cuts. The nurse was kind enough to climb into the attic
and check out my medical records from that time. According to the
records, my parents had told the doctor that I had fallen into a
barbed wire fence and this was the reason for the cuts. They’re
almost perfectly symmetrical and in no way could have come from a
fence. The doctor probably knew that. It was shortly after my
father’s first rape that I tried to commit suicide. My parents were
cleaning the carpets in the house and my father had left an open
cup of carpet cleaner on the kitchen table. It was almost as if he
left it there deliberately for me to find. I drank it and then
immediately threw it up. No one ever acknowledged what I had
done.



My father was a constant malevolent
evil force in my life who took away my trust, my innocence and my
confidence. My mother knew, but was helpless or hopeless to do
anything about it. My father repeatedly threatened to kill her and
physically abused her on more than one occasion. Her excuses
afterwards were common among abused women and men: “I fell and hurt
myself”; “I’m clumsy.” I can’t imagine what it would feel like as a
parent to lie in the bed you share with your husband and have to
listen to him abuse your child, and then, even worse, pretend that
nothing happened.

The one time my grandmother and my
mother confronted him with his rapes of me he threatened to kill
both my mother and me if they said anything. From that point on, my
history was written. One of the dynamics in my own experience with
being abused was that I had a lot of hostility toward my mother
while bonding with my father in a highly dysfunctional way.
Subconsciously I blamed my mother for not protecting me, and
because of the lies and manipulation of my father, I felt I owed
him something. I guess it’s an understatement to say that it has
really confused my interactions with people. As my mother lay dying
from breast cancer, she was several years removed from her marriage
and the insanity of living with my father. They had been divorced
for three to four years when she finally admitted to my brother
that she wanted to leave my father within the first week of their
marriage. She told my brother that my father informed her during
that first week that sex with your children was OK, that was the
way he had been brought up, and he planned to continue that family
tradition. I can only imagine her horror at hearing her Baptist
preacher husband say something like that, let alone admit that he
was planning to do it to his children.

I only hope that the reason she stayed
was in the hope of trying to change his thought patterns, his
thought processes. She failed. I can imagine my mother lying in bed
wondering “Is this going to be one of those nights?” I can imagine
her resignation and defeat when she felt him getting out of their
bed and opening the door to the narrow darkened hallway in that
tiny little house. I can only imagine what was going through her
mind and what she was feeling as she listened to him quietly open
the door to my bedroom, knowing what was about to happen. As a
child I couldn’t stay awake all night every night on guard for his
next attack. So I would never know when he would crawl into my bed
with his lubrication, pull his pants down, and rape his little boy.
I sleep very lightly now. Abuse is a slimy, oily energy that
permeates all it touches. Abused kids attract perpetrators and
abusers like a carcass in the woods attracts hungry wolves.
Survivors of this kind of crime spend their lives getting
re-victimized in a multitude of ways. It creates the urge to
self-destruct. It creates the walking wounded who then go on to
wound others through generations. But it can be overcome. It’s not
an easy road or an easy task, and it involves emotional and psychic
pain. But the temporary pain of therapy is worth the lifetime
relief. It continues until someone says, “Enough.” This is my goal.
People ask me how I survived my childhood. I honestly don’t know
how to answer that question. Hope? Religion? God? I’m somehow
different? I don’t think so. But I’ve heard enough other stories to
guess that there may be millions of people out there like me all
struggling to survive horrific childhoods that were like or worse
than mine. My father would come into my room in the middle of the
night, rape me anally or orally, and then leave me to clean myself
up. I can still hear the squishing sound of the lubricant he used
to make his entry into me easier.

I can still smell his semen as I
cleaned it off and out of my body. In the afternoon, he would wait
for me naked so I could perform oral sex on him. He would tell my
mother he was going into my room to prepare his lessons for church.
I can still feel the dread of walking into my house knowing what
was coming. He was a southern Baptist preacher before I was born.
Before I was born, he left preaching and became a schoolteacher and
then a high school counselor. Typical of a pedophile, he put
himself into situations where he was surrounded by potential
victims. He was never invited to become a full-time preacher
anywhere because of his suspicious behavior, though the churches
where he worked protected him. I always wondered why he volunteered
to go into the inner city of Louisville to work as a junior high
school counselor with the black kids until I figured out that if
they told, no one would believe them. To the world he was a pious,
super-religious, and godly man who was always doing good for some
underprivileged child. To that child, I’m sure he was something
else. I wonder how many kids he abused.

After he left the ministry and we began
to attend churches in various locales, we would have to move on a
regular basis. We had to do this because of his behavior toward the
children of those churches. My father would blame these moves on my
mother’s not being satisfied with the people in the church or
because someone had insulted her in some way. From this, I learned
to lie, manipulate, and blame. He was always voted into the inner
circle of the deacons of the church. The Bible says the false
prophet will be judged the most harshly. I’ve had a serious problem
with organized religion because of the betrayal I felt from this
false prophet. I left the church when I was 16 years old because I
was fed up with the hypocrisy I felt at home that I projected on
everyone who was a member. I’ve felt preached at by this
professional liar. So I had a problem with preachers and anyone who
told me I should live my life in a certain way.

Recently I have come to realize that
the whole Baptist Church was not just one man who perpetuated evil
on me, but that it is a collection of people who were trying to
live better lives. One of the things I always loved about the
Baptist Church was the singing. There was always great old gospel
music during every service. The couple of times I’ve gone back to
church since those days, I’ve felt a homecoming in my soul. The
music takes me back to the good times I had away from my house and
the safety that I felt while at church. It’s hard not to get
emotional sitting in the sanctuary. I guess its called sanctuary
for good reason.
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The memory of his lubricant came
crashing back into my consciousness one night in a group therapy
session I was involved with while living in Minnesota. It was a
mixed group of adults have relationship issues and the woman
sitting next to me took a tube of lotion and began to rub it into
her hands. As she squished it between her fingers, I became
nauseous. The room started to go gray and I had an overwhelming
urge to get up and run out of the group into the frigid winter
night. Thankfully, the therapist noticed my reaction and
immediately brought my attention to it so I could discuss it in
front of the group. Each time I have had a memory, the aftershocks
take some time to stop. Initially, I feel an overpowering rage and
want to break something. Then I want to run and keep running until
I can get away from the memory. I have used sex, alcohol, exercise,
food, moving, and relationships to try to numb the pain of what I
was feeling. Eventually, the feelings begin to subside. As I’ve
become more emotionally healthy, the time between the memories and
peace has gotten shorter. I don’t have to escape into
self-destructive behavior to cope. I can sit with the feelings
until they subside.

I still have flashbacks in the middle
of the night sometimes. These “body memories” have been occurring
for my entire adult life. I’ll awaken feeling as though I am being
raped anally. It takes about 45 minutes for the feeling of pain to
subside and I can return to sleep. When a man rapes another man or
boy it’s not about being gay and it’s never about sex. It’s about
power and rage and controlling someone smaller and weaker. Rapists
are out of control inside and the only way to feel like they are
getting their control back is to exert it over someone
else.

This day’s session started out like
many of our sessions do. I talked for a short time about some of my
experiences over the past week. Sheila asked me to close my eyes
and as she counted to ten she softly told me to let my thoughts and
feelings float away like they were on a cloud and just breathe. I
had a flashback the day before that brought back a memory I had of
my father and his relationship with my brother and me. That
flashback started with a very innocent conversation between my
brother, Stu, sister-in-law, Mary, and me. I was visiting them and
we were chatting after dinner. Suddenly as we talked, I got an
image of my father standing over my brother and me while he watched
us perform sexual acts with each other. My brother doesn’t or can’t
remember. I know, however, that he was involved. Before this
memory, I had an uneasy feeling that I had to remember something
else before I could truly go into healing high gear. I’d had a
conversation with my brother the week before and my statement to
him was that I needed to remember something. I told him I also had
the feeling that it was going to break my heart. I have asked him
point blank if he remembers us being involved sexually with each
other. He has told me that he truly does not remember anything like
that and if he had ever done something like that with me, he would
fall to his knees to beg my forgiveness of it. As we have compared
notes, my brother told me that our father tried to get him involved
in his festivities at the YMCA.

He took him there under the pretense of
father/son bonding and when they were in the locker room together,
stood naked proudly in front of him with an erection. My brother
fled and never went back. Years later, I went to judo classes at
the “Y.” My mother refused to even acknowledge where we were
going.

Apparently I needed to be sitting with
my brother and sister-in-law before I could unlock that part of my
past. With the flashback came body trembling and twitching. My
sister-in-law and brother tried to talk their way through this
because they simply didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t even
speak. I had to get up and pace and then went out onto their back
patio. I got an overpowering urge to break something, anything.
Earlier in the evening as we sat talking, I got an image of my
father standing over us laughing and sneering from behind the couch
we were all sitting on. It was as if he was telling us that we
would never be free of his influence. After the flashback and as I
was standing on the back patio of Stu’s house, I saw my father
again but this time he was cowering in fear in the darkness. I got
an image of a shaft of light coming from my heart directly at him
and hitting him full on. Immediately after, I also got the image of
my body being surrounded by a light shaft that extended vertically
above me. I knew then that things were going to be
different.

All the dirty dark secrets were now
exposed to the light of truth. I felt the final secrets had been
brought to the light and I could begin to deal with them completely
without anything being left out. The light had finally shown on all
the evil that he brought to his family. After I walked back into
his house, my brother and I began to have some pretty frank
discussions about our behaviors over the years, our sexual
proclivities, and how we coped with growing up in our
house.

My brother and I have always had a
strained relationship. He has projected his anger and issues on me
more than once and my anger and issues have been returned by me to
him. There was a period of time when we didn’t speak for 9 years.
We tried to reconnect and it was successful to a point until just
recently when our relationship imploded once again. It imploded
because I set boundaries with him. I asked him to be a better uncle
to my children. He took it as being ordered around by his little
brother. He wasn’t used to it. He didn’t take it very well and sent
me a full page email accusing me of being mean, angry and
demanding. He accused me of giving my son, James, up for adoption
in order to hurt him personally. That was especially surprising to
me. The email reminded me of the manipulating blaming responses I
would get when I would call Joanna out on her stuff. The email
reminded me of the manipulating blaming response I got when I
questioned my father about his whereabouts during the week of 9-11
when I didn’t hear from him for 7 days.

Reading my brother’s email and gauging
my reaction to it was a measuring stick of how far I’ve come. I
would have reacted to it and returned it in anger in the past. I
would have felt responsible and believed the belittling nature of
it as who I am. I could read it dispassionately and feel bad for
his pain understanding where it comes from and wish the best for
him in his journey. It was the final piece in a puzzle of dynamics
that I have been comfortable with in my life but will no longer
tolerate. What would Jesus do? The next night when I got home from
my visit with my brother and went to bed, I got a powerful image of
my father’s family. My grandmother, aunt, and great aunts on his
side of the family were surrounding my bed. But they didn’t even
look human. They looked more like how a movie vampire might appear.
They were trying to put me back into the same place of fear I have
been before. They stood around my bed hissing like snakes and
trying to intimidate me. They couldn’t come any closer than the
edge of my bed and I wasn’t afraid of them. I visualized the same
light that had knocked my father down, hitting each one of them
full on. It was like that movie vampire being exposed to sunlight.
They retreated with unearthly screams and I slept peacefully for
the first full night in a very long time.

Because of what I experienced and
worked through during that visit, I finally got to rid myself of
all of my father’s and his family’s darkness and evil. Often as a
young man when I was being reprimanded or even talked to by a
superior, I would imagine myself performing oral sex on him during
the conversation. I have to assume that these images used to come
to me because of the relationship my father had with my brother and
me. I’m getting ahead of myself. Today as I did my imagery, I found
myself walking in the woods toward the sound of a waterfall. The
waterfall had one of those pools at the bottom of it and the
setting was completely peaceful and serene. I found myself falling
into the pool of water from a high ledge. It felt like a baptism. I
was baptized when I was 6. I think I wanted to try and wash my
father off of me so that is why I did it at such a young age. But
today as I emerged from that pool, there were four beautiful young
women walking toward me in white robes and long flowing brown hair.
They were barefoot and had towels to dry me off with. As I came out
of the pool I realized I was naked and I didn’t know what to do
with my nudity. It made me uncomfortable because I didn’t know
whether this was a sexual situation or not. But then I felt
non-sexual love coming from them and felt safe and allowed them to
dry me. After they finished, I noticed an older woman standing and
waiting for me. She was also dressed in a white robe but her long,
gray-streaked hair was covered with a hood. She uncovered her head
and placed her hand on my chest, looked into my eyes and said,
“You’ve come so far.” By this time I was sobbing
uncontrollably.

This happens often as I go more deeply
into myself and connect with who I really am. I found myself
continuing to walk along a dark corridor dressed now. As I walked I
could see light, and my three young children standing there waiting
for me. They took my hands and said, “Come on, Dad, let’s play.”
The next image was of them grown up standing around me and
embracing me. I could feel their acceptance and love completely
surrounding me. Afterwards, Sheila and I talked about it and she
pointed out that many people only hear about their guides but never
meet them. I consider myself lucky to have met mine. I have used
peoples’ bodies for my sexual release and allowed them to use mine
for theirs. I have sabotaged relationships both personally and
professionally. I have not lived up to the full potential that I
could have as a human being because of my fear and self-hatred. I
have used anger, sarcasm, and aggression to keep the world at a
distance and have ended up feeling alone and on the outside looking
in. I have surprised myself with the depth of tender emotion I can
feel about someone or something and the complete disregard that I
can dismiss other people and situations with. I can say incredibly
cruel things and think even more cruel things about my fellow human
beings.

The urge to tell this story started
many years ago. I don’t know why I haven’t done it before now
except that maybe the whole truth is starting to make itself known.
The voice that tells me I have to write it has become louder and
louder with each passing year. I’m at a much more comfortable and
peaceful place in life. I know what I want and what I like and what
I will tolerate and what I won’t. This place in life is a result of
a series of events I’ve experienced, both positive and negative.
Like every other human being, I am the culmination of all of my
experiences good and bad. Through some of the best therapy I‘ve
ever had, I’ve finally awakened to some of my more base reactions,
my demons, and those shadows that have chased me from the darkness
for these many years. It’s time to shine the light on the shame and
the shadows. I have secrets I’d rather not have in the open for
everyone‘s eyes to see. I want to shine the light on them. I’ve
carried them around with me for too long. The secrets have become
too much of a burden. The urge to expose them comes from the desire
to get them off of my chest and off of my back. I’m beginning to
feel like a pack mule that has too much weight on its back. I
understand that in telling them, I risk much. I’ve been afraid to
admit them before because of the fear of what it might cost me. I’m
afraid of anyone knowing all of me because I feel like it‘s too
much for anyone normal to absorb. I’m good at showing different
people small slices of whom I am. Depending on the situation and
what I might want from that situation is what part of the story I
tell. I feel like the former convict or prostitute who is resigned
to never having anyone normal love them. It’s about the sack of
secrets that I’ve carried around for too many years now. I want to
cut mine free.

The voice that’s urging me to tell this
story reminds me that if I don’t, the acid of rage, sadness, and
terror will eventually ooze out and etch those things and people
that really matter to me. It’s the voice that tells me I have to
finally stop running from my demons and pain and find some common
ground that we can make a lasting peace treaty with. I’m afraid
that if I don’t get this out, it will poison my relationship with
my children. I love them with more depth than I’ve ever felt about
anything in my life. I’m afraid that I will run away either
figuratively or literally. But worst, I might check out for good
from life. This is what motivates me to write.

While I contemplate what I write, I ask
myself these questions. When I’m done will the story somehow
magically release the burdens I’ve carried for all these years?
Will I be more enlightened and whole? I might. Somehow I really
don’t think so. I think in the telling is where true lasting peace
will come. I’m hoping the anger that shows itself on a regular
basis which later leaves me ashamed will lessen and the urges to
self-destruct will disappear. The process is already beginning
through therapy and writing. I think that being brutally honest
about who I am, how I’ve behaved, and what I’ve done will release
the psychic energy that keeps me gravitating toward those
self-destructive behaviors. This is a tragic story but it’s
certainly not about a tragic human being.

I know I’m not the only person who is
on this journey. There are millions of people who have led
similarly tragic lives but are in no way tragic themselves. There
are men and women who have endured much more violence, more
humiliation, and more pain from their loved ones than I have. My
experiences are neither worse nor better than someone else’s. My
experiences are just what they are. They are a part of me. But they
are not who I am. As I have become more educated about sex abuse I
have uncovered some pretty remarkable and startling numbers.
Conservatively, it is estimated that 1 in 3 girls and 1 in 7 boys
have some kind of sexual exploitation in their background. I would
venture to guess the numbers are higher than that. If you
extrapolate that to the general population, the numbers of men and
women who are coping with the pain from this kind of behavior is
simply staggering. Sex abuse creates every kind of addiction and
self-destructive tendency you can think of. I’ve had to be
cautious, however, of discovering a sexual predator and abuser
under every rock and around every corner.

It has made me more protective of my
children and more open with them about what some people might do. I
think that behind the desire in telling this story is a longing.
It’s a lifelong yearning to be seen and heard and let others know
how deeply I feel and how much passion has been locked away just
begging to be free. It’s the result of wanting to be known and
accepted for all of me. I don’t want to tell about the parts I know
are liked and admired. I want to tell it all. In telling the story
I think that it will allow me to reconnect with the world. For all
my life, I’ve felt as if I were outside looking in. I’ve felt that
other people got to live in the world and be connected to it and be
a part of it. I want to do that too. I’m tired of hiding. In the
end, the story is really only important to one person. It’s
important to the little boy who didn’t have a chance then to tell
the truth about what was going on. This story is dedicated to that
little boy.

Norman Cousins said, “History is a vast
warning system.” So here’s the history.
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My parents declared war on me the day I
was born. It wasn’t a conventional war but a creepy, psychological
war with damage, destruction, and collateral costs. They had been
fighting their own war already for the previous 10 years. It was
well defined and the battle lines were already drawn when I came
along. It was a war that I never wanted to be involved in or a part
of. It was a war that almost cost me my soul and my sanity. Did
they actively realize they were declaring war on me? Not on a
conscious level. But both my parents were slaves to their
reactions, the demons that chased them on a daily basis and their
individual emotional emptiness and hungers. Now as a parent myself,
I can logically see them for who they were at the time. My mother
was an abused woman and a survivor of sex abuse.

My father had already started driving
my mother insane with his lies, his behavior, and his lifestyle. I
bled occasionally from the beatings my mother gave me. At times it
feels like I skipped the war and went straight to a POW camp called
home. I was trapped until I could drive away for the entire day
from a concentration camp that didn’t have any hope for escape or
pardon. After getting my driver’s license, I did my best to stay
away at all times. I was still expected to come there to sleep. My
mother was not blameless in this. Her anger at my father would
often erupt toward my siblings and me. Her rage was endless. My
brother talks of a time when he stole a baseball glove and got
caught. For weeks afterwards, my mother would wake him up in the
middle of the night to beat him with a broomstick while screaming
at him for embarrassing our family. He doesn’t hold a grudge
against her for that, interestingly enough. What he does hold a
grudge for is the behavior of our father standing in a hallway with
an evil grin as if he is enjoying watching one of his children
getting beaten. She would beat the back of my legs with the limb of
a tree until the bark was gone from the branch and the welts were
raised on my legs. The hardest scars to heal came from her constant
belittling and criticisms. Those are the ones that are
hidden.

One of the most humiliating moments I
can remember in a childhood filled with humiliation was when she
decided it was time for me to have a bowel movement. Often as a
kid, I would hold my bowels as the only means of control I had over
my life. The rapes changed my physical structure to a certain
extent to where this activity produced a considerable amount of
discomfort and pain too. This seemed to enrage her on a regular
basis and one day she decided to help me have a bowel movement, so
she had my father snake a garden hose through the bedroom window.
She then stuck the nozzle into my anus and gave me an enema with
it. Again what I most vividly remember about that day is my father
standing on the outside looking in with his evil grin as if he was
enjoying it.

After retelling that story to
therapists over the years, I have had more than one of them suggest
that it might have also been her way of cleaning him out of me.
Bowel movements were a regular source of embarrassment for me as a
kid. Now I know she was raping me too in her rage and lack of
self-control. The feelings of being in prison come back to me when
I remember one of the best weeks of my life as a kid. I was part of
the Red Cross club at my school. We would volunteer for the local
Red Cross doing various things to help out the workers and I was
given the opportunity to go to a Red Cross camp for the week. I was
12 years old at the time. I remember the complete acceptance I felt
during that week from a number of kids who were there as part of
their own Red Cross clubs worldwide. There were classes, dances,
and fun. We had a talent show at the end of the week and I made
friends from all over the world. I didn’t think about my parents
once. I felt free. And then it came time to go home.

The day I left I fell into one of the
deepest depressions I have ever known. I felt like a parolee being
returned to prison. I wanted to run away to anywhere else than my
parents’ house. When I got home I retreated back into my world of
silence. My parents picked up where they left off. They ignored me
except to abuse me. Even silence can be violent. I read voraciously
to take away the pain.

As I have come to understand the extent
of my parents’ abuse against me, I know they could have created a
range of deviant behaviors in me ranging from sociopath to serial
killer, rapist, or thief. They could have created a drug
addict/dealer, alcoholic or career criminal. My atmosphere growing
up could have created multiple personalities for me to be able to
cope. It didn’t. I have an idea about why I was able to escape this
kind of life. For all of the betrayal I felt as a result of my
childhood from someone who was so deeply involved with the church,
I am thankful for the experiences I had in our Baptist churches
growing up and the positive feedback I felt when I was
there.

I honestly think attending church saved
my life. As kids we joked that we hoped the janitor didn’t turn on
the lights while cleaning the church because otherwise my parents
might have thought there was a church service going on and dragged
us to it. I was very involved in church as a youngster. I sang in
the church choir. I participated in church sports and starred in
church musicals that we took on the road in the summers to other
Baptist churches in the south. When I was on the road, I was free
of my parents and my prison. The only church tour I didn’t like was
the one time my mother went along to chaperone. She had something
to say about every behavior, every statement I made. I couldn’t
wait for it to end. The churches we went to all had camping groups
that would get together in various campgrounds and state parks to
stay for the weekend. Most of those families had kids my age and
older. There were always the teenage daughters of church members
who went with us on those camping trips. Those were the girls who
fueled my puberty-induced masturbation fantasies and they would
always ask me to say something intelligent for them so they could
giggle and tell me how cute I was. I lived for those
interactions.

I often laugh and tell people that I’m
part mean white trash and part hillbilly. That’s only minimally
tongue in cheek. I have parts of both of those cultures and
mindsets but neither defines me. I’m a sum of all of my experiences
and behaviors and thoughts. I’m a part of who my parents were and
what they gave me to carry. My mother was the hillbilly. She was
raised in the Appalachian Mountains. She had seven brothers and
sisters. To even utter the word hillbilly in my mother’s presence
was the social equivalent of a priest making fun of the Mother of
Jesus in front of the Pope. I made the mistake of uttering the word
just once in her presence. There was a very predictable and very
violent reaction. Knowing about her what I know now, I think it had
to do with her inability to laugh at herself and a deep-rooted
sense of insecurity about who she was and what she saw as
shortcomings.

I inherited some of that from her and
because of how she treated me. My mother was very good at
perceiving slights and insults from people. Was this because of the
tapes she heard while growing up? Mine were. I finally realized
that the world was not full of people who wanted to belittle me and
put me down. I realized the world is full of people with their own
insecurities and fears and reactive emotional responses to each
other. I had to grow up first to come to this point. There was and
still is an incredible amount of pride of who my mother’s side of
the family is for many good reasons. Her family was one of the
hardest working in their particular “holler.” They made their money
doing a variety of things. They are the ones who hire others to
drive coal trucks and work in their feed and general stores.
Sometimes millionaires really do wear overalls. It was, and still
is in many ways, one of the poorest places in America and it shows.
Appalachia can be washing machines on the front porch, broken down
cars in the yard, and skinny mongrels slouching around dirt-filled
yards looking for something to eat or someone to attack. It can be
jokes about the ugliness of incest.

It can be 54 kids in a one-room school
with a single grandfather. It can be a place where babies die hours
after being born because of the deformities that common blood
causes. It can be a place rich with material for comedians who talk
of what being a redneck is.

Appalachia is a place of big trucks and
the heaviness of coal burning in the air. There are trucks rumbling
around crooked roads and down impossibly steep inclines hauling
loads of coal. There are back loaders digging in the rich soil of
the bottomlands and ripping off the tops of mountains. They blow
the tops off the mountains because it’s easier to do that than dig
a mine. That way has no regard for the environment or what it might
do to the people who have to live nearby. It’s about raping the
land and the people who live on it. It’s the definition of what
life sometimes offers. It’s the pain of struggling to survive on
very little and the exhaustion of struggling every day to make a
living.

Before the advent of satellite dishes,
Appalachia was sometimes caught in a time warp. Because there was
very little influence from the outside world in the way of TV,
radio, and newspapers, people lived much like they did for
generations. It seemed as if they were always approximately 15-20
years behind the rest of the country in the ways of fashion and
thinking. My brother fought many battles with my mother just for
the privilege of wearing shorts and wearing his hair a little
longer than normal for that time. My cousins made fun of my long,
wavy John Travolta hairdo and the fact that my shorts hit me
mid-thigh instead of the requisite knee-high cut that their parents
made them wear.

Unfortunately, the modern world has
intruded into the mountains in very negative ways. The scourge of
methamphetamines and OxyContin has found its way there. No longer
can families leave their doors unlocked and their belongings
unguarded because of the theft that now takes place on a regular
basis. Drug dealing has become the substitute of hard work and
noble effort. It has visited my family. It is rumored that drug
abuse has led to the deaths of two of my favorite cousins. While I
was growing up, television reception was provided by a single cable
running from the house up the side of the hill in order to get two
fuzzy channels from the neighboring state. Often in order to
restore TV reception because of the footsteps of an errant cow, we
would have to hike up the side of the hill to see where the cable
was broken and splice it back together.

I believe satellite TV dishes coming to
eastern Kentucky have also brought along an increase in the divorce
rate. Women have finally seen that they don’t have to be subjugated
to their husbands and don’t have to endure abuse and despair in
their marriages. But for all of the desperation and despair,
Appalachia is also a place of the best kinds of family ties. Its
Sunday get-togethers and family reunions where there is comfort
food by the plateful. It’s about brown soup beans with rich ham
hocks floating in a greasy broth. Its crispy white corn bread,
creamy yellow boiled corn, pork in every variety, beef in even more
varieties, fresh tomatoes, even fresher green beans, mashed
potatoes, fried chicken, and brown gravy. It’s about food so fresh
that it was growing just hours before being cooked. Chickens that
were scratching in the dirt of the hen house this morning may now
be a part of lunch. It’s about black cast iron skillets full of
cooking food that makes your mouth water.

These are the sights and smells and
flavors that bring back the most powerful memories I have of my
short, roly-poly grandmother, the good parts of my mother, and my
aunts who still treat me to these foods whenever I visit. It’s a
place of small clapboard houses that are neatly kept. My
grandparents had one of those houses. They lived in a small white
house with a tin roof set into the side of a hill. When it would
rain, I would stick my feet out from the porch and let the
raindrops hit them on their way to the ground because there weren’t
any gutters on the house. Running around the yard in the rain,
feeling the wet grass and mud between my toes brings back some of
those happy childhood memories. No central air or heat. No indoor
plumbing until I was around 10 years old.

We had to visit the outhouse that was
too many steps away from the back door in the dark and the winter.
The only heat was a grate that allowed warm air from the downstairs
to drift into the upstairs. The grate also provided my cousins and
me hours of entertainment. After we went to bed, the adult
conversation would get a little more grown up and a little more
randy. What they didn’t realize was that we were huddled around the
grate in the upstairs getting an education in the way adults talk
when there are no children present. My aunts and uncles were and
still are surprisingly earthy and forward in their conversations
with each other and about their spouses. My mother’s face would
turn bright red whenever my uncles would make sexual innuendos
about their wives. She would try to shush them, which would only
fuel their desire to embarrass my mother more. Even as an adult, I
still enjoy sitting and listening to the remaining aunts and uncles
tease each other unmercifully.

My mother’s side of the family has one
of the best senses of humor that I have ever found. Clinging to the
mountains are houses where there is great pride in ownership and
the satisfaction of small yards dug into the side of a hill. There
are flowers beds in neatly manicured lawns and houses that are kept
impossibly clean at all times. When I smell the heaviness of
burning coal, diesel fuel, and something being fried on the stove
in a cast-iron skillet, the mountains and memories all come rushing
back. My brother and I were separated by eight years and a lifetime
of experiences. He was the first of the grandchildren so was doted
on completely and constantly. He often remarks his feet never
touched the ground until he was too big to hold anymore. He spent
many summers in the mountains being catered to by my aunts and
uncles and playing with the cousins who came along after him. I can
only imagine how much fun he had. I can only imagine how much of a
relief it was to get out of our house for parole and time alone
with people who would never imagine hurting him. My mother’s family
love and adore children. Period. By the time I came along eight
years later, my family dynamics had changed so much, there was no
more fun to be had.

I went to the mountains once when I was
eight or nine for a week. My mother came to get me and because of
the fear I was already living in I became panic stricken when I
thought my mother would leave me there. But the week was one of
those great ones. In those days, I was very slight and my cousins
didn’t know what to do with me. They thought if they played too
hard with me, I might break. I was already wearing glasses in the
sixth grade and had an air of intellectual arrogance about me. That
week, I got to suspend my normal life. We rode on the sides of
pickup trucks around all those crazy mountain curves, hanging on
for dear life, and went swimming in the local river. We sat on the
edge of the porch of my uncle’s general store and drank sodas out
of bottles. We attended a local county fair and sneaked onto
carnival rides over and over. We challenged other kids on the creek
to fights. Fortunately, they didn’t take us up on it. I lived
vicariously through my tough mountain cousins and had the time of
my life. I finally got to know cousins who hadn’t exchanged more
than two words with me up until that point. I’m not sure why I
didn’t go more often except that I was getting strong messages from
both my parents about our home and fear of the outside
world.

My father also needed his son around to
use. Whenever we would turn the corner to drive up the creek to my
grandparents’ house, it would always give me a feeling of deep
warmth. I knew that for a few hours, I would be fawned over by my
grandparents and my aunts and uncles, and would get R&R from my
private conflict. I could play all the games I loved with my
cousins like “Witch in the Well.” Every game was basically a fancy
name for tag. My uncle who ran the general store would have
firecrackers and cherry bombs and we would spend hours finding
places to set them off. More than once I went home in pain with
blood blisters from waiting an extra second too long before
throwing the firecracker and having it explode between my fingers.
But I would go home happy for the reprieve. My grandparents
wouldn’t allow any harsh words to be spoken in my presence or to me
by my mother or father. My father was usually on his best behavior
during those times because he was afraid of my uncles.

They were shrewd, down-to-earth people
who could smell bullshit from many miles off. And my father had
plenty of that to go around. As we have gotten older, my cousins
and I have had a chance to compare notes and impressions of what we
thought of the other families under the umbrella of my
grandparents’ dynasty. What I’ve come to find out is that my
cousins thought our family was the perfect one. We displayed an air
of invulnerability that was fostered by my father’s piousness and
his hiding behind his religion. My aunts and uncles would never
allow my parents to criticize us while tongue lashing their own
children. Criticism was a family tradition that was passed on by my
grandparents.

So many stories have been passed from
generation to generation; it’s hard to know where to start the
telling of them. My maternal grandfather’s name was Harold. He
loved to verbally screw with my mother and father. He was a small,
wiry guy with a head full of thick, wavy gray hair and teeth
stained from a lifetime of chewing tobacco. He constantly smiled
and was still climbing trees in sock feet at age 74 to shake the
nuts down for us kids. He had two sets of overalls, his work
overalls and his dress overalls. If he really wanted to dress up,
he’d throw a tweed suit coat with elbow patches over his dress
overalls. He had a sharp beak for a nose that had been broken one
time too many. I remember him slowly running his hands through the
coal-stoked fire they heated their house with and laughing when we
got scared that he would be burned. He taught for 40 years and
never missed a day of work. He never took a drug for any illness
including aspirin for headaches. He was also a very randy little
man.

He would take me aside as I got older
and slyly tell me more than one story about how he would go to
visit girls to have sex with them when their parents weren’t home
and how big the backseat of his buggy was when he would have sex
with those same girls. The doctors said he died of a massive heart
attack 15 months after my grandmother died. I know he died of a
heart problem. I just think it was a broken heart. He was married
to my grandmother when she was 13 and he was 18. Their love
survived for almost 60 years. I also got the impression that my
grandfather was a bit on the harsh side with his children. He was
especially hard on his girls. I never witnessed it but the stories
his children tell always have a tinge of sadness. It makes me sad
to think about because I never got to spend much one-on-one time
with either of my grandparents getting to know them. My only
exposure was listening to them during family get-togethers and
watching them interact with my aunts and uncles.

My mother’s brothers and sisters grew
up during the Great Depression and many times only had what they
grew to eat. My mother told me more than once about not having
anything but potatoes to eat for supper. For my entire life, it was
a constant battle to get her to throw away anything resembling
food. At one count she had over 150 jars of canned goods (canned by
her) in our basement just in case we ever ran out. I can’t imagine
ever running out of anything to eat when she was around. This was
also one of the topics of my parents’ many fights. On more than one
occasion I was sent to the back yard to throw away food in stained
Tupperware dishes that would have been better served as a science
experiment. My gag reflex got exercised quite a bit and I learned
how to hold my breath for many minutes at a time as I would open
the container, throw it as far as I could, and then run away before
the smell was able to hit me.

As a child growing up wanting, she
indulged most of her wants while lecturing us on a lack of money.
As a result, I was confused by what the definitions of instant
gratification and real needs were. I also learned that if you want
something, you get it and figure out how to pay for it later. It’s
been my curse and strength over the years, though it has served to
some success in my business dealings. My grandfather’s family was
and still is full of practical jokesters with quick wits and keen
senses of humor. Even today, when I go to visit, I have to be on my
toes for the teasing that I know that will be thrown my way. The
biggest compliment any of my aunts, uncles, or cousins can give me
is to say I remind them of Harold’s side of the family because of
their particular sense of humor. My grandparents lived in a house
perched on a narrow piece of flat land between two towering
hillsides covered with trees and a narrow strip of bottomland with
a creek running through it. It was called Coon Creek and that was
not only its name but also the definition of where people lived. “I
live up Coon” was and still is the proper response if asked where
you live. Coon Creek served all kinds of purposes for the people
who lived along its banks. Only several feet wide at its widest
point, it was full of crawdads (crawfish if you’ve ever been to New
Orleans), fish, rusted tin cans, bottomland mud that would squish
between our toes, and the runoff from outhouses upstream. We were
under strict orders not to go near the creek when we went to visit
because of the trash and raw sewage run off from the outhouses
nestled along its banks. Our parents couldn’t keep us out of
it.

As soon as my brother’s feet would hit
the front door of my grandparents’ house, my grandfather would tell
him to go play in the creek. But he would always tell my brother
one thing: “If you play in the creek and get sick, we won’t tell
your mother. But if you play in the creek and don’t get sick, we’ll
make sure we tell your mother.” My mother would never dare to
oppose her father about anything. She might make impatient noises
about his behavior but she was scared of his wrath until the day he
died. My grandfather also had a pint bottle of bourbon under the
kitchen sink at all times. It would drive my mother crazy because
he would disappear so often into the kitchen to take a swig, or a
little “nip” as he referred to it. Was my grandfather an
alcoholic?

That was the subject of much debate in
my childhood. My mother was convinced he was. I think he did it to
punch her buttons and try to get her to relax her religious
rigidity a little. My mother would have been much more relaxed, I
think if she had an occasional highball before dinner.

Another of his favorite tactics was to
use the Bible against my father. Being a former southern Baptist
preacher, my father was extremely pious and arrogant about his
religion. My grandfather never stepped foot into the door of a
church his entire life as far as I knew. He was, however, an
extremely devout and intelligent man who read his Bible from cover
to cover more than once. He would deliberately mix up verses and
then watch as my father’s face would redden. My father knew better
than to physically challenge any of my mother’s family. All he
could do was sit and react to my grandfather. After many of my
grandfather’s Biblical verse sessions, just to add emphasis, he
would crouch in the corner of his leather couch, raise himself on
one leg, let loose a fart, then grin at me and say, “Man’s got to
fart sometimes, don’t he, John?” knowing that my father would
connect his fart to his discussion about the Bible.

My grandfather told me something one
time that I have remembered and used many times to build rapport
with whomever I might be around. He told me that his definition of
true intelligence was that I be able to talk with anyone in any
group I might find myself in. As an enlisted man in the Marine
Corps and an officer in the Navy, I have remembered that many times
over the years.

Visits were always on the weekends and
usually divided into several well practiced activities. Depending
on the time of day we arrived, there was a meal or meal preparation
involved first. All of the family would gather together to eat.
This was no small feat with seven aunts and uncles, their spouses,
and 24 or so cousins at one time. One of my mother’s strong suits
and what my aunts still compliment her on was her ability to go
into anyone’s kitchen and make a southern gourmet meal. Sexism is
still alive to a certain extent in my family. The women would
prepare the meal, and then the children and men would eat. After
they were done, the women would eat their meal and then clean up
after everyone. After the meal, the kids would find something to do
whether it was chasing each other around, swinging on grape vines
deep in the shadows of the “hollers,” or sitting around listening
to the stories of the adults. My grandparents also came from very
big families. One of my grandfather’s closest brothers was named
Sam.

From what I hear, if my great uncle Sam
had decided to become a professional boxer, he would have been a
world contender. My great uncle Sam also hated to see the bullies
of his day gang up on someone smaller and weaker than them. Legend
has it that there was a violent white trash family living near my
grandfather’s family. Much like a dog pack, this family was
especially dangerous if they were in groups of three or more. More
than once my great uncle had to teach them a lesson with his hands
when they would victimize someone else in the holler. It was
Election Day in the mid 1930’s and my great uncle once again came
upon two of these people picking on a kid whose father had sent him
to the store for some bourbon. They were holding his horse and had
taken the bottle of booze away from him to drink for themselves. In
those days, every man and some of the women carried pistols. My
great uncle Sam was no different, but he didn’t need it with those
two. He beat them all badly within a few minutes and, after making
sure the kid got his bourbon back, went to the courthouse to finish
his voting. After casting his vote, he fired his pistol into the
air in celebration of the day. Often either to celebrate or to blow
off steam, people would fire their pistols into the air. This was a
familiar custom so no one was duly alarmed by it. My grandfather
went to the “normal school” of Eastern Kentucky when it came time
for him to go to college.

A normal school was a two-year college
where kids went to study to become teachers. He told me that during
one of his final exam weeks his stress level was fairly high and in
order to squelch it a little, he fired all six shots from his
pistol into the air out his window. Pretty soon he said it sounded
like a war on campus as everyone else took his idea for stress
relief to heart.

After my great uncle fired his pistol
into the air, he got back on his horse and started for home. What
he didn’t know was that two of the white trash family who had been
harassing the boy had ridden ahead and were waiting for him. They
knew that he had fired all the shots from his pistol and that he
was defenseless against their guns. After rounding a bend, they
ambushed him and then shot him in the back. The bullets went into
his back and lodged in his stomach and intestines. He lasted the
next seven days in extreme pain before finally dying in my
grandfather’s arms. His last words were, “What will I do now,
Harold, what will I do?” In those days, there were no lawmen to
speak of. If someone wronged you, it was up to you or your family
to avenge it. So these two were never prosecuted for what they had
done. After my great uncle Sam’s death, my grandfather spent the
next six weeks climbing the mountains looking for these two so that
he could kill them.

Eventually the blood lust subsided and
he returned home. But he was still concerned that this family might
take action against his. So when my aunts and uncles were working
in the fields as kids, my grandfather would hire someone to walk
the top of the ridge armed above them. The two men who killed my
great uncle got away with murder and never lived more than a few
miles from my grandfather until they were all dead. He waited until
his death for the right time to get his vengeance so that he would
never get caught, but it never came. One of my cousins made the
mistake of bringing a kid from that family home for a sleepover. My
grandfather was never a violent man and never touched any of us
until that day when he beat my cousin senseless for doing what he
did. The loss of his brother affected my grandfather that
deeply.

Another one of his brothers, my great
uncle Edward, lived with my great aunt Edith across the holler from
my grandparents. They were often part of the festivities of my
youth and Aunt Edith was the postmistress for Coon Creek
(population 84). This particular uncle loved to tease me. He
enjoyed reciting a childhood rhyme in which Tom, Tom the piper’s
son stole a pig and away he runs. The pig got eat, and Tom got
beat, etc, etc. He loved to replace Tom’s name with my name. To him
it was just in good fun to try and loosen up the tight little kid
from the big city of Louisville, but to me it felt invasive because
I was living in a state of constant shame that I couldn’t even talk
about, and certainly couldn’t laugh about. My mother’s family was
and still is the most caring, loving, loyal group of people I’ve
ever met. They would never intentionally hurt another human being,
and they would never hurt a child.

On that side of the family, everyone
loves children. I know that to this day, my aunts and uncles adore
me and that I can call on them for help at any time. During my last
divorce, I called one of my aunts to tell her I needed my family
around me and I asked her to gather together whoever she could.
When I walked into my aunt’s house every one of my aunts and uncles
was standing there waiting for me with open arms. Overwhelmed by
this show of support, I broke down in tears. They all hugged me and
listened as I poured out my story. Their first reaction was relief,
as they thought I was going to tell them I was dying of a terminal
illness. Once they realized this was not the case, they offered me
advice and comfort and experiences from their own lives to show me
that everything was going to be all right. After we sat down to
eat, they spent the rest of the time teasing and telling stories on
each other.

I heard stories I had never heard
before that day. One of my uncles got a BB gun as a Christmas
present when he was a kid, which he loaned to one of his friends.
His friend then proceeded to shoot out the windows of one of the
nearby one-room schools. My grandfather never believed that my
uncle didn’t do it and made him walk to the front of the school
with replacement windows in front of the kids and teacher and place
them on the teacher’s desk and apologize publicly. Twenty years
later my uncle’s friend confessed to my grandfather that he had
been the shooter that day. My grandfather apologized to my uncle
that day for making him do what he did. That was the kind of man my
grandfather was. Some of my other favorite memories of Eastern
Kentucky include the green hillsides and the shadows of the
“hollers” where my cousins and I would swing on grape vines out
over the gullies. Those grape vine swings let me know courage for
the first time in my life.

Gripping the vine as tightly as I
could, my heart racing in my terror of falling, I would launch
myself out over what looked like an impossibly deep chasm and then,
with sincere gratitude for still being alive, I would swing back to
the cool shade beneath the well developed older trees and drop to
the safety of the earth. My biggest fear wasn’t dying, but falling
and getting hurt and having to face my mother. But my very favorite
memories are waking up to the smell of sausage gravy and bacon and
walking out on the porch to the morning fog hanging in the holler
across the creek. Our holler was less than a quarter-mile wide and
the mountains were tall enough to block the sunshine by 4:00 in the
afternoon. Covered with hardwood trees, the mountains were lush in
the spring and summer and majestic in the winter. Many mornings I
would awaken early and go sit in the sun on my grandparents’ front
porch and wait for breakfast. The table would be covered with
scrambled eggs, my favorite biscuits, fried apples, the center cut
from pork chops, sausage gravy, and homemade jams and jellies. I
would eat until I could barely move.

From the porch in that still mountain
air, I could always hear a coon dog baying at something. Then I
would hear a shot from a hunter’s gun, which signified another
squirrel was giving its life for someone’s breakfast. Sometimes it
was mine. The mountain people are staunchly conservative and highly
suspicious of government or any outside help. One of my great aunts
once wrote Ron and Nancy Reagan a letter in which she said that
even if a dog were running on the Republican ticket, she would
never vote for a Democrat. During my mother’s childhood, a
missionary couple from New Jersey came to Eastern Kentucky to
preach and to start Sunday schools throughout the hills. At first
they were met with outright hostility, but after some time, people
realized they were there for some good purposes and finally
accepted them. They brought with them cameras that they took both
still and moving pictures with. My relatives and their friends were
deathly afraid the missionaries would take pictures of them and
show them to the people of the north who would then think that they
were backward hillbillies. Like most people with little or no
understanding about the “outside” world, their dignity meant
everything to them. They would rather have starved to death than
take charity for any reason.

Eventually my mother began to spend
more and more time with these missionaries, even living with them
during the week so that she would not have to ride a mule three
miles down the creek in order to go to school. She nicknamed them
“Mom and Pop” and they were a part of our family until both of
their deaths. It took some time before my grandfather accepted
their offer, but he eventually allowed it in order to make my
mother’s life easier. My mother adored “Mom and Pop”. She thought
that they could help her run from her own demons of sex abuse.
Religion was her “drug of choice” and they were the “dealers” of
that offering her a constant “fix.” Until their divorce, my mother
was devoutly religious to the point of radicalism. After her cancer
diagnosis she relaxed but still ran into religion to try and escape
herself.

But once we got my grandparents’ house,
my mother’s parents were the sort who made the visits fun. My
grandmother Betty was short, round, and smelled exactly like a
grandmother should. Her own particular smell always had cornbread
and bacon attached to it. She was only about five feet tall, so
from a very young age I towered over her, but her arms were always
wide open and she would look up at me with big blue eyes, refer to
me as, “my baby” and ask how I was. She would give me a smile, hug
me tight and ask me what I wanted to eat. She never cut her hair
that I knew so all of her life she had it constantly braided and
twisted into a roll on top of her head. As she aged, her hair
became white and eventually started yellowing. One of the most
tender moments I ever witnessed, however, was my grandfather,
Harold, brushing her hair for her when she was in the hospital
following a foot operation. My grandmother had broken her ankle at
a very young age and never had it set properly. As a result, she
had to walk on the side of her ankle and foot for most of her life
and used a cane. I deliberately hung back before going into her
hospital room to witness the kind of love I yearned for then and
have yearned for many times since. He was brushing her hair very
gently and talking to her softly in that mountain twang. She had
her eyes closed and seemed to be at total peace.

One of my uncles told a story that
shows the love she had for her children. My uncle and my
grandmother would sometimes walk up the side of a hill to gather
firewood. One winter, when the hillside was slick, they found a
tree branch to use as firewood. She took the heaviest end of the
branch and as they were walking down the side of the hill, his feet
slipped and he began to fall. His next memory was of her arm
hooking around him with the strength of a man. He told me he knew
there was no way she was letting him go. She did all of this while
holding the branch, holding her cane, and standing on the side of
her foot. She was well into her 70s before getting her ankle fixed
by a doctor in Louisville. My cousins have told me that my
grandfather was embarrassed by her deformity and didn’t want to be
seen in public with her. That might have been true in the earlier
part of their marriage but I saw total tenderness and devotion
towards her when they were in their golden years. My mother and
aunt, however, left the hills to go teach in the “big” cities of
Louisville and Cincinnati. I’m not sure why my aunt left but my
mother would often tell me about the different places in the world
she’d read about growing up and dreamt of traveling to. Because of
her and with her, I eventually visited 48 of the 50 states in
America.

My mother often talked of visiting
Alaska and Hawaii but ran out of time before she got there. Knowing
her history, I believe she wanted to fly away from the pain, misery
and demons that chased her all of her life. I inherited her
wanderlust and still have great difficulty not flying away myself.
It is part of the reason I’ve chosen the career of flying and the
reason I love to travel and get away. By now, I’ve visited over 30
countries and all 50 of our states. My travels have a sense of
longing. But my mother and aunt were forever the ones who had to
come “home.” Very rarely would any of their family members come to
visit them. There would be phone calls but it was my mother’s
effort that made sure we saw that side of my family. Those lush
green hills with those mountain ways are still like that. When I do
get to make the occasional visit, my aunts can’t do enough for me.
I am truly the prodigal son come to visit. But as soon as the last
ridge disappears in the rear view mirror, it’s like I never
existed. No phone calls, letters or emails. I have finally gotten
one of my aunts to promise to call if anyone gets ill or
worse.

Otherwise I make the calls and make
sure I stay in touch. I don’t resent it. It’s just the way it is. I
know they love me. They tell me all the time. My father did his
best to poison those relationships. Until I became more emotionally
healthy and began to see him for who he was, I bought into his
insistence that family members should contact you and if they don’t
to cut them off. As a result I didn’t maintain contact with my
mother’s family for over 13 years after she died.

My mother and Aunt Beatrice died of
cancer within a year of each other. It wasn’t until my mother and
aunt were dying of their diseases that their brothers and sisters
would make the drive to come visit them. One of my favorite
pictures is of my mother and her brothers and sisters in her house.
She’s dressed in her oldest “house coat” and looks like hell
because of the ravages of her disease but the love emanates from
all of them. On the day of my aunt’s funeral, I dressed in my
finest Navy summer white uniform to impress all of my family and
their friends but sitting in the church watching my mother’s face
as she said goodbye to her sister, I could see what was going
through her mind. She would be joining one of her favorite sisters
very soon in death. That was a sobering moment in my life. It hit
me that I would also be saying goodbye to my mother pretty soon.
For all the bad and the good, she was still my mother. And she was
about to die. Later that day, 5 of my cousins and I carried my
aunt’s casket up the steep side of a hill to the family cemetery. I
was still in my white uniform and knew all of my female cousins and
their friends were chatting about it. Later that night I added
another conquest to my growing list of sexual encounters. And
afterwards felt even emptier.
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One of the interesting traditions of
the mountains is the way in which they say goodbye when someone
dies. I’ve experienced this phenomenon at least 5 times in my life
but the three funerals that have had the greatest impact on me were
my grandmother’s, my grandfather’s and my mother’s. My grandmother
died first when I was in my late teens. I had just finished up my
first year of college when she passed. She deteriorated in her
mental capabilities towards the end of her life and became blind
from diabetes. It made me extremely sad to see this tough old
mountain woman who was by turns tough as nails and more tender than
baby corn sitting blind in a wheel chair and ask us the same
questions over and over. I wondered how it affected my mother
watching her own mother die a little more every time she visited.
Funeral homes at that time were almost non-existent and churches
still are small and have to be built into the sides of the hills.
There’s nowhere to build a church that can hold more than 100
people or so. When my grandmother died I knew she and her family
were well liked and respected in the community because there was a
multitude of people who wanted to pay their respects both in the
country outside Salyersville and in town itself. The burial process
starts about a week prior to actual interment.

The body is embalmed by the local
undertaker and put into a room of the deceased’s house. Someone is
awake with the body for three-four days prior to the actual funeral
or town viewing. I suppose this dates back to making sure that evil
spirits or thieves don’t make off with anything they are not
supposed to. After an appropriate amount of time and viewing the
day of my grandmother’s funeral came. My cousins and I were
designated pallbearers as we were for many of my relatives’
funerals. The hearse arrived to take her body. The funeral director
closed her casket and, as we lifted it to take it down the side of
the hill, my grandfather lost control for the first time I’d ever
seen in my life. He sobbed his way through telling us that our
grandmother loved us as he ran out the back door of the house they
shared for almost 60 years. He couldn’t bear the thought of her
being taken away from him.

We slipped our way down the very steep
front yard holding onto her casket for dear life, and followed the
hearse to the local high school. It was the only place that was big
enough to hold all of the people that came to say their goodbyes.
We took the casket out of the hearse and walked it to the front of
the auditorium. The funeral director reopened it and the official
funeral began. The preacher gave a benign talk about death and
dying and gave a wonderful eulogy for a woman who barely set foot
into a church. He talked around the subject of death and quoted
some Bible verses about how wonderful heaven is and how death
wasn’t permanent. We sang all of the old favorites from the Baptist
hymnal and then my second cousin, who was about 40 years older than
me, got up and began singing some of the older gospels songs a
cappella. If I closed my eyes I could swear I heard those songs
drifting over the fog-covered hollers of my childhood and heard the
dogs barking at something they had chased up a tree. His singing
was mournful, eerie and peaceful all at the same time.

At mountain funerals, the song “Amazing
Grace” has about 100 verses. After the service, when the entire
auditorium had paid their final respects to my family, the funeral
director once again closed the casket and we wheeled it out to the
hearse. A much smaller number of people would attend the final
farewell in the family graveyard. The hearse could go only so far,
so we had to carry the casket the rest of the way up the side of
the hill. A friend of one of my cousins who owned a backhoe had dug
her final resting place the night before. We placed the casket over
the simple pine box and the preacher opened it yet again and began
his final farewell. The family gathered around and sang Amazing
Grace a cappella one last time. During this portion of the service
I noticed an unusual thing. My grandfather sat on the gravestone of
one of my long dead relatives and pretended that nothing was
happening. He joked and laughed with some of his friends and
ignored the fact that his wife was being buried. After the service
was finally concluded, we could have stayed to watch her grave
being filled in with dirt.

But it was time to gather for the food
that was cooked by my aunts and take a deep breath from all of the
emotion of the day. There are no huge official graveyards in the
mountains. It’s more a matter of lack of space than anything but it
really is nice to be able to go and visit just your family members.
Memorial Day is a big event where living relatives go to tend to
the dead and have a picnic in the family cemetery. My grandfather’s
funeral was conducted in much the same way but his eulogist
preached a service filled with hellfire, brimstone and damnation.
The preacher assured us we were all going to hell because of our
sinful ways. His voice hit a crescendo peak as he told us of the
fiery pit and how we were all doomed to spend eternity there
roasting in the heat. My cousins and I just looked at each other
and raised our eyebrows. I mouthed to one of them, “Where did this
guy come from”? She shrugged and mouthed back, “I don’t know”. We
giggled and went back to our public verbal flogging. I chuckled to
myself because I know my grandfather was watching and laughing and
still mixing up Bible verses.

My mother’s funeral was different in
that she lay for viewing in her last hometown of Louisville for a
week before being taken to the mountains for her burial. The
process of saying goodbye to her lasted for two weeks. It was
during my mother’s goodbye that my faith in something other than my
Southern Baptist beliefs about what comes after death was expanded.
Three days after her death, I was standing in her house when I
suddenly noticed the sound of birds singing. It was February, and
the temperature was barely above freezing. There was frost on the
ground that had not burned off in the morning sun. I looked out the
windows of her house and saw something that had a profound effect
on me. Her front and back yard were filled with Robins.

There must have been 200 birds
congregated in that small space. One of her favorite times of year
was when she would see the first robin of spring. To her, that was
the signal of renewal. She could start planting her garden once
again. The birds hung around for a few hours and then disappeared.
I think my mother sent them to give us the hope that no matter the
season, there was always the promise of new starts and new reasons
for renewals in our own lives. At the end of the process of saying
goodbye to her, I was emotionally, mentally, and physically
exhausted. But I wasn’t too tired to receive oral sex from three
different women at various times during the two-week goodbye. I
think my mother chose my father for a couple of reasons. The
boyfriend of one of my great aunts raped her in her early teen
years with the help of that same great aunt. That boyfriend was a
raging alcoholic and I’m guessing my great aunt passed my mother
onto him in order to be spared herself. As my mother lay dying and
high on morphine, she would cry out, “please Aunt Gladys, please
don’t make me do that with him again.” She was extremely frightened
of having anything put over her head for her entire life. Now I can
guess why. He probably put something over her head so that he
didn’t have to look at the little girl he was raping. For some
reason she had a very close relationship with this aunt until the
day that aunt died. In retrospect it seemed to be sick and
dysfunctional.

Her “numbing drug” of choice was
religion. She embraced religion like a second skin. It was
completely oppressive to us as children and she only finally
started to relax about her religion even a little prior to her
death. I knew she had come full circle when as she was planning her
own funeral, she asked a catholic priest she met at a cancer camp
to help officiate at hers. Often I would see my mother weeping
during a service. Church was the only place she felt safe. She felt
a connection to who she really was. She was a good hearted honest
woman who wanted to love her children without the filters life had
cruelly put in front of her. My father seemed to be the perfect
choice since he was going into the ministry. But abused kids have
radar that automatically locks onto other abused kids and
perpetrators. We can be standing in a room of 500 normal people and
find the one person who will help us remain victims by either
playing out their own roles or help us stay in that place by
victimizing us. I’ve seen this same dynamic played out in my own
life over and over.

My father’s family is a different part
of the story. At the beginning of this history I joked about being
part hillbilly, part mean white trash. I’ve written about the
hillbilly side of me. My father’s family is much simpler to
explain. My grandfather was a big man. His name was Charles. He was
over 6 feet tall and broad shouldered with a full head of hair. At
one time my grandfather, Charles, was part of a fairly wealthy
family. They were minor landowners, had big country houses and
seemed to do quite well for themselves around the Louisville area.
But at the age of 33 year old he married my grandmother, Carrie,
who was 16. For this he was disowned. He was also a raging
alcoholic. For the rest of their lives, my grandparents struggled
to make ends meet. When I was in high school, one of the activities
that we took on as part of our Key Club community service was to
hand out food baskets to people in need during the Thanksgiving and
Christmas holidays. On the day we were to deliver all the baskets,
one of my friends asked me if I was related to Carrie Clubb because
that was where one of the baskets was going. My face immediately
burned with embarrassment. Knowing my mother’s family’s attitudes
toward charity, I couldn’t believe that my grandmother would have
the audacity to ask for a handout. I told my friend that I would
handle that basket personally. I delivered the basket to my
grandmother and asked her why she felt the need to do something
like that. She just shrugged her shoulders and told me that she
didn’t mind getting free food.

When I told my mother, she was
incredulous and made sure my grandmother never had to request
something like that again. My father’s family never had a problem
taking something for free. My mother fed my grandparents all summer
long with the vegetables she grew in her spacious garden. She also
gave them the canned vegetables that she stored in our basement to
get us through the winters until she could plant a garden again. My
grandmother was small, but looked very masculine. She never had her
hair done and preferred to get short mannish haircuts she got from
a barbershop. She was addicted to what she called diet pills which
were really amphetamines. My brother and I have wondered over the
years if she was somehow mentally challenged. Supposedly my
grandmother’s family came to Kentucky out of South Carolina. Family
legend has it that one of my ancestors was a signer on the
Declaration of Independence. After watching my family’s behavior I
think it was just wishful thinking. My grandfather abused me also.
He didn’t get many chances to because I think my mother knew what
would happen to me if I were left alone with him. The abuse wasn’t
to the extent of what my father did, but he had his turn with me.
He would rub me naked against his crotch until he had an orgasm. I
don’t know why but he never penetrated me. My grandmother would
watch from across the room. The house they lived in had bare bulbs
hanging from the ceiling and I remember looking up at the light and
trying to concentrate on it to ignore what was going on behind me.
It was at that point that I began to wonder why God disappeared
during all of my humiliation and pain. Once I went to the mountains
to visit my mother’s gravesite to talk with her.

The night before that visit, I took my
father to dinner and told him I had a very strong belief that his
father had abused me. I wasn’t far enough along in my healing
process to confront anyone or talk about this except with a
therapist. It was especially dangerous because unbeknownst to me,
he was the true perpetrator. He looked me straight in the eye and
lied. He told me that he could believe that his father might have
done something but had a hard time believing that his mother
watched it happen. If he had looked at me that night and told me
the truth, it would have been a chance to heal the psychic rift
that has been present in this family for generations. But he didn’t
and in lying to me, he abused me once again. It’s hard to even
imagine him as human because sometimes when I visualize him, I only
see a four-legged creature with a mangy coat and the face of a
demon. How do you forgive a thing? I honestly don’t think I would
rejoice or be sad at his death. It would just be another dead
pedophile. My father grew up in a one-room house with newspapers
for wallpaper. It was very creepy to go inside of. It had so much
negativity and oppressive energy around and in it. It was next door
to the house that I grew up in. When I started remembering my abuse
I wanted to make a special trip to burn it down. The house fell
into disrepair and the walls never housed anyone else when my
grandparents moved out of it. Eventually someone dug a hole big
enough for it and buried it.

My parents finally moved my
grandparents out of that falling down shack of a house and into a
nicer home close to where I went to grade school and high school. I
spent quite a bit of time there as I got older since my mother was
always working to make ends meet and my father was nowhere to be
found. At the end of my visits to my grandparents, when I would
have to say goodbye, I was expected to kiss my grandfather. I would
be disgusted by having to be close to him in any way. He almost
never shaved and when he did he shaved badly. His whiskers would
scratch my face and lips and his breath stank of cheap cigars and
booze. My father would tell stories about how his father would be
constantly drunk and make fun of him for various things. The
universe got even with my grandfather’s verbally abusive mouth when
a stroke took his speech away. My father had a brother and sister.
I have to assume, because of his statement to my mother during the
first week of marriage, that his father had sex with all of them on
a regular basis. My father’s brother, Brian, fled into the Marine
Corps as soon as he could and rarely came home on leave. He was an
angry alcoholic who would often get into fights. His last fight
cost him his life. A blood clot in his leg from a barroom brawl
lodged in his lung or heart killing him. At the time, he was in the
intelligence branch of the Marine Corps and debriefed Cuban
defectors at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

This would become an important event
later in our family dynamics. The young Marine who escorted my
uncle’s body home would eventually marry my sister. At the time
that Marine was 29 and she was 12. My father often told us as kids
that every time he went to pay his tuition at college, he would
discover it was already taken care of. Was that his way of telling
us he had a “sugar daddy?” He probably wanted us to ask more
probing questions about his private life in order to bring us into
it. We just didn’t care enough about him to ask. My father’s family
could spend hours discussing the finer points of a pair of
fingernail clippers, but they had no way to confront their feelings
and fears honestly and with the assurance of trust and forgiveness.
This is the family into which I was born.
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When I was seven, I met one of the
adults who would have a big impact in my life. My sister and I
began taking piano lessons with Mrs. Short. Mr. And Mrs. Short were
a husband and wife team who taught piano out of their house in St.
Mathews, a suburb of Louisville. My brother had been taking piano
from Mr. Short and was at a point where he was good enough that to
reach the next level would have taken a commitment of practicing
eight or more hours a day, but he had just started a lawn mowing
business in the neighborhood and his business was instrumental to
my family’s well being. Because of the extra money he provided to
the family bank account, we were able to buy extra groceries and
take the occasional vacation. He has shared his resentment at being
given that kind of responsibility at that age. I can understand
why. Mrs. Short became more than my piano teacher. Often when I
would come for piano lessons, she and I would chat about life and
what was going on before I ever played the first note of my lesson
on her baby grand. One time, I was on a church retreat and revealed
my crush on one of the little girls who was in my peer
group.

When the little girl found out that I
liked her she announced in a loud voice, “Oh, he’s really ugly!” I
was crushed by her comment and rejection. Later that week, I told
Mrs. Short what this little girl had said and started crying. She
didn’t say a word, but simply sat next to me on her piano bench and
held me while I wept. It was one of the most unselfish things
anyone had done for me till then. Mrs. Short and I often shared on
those piano lesson days. I think she saw in me something that
wasn’t there in my sister or other kids she taught. The day I
turned 14 and told her I was quitting taking lessons from her, she
broke down and sobbed. Whenever my mother would ask my father to
pick us up after piano lessons, he would forget. We would sit in
Mrs. Short’s waiting room for a couple of hours as she came out to
check to see if anyone had remembered us. That happened every
single time he was asked to do it.

Being forgotten was a constant thread
from my childhood. The one and only time I went out for organized
sports before high school, I joined a little league baseball team.
I discovered the definition of nepotism. The coach’s kid was the
pitcher and got all the choice innings to play in. We would have
games on Saturdays and after they were over, I would stand around
on the ball field for upwards of three hours waiting for someone to
remember to pick me up. My grandmother lived just a few blocks from
the field but I was afraid of my mother’s anger if she finally
remembered to come and get me and I wasn’t there. I decided that it
just wasn’t worth the effort anymore. That and my .100 batting
average convinced me that maybe a lucrative baseball career wasn’t
in my future. At seven I also had my one and only birthday party as
a kid. Usually birthdays were a cake bought at the grocery store
and five dollars to spend at the local toy store. The only time of
the year we really celebrated was at Thanksgiving.

My mother would almost kill herself
with the amount of time she would take preparing the food for the
Thanksgiving meal. When we would sit down to eat, there would not
be an empty space left on the table for another dish. She would
raid the pantry where she had hundreds of cans of vegetables for
the various casseroles and combinations of foods she made for that
meal. More often than not, though, my mother would be kind enough
to invite my father’s family to join us for the one special day of
the year when my parents declared a truce with one another. She
would feed most of my father’s family, and in return, they would
make derogatory comments about how it had been fixed.

Christmas, on the other hand, was a
miserable time for all of us. Christmas has always brought up
negative memories of my childhood. As the season approaches, I have
always wondered why I have had these feelings. During this time of
year, I get depressed, feel dirty and completely empty inside. I
look at people and feel pity and sorrow for them because I’m
projecting my own feelings onto them. I have always gotten sick at
Christmas time with a violent cough that no doctor could diagnose.
I believe it was my body’s way of trying to cough up the truth
about what happened to me at that time of year. During the first
Christmas of my divorce proceedings from my third wife, I was
alone. I got a card from my father. He had included a handwritten
note saying, “Come to Florida and let us give you some special
family love during this time”. It made me sick.

It wasn’t until I was an adult with
children of my own that I have finally been able to figure out why
I have disliked Christmas so much and have been so eager to see the
season end. When I was with my children one Christmas in the middle
of the day, after we unwrapped our presents, I began to have one of
my body memories of being raped. It was extremely painful and at
the same time I had a flashback about a Christmas Day when I was a
kid and my father raped me. I called Sheila and told her what was
going on and she suggested that we do some work. As I sat in the
pain of the memory, she told me to go to that pain and ask it to
heal. As I felt what was going on behind me, I saw God’s hands
stretching out for me as if to rescue me from this
humiliation.

The next image I got was of four angels
surrounding me and holding me in their arms. They couldn’t rescue
me from the pain, but they could comfort me through it. I finally
saw light surrounding us all and the pain stopped. As the
discomfort of what my body was remembering subsided and I could
find my voice, I asked Sheila through my tears, “Why on Christmas
Day, Sheila”? She softly said, “Why on any day, John”? It made
sense. He didn’t care what day it or time of year it was. For the
first time in many years I didn’t get sick at Christmas. I didn’t
cough once. I was able to enjoy the season and the time with my
children fully. I got excited about sharing the joy of Christmas
with them. Even though reliving the experience was painful in the
short term, the long-term benefits are that I can put it fully
behind me. It’s much like scraping a scab off of a cut so that it
can heal properly. Another seminal event in my childhood was my
brother Stu’s marriage and military service.

At the age of 18, Stu married his high
school sweetheart. Like me, he was looking for a way out of the
family at the soonest possible moment. Mary Ellen was a product of
the foster care system. She and her sisters had been removed from
their father’s house because they, too, were sexually abused. Mary
Ellen told Stu that the girls would line up so that their father
could insert his fingers into their vaginas to see if they were
ready for him to have sexual intercourse with. She told my brother
that when it was her turn and he said she wasn’t ready yet, she was
crushed because she couldn’t please her father yet. Her father and
brother were later jailed for abusing the girls in her family. Her
brother was jailed for impregnating his sister. Sexual abuse
permeates everything it touches. It doesn’t surprise me that Stu
and Mary Ellen found each other. The draft was in full swing and
Stu’s number was scheduled to come up. His number would have put
him into the draft and exposed him to the slaughter of the Vietnam
War. He managed to get a slot in the local Air National Guard unit
in Louisville. His departure was traumatic for me. Our relationship
had never been all that close, but he was still my brother. He was
angry at my sister Lisa and me all the time. He was forced to
babysit us while our mother went out at night to earn extra money
for the family whether my father was present or not.

I’m sure she wanted the extra buffer
that my brother afforded us from our father. Stu’s own natural
anger at being beaten and his resentment toward Lisa and me was
often communicated to us loudly in words and gestures. Later when
my brother would try to involve me in his activities, I would watch
for a few minutes, then drift away again to my books. I resented
when he told me how to do something because of his lack of
patience, but he didn’t know how to show patience because he had
never been shown any. I also resented his bossiness because
anything that reminded me of my father’s preaching irritated me
beyond belief. Sometimes in my life, like in the military, when
I’ve been placed with others in extremely stressful situations,
it’s brought us closer together. We have a common enemy to fight
against whether it’s the system or the commander. This time, Stu,
Lisa, and I were alone in our isolation and struggles against our
family’s dynamics. We were sole survivors of a shipwreck deserted
on an island to fight for our own survival. The day Stu had to go
to Texas to begin basic training was very traumatic for all of us.
I remember fighting back tears while watching his DC-9 climb into
the bright Louisville morning sky.

My parents helped Stu and Mary Ellen
buy a trailer in a squalid little trailer park in Indiana. No
matter the location, when my sister and I were invited to spend the
night, it was always an adventure. Since Stu was gone for several
weeks, my mother insisted that we go visit him in Texas, so on
Friday night after work, we would pack the car and start the many
hours of driving it took to get from Kentucky to Texas. We would
spend part of the weekend and then make the drive back to home in
time to start school and work on Monday morning. I would sleep as
well as I could sandwiched in between Mary Ellen and Lisa and
sometimes would wake up in the middle of the night as we drove
across the lonely expanses of the panhandle of Texas. This was in
the days before FM radio stations so the only choice was an AM
station playing Mexican selections or the station playing repeats
of the Grand Ole Opry shows out of Nashville. I would stare at the
night sky and the brilliant moon shining down on the scrub brush
and dirt of east Texas and wish that I was someone else.

That theme would come up later in my
high school years when we would go on camping vacations. I would
pretend to be French and use my limited high school vocabulary when
addressing my fellow campers at one of the many campgrounds we
would go to visit. I just desperately wanted to be anyone else but
myself. The seeds of moral corruption were planted in my head at a
young age. I was raised in a southern racist society in a southern
racist house.

Whenever I wanted to bother my mother,
I would tell her I was dating a black girl. As I’ve gotten older
and talked with my friends of color who have grown up all over this
country, I’ve realized that southerners don’t have anything on
creating and promulgating the underlying racial tension that is a
constant in our society. I grew up in a time when the civil rights
movement was just beginning in America. I can remember from a very
young age seeing signs that said “whites only” over water fountains
and bathrooms. Segregation was still the norm where I grew up. The
black people all lived in Berrytown. When we would drive through
their neighborhood on our way to my all-white church I would be
shocked by how some of them had to live. They lived in places that
some people wouldn’t put their pets. Shanties and shacks with
broken windows and partially caved in roofs were where some of my
school peers went to study and sleep. I didn’t have any black
friends.

It wasn’t allowed in my world back
then. It would have taken too much moral conviction and courage to
tell my white racist buddies I didn’t care. I often wondered how
these people could live like that. I felt sympathy for anyone who
had to live in this kind of squalor. As a 6th grader, I was
standing on the front sidewalk of our elementary school and one of
the kids of Berrytown was standing close by. The temperature was
close to freezing and his coat was practically threadbare. My coat
was warm and I watched him shiver in the cold. It was that day that
I realized that there were socioeconomic and cultural differences
that might never be bridged between the black kids I knew and
me.

There was constant racial tension where
I lived and where I went to school. It became especially high when
the city of Louisville decided to start bussing inner-city kids to
the suburbs in order to give them a fighting chance at a decent
education. I was frightened out of my mind at these supposedly
tough kids from the city. I never thought to cross the racial
street to find out if they were feeling exactly like I was. Later
when I was going to college, I had a good friend who was struggling
in math. I volunteered to help him. He was a little older than me
and going to night school for an accounting degree. One time when
he was in my dorm room and I was helping him, I had to prove how
cool I was to the other redneck racists in the hallway. I casually
tossed out a comment about how these “niggers” had to have help. As
I write this I see it and still feel the stab of pain of shame that
it causes. The look on his face said it all. I immediately
regretted what I had said and desperately wanted to take the words
back, but it was too late. That was the last time I ever saw
Charles again in my life.

Despite what has happened to me and
what I’ve had to endure, I only have a couple of “do-over
requests.” This is one of them. That was the last time I ever used
that word. After my comment to Charles, I vowed to do things
differently. I tried to get one of my black friends into my college
fraternity. As I sat in the meeting where my supposed fraternity
brothers casually mentioned that there would never be a “nigger” in
their fraternity, I got angry at them and at myself, but I
continued to struggle with my attitudes towards minorities until
Aviation Officer Candidate School (AOCS). I went to AOCS after I
graduated from college and there I met a fast-talking skinny black
kid from Bedford Stuyvesant in Brooklyn by the name of Chip. He
became my best friend and unknowing to him finally helped me get
past my southern racist roots and become color blind once and for
all. I’ve wanted to be a pilot since I was nine years old. From as
early as I can remember flying and the love of flying was already
something deeply ingrained and instilled. I couldn’t hear an
airplane in the sky without looking up to see what kind it might be
and I longed for the day of my first airplane ride. All things
having to do with aviation fascinated me.

I think it was part of my DNA before I
was even born. It was as if I already knew at that point that it
would be my eventual escape from my family and my life. I went to a
small elementary school in a town called Ballardsville. It had a
total of 64 students in 6 grades and a special education class. My
mother taught first and second grade, her best friend taught 3rd
and 4th and the principal taught 5th and 6th. There was an
additional teacher who had been stricken with polio as a kid. I
grew up in the time when the health department was still trying to
eradicate polio. She was stuck in leg braces and walked on
crutches. I already knew what the word handicap meant. I was
growing up with a sister who was deaf so it didn’t seem like
anything unusual to me. She taught the special education kids. The
reason I was in that school and not the one closer to our house in
Crestwood was because of my sister, Lisa. She was born with normal
hearing but gradually lost it due to chronic severe ear infections
that were never diagnosed. My mother was determined to mainstream
Lisa in a regular school setting for a number of reasons. She had
deep-seated guilt over not being able to catch the ear infections
in time to save Lisa’s hearing.

Because of my grandfather’s shame and
embarrassment over my grandmother’s twisted foot my mother also had
a preconceived idea that her family would somehow not accept my
sister’s handicap. She felt as if her family would look down on
anyone who was not “whole.” I also think it was her only way of
keeping watch over both of us. My mother felt that if she were
there to personally supervise Lisa’s education, she would have more
of a chance for a normal life in the hearing world. In retrospect I
think she did Lisa a great disservice. Instead of finding a
community in which she could excel with her peers, my mother put
her in between the hearing and the deaf world. Lisa never got to
feel like she belonged to either. The hearing world rejected her
for her deafness and the deaf world rejected her because she
couldn’t sign and communicate with them that way. The things we
take for granted, being able to pay attention to multiple
conversations and being able to listen and write at the same time
were things beyond Lisa’s reach. Instead of learning to sign, she
only learned to lip read, which required her full attention when
someone was talking. This became important when she was trying to
take notes in class from her teachers’ lectures. When she would
look down to write what she had seen her teachers speak, she would
miss out on what was said next during class.

In high school she had a geometry
teacher with the reputation for being one of the toughest in
school. He had a beard, which made it very difficult for her to lip
read. Her first set of grades in his class weren’t very good. My
mother immediately scheduled a conference to talk to him about it
with my sister present. When my sister told him it was because of
his beard, he shaved it off for her and kept his face clean-shaven
the whole year. She had to work twice as hard as her hearing peers
in order to get the material. We as a family helped her to
accomplish this in a couple of different ways. Her friends would
place sheets of carbon paper between two sheets of their notebooks
so that she could share their notes and retrieve what she had
missed. Sometimes she would tape record her classes and then we
would transcribe what her teachers had said. Bottom line was that
it made it very difficult for her to do well. But she did and
graduated with high grades. Later her friends in college would help
her in the same ways when she became the first deaf woman to enter
nursing school at her university.

There were professors who were openly
hostile to Lisa because she was deaf and told her that they would
try to make sure she didn’t succeed. But there were others who saw
her potential and did everything they could to help her. For every
act of kindness there was an act of cruelty. In high school a kid
of English descent by the name of Sid would, in his most pompous
English accent, call Lisa “Helen Keller”. It was very frustrating
for me not to be able to beat the shit out of him. I tried to
defend her as much as possible against the bullies of her world but
just didn’t have the size or toughness. I tried to be her ears as
much as I could. There was one time, however, when I made no effort
to defend her. My father didn’t get to abuse my sister because my
mother watched over and protected her too closely. But while my
mother wasn’t watching I helped someone else do it. We went to
church with a family who had three boys. These boys were all older
than my sister and me and they had a playhouse in their
backyard.

One day I stood watch while one of the
boys abused my sister in the playhouse. I didn’t see anything wrong
with helping someone else hurt my sister. Those acts have echoed in
her life to this day. She was date-raped by one of my peers while I
was in Navy Flight School. I feel doubly responsible for this now,
because I set the date up between the two of them. He has not been
punished for this crime because of her reluctance to press any
formal charges against him. Both our parents taught us through
their actions how to be victims so it felt natural to me to help
someone else victimize the ones I love. Her husband is 17 years her
senior. He was the Marine who brought my uncle’s body back from
Guantanamo Bay Cuba after he died following his final drunken bar
fight.

At the time Lisa was 12 and her future
husband was 29. Many years later, he admitted that he had fallen in
love with her from the first moment he saw her. He spent a year in
jail during their marriage after being accused of abusing his
daughter and niece. The legal fees bankrupted my sister. This is
the continuing evil that abuse brings to a family. It echoes and
ripples through generations until someone says, “Enough.” Lisa has
been a nurse her entire professional career. She still prefers to
work nights because the phones are quieter and she doesn’t have to
have the direct and often frustrating interactions with doctors
because of her difficulties talking on the telephone. Over the
years, she has had many aids to help her function in the hearing
world. My mother took her to countless hours of speech therapy. She
had a “hearing” dog that alerted her when the phone rang or there
was someone at her door. Lisa has vibrators attached to her bed
that are synchronized with her alarm clock. Most recently, she
received Cochlear Implants, which are devices that convert analog
sounds into digitized signals that the brain can process. For the
first time in her life she can hear how a page sounds when it’s
turned. She can hear the sounds of her car engine. She can hear the
sounds of her world.

My father used all of the time that my
mother was away from the house working with my sister and her
various speech therapists to his advantage. While I was unprotected
he continued raping me. My mother taught me in first and second
grade and I tell my friends I have the scars to prove it. But they
aren’t visible to the world. I always get a chuckle when I tell
them she could have taught sadistic Catholic schoolteacher nuns a
thing or two. I can laugh about them these days, but I’m still
working on healing those scars. She was incredibly hard on me
because she couldn’t be seen showing me any favoritism. As kids we
used to play with a toy called a paddleball. It was a small oval
shaped piece of wood about five inches across and had a handle.
There was a rubber ball attached to it by a rubber band. The object
was to hit the ball against the paddle as many times as you could
in a row. My mother removed the ball and string and painted hers
red. With this customized paddle, she was quite liberal dispensing
the corporal punishment which was still allowed in those days. Once
she broke her paddle in half while she was beating me with it. She
would criticize me almost nonstop in front of the other
kids.

Those verbal assaults have had their
own echoes in my relationships with women. It’s been hard for me
not to hear my mother’s voice when a girlfriend or wife disagrees
with me or raises her voice. It’s been easy for me to put my
mother’s face on the face of a loved one and think she is berating
me verbally when all she is doing is simply disagreeing with me. We
had an old fashioned set of “teeter-totters” or “see-saws” on the
playground of my elementary schoolyard in Ballardsville.

This was long before the time of
personal injury lawyers and the American Disability Act so they
were a kid’s dream. They were all painted wood and splinters and
sharp edges. There were six of them sitting atop a metal crossbeam
that was just high enough off the ground to straddle. We would sit
on the crossbeam and with skinny young muscles straining we would
try to control each side of the pendulum that made up the see saw.
That way we could pretend that they were the wings of our
airplanes. I could usually talk five of my classmates into playing
along with me and we would imagine that we were a flight of bombers
over enemy territory on some dangerous mission.

This was a game we played almost daily
during our recess sessions when the weather was warm enough to go
outside. I always seemed to end up being the squadron commander
leading my brave compatriots on our ever-important missions. That
meant I got to sit on the cross beam right behind the first set of
see saws and shout commands over my shoulder to my squadron mates.
Without fail at some point one of us would be shot down deep behind
enemy lines and parachute into bad guy territory. Luckily for us we
would immediately be tended to by one of the little girls in my
class standing by to act as our flight nurses. One of the rules of
our game was that they were immune from capture and torture by the
bad guys. Deidre was my favorite nurse. During the warm months, as
we played war heroes, she would tend to my wounds. During the cold
winter months Deidre and I would make out in the coat closet of my
3nd and 4rd grade classrooms.

There would be a few of us in the
closet and we would tell our teacher that we were going in to tell
ghost stories. I think Deidre and I were the only ones actually
kissing. She was blond and had a huge smile. She would always eat a
bag of Sour Cream and Onion potato chips before we kissed but I
didn’t care. I loved being with her. I felt a connection with her
that I didn’t understand that I didn’t feel with anyone else. I
wanted to rescue Deidre somehow. I fantasized about us running off
together to Tahiti and living happily ever after. She and her
family lived in a shack next to a junkyard. They were desperately
poor. The house was in serious disrepair and looked as if it would
blow over any minute in a strong wind. The curtains were tattered
and the windows were grimy. It reminded me of “Jenny’s” childhood
home in the movie “Forrest Gump.”

The one time I saw her father, I was
immediately filled with a sense of dread and wanted to get away
from him as soon as I could. He gave me the same creepy feeling I
had around my own father and grandfather. Reading was another way I
escaped from my loneliness and pain. I would spend almost all of my
waking time with a book in my hand. One summer I even tackled the
entire set of Encyclopedia’s we had in a bookcase at home. It makes
for some interesting moments when I play Trivial Pursuit and can
answer an obscure question about the capital city of Monrovia. Some
of my favorite magazines were the Reader Digests my mother got in
the mail. Particularly fascinating to me was a series called, “I Am
(human body part)”; “I Am Jane’s Uterus” and “I Am Joe’s Bladder”.
I would have gladly traded places to be inside “Joe’s Bladder” for
a while if it meant being safe from my mother and father. If I was
reading I could be very quiet. And if I was very quiet, the chances
of getting attacked in some way were greatly reduced. I would have
my own personal contest each school year to see if I could fill up
more library cards than the year before. We would pencil in the
books we were taking from the library on small index-like cards and
when they got full, we would staple the next one to the back of the
one we had just filled. I think I managed to fill up at least 11
cards in one school year.

Books were my friends. When I was nine
years old, I read a book about World War II aircraft carrier pilots
in the Pacific and I was immediately hooked. These men instantly
became my heroes and I couldn’t get enough of airplanes, pilots and
aviation. WWII aviation became my passion and I read everything
about major air battles over Europe and in the Pacific that I could
get my hands on. I volunteered to give reports in class about what
I’d learned. I made shadow boxes depicting WWII air battles over
the green fields of France. I knew I was going to become a pilot. I
made plans to become a janitor in the airport until I had enough
money for my plane ticket out of Louisville. I was going to sleep
in the airport bathroom and wash up there instead of going
home.
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My transition from boy to man began at
the age of 17. The drama started when I rode through the gates of
Parris Island on a Greyhound bus on my journey to becoming a United
States Marine. Societies and cultures throughout time have
developed various rituals transitioning boys to men. Some of these
include jumping head-first off tall towers with a root tied to your
legs and stopping within inches of smashing your skull. Some
involve painful surgeries on a boy’s genitals, sending youngsters
into the wilderness on vision quests, throwing them bar mitzvahs,
and everything between. At times, while enjoying the 13-week
sun-filled vacation in South Carolina, I had signed on for, I
wonder if I wouldn’t have readily agreed to the genital surgery
over what I was enduring. Marine Corps Recruit training taught me
several important things:

1. I can do anything I set my mind
to.

2. It helps to accomplish things you
didn’t think you could do if you truly believe a drill instructor
will kill you if you don’t.

3. I can adapt to just about any
situation I find myself in with any socioeconomic group I find
there.

4. There comes a time when the welfare
of the whole is more important than the welfare of an
individual.

5. There comes a point in your life
when much of your energy is devoted to not peeing on yourself out
of fear.

6. Gang members from the inner cities
of America cry in frustration just as easily as a country boy from
Kentucky when they’ve had enough and want their moms.

I left for boot camp from the
Lexington, Kentucky airport. I have no idea why I couldn’t have
left from Louisville, but it seemed to be very important to the
recruiters that I leave from the only other “large” city in
Kentucky. It was my first airplane ride in a turbo jet. I had
gotten sick in small airplanes several times before, so I was
nervous about looking bad in front of the other passengers. I had
started smoking earlier in the year. This was before they banned
smoking on all commercial jet flights. I weighed 147 pounds soaking
wet and I’m sure that when I lit up a cigarette on the airplane, I
must have looked ridiculous. I was still getting carded for R-rated
movies so I know I looked even younger than 17. I spent from
Christmas of 1977 until I left for South Carolina in March of 1978
working like mad to accomplish two things. One was to get into
decent enough shape to survive the physical aspects of boot camp
and the other was to finish all of my school work early so that I
could graduate in March instead of June. My best friend Bubba
helped with the first part. Bubba was a transfer student from North
Carolina. Because of his extremely outgoing personality and prowess
on the track field, he immediately made friends with the “in”
crowd. For some strange reason, though, he took me under his wing
and befriended me. I had never been invited to “in” crowd parties
or to associate with them.

Once people knew I was going to Marine
Corps boot camp and was a “friend of Bubba,” they seemed to have a
newfound respect for me. Bubba and I would run for hours together
in all kinds of weather and in all kinds of terrain in combat
boots. Depending on how severe the weather was, we would dress up
or down as was required. I liked to wear a set of winter long
underwear with my running shorts on the outside and my combat
boots. I got laughed at quite frequently. I didn’t care because I
was with Bubba. We would spend hours talking about whatever
17-year-olds talk about and for the first time in my high school
life, I started feeling like I belonged. Because of my relationship
with Bubba, the other jocks began to acknowledge me when they would
see me in the halls. I was invited to join the Key Club, which was
an organization for high school boys to perform community services.
I joined the Marine Corps to escape to a world that I imagined as
being orderly without the drama I had going on at home and the
daily screaming and stress. Little did I know that I was signing on
for more screaming, stress, and drama than I could have imagined
possible. I joined the Marine Corps for a couple of
reasons.

One is because my cousin had joined. He
was only a year older than I was. When he came home in his uniform
I was very impressed with the change that I sensed in him. He had
been a reprobate delinquent in high school and a drug addict. It
seemed that the Marines had done some good for him in his life. His
father (my father’s brother) had been a Marine and I wanted what I
thought the Marine Corps was offering to me in a lesser sense and
to my family in a larger sense. It was a chance to start over and
try to bring some semblance of control into my life. I wanted to
operate in a world where the rules were sacrosanct and always well
known. I ended up being my shoeshine. In order to sell the Marine
Corps to my parents, but more importantly to my mother, I agreed to
join the Reserves instead of going on active duty for three or four
years.

The closest reserve activity was a
field Military Police unit located in Lexington, Kentucky. A field
Military Police unit is different from a regular MP unit. Field MPs
are basically glorified infantrymen with the additional
responsibility of handling POW’s and setting up ways to direct
off-road traffic. I signed up for a program in which I attended
drill meetings for six months and began to earn money before
reporting for boot camp. The Marines who had already graduated from
boot camp loved to mess with the kids who were waiting by telling
us horror stories of recruits who didn’t make the cut, who were
thrown in jail, and who were beaten by the drill instructors. It
absolutely scared me to death. After we took off from the Lexington
airport, I got my first chance to see the world from a high
altitude. To my surprise I didn’t have a single instance of
queasiness. As we flew toward Atlanta, I was fascinated with the
lush green countryside of the south. When we finally landed at the
Atlanta airport, I joined up with other young men from the south
who were also on their way to Parris Island.
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