
The Purple Robe
When I was six years old, I was in love with a blonde girl named Anita who lived across the street. Although she was younger than I, she was very mature for a five-and-a-half-year-old. I was desperately trying to find a way for her to talk to me, so I went into her garage and hid under a blanket inside her Radio Flyer red wagon, thinking that would magically work. As I felt the blanket slowly being pulled away, I saw a friendly, large mom-sized Anita face, half laughing, asking me what I was doing hiding in the wagon. I told her I was hoping Anita would find me there. As she left, she said she wished she’d find me there too, so I went back under the blanket. After what felt like half a lifetime, I felt the blanket being pulled again. When I looked up, I saw an Anita-sized face looking down at me. She was aging well and prettier than I remembered from the day before. She was holding a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie. She gave it to me and pecked my cheek before leaving as mysteriously as she arrived. The word joy now had a feeling. I was in heaven—not because of the cookie, which will surprise those who know me. Now and forever, my dream girl and I were in a committed relationship. Although I never saw Anita again after that, I felt the power of willing something to happen. As time and future discoveries would show, Anita saved my life that long summer day. That first magical kiss at six was the beginning—and the end—of my innocence.
The summer ended quicker than it began, and the dreaded new school year was about to start. Like all boys that age, we felt it was unnecessary. All I really learned up to that point was how to make finger paintings of underwater seaweed. I also learned how to eat paste. I don’t know what it was with boys eating paste back in those days, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t because we were poor. I never once saw a girl eating paste. And it wasn’t really that good, but I’m sure that boys eating paste is why schools no longer use paste for arts-and-crafts projects.
On the first day of first grade, I was surprised to learn that we would be taught some things that could help us survive later in life, in case we couldn’t live off our finger paintings or eating paste. As I looked up at the board with the alphabet and down at my blank lined paper, I felt a fleeting panic when we were told to write what we saw on our paper. I heard stories from my older brothers that the sisters were famous for breaking rulers over the knuckles of boys who didn’t obey, so I was motivated to perform. My older brothers were also part of the reason the wooden rulers were replaced with metal rulers during my first year. They either didn’t have the budget to go through all the broken wooden rulers, or they felt the lessons would be better learned with rulers that didn’t break. Maybe it was a win/win situation, but there was never a doubt who the absolute rulers were in the classroom. 
After a long, grueling morning of “writing,” I was just finishing my Z when I felt a presence floating above me. It was sister Ignatius. She smiled down on me and said I had the most beautiful handwriting she had ever seen and complimented me on how my letters stayed perfectly within the lines. She was like an angel with a white, round, porcelain-skinned face smiling from above. It seemed like her face wasn’t really attached to her body and the black and white habit gave her the appearance of something much different than a human. Something better. And not at all something that would hit knuckles with a ruler. I guess you could say I was really liking my first day in first grade.
But all good things must come to an end. It wasn’t the second day, but somewhere along that year, I snapped back into being a boy. My priorities shifted to other interests inspired by my older brothers, like digging holes to find buried treasures or using our sisters' AquaNet hairspray to blowtorch plastic army men. Whatever the reason, school once again became something to dread. 
It got to the point where my mom would drop me off at school, and I would grab onto the chain-link fence like a monkey refusing to let go. She would always be laughing as she peeled me off the fence and sent me on my way into the class from hell, or at least what I was taught as the definition of hell. 
But the school days did end, and family fun would begin every afternoon and on weekends. Having a family with nine people in it and a dog with a big personality, there was never any shortage of excitement. When my oldest brother got caught smoking, my parents made all of us boys (girls were too smart to need life lessons) sit at a table and watch my brother and cousin smoke cigarettes until they threw up as an efficient lesson for us and them. When the cousin went down during the first pack, the lesson was right on schedule. That was interrupted when my brother just kicked back and enjoyed cigarette after cigarette. A skillset he learned from our dad, who was a successful smoker until smoking was successful at taking another life when he was 68. We weren’t sure what lesson we learned that day, but it was memorable and better than watching an episode of Batman, which was actually a highlight of our youth. 
My childhood was filled with wild adventures, misadventures, laughter, and fun, and we never left our block. We were very poor but never really knew it. Nobody else had anything, and if you don’t see what you’re missing, you aren’t missing it. In hindsight, we had as rich a childhood, or richer, than those who grew up rich. We had to invent most of our fun. Some inventions were more creative than others. On the not-so-creative side, we invented a game where we would all stand at the top of the stairs, spit on our side of the top stair, and watch the spit accumulate and drip down to the bottom stair. It would take hours, but we somehow found that much liquid inside of us to complete each contest. As fun as it sounds, it never became a bestseller. We also couldn’t patent it as there was no barrier to entry for competitors. Mattel or Hasbro would have wiped us out with their brand and distribution control, so we kept that invention private.
One of my most inspired inventions came after I saw a kite flying in the distance. I was fascinated by anything that could fly. I would stare at them for hours, hoping the string would break so I could chase down the runway kites. And like Anita in the wagon, on a few occasions, I was able to will some kites to break free, running blocks to retrieve them. One day, I got a lunch bag out of the drawer and cut two small holes in it. I then borrowed a spool of thread from my mom’s sewing machine. She made or repaired most of our clothes. A big day for us was getting a pair of an older brother’s jeans that were too small for him, and got passed down with newly sewn-on patches to cover the holes on the knees. After threading the two holes, I went into the street and threw the spool over the telephone wires. That was enough height to lift the lunch bag into the air so I could fly it like a kite. That might be the poster child for how poor we were and how happy I was because of it. I was still only six at the time, so I also kept that invention to myself. A missed opportunity that could have put the big kite industry out of business. Later in life, I would take advantage of these opportunities. 
As the summer of '65 progressed, I discovered a magical book that would change my life forever. It was called The Big Book of Jokes. I would walk around the neighborhood, reading jokes to older kids and adults, and the laughter felt like I was pulling off some trick. A trick where nobody gets hurt and everybody wins. It was the best feeling in the world to say something and get a response that made people happy. That made me happy. I don’t recall any of the jokes, but at that age, I’m sure a chicken crossed a road for some reason, and I knocked/knocked on a lot of people’s doors. 
After another exhilarating summer, it was back to school time. The dread was in the air. Second grade was the big time. I could no longer coast on my ability to write a Z in between lines. On the first day of school, we all sat in a circle and had to read a sentence from a book that was passed down to each kid after reading their own sentence. It was a book I read in the summer called Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. I loved that book so much because it reminded me of Anita and willing something to happen. When he found the golden ticket, I was so happy for him. That book was a continuation of my magical childhood. 
When the book was passed to me, I looked up at the nun and around the circle of kids and just froze.  I could read, but I couldn't read that day. I couldn’t say a word. I put my head down in shame and passed the book to the next kid. The sister was really nice and made a smooth transition, but I could feel the eyes on me. I had no escape. I tried to shrink into my clothes, but I was too big or the clothes were too small. I was visible the entire time to the entire class—the boy who couldn’t read. 
As the year went on, more lessons were taught and more things were learned. School felt easy for me academically, but it was paralyzing socially. Periodically, kids would be called on to answer questions from various lessons. I would never raise my hand even if I knew the answer. And when called on, I would answer the same way I would read aloud. Not at all. Just silence. Knowing the answers.  I was that shy kid that’s in every class. 
At the end of the school year, the nuns had their annual parents' conference. I would learn later that the school informed my parents that the following year I would be arriving in the little short yellow bus because I was “retarded”. My mom was livid. She explained that I did nothing but talk at home and read at a level far above my grade. So the next year I would be in my first public school, and my last catholic school was behind me.
No offense to God, but public school was heaven. As good as the summer of ’66 was, the school year of ’67 was even better. It was like the school was replaced by a carnival, and rulers were only used to measure things. We could wear real clothes. I met my second love, Carrie, after Anita and I broke up. I could talk to girls. I could read out loud. I could raise my hand and answer questions. The magic continued.
Carrie and I never did date or hang out or meet, but she was the love of my life. She got me through the third grade by filling me with hope that I would sit next to her at lunch or talk to her on the playground. I did see her walk down the hall one day, and that was enough. Her perfect face and brown flowing hair gliding down the hall was going to have to do for my romantic life that year. 
The following summer picked up by a couple of notches. I almost drowned in a pool when a kid pulled the plug on my raft, and a boy we called Beaver dove in and saved me. I can still see him diving down from the bottom of the pool. My siblings learned how to swim by taking lessons. I cut those classes and looked through a hole in the fence, pointing and laughing at them as they shivered during our early morning lessons. I stayed warm those mornings, but I still can’t swim. 
I also got caught stealing money from my mom’s purse that summer—my first ever offense. I used the money to buy a Clark bar and get my hair greased and combed by the local barber so I’d look suitable for the ladies in the hood. That day, I was at my best friend Jimmy Gonzales’ house, and I broke a lightbulb that his mom cleaned up. When I got home, my mom saw I had change in my hand. We had no change. One day, when I was at a market with my dad, I asked him for a penny for the gumball machine, and he said we didn’t have that kind of money. He was serious. We didn’t have gumball money. But he did have cigarette money. When I was asked where I got the quarter in my hand, I told her that Jimmy’s mom had broken a lightbulb, so I cleaned it up, and she gave me a quarter. It would be years before I perfected getting out of impossible situations.
When she asked my dad to walk down to their house to verify my story, I looked out the window until I saw that little yellow light bulb, which replaced the one I broke, light up. I knew my days were numbered. I flashed back to the belt my dad used to sharpen his razor and teach my older brother lessons that a carton of cigarettes could not teach. I ran into our room that had triple bunk beds and slid tightly into the pullout bed without pulling it out. As I waited for my first beating, I fell asleep. I don’t recall being woken up, and I would have recalled getting beaten. I think they saw the poor results of corporal punishment on the oldest boy and decided to use a new wave technique at the time called words. 
The results of not having money created a few memorable parenting challenges besides food and clothing. One day we were told they ordered us a tractor you can sit on, but it did not come in time for Christmas, but it was in the mail—a rare misstep. We waited at the mailbox every day for what seemed like months, maybe years, until they finally said it got lost in the mail. We were bummed out but understood. We didn’t know enough to wonder why a replacement couldn’t be ordered. The following Christmas, the present I wanted arrived late as well. A red hotdog-shaped skateboard.  I waited for that thing every day for what really was years. By the time they could actually afford it and have it shipped, I was a bigger boy. The day it came, I eagerly stood on it, but by then, I was too big, and it broke before the first push—another bummer day in the life of the broke and broken-hearted. 
The most fun I had that summer was with Jimmy. We created a bush fort by the side of his house. I found a pack of matches in my dad’s stash, and Jimmy collected some old newspapers so we could meet in his fort and see if we could start a fire like two cavemen who didn’t know how to rub sticks together. We cleared a big flat dirt area and spread the newspapers in a pile. Once we were safe in our secret fireproof bush fort, I lit the papers to see if they would somehow burn. And they did. Really well. They even spread to our fireproof hut and set it on fire as well.
Jimmy’s mom (that poor woman) saw the smoke and jumped into action, grabbing the hose and putting out the fire. Just weeks earlier, that same hose was responsible for me being shot for the first, but not the last, time in my life. Jimmy’s brother Hank was pointing an empty pellet gun at me in their backyard. He was standing in the middle of the hose, and when Jimmy pulled the hose, Hank’s feet got tangled, and he fell, dropping the gun, causing it to go off and hitting me in the chest. I had three layers of clothes on with a thick jacket. The pellet broke my skin, but it wasn't serious, so we continued our baseball game. I was catching when Hank was up to bat, and he swung wildly, hitting me in the mouth. My two front teeth came out, but I caught one of them. I held it up and said he was out. My Big Book of Jokes was coming in handy. Luckily, it was still my first set of front teeth. I had such a positive outlook on life that it never occurred to me that Hank might not have liked me. 
After Jimmy’s mom put out the fire, she made us promise never to do that again, and in exchange, she would not tell her husband or my parents. That was a screaming deal, so we took it. About a week later, Jimmy noticed the secret back side of his house had an even bigger bush with a huge dirt floor that was three upgrades better than the fort we burned down. Since we now had experience with fire safety, we decided the risk was lower than the high we would get from burning the Sunday paper. As it turned out, we should have lit a weekday paper. As Bush Fort II burned, it seemed all four parents showed up at once to put it and us out for good, as my friendship with Jimmy went up in smoke. But we went out in a blaze of glory. 
Shortly after running out of matches and forts, my dad told us we were moving. He was transferred to San Francisco and borrowed money from a relative to buy a house in Marin County. We were devastated when we were going from Compton to the Hamptons. 
When we arrived in Novato in ’68, we saw things we didn’t know existed, like hills. Our house was the last one on the block that opened onto what looked like an endless mountain, but was, in reality, a series of rolling hills. We had not seen land before. And in the same way, we never left our block in LA, we would end up not really leaving our block in Novato because it cost money to go places, but man, what a block it was. This was a billion-dollar block. Hills to hunt, ride mini bikes, cardboard slide down, and play hide-and-seek on. It was the kind of block that made you feel sorry for rich kids. Every house had a story. Every family was vivid and more different than the family next to it. And the girls. There were girls! If my childhood in LA were magical, this chapter would be a dream. 

It’s true that when you grow up poor, you don’t know what you're missing because you don’t know it exists, but that doesn’t remove the fact that you are missing a lot. You aren’t exposed to anything. You don’t see anything, so not much exists, which made this neighborhood even more fantastical. One of the first days, I was walking in the field next to the house, and I truly thought I had discovered the first ever baby dinosaur of modern times. I ran into the house screaming for someone to see it. One of my brothers came and was equally stunned. Then a kid from the neighborhood walked by, and we yelled for him to check out what we found. After he told us the baby dinosaur was just a dime-a-dozen fence lizard, he asked if we were the new family from LA. It was clear from the way he described my find that this thing would not grow up to the size of a building and take over the city one day. Sixty years later, he still acts shocked when he sees a lizard and screams “dinosaur!” when we hike together. 
That first summer is also when I first discovered true love. Not the Anita “cheek peck free chocolate chip cookie” kind of love or the Carrie “never met but did see walk down the hall” love. This was real. Not puppy love. But real blonde hair, grown-up “boobs” love. When I first saw Diana walking up the street, it felt like discovering a baby dinosaur or a rainbow unicorn. 
I was also developing new skills that I could use for the rest of my life, like becoming proficient at riding a unicycle. Because we did not have “gumball” money, getting an unicycle to share with my brothers was a huge materialistic milestone in our youth. It was also much more budget-friendly than what most kids got, costing less than half a bike. But it was more than twice as hard to learn how to ride. We spent hours trying to ride that thing.  As the day turned to darkness and a quarter of a pedal turned into half a pedal, it gave us hope for the next day. On day two, half a pedal turned into a full pedal, and minutes later, the muscle memory clicked in, and we were gliding down the street on one tire and a seat, feeling much cooler in our heads than how we might have looked from a neighbor’s window. But it was a great lesson: you could accomplish anything if you put your mind and body to it, and had no other options but to spit and watch it slide down a staircase.  
The first day of school in a new town felt like going to the battlefield on day one of your first war. I was in a kind of shellshocked daze, looking in constant 360-degree head turns. I knew something was different, but couldn’t put my finger on it. Then it occurred to me that all the kids were like me in terms of skin color. I never noticed skin color in LA, but in hindsight, it was clear that white was not the majority there. What would turn out to be the big difference, and why I didn’t notice skin color in LA, is that the groups we grew up with there weren’t taught to be racists, so it never came up as a difference. Even though Marin was close to 100% white, there were no lessons or pressure to be racist. Part of that was due to the liberal majority of the county, and part of it may have been the lack of any people of color to be racist against. There were actually very few targets of any kind, so bullying was almost non-existent. In the 70s, it was hard to find a “fat kid” because we were all always outside and moving. And junk food was expensive. And all food costs money, so overeating wasn’t affordable. There also never seemed to be any boredom, so that eating time was also absent. 
Those elementary and middle school years were the best of times. Innocence mixed with a full-time pursuit of creating our own fun. We would do the usual things kids did in those days who had no money and a lot of time—playing with dry ice when a kid on the block would get his hands on it, watching it smoke and go down the water stream created by running a hose down the curbside, or making a popsicle stick into a ship that would float down that same newly created curb river. Playing hide and seek with the other kids, trying to find our first real experience with a girl, panning for gold in the creek next to our house, and looking for lizards, skinks, and salamanders with the knowledge that they were not going to grow to the size of a building and take over the world. 
But the big days in the hood were when a neighbor got a new appliance delivered. The best delivery would be a new refrigerator. When a delivery truck would show up, those of us who were lucky enough to be outside when it arrived (and it seemed it would always be all of us outside when it arrived, like someone leaked the word that the Beatles were in town to play a surprise set) would race to the house and ask the owner if we could have the box. A fully intact refrigerator cardboard box was the cream of the crop for cardboard sliding on our hill. It was fully enclosed, so we made custom-cutout windows, creating a high-performance yacht that was the envy of the kids who made the mistake of being indoors when the delivery arrived. We may have only gotten a few rides before the yacht broke apart, but they were rides of a lifetime with memories that would last at least that long. When the inevitable rips and tears came, there was no sadness because you would then be in prime position to grab the best piece of cardboard that you could use to slide the rest of the day and most of the summer. Between endless cardboard sliding and delivering newspapers on my bike in the rolling hills of Marin, I ended up with the thickest calves of the Smith brothers. 
Having a paper route in elementary school was my first real job. I recommend it to anyone who has a time machine. Delivering digital newspapers over the internet won’t have the benefits that we received as kids. In addition to the exercise the paper route taught me inventory control (one short and there’s big trouble), assembly (folding, rubber band wrapping, Sunday inserts, etc), memorization (100 homes, streets, street numbers, efficient sequencing), billing and collections (monthly bills delivered and tracking payments) and negotiations (late payers, issue resolution from lost or stolen papers, positioning for tips). Lessons and skills kids can’t get from Fortnite today. 
One of our best inventions was the day we built a real tree fort. At least we thought we invented it. It was a secret fort for our exclusive club that nobody wanted to join. But it was ours and it was glorious—plywood flooring with a plywood roof and sweet plywood walls. The fort was hidden in an oak tree that was in plain sight on the hill, but was disguised as well as a squirrel’s nest. Shortly after construction, one of my friends slipped off the flooring that had not yet passed inspection. I grabbed his arm as he dangled in the air. Neither of us was strong enough to lift him to safety.
Time was going by in slow motion. This was my first intense life-or-death experience. If we did not find a solution quickly, he would certainly plummet to his death. We both darted our eyes desperately looking for help, but none was to come. We tried to swing him to another branch to hold onto, but no branch was close enough. The swinging made the grip harder to hold onto, and we could both feel his hand slipping down my forearm. With sheer terror in our eyes, we both looked at each other with total hopelessness one last time as his hand completely gave way. After a long blink, I slowly opened my eyes again, partially shielding them so I didn’t have to see his splattered remains. He looked back up at me, laughing. He was fine. The fall was maybe three feet.  It just seemed so much higher. Perhaps it was our age or that it was our first fall from Fort Buckeye. But we both lived to come close to dying another day. 
Back to the battlefield of my first day of fourth grade school in our new town. After leaving my first class, I noticed a kid in a wheelchair. And like the lizard dinosaur, I discovered I had never seen one before. But somehow it didn’t feel foreign or even odd. The kid asked if I would push him up the ramp to his next class. It was my first interaction with a kid in my new town. I pushed him up the ramp to his next class and the class after that, and every day after that until the 11th grade, when the invention of the electric wheelchair coldly laid me off. Although I was a fresh meat target for free transportation for the Industrious Eddie Bertsch we immediately became best friends. The only way to hang out with him was to push him around. Since we were kids, we made the most out of the wheelchair. We would go “four wheeling,” jump over ramps, and race. For me, it was like my first car. For Eddie, it was his first experience of constant terror. I had no fear for him. We also learned some laws of physics during our time together. As we approached the beginning of a ramp that was way too big during one of our jumping sessions, Eddie got cold feet (figuratively; he was paralyzed from the waist down) and yelled for me to stop. So I did. He didn’t. Being left with an empty wheelchair in my hands and Eddie at the bottom of the jump ended our Evil Knievel days and was a painful reminder to Eddie that I was not a paid caregiver. Many years later, Eddie would pay me back by borrowing money for various emergencies related to his illness and accidents. One day, he needed 30k for a new van that was totaled in a crash. I offered to work directly with the insurance company to fight on his behalf because I felt they weren’t treating him fairly, and I didn’t have endless amounts of cash. He called and said they decided to pay. That made me a little suspicious, so I asked him if he had a gambling, drug, or hooker addiction that was the actual need for all the loans. He assured me he would never take advantage of anyone, especially someone who pushed him around his entire childhood. 
Soon after this episode, I got a call from Eddie’s mother, who told me the sad news that Eddie had passed. He was killed in a car crash. She was hysterical and said that Eddie mentioned I could turn her last 15k into 180k. It was then clear to me that Eddie was using my loans and selling them to his family, as I was helping him make that money through investments. I knew the mom very well and had a cutting-edge, sarcastic relationship with their whole family, so I was comfortable asking if Eddie was addicted to drugs, gambling, or hookers. She said yes to all three. In fact, she was out of money because Eddie was a trailblazer and was an early adopter of online gambling and used the equity in their house to fund his losses, his cocaine, and his coke whores all without her knowing it. I also took out a loan on my parents' house to make millions in options trading, so I knew how easy it was. But I only needed 17k to make millions, so I limited my parents' loss to that amount, which I achieved in a week of trading options. Having never been a quadriplegic with muscular dystrophy, I somehow judged Eddie differently than I would have from getting ripped off by a best friend. It wasn’t because I understood addiction and how it’s not personal when they need to feed the beast and would screw over their own mother to do it. It was just more impressive that this 75-pound, paralyzed man pulled off the trifecta. Like “good for you”. Life dealt you a shitty hand, and you got the last laugh while being high with a hooker on your lap. By the way, his paralyzed waist began just below his upper thigh. I also got my own personal laugh out of the karma coincidence of being ripped off by lies of car crashes and having it turn into a post-dated truth that ended any new loans or repayment of any old ones. Eddie would have gotten a kick out of me getting a kick out of that. I also got a little preemptive payback during my wedding speech when I asked Eddie to stand up and say a few words. Side note: I recently learned that the groom doesn’t give a speech at his own wedding. Due to a career path I will touch on later, I just assumed I was supposed to talk through any live mic near my face.
Pushing Eddie around in a wheelchair at school made me an “untouchable”. Not feared but not someone to bully. More non-existent. It could be that the kids felt that if they beat me up, they would have to push the kid in the wheelchair all day. Or it could be Eddie acted as a shield. In either case, I was able to exist in my new scary environment without any drama. I was able to play all the regular playground games. Marbles were my favorite. I had good spatial ability and an accurate thumb. Winning marbles from the other kids was the best feeling for some reason. Maybe a reason best left alone. Winning a cat’s-eye was a dime a dozen. But there was nothing better than winning a skunky or a steely. But the coveted prize was the rare and elusive bumblebee boulder. I had three in my career, and it was the talk of the town even if I was the only one talking about it.  
As I matured into fifth and sixth grade, I upped my game and began flirting with girls on the playground. One day, I built up enough confidence and courage to make my first move. While kids were playing baseball, I picked up a handful of little pebbles and slyly walked behind a girl that I was madly in love with. This might feel like cheating because of my undying love for Diana from the hood, but school was like Vegas. What never happened there stayed there. And when I refer to the girl I was madly in love with, that is a catch-all phrase that means every girl I ever saw growing up. As I walked toward the girl with my well-thought-out pickup line in my hand, I looked downward as I innocently swung my arm upward and released the pebbles so they would hit her in the butt. I think even then, I thought it was wrong to pull a girl's hair to let them know you are interested in them. But it did seem logical that if I could just hit her butt with a bunch of little pebbles, she would turn to me and ask if I wanted to make out behind the backstop. The pebbles fell way short of my target, but God was watching that day and placed a baseball batter in my path, taking practice swings. He was the best hitter in the yard, and his swing connected solidly with my chin. I hit the dirt and began to bleed out. I was dizzy but was able to crawl to a teacher who had yard duty, and I pulled on his pant legs and looked up at him for help. He looked down in horror, giving me no comfort. I wasn’t crying or in pain due to shock, but I was now concerned. He walked me to the nurses' room, and on the way there, kids would look, then look away, making comments about how my chin fell off. It was my first set of stitches, and when I returned to class, the teacher announced how brave I was, that I was OK, and didn’t even cry. It made me want to get stitches the next day. Not crying was easy. Back then, boys didn’t cry. We were men in training. Why cry when you can bury your emotions safely in the recesses of your mind?
Sixth grade was my year of confidence. I wrote, produced, directed, and starred in my first play. I convinced the school to let some kids and me perform a skit in front of each classroom. They agreed because it may have felt more educational than their curriculum, which had us listen to their records or teach us how to play the recorder. The play was fairly elaborate, but some key elements included me playing a dad who comes home from work to find my son pretending to read his homework while he actually eats a pie he took from the kitchen. He used the book to hide the pie, and when the dad tripped on an extension cord, he fell into his son, smashing the book, with the hidden pie, into his face. Those were not only the key elements, they were also the entirety of the play. But it was a hit, and the kids' reaction was my first mini euphoric adrenaline rush. 
Capitalizing on that momentum, I started a chess club that year. When I was very young, a neighborhood insurance salesman taught me how to play. Soon, I was able to beat him, so the lessons stopped. There weren’t many kids who knew how to play, so we had a small club. Cam Conacher was the best player. He and I ended up in the championship round. He was outplaying when he moved his hand toward his queen while he considered moving it. If he had moved that piece anywhere, it would have been a blunder. I sighed loudly and made my best “please don’t move that piece or I will lose face.  So he moved it. And he lost—another first lesson in the books. You don’t have to be the best to win—just the best actor. 
I also tried my hand at being a bully for the first and last time. A kid made an elaborate building out of number 2 pencils. I decided I was going to destroy it for absolutely no reason, so I raised my hand and smashed down on the structure. It did not give an inch. Unlike Fort Buckeye, his pencil building did pass inspection. The pain was almost as bad as the embarrassment, and I have a dark, scarred scar on my palm to this day, which acts like a permanent reminder that being a bully sucks. 
The following summer was an entirely different level across the board. Our inventions were more inspiring and dangerous. The hill that was our playground was steep and expansive. When cardboard sliding became something for kids, we had to elevate our game(s). One day, we strapped long 2’x4’ boards to our feet and “skied” down the hill. Rogue went first. He was 7 feet tall. I’ve known Rogue since he was 11. He was only 6’8” then. In the first run, we all discovered a few things. The main one was that none of us knew how to ski. We also learned that skis have no brakes, and if you don’t know how to ski, they have no steering. He went straight down the hill and right into the barbed wire fence at the bottom. After plucking him out of the fence, it was Robert’s turn. I’ve known Rob since he entered the hood at 9. He was 5’2” as he is today. Rob took the same path and ended up at the same fence. It was my turn to show them how to do what they both just did. Torn jeans and ripped skin ended our careers in the woods after day one. If we were Pavlov’s dog, there would be no theory. 
Boredom is the mother of all inventions, and we had no shortage of either. After quickly tiring of shooting our wrist rockets at insulators and street lights, we moved on to better game creations. And by better, I mean death-defying. They just never seemed like it at the time. The first one was basic. Who can throw their buck knife close to the other guy’s foot without hitting it? I was good at making the knife stick in the ground every time, but my accuracy was either really bad or exceptionally good. For legal reasons, I can’t disclose which. On one throw, I went completely through Robert's shoe. Fearing the worst, I pulled the knife out, shielding my eyes from the blood I was about to see. It came out clean as a whistle. I split between his toes and declared myself the winner. If you invented the game, you got to make up the rules as you went. Later that summer, I pushed my luck, and the blood did flow. It was right around the time Robert decided to flirt with my Diana. The boys outnumbered the girls in the hood, so it was survival of the fittest. 
Our next game was the most popular. My older brother had the neighborhood bow and arrow. When one kid would get something extraordinary, it became everyone’s toy. This game was called “closest without hitting”. The object was to stand in the field, pull the bow string all the way back, and shoot the arrow straight up into the air so you could see it until it disappeared because of the height.  You then had to stand still until it came down, and the winner would be declared by how close it got to hitting you. We also couldn’t look up while it was coming down. Every degree of difficulty we added to our games was designed to use up some of our nine lives. We would wince when we could hear the arrow come whistling down toward us, like wincing would somehow soften the blow of the arrow going through our shoulder or skull. One thing that never occurred to any of us was that we could get hurt. God must have been playing that game with us as well because nobody ever got killed. 
The dumbest game we played based on age and variables that could go wrong was “windshield wipe”. This was the big time because it involved stealing a parent’s car. Our town had many streets and very few cops. I would borrow our station wagon when my parents were asleep. They raised a family of nine with no money, so sleepy time was early for them. I would do donuts and speed at the local airport runway, but that got old quickly. So the four of us decided to make it more challenging. The fourth was Steve, who was in the hood before I got there. He was of average height and still is, so I didn’t mention him earlier. The game started with one of us on the hood of the car. We would take turns driving and riding in the hood. The goal was simple. You just had to hang on. So the winners were the guys who didn’t die. We would find the longest, darkest, most deer-infested straightaway in Novato and go as fast as we could. The wind from the speed would make the guy's cheeks vibrate like crazy who was on the hood. For some reason, we could not stop laughing at how it looked and felt. It never crossed our mind that a deer could cross our path, despite seeing dead deer on the roadways. Also, it never occurred to us that we might not be the best drivers, since we were a few years away from getting a license. One swerve. One over-braking. One teenage mistake and one of us is just a statistic. But since none of that occurred, we would make the game more challenging by turning on the windshield wipers so the guy on the hood had to alternate hands and deal with the water and the wiper hitting his hand. This is why women live eight years longer than men. 
As much fun as it was to do death-defying boy stuff during my teenage years, my mind time was focused on Diane, and even school work wasn’t much of a time killer. School came easily for me. I would finish my homework while waiting for the bus and hide my straight A’s from the other kids because a 4.0 GPA was not cool in the 70s. 
Getting back to the only real goal I had in life, seeing Diane for the first time was even more magical than when I thought I discovered that baby dinosaur. I couldn’t, and still can’t, describe what a boy sees when he sees a real girl for the first real time. Breathtaking is a good start. Until that day, I thought the term was meant as an exaggerated description of something incredible.  I didn’t realize it was a real thing that happens. It was actually hard to breathe. At that age, I couldn’t put my finger on it. As time went on, it became clear that God had a really good day when he designed girls. This model had long blonde hair. That alone was enough of a design win to call it a day. But adding smooth skin, a hairless face, and the shapes of the legs and butt put these creations over the top. You would think exhaustion would have set in, and it was time for a good, long God nap. But in a final act of inspiration, boobs were added to create the greatest show on earth. My other theory is that God did not call it a day. Despite being totally exhausted, HE designed the boys' version. And man, if that doesn’t point out the need for a good night’s rest before doing design work, then there is no example for that. We were clearly phoned in after a long, hard day of focused perfection. We were just thrown together with very little thought. HE just put hair everywhere. Even on the face. And maybe the back and ears. Some models even used hair to connect the eyebrows. And then HE made it way worse by slapping on one of those dangling things and making them look worse by putting two more dangling things under it. Oh, yeah, and more hair! Like he was overstocked with hair inventory. Some got it on the feet and back of the hands. The only saving grace for men was that the female design included a chip that programmed them to overlook all these design flaws so they could reproduce. All the genius was used for the female creation, but HE really outdid himself by somehow making it not repulsed by the counter-creation used to produce it.  I think adding the chip was just easier than starting from scratch and redoing man the next day. 
My first real date was with Diane. I asked my dad if I could use a dab of his Brylcreem to make my hair look date-worthy. A little dab will do ya was not just a commercial tagline. It was legit. I was ready to go. I can’t remember the movie we went to because I was looking at her the whole time. I was a shy kid, so I didn’t attempt the arm around her shoulder trick. I just suffered in silence. When my dad picked us up in the car, we were in the back seat, like kids who forget there might be an adult driving. Diane made the first move, and I felt my second real kiss and first two real breasts. I understood the reason old films cut away to fireworks when a sex scene was about to start.  It was much different than my first kiss with Diane, which was much different than my kiss on Anita's cheek. My first kiss cost me a lot of money. I was with her on a teeter-totter in a neighbor's backyard. I decided then that I would find a way to finesse my first kiss. But there was a blocker in the yard, a kid named Kennan. I told him I’d give him a nickel if he could run around the block to buy me some alone time to make my move. And man, could Kennan run like the wind. I went through a lot of nickels that day to buy enough time. That kiss led to this first date.
The next time my dad saw me in the garage, he gave me one of his handful of life-lesson talks. And by handful, I mean one hand. He was subtle but always had a point worth listening to, since there were so few of them. He said I should watch myself with that girl because she was a “fasty”. I didn’t know what a fasty was, but I was pretty sure it was something I was watching for and doing everything I could to find one. When he confirmed what a fasty was, it confirmed my suspicions.  In hindsight, his lesson was spot on, but I was getting enough lessons at school and didn’t want to follow the ones at home that would create a barrier between me and boobs. Home lessons all seemed to suck.  
Puppy love is not designed to last or even be real. But this was real love for me. It was too deep, too soon, and should have ended badly. And since this is a real-life story, that is how it ended. My first soul-crushing defeat covered all the bases in two short years. Infatuation followed by love, which built momentum into an obsession. That was soon followed by hope, happiness, betrayal, and the end of my life as I knew it. 
One summer, she spent the first month with her family in Montana. I wrote her more than one letter. Each day. They highlighted the disparity between her puppy love and my fully grown dog love. Unfortunately, they also highlighted my creative writing skills, which had been mainly shaped by the famous Penthouse issue that blew into the neighborhood and became our sex education. Penthouse would have rejected my letters to Diane for being too graphic. By this time, and as it turned out, all of the time, Diane and I never had sex. The X-rated words I used in my letters were just misplaced forms of love, with no real attachment to their meanings. But when she gave the huge stack of letters to her parents, that nuance was all lost. And when that huge stack of letters was mailed to my mom with a note saying they did not want their son to see their daughter due to the content of the letters, I was destroyed. Although my mom said she did not read the letters (even parents lie like kids), I was so embarrassed I ran out the back door, broke down the back fence, and ran away up into our hills, never to return home again. My friend Steve found me in the hills (clearly visible from my house) and talked me back down the hill and into my home. Those letters were never talked about again. It was clear to my mom that the worst kind of punishment had already happened, and my dad was silent as usual, knowing the fasty was out, so his work was done. 
But that was not the most devastating part. It was the first betrayal I can remember experiencing. And my first real breakup at the same time. It was an awful ending to the summer of ’75. It was only a few months after those letters that Diane got a boyfriend after school started back up. And all those disgusting things I was saying I wanted to do to her many years before either of us would be read, she was already doing in real life. At 16. Great job, Mr. and Mrs. Rutledge. You booted the kid who would have taken half a decade even to approach her to actually do the things I wrote about and drove her into the arms of a guy who was already doing it. 
I was deathly shy at school, and although obsessed with girls, I could not talk to them. I assume the breakup broke my spirit, and I was only myself at home, on weekends, and in the summers. One day at school, I was sitting alone at a basketball game, and Diane was with her boyfriend, a friendly kid who was also one of the ultra-cool kids. So cool, he wore pooka shells and somehow made it work. Diane asked him if I had seen the kid who was sitting in front of them, and he said yes. She told him, at a volume I was sure to hear, that she used to date that boy, and he was a total loser. It was the worst I ever felt. It was so cruel and undeserving that I couldn’t reconcile the past with the comment. I understood later that I was always feeling like an adult, but I was a kid with kids doing kid things, so cruelty hit harder. At a very young age, I recall adults talking to me in baby talk. I didn’t understand why they didn’t speak to me in the same way I heard them talk to each other. I felt like telling them to speak to me like an adult because I wasn’t a child, even though I was. 
That year, I got my license and was able to drive the family Oldsmobile. It was a dream car. The same car cops used, and it had the same angry vacuum-cleaner sound when you punched it. That Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme with the 350 rocket engine was a highlight of my youth. By 16, I was an excellent driver, having spent years sneaking out when my parents went to bed, spinning donuts, and doing stunt driving with my other 13-14-year-old buddies. For years, we would get in that car and cruise to McDonald's to pick up chicks. We did that for years, most weekends. We never did pick up any chicks, but we were also never deterred. The next trip was going to be the one. 
One day, while driving solo downtown, cruising McDonald's for chicks, I looked across the street and saw Diane and her boyfriend in front of the pool hall. They were arguing. It felt like a dream. Back then, I had dreams and was able to pinch myself in the dream, and if I felt no pain, I would do crazy things in that dream, knowing I couldn’t get hurt. This was a pinch-me moment, so I pinched myself hard. It hurt like hell, which felt so good. The scene was as if I scripted it myself. I pulled closer to where they were arguing, and I could see Diane pull on the cool kid’s pooka shell necklace, and the shells went flying all over the sidewalk as she was screaming at him. I pulled up to her like Fonzie and asked if she was OK. She was shocked to see me. In a car! I was not a loser anymore. I was a knight in shining armor. She was crying and asked me to drive her home. As the cool kid walked away, she got in the car, and I drove her home. She was in her cheerleading outfit, so the script was complete. Up until then, I didn’t know what integrity was or if I had it. But when we pulled up to her house, she started talking about how great I looked. She probably meant my car, but by this time I discovered weights, curls, and bench pressing, so I wasn’t going to rule it out. She was talking about her boyfriend cheating on her and how she hated him. She didn’t apologize for anything related to me, like the letters or loser thing, but she pointed out how cheerleading got her in great shape. She grabbed my hand and slid it down her stomach so I could feel how flat it was. She was in full-on fasty mode.
Everything I ever wanted, dreamed of, or didn’t think to dream of because this was less realistic than picking up chicks at McDonald's. She asked me to come into her house because, as the script called for, her parents were gone. I don’t know if it was the obvious rebound vibe or the apparent vulnerability she was in, but I knew, for the first time, that I had integrity. That integrity pushed my virginity from age 16 to 19. That would be the last time I saw her until I tracked her down in Montana when I was 29. Nobody ever “just happens” to be in Montana, but that was the line I used to pay her a visit, which we will cover later—cliffhanger. 
Those high school years were brutal. Fun summers working on Catalina Island followed by nine months of torture at school. Me and my band of misfits had a front-row seat at the water fountain behind the quad for a close-up daily view so we could see what we were missing. We were able to follow along each day as the kids who had exciting lives led their exciting lives. The jocks with the cheerleaders, the stoners with the hot girls in their faded Levi's. The out-and-proud nerds with their cute nerd girls, accepting them as they were. And there was I, the wheelchair kid, and two others that rounded out “the invisible four”.
Seeing so many girls with guys who did not seem better than me was torture. I couldn’t understand why they weren’t coming up to me to ask to be their boyfriend. I never had a girlfriend during my four years at Novato High, but every day I suffered through the desire and the hourly thoughts of wanting one and seeing those who had one. I could tell they didn’t appreciate what they had, and if I were given the chance, I would worship one and treat her right. I just needed a way to let them know that. Let one know that. I ruled out talking to any of them. And that seemed to seal my fate. I knew it in real-time; it wasn’t going to happen. I rationalized back then that I would invest these four years of pain in exchange for 60 years of gain. It felt like a good swap, and a fantastic rationalization, to trade four years of being a cool dude who would become a bum for life after high school (that was an unwritten rule I wrote) for 60 years of being the cool dude for life. The logic flaw was irrelevant because it got me through those years: that and Catalina Island. 
My summer years were as fun as my high school years were brutal. And most of that fun came when I made the annual move to Avalon on Catalina Island. Since making money as a teenager was less about a life lesson and more about being able to live, I made the scary decision to work my first summer away on Catalina Island at 15. Having never left Cherry Street in Novato up to that point, there was a lot of fear with this uncharted venture. I took my first plane ride from San Francisco to Long Beach and my first boat ride from Long Beach to Catalina Island. The world suddenly got much bigger. My sister was married to the dentist on the island, so I had a free room. That was mandatory, or I would have been working for rent all summer. I started day one as a busboy at a pancake house. On day two, I was told there was a mistake and that no job was available. I might have sucked as a busboy. The next day I found a job washing dishes at The Upstairs Place. I could tell right away these were my people. They welcomed me like an islander, so my shyness never showed up. And like an islander, I was able to make enough money those three months to last me the rest of the year. 
The dynamics of The Upstairs Place had everything a boy could want. Every employee was a richly defined character more different than the one they stood next to. And the dishwashing station was its own unique world. I was one of two legal dishwashers. I had taken Spanish in ninth grade and learned that la pluma was a pen and biblioteca was a library, but that was it. In one summer as a dishwasher, I became fluent in Spanish, including most swear words and insults. I became fast friends with a boy named Phil Machado that first year. We would arm wrestle, talk about girls, drink the scotch my brother-in-law had at the house, and talk about the life we were trying to figure out at that age. I felt like I was home. That first year led to six more, allowing me to earn my way through high school and college. During the following school year, I heard from an islander friend who said Phil had shot himself. When he said he was dead, it felt reversible since it was my first experience with death of any kind. It hadn’t occurred to me by then that it was something that could happen. I understood the details about a fight with his girlfriend and the act of shooting himself, but not the death part. It became real the following summer when I went back to work at The Upstairs Place, but there was still enough denial to get through it without much trauma because it still didn’t happen. It would have been too sad if it had actually happened. 
The ultimate goal in the restaurant business was to become a waitstaff member or the head cook. My acne, especially my cyclops zit in the middle of my forehead, which I always seemed to maintain, prevented me from being a waiter. The owner said my face was “disturbing the customers,” so I set my sights on being the cook. I graduated to a cook’s helper the second year due to my command of English, as measured by my ability to speak it. At this age, I always felt like I had three brains that worked simultaneously, so watching what the cook did felt like my sweet spot. I also liked numbers and anything fast-paced that required multitasking to keep those brains busy. The head cook was a GQ-looking Mexican kid who had no accent and a lot of confidence. He was also a volunteer with the sheriff's department. He was the definition of slick. One day, he did not show up to work. It turned out he was working with the immigration office, which was conducting a raid on the island to sweep up all the illegal immigrants to ship them back to Mexico. He helped them locate all Mexicans who were living in the nooks and crannies on the island so their raid would be efficient. That morning, the island lost about 30% of its workforce. After he helped parade them to all the locations to gather the illegals and drive them to the boats that stormed the island during the early morning hours that day, they also took him. He was also an illegal immigrant. I always wondered what that boat ride was like for him, but I was never able to ask, as he was never heard from again. 
Although I didn’t get promoted to the head cook that day, I moved up to the first helper for the new head cook, Mel, a full-time teacher at the school who was a hard-nosed corporal punishment kind of guy. All the islanders had full-time summer jobs and, if they could find one, winter jobs. Mel taught me more than anyone else about being a head cook. In one night, you had to cook 400 dinners. We were a fish restaurant and offered all types, including lobster, crab, shrimp, scallops, mahi mahi, and swordfish, straight from the ocean, cut and cleaned early in the morning, fresh off the boats. When an order came in for a table of eight, you would have six different fish cooked at six different times that had to be served at the same time—a dream scenario for me, and luckily a nightmare for the math teacher.  I caught so many mistakes in real time to bail Mel out; I had to become a ghost head cook. He knew what I was doing, but it became our little unspoken secret. That secret lasted until I had to go back to school, leaving Mel without a life preserver. My friend Dave said that one day, the owner found Mel sitting on the stairs in the back room, crying during his shift. The bully who beat kids to “learn them” had a nervous breakdown and was done as a cook. His personality made it hard to feel the typical sympathy one would have for him. My promotion to head cook made that even harder. 
The summers of being the head cook were the best. The money was great. Flirting with the girls who came in was even better. Socializing with the staff is still a lifetime highlight and has led to annual reunions 50 years later. Drinking beer while working, riding motorcycles, partying after work with tourists and islanders was the best way of getting through the toughest years of growing up, all while working 70 hours a week. I'm glad I grew up poor. Those seven years were the best time of my life, until the whole wife-and-kids thing. 
As much as Catalina got me through junior high and high school emotionally and financially, college got me through to the other side of life—the side I had always wanted to be on but was too shy to raise my hand.
College was not a thing in my family or my high school. I think that was primarily due to the cost. There was no reason to focus on going somewhere you couldn’t afford, so other jobs made more sense after high school. My older brother was in the Navy after getting his girlfriend pregnant when they were 18. My other brothers became firemen and plumbers. My sisters also worked but did not attend junior college. When a counselor at Novato High mentioned the concept of college, I liked the sound of it. At $90/semester for San Jose State and $2,000 for room and board, I knew I could make enough money in the summer on Catalina to fund it. The dorms were full when I started, so my mom dropped me off at a downtown San Jose hotel to begin my college journey.  That day, I read a newspaper article about a nun who was raped down the street from my hotel that week. It was the second time she was raped by the same man months prior. Knowing what I knew about the vows of celibacy, I thought they might have just kept getting caught during date night, but the image of a crime-filled city was terrifying for an 18-year-old boy who never left his block in safe Marin County except for the annual summers in safe Avalon. Back in the 70s, downtown San Jose was dirty and scary, with gangs actively protecting their turf. I had night classes and long walks to and from my seedy hotel. I knew all of this just before leaving, so when my mom dropped me off, I was scared shitless. If there had been a chain-link fence, I would have grabbed onto it and made her peel me off it to go to class, like she did in first grade. After that day, I vowed that my mom would no longer drop me off at school. 
After a few weeks, a room opened up at the dorms. The first day was like a dream that ended my nightmare at the hooker hotel. One of the things I realized about being deathly shy at all my schools but the life of the party on Catalina and at home was that I had a small, controlled group of people in those two places. The dorms were the same layout. There were 80 boys and girls my age trapped on the same floor for me to get to know and terrorize with my personality. The other thing that college allowed me to do that I always wanted to do in high school was become a raging alcoholic. With nightly beer runs and weekly beer kegs and lots of girls to talk to, I saw no reason to buy my books or go to class. I remember all the studying, never missing a class, and getting straight A’s in high school. When I saw the possibilities on the second floor of Markham Hall that first fall day in ’78, I told myself I was not going to fall for that going-to-class-and-studying trap again. Keeping my commitments has always been important to me. 
For those four years, I used most of my book money for beer and almost all my class time recovering from the all-nighters. The good thing about that many people in one building is that you could always find someone to drink with and solve the world’s problems until the sun came up. After all the years of suffering in high school, college finally gave me the degree I wanted: a master's in socializing. I’m almost certain a lot of really fun things happened those first two years in the dorms, but my memory is a little fuzzy from the Budweiser. A few things I remembered even after sobering up. One of them was the main thing I had always wanted to do but never had the chance. Although it occupied 85% of my conscious mind time and probably a higher percentage in my dreams, I finally had sex. Even though there is an argument, I had a lot of sex, the record books will never record it as a win when you are dating yourself. There is no challenge, so there is no victory. In the history of young boys, no boy has ever been rejected by himself. And every mother has baskets of dirty laundry to prove it. Also, the victory is only as satisfying as eating toast. I like toast, but it’s not like steak or fried chicken. 
When somebody over-promotes a movie and touts how great it is that almost guarantees disappointment because expectations are so high. This was not that. It was so much worse. It was soul-crushing. The setup was daily from around the time of my first memory to nineteen years' worth of days and nights. And this was it? This is what it’s all been about? It was nowhere nearly as good as eating toast. There must have been a mistake somewhere.  
Luckily it turned out to be good news. She just wasn’t into me. Whew. Close call. Between all the free booze and food during the summers and dorm food and booze with no exercise, I had become a pudge-wad. This was confirmed by her when she said, “You’re OK facially, but…”. I don’t recall the rest, but it seemed to refer to my big butt and gut and everything else that wasn’t my face. At least I didn’t have a butt-face, so it was a much easier fix. I also had Teddy Roosevelt lamb chops. That’s when I learned that getting girls was survival of the fittest. Not one friend of mine said, “Hey, I wanted you to know nobody since the 1940s has gotten laid that has had mutton chops like yours. Some guys probably said I looked great with them to reduce the field, which I respect. 
But chasing girls is what it was all about. The kill was irrelevant because that’s what guys like me, who couldn’t score, would say. After my first close and the disappointing aftermath, the chase felt more fun by comparison. Women did seem like the only real motive to live. I remember when I was a kid, I wanted kids. A weird kid thing to want, but I liked babysitting as a kid. Although that was an early goal, I would be late out of the gate for the fun ride of playing, teaching, and protecting my own kids. 
I did have one real college girlfriend. We fought constantly, and that thing I really wanted to do my whole life still wasn’t better than eating toast. She lied, cheated, and broke my ego, but my heart was still intact. I think she liked me more than just on a surface level, but she said it was nothing personal; she didn’t like my personality. She also made it clear that I was bad at the one thing I always wanted to do. The one thing that life is all about, and yet nobody teaches you how to be good at it. It’s not like there is a book on how to be good at sex. It wasn’t like accounting or a golf swing. How could you get good at something when there is no book to learn from? 
But there was. And a lot of them. Other people were also bad at it. Like most failures, a lot of good comes from it if you’re willing to learn from them. I always liked learning, except in college, so I bought every book I could find on the subject. Reading books has never been my thing; I never had the patience to finish one. I would write books way before I would read any due to my self-diagnosed ADHD. But these books were different. And apparently necessary. They were fascinating reads, but like driving directions, retention only works when you are actually driving and not when someone describes where to go. 
Based on my historical track record, it was going to be an uphill climb to find a willing participant. One thing that stood out in the book, other than the mechanics of the act, was the need for an emotional connection.  That had not yet occurred to me. Although I fell in love with most girls I met or saw walking down the street, there was one who stood out. During one of my summers working in Avalon, I saw a blonde girl in a blue dress, holding hands with a handful of children as she escorted them through town. At the time, we were in our mid-teens, working 70 hours a week, and drinking the other 70 hours didn’t leave much time for real relationship pursuits. Phil’s suicide also didn’t sell the girlfriend concept at that age. But in my post-college years and armed with the knowledge from the book “Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex but Were Afraid to Ask,” I was ready for a genuine pursuit. And Shannon had everything I was into. My favorite color is blue, next to blonde, and she was a girl. 
One summer, a group of us went to Catalina to see what it was like being a tourist. It had been a few years since I last worked there, but it was as if I had never left. Same people doing the same thing like islanders do. There was a party at the casino that had no gambling. A big band with lots of booze. An old school good time. I looked out towards the dance floor; it seemed like everybody parted, like the Red Sea, so I could see Shannon standing there. Part of my shyness hangover is that I never danced. And it looked like she was looking for someone to dance with. This was a dream scenario. All I had to do was approach her. That was also something I could not do. So I watched her dance until the night was over. I timed my exit to match hers. In one of my all-time bold moves, which required beer to do it, when we both got to the exit doors, I asked if I could walk her home. She said that would be nice. This was my chance to tell her how I’ve been in love with her for years. I’m pretty sure she did not know who I was. We had a long walk to her house, and I tried every angle to convey my message without scaring her. I stumbled and danced around the topic, the only kind of dancing I did. I still could not get it out by the time we got to her house. So we sat on her stairs, and I kept trying to tell her how I felt. I was getting nowhere, and she sensed it, so she threw me a lifeline. She said it seemed like I was uncomfortable but that I had something to share with her. I told her she was correct. She said it was OK if I wanted to tell her I was gay. I laughed and said I wanted to tell her that I was so bad at asking girls out that they interpret my pickup moves as trying to come out. 
So that was the chess-playing strategic icebreaker I used to ask her out to get my yes. It didn’t even matter to me that I lived in San Jose and she lived on the island. There could not have been a worse geographical situation to date someone, but a lifelong love like this cannot be stopped. 
Shannon was way better than toast. It could be the blue dress or the blonde hair.  Maybe it was good old-fashioned book learning. As it turned out, I’m pretty sure it was because this was my first real love. She was funny, intelligent, and psychologically minded. She was also something else that I couldn’t put my finger on. Out of the corner of my eye, when she thought I wasn’t looking, I could see a seriousness in her look.  A combination of deep thought with a layer of sadness. She could smile with sad eyes. But I digress. She also had a killer body. To me, a great body was one that a girl owned but was willing to share with me. Sure, she was troubled, but aren’t we all? 
Shannon and I had a lot in common. None of which we understood at the time. But we were both totally in synch on our differences, so fighting and cheating were more common than caring and sharing. It was a mutual misunderstanding.  We would dig holes so we had something to dig out of. That was a favorite pastime of mine, making the relationship compatible. The on-again, off-again nature of the relationship was so common that there was no discernible difference between the two. It was never dull. Those few years were chaotically fun. One of my specialties matched hers, so we were dysfunctionally compatible. 
At one point, years later, she accused me of raping her. I was generally shy, but especially so when it came to making the first move. I made sure I never made a move. Ever. In my life. If the move weren’t made clear to me, no move would be made. She was also sexually aggressive, so the accusation was stunning. When I asked when it happened, she said it was the first time we were together. That encounter was ingrained in my brain because I had so few memories of sexual encounters at that point, and I only had two of them. And they were not toast-worthy. During this “rape,” she invited me into her dad’s hotel on Catalina during one of our first dates. I was nervous and shaking like a first timer. She did the equivalent of attacking me—the literal sense of jumping on me, not like the metaphor. I was a willing victim, but was shocked that this was the episode she chose to use for the accusation. 
Months later, I decided to record a conversation we had to make sure I wasn’t stepping into some setup. I brought up the accusation again, and she broke down and admitted she made it up to hurt me. Mission accomplished. Being accused of something I haven’t done was a hot button for me. One day, a girl from the old neighborhood accused me of stealing her cigarettes. She told my mom, and I was confronted. I passionately denied taking them and reminded her that I didn’t smoke, ever. She knew that, but still chose to believe the girl. Soon, the real thief was exposed, and the drama was short-lived. But a lifelong trauma. You never know which events will cause trauma. Some big things you shake off like they never happened, and some small stuff hurts for life. Not being believed was my Achilles heel. And I never knew why. I had other everyday traumas, like a fear of heights. When I was seven, my sister was swinging on our Ferris wheel when it was stopped. I knew we were going to die based on what she said. I didn’t fully understand pranks at the time, so I’ve been afraid of heights ever since. 
Her motive for her heinous lie was tied to the timing of my not being able to afford to pay for her addiction any longer. I did spend years trying to help “fix” her, investing a lot of emotional time and real money, but eventually I realized I wasn’t going to get a return on those investments because there was no end in sight. The more I gave, the more she needed, allowing her to use even more. I was preventing her from reaching rock bottom. And it was preventing me from moving on to pursue my lifer. It was too consuming being co-dependent with Shannon, and we hadn’t had a sexual relationship for years. I was tired of digging holes. Sometimes the best investments are the ones you don’t make, and this decision was my best investment at that time. The only price I paid was getting the worst accusation a person could make up about another person, when there are real people getting raped and abused who aren’t believed because of lies like this. But there is no line an addict won’t cross to get a fix. 
After spending four years pursuing my career as a stand-up comedian, I realized there were so few jobs in that industry compared to the number of qualified candidates. My ability to do math motivated me to quit. The job had some great benefits, like public speaking and confidence to break out of my lifelong shyness. It was also a challenge like no other. Still the hardest job I ever had. The odds are stacked against you before you take the stage. The audience has paid to see you, so strike one. They know you are going to try to make them laugh, and the entire mechanism that makes people laugh is the “surprise,” so strike two. The third strike for me was based on the routine. It's called a routine for a reason. They paid to hear you do your best stuff. That is the routine that becomes so routine you no longer know what you are saying; you just know when to pause and hold for the laughs. The only thing that offset all of this was that it was also paid below minimum wage. But it was one of those life experiences that I would not change. I got to see the greats up close and personal as they were trying to break out. The thing that got me into stand-up was going to shows and realizing I could do better than what I was seeing. After seeing guys like Robin Williams and Dana Carvey hitting the stages, I realized I couldn’t be better than that, so it made no sense to continue on. 
But it did lead to my favorite job in entertainment. I wrote and sold commercials for KATD in Los Gatos, a top-40 local radio station. It was new, so it was fun. I was also working as a payroll clerk for a tech company, so it was a good counterbalance to the boring business world where I was getting my feet wet. It also allowed me to use my creative writing skills, which I developed while writing comedy for my act, and my sales skills, which I learned through life. Selling newspapers for my route and selling items in a little market, I worked at until I got fired for not selling cigarettes to customers who asked me to grab them from behind the counter. I was only 15 at the time and not tall enough to reach some of them. And part of me knew subconsciously they were going to kill my dad, and it must have felt wrong to charge customers to kill them. 
One day, the morning sidekick at the KATD called in sick. The station manager asked if I would sit in. This is how opportunities are created. You never know when or how, but if you throw your body into enough situations, you'll find opportunities that could be life-changing. I jumped at the chance. I seemed only to be comfortable being in over my head. I immediately wrote some bits for the news and traffic breaks. When Beemer, the head morning DJ, flipped the switch to go live, it was a high that was higher than standup, and that was hard to compete with. Hearing a room laugh at something you said is still a top-five experience. But not having to see anyone took away the nerves I felt before every standup show. And knowing there were thousands of people listening was a rush that fueled my performance.   That first day felt like I had always been a morning DJ, supplying the humor half to go with the star's deep voice. The adrenaline was firing on all cylinders, and knowing it was live was like having my own constant hole to dig out of. 
The station was also number one in our Silicon Valley market, and the morning show was the coveted time slot. The station was downtown on the main street in Los Gatos, an affluent and growing city in Silicon Valley. There was a glass window so people could walk by and see you doing your thing. That was the other part that made it the best job I ever had in entertainment. It could be the best job I ever had, period. Women were still occupying most of my mind time and very little of my body time. If I weren’t thinking about them consciously, I would use that time to think about them subconsciously. I never lost my desire for these magical unicorn-type creatures with the perfect design. And they loved radio DJs. It was a job that had the right amount of local “celebrity” with the right amount of women who walked by or hung out at the popular bar across the street. I would go there until I made sure it came up that I worked there, but I had to leave to go into the studio to record some bits for the following morning. I always needed extra voices for my little skits, and all the voices in these bits were female voices because that matched the voices that were always in my head. This was one of the “times of my life”. 
I never told my boss at my tech job that I was moonlighting as a morning DJ. Working 70 hours a week on Catalina was fun, so I had no issue doing both jobs on the mainland. But to make sure it was cool, I changed my radio name to Wally Holiday. Not the best smokescreen since there weren’t very many living Wallys in Silicon Valley at the time or in the world now. One morning, I was going through a filing cabinet at my day job when my boss came in and greeted me with, “Good morning, Mr. Holiday.” He said he enjoyed the show and had no issues with me doing both jobs since I showed up on time and got my work done. My morning show ran from 5:30 am to 9:00 am, but I had to be at work at 8:30am, so I taped the last half hour. The commute from the station to the tech job was less than half an hour, and I recall being amused driving to work listening to me “live”.
The show was doing well. Our ratings went up, and I was given credit for the uptick. I also did the remote gigs, which were like standup without the pressure. My four years on stage really helped me with this new job. A year into the job, the station manager called me into his office and said they wanted to replace the lead DJ with me. I knew the big-voice guy wasn’t a fan of me because I was gaining momentum, but he loved the ratings of “his” show because of it. Even on air, it was clear there was a jealousy that he didn’t try to hide, but his digs just set me up for even better jokes, making his personal life more miserable while his professional life benefited from it. But I was left with a dilemma and an ultimatum. The offer was to take over, which would have forced me to quit my day job. The pay was much better than my tech job, but taking the job meant losing a job for the guy I worked with. When I said I didn’t feel right taking a job away from a guy who had a wife and kids, and me being single, he just said the other guy would do it to me if the situation were reversed. But by then, I knew I had that integrity thing going. That was a real ladder climber handicap. I told him I had to pass. I also wanted to keep my fallback tech career going, as it was also just beginning. They say you should never have a fallback, or you will end up falling back on it. I think that is horseshit. It allowed me to do the right thing. 
I only had a few weeks to agonize over my decision. I was essentially giving up on my dream career, which I had a passion for, and “selling out” to the tech world that bored a hole in me. The problem with the entertainment industry is that there are so many people who want to do the same job, so there is no leverage on the pay. There is always someone else who will do it cheaper or even for free to get on stage, so the business owners all sell the same thing: exposure. Every time a gig would underpay or not pay at all, you got the “it will be good for your exposure” promise. The problem is that you can die from exposure. And I had become the story that is never told and yet almost always happens.  The starving artist is a cliche for a reason. It’s the rule, not the exception. 
I didn’t have much time to regret the decision at the KATD in Los Gatos. It was sold weeks later, and the new owners changed the format. The entire crew was terminated. I would have gone from two jobs to no jobs the same month. I didn’t just keep the right job for the right reason; as it turned out, I also kept the right job for all reasons. 
Having purged two time-consuming life events, Shannon and entertainment pursuits, I was now ready to focus on the two things that mattered the most-work and women. Although accounting is what I majored in, it was also something that I was utterly bored with. As a payroll clerk, I saw how much the salespeople made and was able to finesse a low-level job in that department at my company. Intech was an old-school original Silicon Valley company that had underperformed its peers, such as Intel and Apple, which started in 1969. It had a classic name but not much else. It’s probably how I got a job there. It was full of characters who seemed lifted from a Rockwell painting. All so vivid and engaging, making the job socially satisfying despite the product offering being something I could not even try to care about. I was the only man in the accounting department, and it was a good-sized department. There were a lot of fun dynamics, and it was a blast terrorizing that group. Lots of laughs and nobody got hurt, except maybe Michelle when I put too many exploding sticks in her cigarette.  That resulted in my first reprimand that ended up on the dreaded “permanent record”. But in some ways, it might have saved her life as she smoked much less after that explosion. 
The sales department was the big time at a tech company. They were the rebels with a cause who got what they wanted because, without sales, every company was worthless, no matter how well all the other departments were run. It’s also why it pays so much. I was still young enough not to know what I couldn’t do, so I did things that had not been done before. None of it was on purpose because I had nothing to compare it to, but the multitasking ability and socializing were huge benefits with that job. My love for numbers and making people laugh, coupled with the gift of intuition, rounded out all you needed to be number one in sales. I knew nothing about the product I was selling and had no interest in it. I didn’t need to know anything about it because my customers already knew everything there was to know about hybrid A-to-D converters. I didn’t need to have an interest in them because my customers already had an interest in the product, as it was used in their products. On sales calls, I would spout out buzz words that I learned from the specs, but had no idea what any of it meant. I had a strong desire never to learn. But the prospects knew what I was saying. So I didn’t have to. All I had to do was say yes to every question, then sell internally at the company to build those yeses into the product to win the business.  
I took to sales like I took to radio. It was love at first sight, and the learning curve was steep. Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to know or learn much to flourish. 95% of what created a good salesperson were the things that already exist as part of who you are, versus what you learned. There was some level of Catholic guilt about making so much money with so little knowledge, but I didn’t make the rules and wouldn’t know who to give the money back to if I wanted to relieve my guilt. But given the chance, I still would have kept it. 
The job also allowed me to step out of my little bubble. Flying to five cities in three states a week allowed me to see firsthand what I had missed my entire life.  There was a great big country out there, and I was finally about to see it up close and personal. Mostly, I saw the inside of airplanes, taxis, tech buildings, hotels, and the occasional restaurant, but along the way, out of the corner of my eye, I would see the landscape and feel the towns. The Midwest felt more like home than the coasts did, even though I grew up in California. Novato was like a midwestern town, and growing up poor doesn’t have a coastal vibe. Having a real job with a real salary was a confidence booster. It also made me 50% more attractive to women. It’s possible it made my jokes funnier and my jawline more pronounced, but I suspect it was more of a hunter/gatherer instinctual benefit. I was fine either way, as I was getting more attention from the confidence and ability to afford a sandwich. At one point during my stand-up career, I did not have a place to stay and was heavily in debt. Having no job didn’t help either, and one day I was hungry and went to buy a sandwich, but I had no more credit or money, and I realized that I was homeless and broke. It honestly didn’t occur to me that I got in that situation until the day it happened due to my high threshold of not giving a shit. Digging deep holes for a living also made me not worry about anything, ever, until I didn’t have a place to sleep and ran out of sandwich money. I took all my assets to a pawn shop to see how much I could get for them. He offered me $75 for items that were worth at least $500. I was so pissed that I got a job. That started my career at Intech, which allowed me to be a housed person with a sandwich. 
I was living the cliche of the traveling salesman having steady dates with steady girls in different states, multitasking them like orders at The Upstairs Place. I never misled them with words like 'monogamous' or 'love,' but both were probably implied. Maybe that’s why the word "implied" has "lied" in it, but my Catholic guilt training did not extend to these escapades, for some reason. I always had the philosophy of assuming the other person is doing what you are doing. And in most cases, I was right. 
On one business trip, I went to Los Angeles for a sales call with my rep. He was the typical GQ southern Californian surfer dude that I could and would never be. After selling our wares to the defense contractors that day, we went to the local bars for a trolling session. The same girl caught our eyes, and like all mature mad men in their twenties, we made a bet on who would get her as a date. I let Jeff go first because he talked like a really good-looking guy, so this strategy was a huge advantage. He made his moves, worked his charm, and danced with her. Convinced he had already won, he brought her over to our table and introduced her to me for my turn. As we covered before, I don’t dance, but talking was something I did do. I did it like an unattractive guy. As I began speaking to Liz, Jeff kept interrupting with tidbits meant to make me look bad. There are two basic rules in sales: once you have the order, stop talking, and never use negative selling. Jeff needed me on sales calls because he was the type of sales rep who couldn’t learn the basic rules. 
His first shot was telling her how I liked to hunt. In Southern California, that is a sure-fire turnoff except in this case. Liz’s dad loved to hunt, and Liz loved her dad. Strike one. His next shot was telling her I snored. That one he made up because I didn’t snore and he’d have no idea if I did. She responded with a pleasant sigh and said that, for her, snoring was so comforting because her dad snores.
In the same way, she missed that it would be creepy for my co-worker to know I snored, I forgot that it was weird she was close enough to her dad to hear his pleasant snoring. Other than asking Liz questions about her, I don’t think I said anything about me that Jeff didn’t cover while he was closing her for me. He spoke after he had her close, and he kept selling me negatively until she agreed to go on a date with me the next day. And on and off for the next three years. Jeff lost the bet, but I ultimately paid the price. 
Liz was an attorney for a prominent law firm in LA. We began a long-distance relationship, with me flying from San Jose to LA for business. Liz was smart, insecure, driven, envious, bipolar, manic depressive, and never dull. Her euphoric highs were never enjoyable because the crashing lows soon followed. That’s the curse of the condition; you can’t really share the highs, but you can always feel the lows. But love is blind. It’s also deaf and dumb. Having nothing but dysfunctional relationships up to that point, I had nothing to compare it to, so it felt like a great relationship. We had a lot in common, but mostly the bad stuff we didn’t know we had. During the three years we dated, she was pushing for a ring. And not just any ring. A ring featured on an episode of Beverly Hills, 90210. She also talked about how her friend got engaged in an elaborate setting. The jealousy was hitting a code red level. She was very competitive with women in her law firm and her social network. 
As I mentioned, I've always wanted kids. At 33, I heard a clock I didn’t know men had. It was biological, and it was getting loud, so it was time to plan my elaborate proposal. I read an article about an actress named Gena Davis getting married at the Sonoma Mission Inn and thought it would be an excellent backdrop for the greatest proposal on earth. Liz liked wild flowers, so I had the concierge fill the room with them. I had a bottle of Dom champagne that I'd saved for years, planned to have during my proposal with my new fiancé, so I brought it. I arranged for the hotel to set up a single table in the middle of the lawn, with a red carpet leading from the hotel entrance to the table. I had the table set with flowers and my champagne on ice. I also arranged for an airplane to fly overhead with a sign that read “SAY YES OR I’LL DIE”. This wasn’t nearly enough, so I had the local news station run a wire from the bushes to the table with a microphone hidden in the flowers, with the film crew hiding in the bushes with their equipment to film it. At the time, I owned one of the two Dodge Vipers in the valley. Driving up to the hotel in this car topped off the entire setting. She wanted an over-the-top proposal, and that’s what she was going to get. The star of the show was the ring. I fly to Beverly Hills to have the exact ring from the show she loved made. It cost exactly what I made in a year. So did the car. I spent it in a way that kept me in holes I loved so much—my comfort zone of beautiful chaos. 
When we pulled up to the hotel, I said, “Look at that red carpet. Let’s check it out”. She said we can’t randomly walk on a red carpet that’s not for us, but I convinced her to check it out. The closer we got to the table, the more nervous she got. I then fessed up and said I had set it up as a surprise so we could sit down. I didn’t hear the plane yet, so that I couldn’t pop the question. I looked around to make sure the film crew was filming and saw them in the bushes, but also saw what looked like 100 people lined up around the entire entrance of the hotel. Between the film crew and the concierge, word spread about the proposal of the century. I was trying to buy time for the plane, so my first words to Liz were “How about those Vancouver Canucks”? She was confused. She was also something else. Nervous. Shaking. Being a lawyer, or any person on earth, she put together what was really going on. The three years of browbeating worked, and now her dream was coming true. (Maybe add: the thing about dreams is that they also include nightmares). 
Her shaking was now a full vibration. She was asking what was going on. What was I doing? She had the answer to the questions she had. Soon her tears were flowing, but I couldn’t tell what flavor they were. I was confused and then nervous as she became hysterical. She talked about being high-maintenance, like it was some newsflash to me. Then muttered things like, "I don’t understand." And I didn’t. I didn’t even understand what I didn’t understand. It was so non-descriptive that it seemed clear she also didn’t understand, but understood enough to know it was important data to digest for the question I was about to ask or the answer she was about to give.
We were both now in an adrenaline dreamlike fog, not knowing if it was the nightmare version. I finally heard the faint sound of a small engine plane. I had come this far and was determined to propose as I rehearsed it in my mind, and the plane was not going to wait. As I got down on my knees with my 1993 W-2 salary in a tiny little box, she was in a complete meltdown. The plane was getting louder, but not as loud as Liz. She said I did not want to do this. That she can’t do this. But I did it anyway. And she lived up to her word of 30 seconds prior and reversed all the words she said the three years prior; she said “not yes”. 
Times like these slow everything down. And it’s times like these that you want everything to speed up. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the sound man in the bushes lean over to the cameraman and whisper to him. This was just before the internet, but it was a glimpse into what going viral looked like in real life. Within a few seconds of that whisper, I could see the 100 spectators simultaneously scatter like ants being sprayed by Raid. It’s as if they were all mic’d up and got the word from the sound guy. The silence felt like the aftermath of a bomb exploding. Liz and I were stunned by the concussion of the bomb. It felt like we were also watching this happen to us, but from a distance, and we couldn’t see or hear the sound of our own tears. Even as I looked up, I couldn’t hear the engine of the plane as it left its sad SAY YES OR I’LL DIE trail from its tail. 
As we checked into the hotel, all eyes were on us. Or me. Having only planned for success, I forgot what we were about to walk into. As sad as the last image of the plane was, walking into a room full of wild flowers, I found a way to beat it. This day was not off to a good start. 
When I checked out of the hotel, the concierge that I had worked with to plan this elaborate proposal was part of the gallery that gathered to watch me miss this shot. She said, in the nicest way possible, “You are too good for her. I’ll marry you.” In one of the all-time coincidences in my life, years later, my youngest nephew got married. It was a very short romance from church altar to divorce court. At the wedding, my nephew said his bride knew me. It turns out that after proposing to my nephew’s uncle, she married him instead a few years later. 
The thing that struck me the most was how I had to console Liz the entire time. In a way, it really helped postpone the devastation and humiliation that followed. There wasn’t a lot of talking going on that day or the next when I dropped her back off at the airport. She did say yes to the ring, but I said there was a string attached to it, so I had to yank that back. The jeweler also said he would take the ring back if she said no because nobody says no when a ring like that is made. I felt as bad for him as I did for me. 
Liz and I continued to date. Why? I have no idea. I actually had no idea about a lot of things. Liz and I were so disconnected that when I invited her to spend that weekend together in Sonoma, she thought I was breaking up with her. There is no greater disconnect than that. 
A few months later, I sold my first company. For a poor boy who drank his way through college, it was a head-spinning event getting a check in one day that was more than I thought I could make in a lifetime. I grew up poor and happy, so money was never my motive, but I wasn’t going to give it back. It just didn’t mean that much to me. It actually removed a hole to dig out of, so there was a subtle layer of sadness with the victory. The law firm Liz worked at did the deal, so she saw what I made. A week later, she said if I proposed again, she’d give me a different answer. I asked why, since I had not changed in the two months since I proposed. She gave an answer that had nothing to do with my recent company sale and offered no substance, so the timing was suspicious. Liz did ask if I’d go to couples therapy with her, and I agreed. 
On the way to the therapist, we stopped at a Starbucks. I saw a young dad with a toddler on his shoulders. What happened next was a first because I grew up with the old-school boys-don’t-cry philosophy. For some reason, I started to cry. A lot. Out of nowhere. All I could think about was the excellent timing of seeing a therapist a half hour later. Liz knew the therapist, so it felt like a recruiting mission. He asked what I did for a living and seemed more interested in that than in us. Liz told him about our Starbucks episode, and he asked what preceded it. I mentioned the young father. He wondered if it could be that I wanted kids and did not see having kids with Liz. Holy shit. Bingo! We have a winner. That was worth the price of admission. Not only was that it, but I also saw Liz not having kids with or without me. Liz was pissed. She screamed at him and then at me. She yelled something about how I better give the next girl I date a playbook because I was so complex. I took that as a compliment because I viewed myself as a neanderthal whose knuckles still scraped the ground. I was too simple to be complex, but I’ll take it. 
That led to another silent ride back to another airport. This would be the last ride with Liz, but not the last time I would hear from her. 
When the Liz chapter closed, I felt single for the first time in a long time. I also had my first exotic sports car and sold my first company. I finally had it all, but almost immediately felt lonely for the first time. Despite being in the best position in my life for meeting girls with my new car, bank account, and free time, the thrill of chasing a body count was over. 
After selling my company, the chaotic work life was gone. I now work for the large company that acquired us, and that is always a relaxed, slow-paced job compared to the frantic pace of a startup. The holes I dug to dig out of were all filling up. One day, during a boring board meeting, I suddenly felt a sense of dread. It wasn’t based on anything, just a physical sense of doom. I had to leave the room as it was escalating quickly. I ran into an empty room, curled up in the corner, and began to cry. I couldn’t stop crying despite being in no pain. My old boss from my days in accounting at the company came into the room and asked if I was OK. That snapped me out of the crisis, and the feelings all left as quickly and mysteriously as they arrived. She seemed to know something I didn’t know, and it became our little secret. 
I spent the next year transitioning our company into the company that acquired us. It wasn’t a challenging job, but it was fun and different and the right thing to do. It wasn’t a painful gig; it just wasn’t challenging like a start-up company, where you are out of business the day you start and have to scramble every day not to go bankrupt. 
One day, I was heading home from a business trip and stopped to eat some low-quality, high-priced airport food at the Dallas airport. I had a view of all the travelers heading to their gate, and my eyes were struck by an off-duty flight attendant gliding through the airport looking like the angelic sister who gave me my first compliment on writing a perfect Z during our alphabet exercise. The only thing I knew for sure was that she would not be on my plane because she was too good-looking. After ten years of travel and countless flights, I never had the burden of flying seated next to supermodels. After I boarded the plane, I was shocked to see her making her way down the aisle.  The only other thing I knew for sure was that she would not be sitting next to me. That had never happened in my entire life, so I positioned myself to see her walk past me to check out the backside of what I was never going to have. When she stopped and sat next to me, I knew God had sent her because I was in heaven. It was clear we would soon be having sex in the bathroom. It was also possible that it was just a coincidence, and the computer randomly assigned that seat to her when she made the reservation. Either way, she was mine for three hours and fifty-five minutes. 
She never said a word the entire flight, so it became clear the bathroom was out of the question. Even saying hi seemed doubtful as we began our approach, because I was never one to make the first move. But there is a first time for everything. I glanced over to see what she was reading, but couldn’t see the front page. It wasn’t a great line, but it was great that I finally asked her a question that was not “you coming from home or going home”. It wasn’t much better, just different. I wondered what book she was reading. She answered as if we had been talking the entire time. Or our entire life. She said it was a book called A Courage to Heal, and she was reading it because she was on her way to confront her father, who had molested her as a child. Holy shit! I would rather it have been The Devil Wears Prada and talk about that. I think my response was something like, “Oh”. 
She went on to tell me that she was married to a great guy who divorced her because she cheated on him. There may have been a fleeting sign of hope with that disclosure, but this book and the reason for her trip were a buzzkill. And I had just caught her at the stage of her journey where she discovered that insecure sex was toxic. My bad luck with hot ladies continues. She was full of regret and determination. 
As the plane touched down, I had another episode like the one in my office, out of nowhere. I could tell I was about to cry, so I put on my sunglasses. That, of course, drew even more attention to me and the fact that I was crying. She leaned over and said she appreciated my sympathy, but she doubted I could be that instantly sympathetic to a stranger, and she gave me her business card. She made one simple random request- that I see a therapist and explore why I just cried. This was the trippiest trip I had ever been on. It was such an odd and bold request. I took her card out of politeness as the hot flight attendant was no longer in play. She suddenly looked like someone too good to be hot. She seemed like the angel that I saw her as when she was floating through the airport. And there is something creepy about wanting to have sex with an angel—even a hot one with great angel boobs. When I looked at her card, I saw her last name was Smith. Maybe she was sent for me.
When Shannon reentered my life, it was based on need. She had become a heavy drinker and had financial problems as a result. She was living one eviction at a time. She drew a short straw when it came to life. As a child, she was repeatedly abused by a family friend, and during our time together, she was attacked by a convicted rapist the day he got out of jail. It was the worst-case-scenario type of rape. Not to be confused with those other types. She was putting out the trash in a dark alley that looked like a Hollywood set used for brutal rape scenes. The rapist was an ex-football player weighing 280 pounds of angry muscle. The only thing worse than the abuse and rape was the reaction by her mother. One day, I had a two-hour call with her mom, trying to convince her to see Shannon at a rehab center that I paid for to help her recover from her addiction and traumas. Her mom began with a defense of Shannon’s molester, saying that he was “just a dumb, poor Mexican”. She found a way to use five words that somehow had six major things wrong with it. When I asked her about the rape, she said she felt so bad for the rapist because his parents were so sad at the trial, and Shannon should not have been alone in the alley next to her apartment wearing shorts because clearly that was an open invitation to be raped. It was mind-boggling that people like this existed, but she was as real as it was Shannon’s reality. I’m sure her mom was subconsciously protecting herself by defending her awful parenting by blaming Shannon, but that only made it even more confusing, based on my understanding of a parent's instincts. 
After spending two hours on the phone with Judy, I finally convinced her to visit Shannon. I had to use every salesmanship bone in my brain to do it. Mother-daughter bond. Blood relationship. She brought her into this world and had an obligation to help her, and a dozen other value propositions and guilt-driven techniques.  The meeting did happen and it was a disaster. Shannon was strong-willed and difficult, and her mom had the thinnest skin that only denial could create. When Shannon got out of rehab, she wasn’t better for long, but long enough for her to attack her last supporter standing. That’s where I came in. The reward for giving her countless hours of emotional support and endless amounts of money invested was getting a level of verbal abuse that one might expect from a wounded animal. And she was good at giving it. She was “psychologist” smart and could be cleverly mean, but could deliver it in a caring way—truly a magic trick. 
During one argument at my condo, where she had to live because she ran out of places to get evicted from, she said I needed help. It had been six years since we broke up, and all of this investment of time and money did not include a sexual return. I was trying to save a friend. And it was a hole to dig out from, but not one to go into. I had also run out of my own holes, so I was a willing participant. Anything to prevent being at peace or spending time on self-reflection. Does anybody really want to dig deep into their own black holes?
She was so angry, but equally convincing when she was yelling that I needed professional help. Then she got quiet and whispered that I needed help as she laid out her case, which some of it actually made sense. I was lonely despite having it all. It also occurred to me that she had nothing to gain by this rant. I decided to shut her up by saying I thought that was a great idea and that I would see a therapist. I couldn’t tell if she was disappointed that I ended the one-sided argument or happy that I agreed to go. Still, the timing actually worked out because it was just a few months earlier that an angelic flight attendant had also asked me to see a therapist. I also enjoyed my therapy session with Liz, at least more than Liz did, so it wasn’t something I feared. After all, therapy is always about you, and we love to talk about ourselves. I also found psychology and the human brain fascinating, so it was a good tradeoff to end an argument by booking a session. 
I didn’t put any thought into how I picked a therapist since I was checking a box. I let my fingers do the walking in the yellow pages and probably called AAA Therapy. When I showed up for my session, I was met by a young guy with a round face and hair in a long ponytail. Not the prototypical therapist, but the vibe felt suitable for my one-and-done obligatory box checker. 
Jesse had a very low-key, easy way about him. He introduced himself, eased into his chair, and asked how I was doing. As usual, I opened with a joke. I said I was fine and asked if this was a good time for him to talk. He wryly smiled, but in a way that told me he knew what I was doing. Getting the upper hand was always critical if you wanted to make sure your therapist liked you and let you control the situation so that they couldn't help you. And there is no better way to control than humor.
He asked what brought me here today. Based on the subtle smile bust he had just given me, I aborted the “my car” joke and told him I was there to check a box on a promise I made to an ex-girlfriend and a mysterious flight attendant. He asked if there was anything on my mind. That setup was too easy for a joke, so I just said I didn’t have any topics because I wasn’t experiencing any issues in my life. Career was great, I had a lot of friends, was in excellent health and good shape, and had my new Dodge Viper. He said since we had an hour to kill, maybe I could tell him about my family. I told him I had a perfect family full of love, and how fun it was growing up, and although we were poor, we never felt or suffered from it. When it came to me, I shared that I had my three brains that could operate separately and that, like all people, I had that “negative monster” who lived inside my gut. I also relayed that I understood life for everyone was a series of constant sadness interrupted by a few moments of happiness, and that I had more than my fair share of the latter, so all was good. Instead of saying that was not a thing, people only have one brain, zero negative monsters living inside of them, and the ratio of sadness to happiness is actually reversed. He just sat quietly and listened like all good overpaid therapists that require the patient to solve their problems.  
He then asked about my parents and siblings, so I gave him a brief rundown of each. He said my descriptions were interesting and that having a father who was an alcoholic, a brother who was a heroin addict with three ex wives and children as a teen, a sister who never left her apartment who was deathly shy, another brother who ate wood and other sisters with multiple divorces would not technically meet the criteria of perfection but that it was clear that I loved my family. 
When it came to my upbringing, I gave him the highlights, but there was nothing unusual. At one point, I talked about my job in start-up companies. I shared that after I sold my first company, I went to Stanford and earned a degree in its business entrepreneurship program because I wanted my next start-up to succeed the “right way,” since I felt I'd gotten lucky the first time. 
Our time together was nice, but wasted. He ended the session by sharing a story about walking the grounds of Stanford with one of Chaplins on campus about the school’s philosophy on start-up companies and their impact on Silicon Valley. Just as the bell was about to ring, I felt one of my new emotional attacks coming on. This one was different. It was not the semi-silent crawl up into a ball, crying version. It was loud and violent. I ripped the chain off my neck, and I yelled, “I was there to do good!” as I cried. This was preceded by 58 minutes of me telling him nothing was wrong. And the fact is, nothing was wrong, except for these newly minted emotional moments that temporarily took over and went away. They weren’t based on anything. After I was done, I went back to joking and said that we were out of time. He matched my joke with one of his own, saying there might be something to explore if I was open to one more waste-of-time session. He said it in a way that made me feel comfortable saying yes. 
The second session began with a recap of the first.  He said he understood that I knew nothing was bothering me, but that if I were open to it, he’d like to use a relatively new technique called EMDR. He described the method, saying it stood for Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing and that it was developed by Dr. Shapiro, who lived nearby. She was walking in a park called Vasona one day, which we all used to go to and hang out. While she was walking, she noticed that the disturbing thoughts she had grew less intense as her eyes moved spontaneously from side to side. EMDR had been in practice for only a couple of years, but they were discovering that the eye movements also facilitated the recovery of memories. Since it wasn't some hocus-pocus hypnosis scam and was essentially like a start-up, I was all for it. If nothing else, it would prove that nothing was wrong except some good old-fashioned panic attacks that are a dime a dozen. 
During my first session, I didn’t really have any essential memories. The only actual vision was an oddly large metal trash can with no handles, which doesn’t exist. In my memory, it was on the school playground in LA where I went to in first grade. When I told Jesse about the vision, he found it more interesting than I did. He also implied it had to exist because it was an actual memory. I describe the trash can to him as something that wouldn’t even be functional, given its lack of handles and its large size. He asked if there was any way to verify it. There was no Google Images back then, so I said the only way to confirm it was to go to the school and see for myself that they didn’t exist. He was so sure it was real, and I am always game to prove I’m right, so I told him I could swing by the school that week because I did a lot of business in LA, and I was still seeing Liz at the time, who lived reasonably close to Wilmington. 
As I made my way to my old hood, I drove by our childhood home at 1638 Fries Ave. I had not been back there for 25 years. It looked so small. And it was. 1,400 square feet for a family of 9 plus a one grandpa. And it never felt crowded. Love made the space feel like the perfect home. For a family that large living in a space that small, you’d think there would be constant conflict, especially with three girls, four boys, and one bathroom. But I don’t remember any fights between any of us. And no favoritism from the parents to any of us. I don’t know how they pulled that off since there were no self-help books or education on complete parenting. And if there was, they had no time or money to buy or read books.
We would walk to school on the days my mom wasn’t peeling me off the chain-linked fence. There was a busy intersection, and that section had an underpass you had to walk through to get to the other side of the street. It was dark and felt like a mile long. I always dreaded that underpass. I would walk sideways with my back up against the wall, so it took me as long to walk that block as if it were a mile long. 
When I drove to Saint Peter & Paul, the school, I barely recognized it. It hadn’t changed, but I didn’t have any memory of the place. But I also left at seven years old, so I wasn’t there long enough to create many memories, especially at that age. Although the outside of the church didn’t look familiar, I noticed the back area had a large open space protected by a fence. This had to be where the classrooms were. I couldn’t see over the wall, so I had to climb it like some creepy Peeping Tom. Luckily, it was a weekend and the school was closed. I scaled the small fence to get a peek at the playground. The first thing I saw on the outside of the playground, close to where I was standing, was a gigantic, round, metal trash can with no handles.  
The following week, I saw Jesse and congratulated him on going one-for-one. I saw the trash can that could not exist, and it was as big and non-functional as the vision. It’s as if it had never been moved in 25 years. I assume it’s built that way for efficiency. A large truck with big claws must lift and dump the trash into its garbage truck. He suggested we do another round of EMDR if I was up to it. He said the process can be draining, but I felt no fatigue from the first session because you remain completely awake and in control. It was no more taxing than a regular conversation. 
As Jesse began his finger movements that my eyes had to follow to open up my memory portal, I didn’t see much yet again. There was a narrow, dark hallway, and I was walking through it with an older girl and other kids, all holding hands, but nothing else. Jesse asked if I knew where the dark hall was or what it led to. I said I didn’t, but I assumed it was at the church. 
By now, it was clear he was insinuating something might have happened to me at the school. I shared with him the story about the nun saying I was retarded, and my mom got mad and put me into a public school, and that had to be traumatic, but at the time I was young and didn’t recall it bothering me. I just knew I was much happier and active at the other school. He asked if I was going to LA anytime soon to verify the hallway vision. I said I was since it was an almost weekly event with business and Liz. A trip to LA was a shorter commute than to my office because of traffic. 
When I got to the church this time, the front doors were closed but unlocked. When I entered the church, it was dark but unfamiliar. It was off hours, but like most churches, you could go in and light a candle or sit and pray. I was there to snoop for a random dark hallway. The third door I opened did lead to a long, curved, dark hallway, as if you could walk inside the walls of the church. At this point, it felt more like trespassing, so I left, accomplishing the goal of finding it. (THIS IS WHERE I SAW A WHITE VAN WITH WHAT LOOKED LIKE LITTLE FEET ON THE DASHBOARD, AND I CALLED JESSE SO I WOULD NOT DO ANYTHING VIOLENT, AS I FEARED THERE COULD BE A PRIEST MOLESTING A CHILD. IT WILL NOT FIT THE SCRIPT HERE, BUT NOTING IN CASE IT FITS ELSEWHERE. I DID STAY UNTIL I VERIFIED IT WAS NOT WHAT I FEARED, BUT IT WAS PARKED BY THE PRIEST BUILDING, SO THERE WAS ANXIETY AND FEAR OF WHAT I MIGHT DO IF I APPROACHED THE VAN). 
At my next session, I relayed what I had verified, but it didn’t seem to have any meaning. He asked if I had the energy to do another round of EMDR, and by this time, it felt like old hat, so I was all in. If nothing else it was interesting even if it felt useless. During this session, I had a cryptic vision of an Irish forearm and saw a small corner of purple cloth. This one was going to be trickier to verify. My dad was Irish, and I know he must have had an Irish arm, but the purple cloth seemed out of place. I do remember my dad was one of the guys who would go down the pews twice during each mass to collect money. I didn’t understand the logic or the need for this. We lived in poverty. Everyone who went to this church lived in poverty. Yet they passed that basket around twice in one hour. So if you donated during the first pass, you had the chance to donate again twenty minutes later, as if you really meant to give more of what you didn’t have or suddenly came into some new money between hymnals. This was during the time that my dad said we did not have gumball money. But we did have money to give to the most profitable and highest valued entity on heaven and earth.  
There wasn’t much we could do with this retrieval, so we experimented with other EMDR techniques. My entire life, I have never tried any sauce. No mustard on hot dogs, no mayonnaise on a sandwich, no catsup on French fries, and no nothing on anything. I’ve been a picky eater my entire life—everything plain and not many different food items. Being busy with startups and constant self-imposed distractions, I always felt eating was a big waste of time, so I stuck to the few things I knew I liked and choked them down. I was tasked with bringing in a sandwich with everything on it. I felt like a real man when I ordered that sandwich, standing tall when I said “everything on it” like it was going to impress the girl behind the counter. She looked at me like I was just another customer ordering a sandwich. Not someone who was impressed and wanted to date guys who were brave enough to eat a sandwich with condiments. After Jesse used his magic finger trick to get me in a place of reprocessing the thought of eating an adult sandwich, it was time to take a bite. There was a little fear, but after taking a big boy bite, I was surprised that it wasn’t revolting. I wasn’t sure what I had been fearing all those years, but it turned out to be a non-event. The main takeaway was that this EMDR thing seemed to work. Even if it didn’t make me want to eat grown-up sandwiches going forward. There wasn’t much extra taste, but there was a lot of extra fat and sugar, so no motive to join the crowd.
The next session started with EMDR out of the gate. It was a space that I felt comfortable with at this point. Even felt safe. The first visual I had was of me sitting on my porch, looking down. I immediately began choking and clutching at my collar and necktie. Jesse thought I was going to throw up, so he put a waste basket by my chair. Although I was aware in real time of what was happening, it felt like an out-of-body experience. Almost as if it wasn’t really happening to me. I was just witnessing it. While I was in this intense state of distress, I yelled random things like “show your face, you bastard” and “I should have stopped it,” but I’m only seeing a montage of vignettes like I was watching a movie while on acid. The dark tunnel, inside of a building, the bottom of a purple robe, and a fleeting Irish arm.  Now we were getting somewhere. No idea where we were going, but it no longer felt like nowhere. (NEED TO DECIDE HOW DEEP TO GO INTO EMDR TECHNIQUE THAT BRINGS THE BOY BACK TO A SAFE SPACE AND REPROCESSES TRAUMA)
I didn’t know exactly what had just happened, but for sure it was the first time that had happened to me. I had no memory of anything ever happening to me, and I have a “perfect memory”. If it were something that’s potentially this bad, I would have remembered that. Pretty sure this is more of a dreamlike fantasy versus anything tangible, but it was an interesting, if not brutal, process. 
During the next session, I was eager to continue using EMDR to “watch” the rest of this “movie”.  We tried four EMDR sessions with no improvement. After joking with Jesse that he went 0-for-4, I assumed we were done and the movie was over. He wanted to try one more time, so my eyes followed his fingers as usual to bring me back to an open-minded space. 
I immediately had a strong feeling of distress.  I began choking. I clutched at my throat and shoulder, but couldn’t stop the sensation of choking to death. I pulled my shirt open, spraying buttons all over the room. I grabbed the arms of the wooden chair and pulled them off. In reality, I was just sitting in a chair, but I was also being murdered for real. Jesse then began installing a technique to bring me back to a safe place, as he became concerned about the intensity of my reaction. His technique wasn’t working. I was yelling at my attacker. I even called out the name “monsignor” and kept screaming WHY! Jesse was telling the child it was time to go play. I slowly came back from the attack. I was wiped out. 
Jesse then explained how repressed memories work. The brain, to protect itself and the body it’s attached to, will repress a memory that is too much to handle at the time that it actually happened. That memory may remain repressed for life, but the adverse effects of the traumatic event will still occur until the person dies, even if it is what kills them. Many people who commit suicide, murder, suffer from substance abuse, become abusers, arsonists, and a long list of other bad things have repressed traumas that never came out except in these traits. 
And sometimes, when there is a reason, the memories do want to come out. They need to be de-repressed and addressed for the person to achieve the goal that motivated the memories to surface. In my case, I wanted kids since I was a kid, but subconsciously, I could not bring kids into a world that did what it did to me as a child. It had to be dealt with first, so it had to come out. And that’s what my early physical and emotional events were about. Although the mind can lie to us, the body doesn’t lie. Uncontrollable crying and curling up into a ball during a board meeting, and crying on an airplane because a stranger shared a story about being abused, were the body doing its job. The brain did its job when I was 6, but now my body was nudging it to do it again at 33. 
And it did, spectacularly. The great thing about repression is that the attack never actually happened at the time you couldn’t handle it. It’s why I had no memory of anything bad ever happening, even when it was something this devastating. The downside to this is that the only way to address it is to retrieve it. And since it “never happened,” if you finally retrieve it, there is no choice but to have it happen for the first time. That is also why so many repressed traumas stay that way til death do them part, even if the effects of the trauma are what ultimately cause death.  
The reaction I had in that session was me being attacked for the first time. But it wasn’t like watching a movie. Sitting in that chair as an adult, I was a real, living human vehicle for a six-year-old boy, with God standing over him. We were taught that the monsignor represented God, so we understood it only as God, due to our limited ability to digest all that new, complex information. I was screaming WHY during the session because I didn’t understand why God was trying to kill me. At six, I had no idea what sex was. I also had a tiny six-year-old throat, and this overweight God had something much bigger that he was killing me with by suffocating me. The psychological and physical torment happening all at once was way too much for that brain to accept, so the repression switch flipped—a temporary lifesaving circuit breaker. 
The only thing I heard the monsignor say during the retrieval session of the attack was “don’t say anything or God will kill your parents”. That added responsibility alone would have triggered the repression switch if the attack itself didn’t. 
When I said in an early session, “I should have stopped it” that was a simplistic way of me trying to deal with the guilt (something the catholic church is notorious for “teaching” early on) of being a child who was so bad that God wanted him dead so badly that HE himself was sent to murder me. None of this was worth the free chocolate milk they served. 
So many things became clear that had never been connected before. The reason I was labeled “retarded” due to my inability to read or answer simple questions during class is that I couldn’t. I knew the answers and was reading books at a sixth-grade level in first grade. But if I read out loud or answered a question that would have required me to “talk”. And if I talked, my parents would die. I refused to answer what 1 plus 1 was because I was saving my parents' lives. When a six-year-old is told by God, who just tried to murder him, that if he “talked” his parents would die, that kid takes it literally. There was no explanation of the situations in which I could or couldn’t talk, so I played it safe and never spoke so that they could live another day. 
The spontaneous emotional reactions I had that forced me to find an empty room and curl up in an embryonic position, crying in fear, were me desperately and subconsciously trying to get back into the womb—my last safe space.  
The six months of the middle of ’93 with Jesse saved my life. Maybe not literally (also maybe literally), but it gave me life. A life I always wanted and could never have without that first check-the-box session to get an ex-girlfriend off my back and to honor an off-duty angelic flight attendant’s request. And without DR. Shapiro’s discovery during that daily walk in the park, I don’t think I would have found what I needed or had the tools for the reprocessing (the R in EMDR) part of the process that makes the entire retrieval worthwhile. Without the reprocessing, there isn’t much good retrieving and living a brutal physical and emotional attack if you can’t fix the negative results of the attack. The reprocessing was also the quickest and most pleasurable part of the process. All the dramatic things that happen from trauma are due to the subconscious guilt and misunderstanding of what really happens with an event like mine. 
Although I didn’t know that the trauma happened, subconsciously, I thought it was my fault. I thought I could have or should have stopped it. I thought I was a bad kid. I felt God wanted to murder me. I thought my mom had to have known because she was my mom, and they knew everything at that age. It’s not until our early teens that we think parents know nothing. And yet she still peeled me off the chain-linked fence and led me to the slaughter. The misplaced subconscious assumptions were as wrong as they were damaging. But the reprocessing part of the EMDR process was amazing. Within a few sessions, I felt completely different about all those things. I was able to accept it as something more simplistic that actually gave me comfort. It was just a pervert in a purple robe.
The relief this work brought me left me excited about pursuing a healthy woman. One of the assignments Jesse gave me was to read the book the flight attendant was reading, A Courage to Heal. I bought the book early in our session. Liz found the book during one of our weekends together. Being an attorney, she was able to speed-read through the parts that interested her. She highlighted a section and asked me to read it. It discussed how, quite often, people with repressed memories of abuse will gravitate towards other people who are suffering from the same unknown condition and begin relationships and/or friendships with those people as a “survival bond”. What caught her eye was the following paragraph that talked about how people repress memories of abuse and get therapy to “fix” the issues caused by the abuse and repression, which will purge the people of the past, as they will no longer be needed or compatible with a mentally healthy person. At the time, she was wishing me luck with my therapy, but was concerned that if it were successful, we would be done. I assured her that would not be the case because she was not abused, and even if I fell into the category of someone who had a good outcome from my therapy, I would not leave her. I was wrong on the latter point, which made me wrong about the former. I would learn later that she had been abused. That officially made it six for six with ex-girlfriends who had been abused. That survival thing was real. 100% of all women aren’t abused. But that subconscious attraction for survival was 100% in my case. 
I still had a stable of unstable women I had accumulated along the way. My repaired brains (I was down to two at this point because I exercised one of them out during my therapy) had no interest in the chaos they used to need to survive during my life before treatment. I thought it would be difficult to cut ties with them because I was always afraid of hurting the girls I dated. I followed a typical dating pattern for a few fun months, wanting out three months into the relationship and taking three years to get out of them to avoid hurting anyone. An excellent plan for making things much more painful. 
It was almost insulting how easy it was to end the dysfunctional relationships that had taken years to build. I thought there would be a much bigger fight. But they had no more use for a healthy man than I now had for an unhealthy woman. It also takes two to tango, so untangling just required no attempt at engaging. It was refreshing to find a problem that could best be solved by doing nothing. The decks were soon cleared.
Now it was time to begin the search for my lifer. I was no longer looking for head-case ego scores. In the most unromantic sense, I was now interviewing for a wife, but in the more true meaning, I was looking for my fairytale. Something that I knew I always wanted but didn’t know I could never have until now. All thanks to an ex-girlfriend, two strangers who crossed my path, and a third who took a walk around Vasona Park.
With my career now fully established, it was time to spruce up the rest of my profile to make myself more marketable. I had already been working out and going to the beach. Even though I was never a GQ dude, the weights and tan made the most of what I had. I was now working on the things I could control. I already had my Dodge Viper, so the expensive car box was checked off. What I didn’t know is it was more of a muscle exotic car than a chick magnet, but it did show earning power to check off the provider box that some women have from the old instinctual hunter/gatherer caveman days. I felt I needed one more item to put me over the top, so I got a puppy. That really put a time limit on my pursuit because puppies don’t last long. They go from a cute attraction to a pain in the ass liability, but no place rented puppies, that I could find, so I bought one. 
I was now armed with the biggest arsenal of cliches a man could manufacture. I had a few dates with some interesting women, but it was clear before the salads arrived, they weren’t the ones. A few offered coffee at their place, but I politely declined and said it was nice meeting them. I didn’t drink coffee and was no longer interested in a dessert that took three years to digest and divest. 
One of my sources for dates was an industrious real estate agent who was trying to get me to sell my condo and buy a house. I told him I had no need for a home, and I hoped to get married one day. My theory was that my wife would care about where we lived and what type of house we had, so it made sense to wait. I could, and have, lived happily in a shoe box, so my condo was more than good enough.  He took that as an invitation to make introductions to women he thought would be a good match, so I’d get married and buy a house from him. That’s my kind of salesperson and a great bargain for me. I pay 3% for the real estate transactions, but no percent for him to be my wife hunting pimp. 
There were many personality traits I developed that I attributed to my trauma. Maybe they had nothing to do with my abuse, but it gave me comfort to feel I got some good things out of something so bad. Some of them were odd and worthless, like my ability to look at a row of tiles or anything symmetrical and tell exactly how many there were. Can’t make any money off that, but it was an unusual skill that was only good for bar bets or if I wanted people to think I was a freak. I remember being so bored, or as it turned out, traumatized, while being in church the entire hour. I would count the number of things that were symmetrical during mass. Floor and ceiling tiles, squares on the stained glass windows, or anything else I could find. I was also bored in class at school growing up because the work wasn't challenging so that I would count the holes in the acoustic ceiling tiles. Perhaps years of doing this built in a spatial ability that kids with lives didn’t earn. 
A side skill my body built up was a world-class bladder. During school, I did not go to the bathroom one time. I would hold my pee all day long. I would move my legs back and forth until the day was over. I have never been in a school bathroom. In gym class, I never once took a shower or undressed in front of the other kids. It never seemed odd to be the only one in a school of 1,100 students to do these things. I know now I was subconsciously afraid of being attacked. But now I can sleep all night and not pee even as an old guy. Still not worth an attempted murder by God, but it’s not nothing. 
But the most helpful skill set I developed was a sixth sense, to the point where ESP would have been diagnosed if there were such a thing. There were countless examples of this in my life, spanning a wide range. When I was a teenager, they used to give out a free snow cone to anyone who retrieved a foul ball. A bunch of us poor kids would position ourselves behind the backstop, waiting for a foul ball to fly over the fence to race and chase them down. I always knew where they were going to come from. In my free snow cone career, I chased down 989 foul balls. I wanted to hit 1,000, but by the time the next season rolled around, I was too old and big to be pushing little kids down to get a free snow cone. I figured I’d catch 11 more in my lifetime, naturally, by going to games and getting them in the stands. Fifty years later, I am at 995, clocking in around one per decade. 
I’ve also had many moments where I get what I call “that feeling”. It’s an overwhelming sense of something specific that’s going to happen. And every time I’ve had “that feeling” that thing has happened. Some would be random, like “tomorrow a young celebrity is going to die,” then Anna Nicole Smith dies the next day. Or, someone in our family has cancer and will be diagnosed this week, then my mother-in-law gets her cancer diagnosis later that week. Other times, it would be obscure, like when a news report said they found human remains in an area where a missing person had been looking for, so they were sure it was her. I told my wife, “That’s not her”. I didn’t even mean to say it out loud, but “that feeling” hit me as it was being reported, and I knew it wasn’t her, despite the assumption that it was.  It wasn’t. One time, I was going to a college football game with my buddies, and for the first and last time, I had a feeling someone in the stands was going to die, so I mentioned it. The ambulance came at halftime to haul off the deceased. 
There were other interesting situations as well. When I lived in a tiny two-bedroom apartment with three different guys, one night our roommate came home at 2 am and woke us up to tell us a story about his conquest that night. We had been playing poker at the apartment all night, so we had just gone to sleep. While he was telling us his story, I had that overwhelming feeling hit me like a ton of bricks. I told him to stop talking and said, “Your girlfriend is in the apartment”!  He and the other two roommates looked at me like I had lost it. And if you saw the square footage we had, it would appear they had good reason. We were also home all night, so it wasn’t possible. But he saw the terror in my eyes and looked around the front room, the kitchen, and his bedroom, which he shared with his roommate, and it was empty. Disaster averted. 
After a few words about how odd that was, he continued with his story. But “that feeling” only grew larger. I was now frantically telling him she was in the apartment. He was freaking out at me freaking out, and while he was telling me I’m crazy, he opened his closet door again, but this time he moved a bunch of dirty clothes that were piled up in there. We could only see him when he yelled with his eyes bulging out, “What the fuck are you doing here?”! His girlfriend, whom he was cheating on, was hiding in his closet and had fallen asleep under the clothes she had put over herself. She was holding a knife when he found her. She ran, and he tackled her over the couch.  She got away, grabbed the phone, and called her mom, yelling that Dale was trying to kill her. He took the phone away and told the mother what really happened while she fled. The mother believed Dale because she knew her daughter. Even the knife didn’t shock her. 
Five minutes later, she called the apartment, and Dale answered. She said she was in a phone booth and some gang members were trying to rape her. Dale knew she was lying to get out of the whole attempted murder thing and hung up. “That feeling” was on a roll that night because I felt it again and told Dale she was not bullshitting. At this point, he and my other two roommates would believe anything I said. He then said, “Oh shit, we gotta go, she’s at the pay phone on 11th street”. I said, “No, she isn’t, she’s at the pay phone on 7th street”. So Dale grabbed the knife she left there to, ironically, save the person that planned to use it on the person about to save her. We ran down to the payphone, half expecting to find nothing, assuming it was too coincidental and that she had a considerable motive to lie. Even I protected myself from misfiring with “that feeling” by grabbing some A-1 steak sauce in case it was a hoax, so I could say I figured it was a lie. I don’t know where I expected to find a steak to make the joke work, but my mind was racing since he woke us up, so I didn’t have my best bits.  But of course, when we arrived, there was a standard issue gang sedan up on the sidewalk blocking the payphone with her trapped in it. We had called the cops before we left, and they were already there. 
I didn’t want to waste this rare leverage, so as we all walked back to the apartment, I said “oh shit”. They asked what was wrong. I said I’m having that feeling again, and it’s stronger than the two I already had. When they asked what it was, I said in my most serious voice, “Within seven days, one of you is going to die”. I let it go a little longer than I should have because with great power comes a great responsibility. But it was as funny as it was fucked up. I never played that prank again because it even felt wrong to me. 
There have been countless examples of this extra-sensory perception skill coming to fruition, and zero examples of feeling it and not having it come true. The closest I came to having it fail me was flying to London with my boss after we sold my first startup. He was a nervous flyer, and I had a strong vision and feeling of being on that plane, hearing a loud boom, then a big jolt, and seeing a big fireball racing across the side of the aircraft. He said he didn’t believe in ESP, but he also didn’t want to chance it. I told him my vision ended with us alive. He said that in that case, we should go, since it was a critical post-close meeting for the sale of the company. After eleven uneventful hours of flying, we began our descent. He leaned over and said, “So much for your ESP thing”. That almost guaranteed it. Seconds later, the pilot announced we would be in a holding pattern due to the weather. That removed his smirk completely.
We flew around for almost an hour. I was gazing out the window, fully believing my vision wouldn't come to pass despite my previous 100% hit rate. I also wasn’t looking forward to it coming true. These feelings even seemed unbelievable to me. Suddenly, there was a loud boom, and the plane took a quick dip. I was still looking out the window, and I saw what looked like a fireball rolling across the plane, matching my vision. The flight attendant was running down the aisle in a panic, saying something to the effect of “we’re all going to die”. I’m pretty confident that was not part of her training. Shortly after that, we were magically cleared for landing. The plane was eerily quiet once the flight attendant calmed down.  We landed without a word from the crew. We could see a large black mark on the side of the plane. The assumption was that it had been a lightning discharge like a St. Elmo’s Fire effect, but nothing was ever said. And I added one more convert to my list of those who believed in “that feeling”. 
But the most valuable example of “that feeling” that had actual value, life-saving value, was the avoidance and/or the extraction of dangerous situations. Many of them were the garden variety “gut feeling” that says to stay away from certain people who make the hair on your neck stand up when you meet them. One was much more sinister. One day, I was heading to the little league field during my “pursuit of a thousand snow cones.” To get to the ballpark, I would cut through an empty lot and take a back trail behind the elementary school to reach the baseball field. This was early in my foul-ball career, and I was around 11 years old. As I rounded a blind corner behind the building, two older guys were standing there, and one picked me up while I was in a full running stride. He swung me around and put me back on the ground, and he half laughed, “Whoa, where are you going in such a hurry”? I said I was going to catch foul balls to win free snow cones. They pulled out police badges and said they were local undercover cops, offering ride-alongs to kids, and that it would only take half an hour. The ride also included a stop at the local Baskin-Robbins ice cream shop. I could see their car in the far distance. Almost identical make, model, and color of the gang car that blocked Dale’s girlfriend in that phone booth. I acted very excited about the ride along and said I was going to get my friend because he would also like to see everything. They seemed very excited about that and said they would wait right there while I got him.
These guys did look the part of cops, had genuine badges, and talked the talk. They had their evil routine fully rehearsed.  I had “that feeling” the second I saw them. Although my memories were repressed, I knew a pedophile when I saw one, even if I didn’t know what one was yet. As good an actor as they were, I was even better—a life-saving performance. I ran to get my friend that I did not have, and when I got to the bleachers with the adults, I screamed that bad men were trying to take me. They saw what I was doing, ran to their car, and got away. I never thought about what they did after that, but I do now.
I had a few other harrowing experiences around this area later in life and fully believe I gained “a particular set of skills” that I was able to use to get out of them. Not so much using “that feeling” but the skill of intuition and judgment that you can’t teach. As much as I used humor to control others to protect myself against an attack, I also had an innate ability to sell myself out of impossible situations. Many of which I put myself into to dig those deep, delicious, death-defying holes for the challenge of climbing out.  
Once in my twenties, I picked up two stranded guys with an empty gas can who wanted a ride a mile to a gas station to fill up their car. It was broad daylight and close by, so I took them. They had both just gotten out of prison and were telling horrible stories I wasn’t interested in, including how they would take a centerfold from a Playboy magazine and put it on the back of an inmate when rapping them because they weren’t gay. They also made it clear we were not going to a gas station. They had a brown paper bag with something hard in it, but I couldn’t tell for sure what it was. I just knew none of this was good. I was in the process of moving when I picked them up, and the only thing I had on me was my grandfather's very old Colt .38 revolver, with no bullets and a trigger lock that didn't have a key. It was a cat-and-mouse game of driving from place to place as the sun and gas gauge went down. They made no direct threats because I was being friendly and accommodating. They made comments about how they couldn’t even get a job as a blowing leafs because of their records and, they suspected, because they were black. These bitter black guys made it clear they did not like white guys. I used every ounce of sales, intuition, and judgment to convince them that I thought that it was fucked up that they weren’t given a second chance. I was able to sell it because I also thought it was true. If someone had hired them to blow leaves, I would not be in a situation where they wanted to blow me or blow me away. 
After three hours of driving around, they said they wanted to go to a bar I had never heard of. They began to laugh as they told me it was a gay bar. They also asked several times why I was being so nice. Like, I ruined their motivation to hurt me. I told them I felt they didn’t get a fair shake in life. I said, although I grew up poor, I was given chances because I was white, that I know I would not have gotten if I were black. Again, true and again believed to be sincere. I asked if it would help them if we stopped at an ATM to get some money I could loan them. They thought that was a life-saving idea. It wasn’t clear whose life it would save. When I was at the ATM, no money came out because I was also dick broke and in debt. I actually had less money than they had. I was also on fumes in the gas tank. I told them the machine wasn’t working, but I had money at my apartment a mile away. They agreed to go there to get it. I parked by the back window of a friend’s apartment. My apartment was many miles away, but I had no gas to get there and no money to pay for it if I did. I told them I’d be right back. 
I told my friend what was going on. We called security, and I went to the back window of his second-story apartment. I opened the window, removed the screen, and told them I had only a twenty-dollar bill. I let it float down to them. This led them to show who and what they were, finally. The ring leader said if I didn’t get down there, they were going to come up and get me. I calmly told my buddy needed help, and I couldn’t go, but I did call security so they could help them get home. For the first time, I also let them see I had a gun. It was dark, but the streetlight was just bright enough for the other guy to see. My palm was hiding the trigger lock, so they didn’t know that it was useless.  That would have been a literal dead giveaway. While the more hardened non gay guy criminal became more threatening, his sidekick pointed out my gun and told him they had better go. After a slight hesitation, reluctantly, the leader agreed, and they were on their way. 
I don’t know if being victimized at a young age attracts other perpetrators or if we just live in a world that is kind of fucked up. Maybe this many attempted and actual attacks is just simple sad math. Either way, I was glad I developed these life-saving skills. Perhaps they were given to me by God and the monsignor’s “mysterious ways”. But they might have already existed, and that is what allowed me to overcome the effects of Father Brennan. It’s more likely I had these skills to survive, versus him giving me these skills by molesting me. On the one hand, I hate to give him credit for anything good, but on the other hand, it feels like a mini-victory if something good comes from his bad.
All of these situations were great examples of helping save my life. But my last example is the one that gave me my life, which leads me back to my real estate agent.
Heading back from lunch one day, I got a call from my pimp. He said, “Hey, there is this other girl, I might’ve even mentioned her in passing a year ago, but the timing was off and….” BOOM! “THAT FEELING”! I had never had that feeling so strong and sudden in my life, and as you now know, I had many sudden and strong “that feelings” in my life. But this one was different. I was frantic. I was being driven to the office by my boss, and I told him to punch it back to the office. My pimp asked me what was going on and why I cut him off. I said, “THAT’S THE ONE!” He said he hasn’t even told me who she is. I asked him just to give me the number and tell her I’m going to call her now. As the car pulled up to my office, I jumped out while it was still moving. There was no time limit, but I learned long ago that if you want to get an order off the street, you can be one second too late, and this was the order of a lifetime. 
I called Terri and said I would love to meet her and that I understood if she still wanted to see other guys. I was trying to get some value from my failed stand-up career. I was also trying to overcome some of the negative things I thought she probably heard about me, like driving a Dodge Viper and having a puppy. One big negative I knew she heard for a fact was that my name was Wally. Usually, I liked that position. It always set such low expectations, increasing my odds of meeting them. That initial call was so critical I was as nervous as I was focused. 
She said yes. She would meet me at a bar in a restaurant. It was a fish restaurant, so I felt like I had home court advantage from my days on Catalina. This particular restaurant was so much like The Upstairs Place; just being inside gave me a sense of comfort and confidence.
When she said yes, it felt like a grown-up version of Anita. Blonde hair and someone I would spend the rest of my life with. Anita only lasted that one brief chocolate chip cooking meeting, but I had higher hopes this time. My first love and my last love. I felt I could also “will” this to happen because I knew the outcome before my secret agent even said her name, or who she was, or what she did. I knew because I had “that feeling”. But there is a first time for everything, and statistically, I was way overdue for “that feeling” to fail me. And Terri had no idea we were already engaged. She had not yet met me. This was going to be one hell of a sales meeting. 
Even though I had no doubts, I also knew I hadn’t met her. And I also knew I had the world's worst track record. A runway model, a swimsuit model, a print advertising model, and a 49ers cheerleader had physically turned me off. For a guy who would have killed to have dated anyone for most of his life, I somehow evolved into someone with a very narrow band of what I found attractive, so the math was not on my side. 
We agreed to meet after work at 6 pm, so I got there early to prep, maybe around noon. I wore my Hugo Boss suit. It had big, puffy shoulders to show her I was a powerful man who could carry the weight of the world on them. The front door to the restaurant was big and easy to see everyone who came in. There was a phone booth nearby, around a little corner. The cord would stretch so you could be on the phone and still see people coming in. I positioned myself at the phone booth, held the phone to my ear, and stretched the cord. I wasn’t sure the suit would convey the master-of-the-universe look I was going for, and didn’t want to take any chances, so I made sure she would see me on the phone being a good provider for our kids. I also chose a leaned-back, legs-crossed pose that I saw in a GQ magazine. So many people were coming into the place at that time, I was really getting tired of the person who didn’t exist on the other end of my fake phone call. 
But I didn’t let it show because the next person could be her. And it was. And she was. It was her. It was always her. 
She saw me. Then she smiled—that smile. I had never seen anything like it. It was everything. It was the only thing. It was so much more than just breathtaking. I know I wasn’t breathing at the time, but I also didn’t need to. Time was frozen. Everything was suspended. I’m not sure how many thoughts one can have in a few seconds, but this had to have at least tied an all-time record. Maybe someone who was about to die and had their life flash before their eyes as a Mac truck was about to hit them had as many visions. But mine were about the future that hadn’t happened yet. But that smile showed them all to me at that very moment. 
As good as all this was, I still hadn’t told Terri the good news about our wedding and kids because, at this point, we still hadn’t met. When she looked over to see if the guy on the phone was the one she was meeting, I immediately made it clear to the person I was not talking to that Terri was way more important than them, so I hung up without even saying goodbye. I then walked over to Terri and gave her the good news about our wedding and our kids. 
As I walked toward her, the closer I got, her perfection kept getting clearer. It was like the reverse effect of a magnifying vanity mirror. I introduced myself and confirmed that she was, in fact, Terri. If she weren’t Terri, my life would have been over at that point. I asked if she still wanted a drink now that she’s seen me. She thought about it and said yes, again. I was on a roll. 
She was out of my league, but I didn’t know it. A Hugo Boss suit is more effective than a padded bra. Our conversation was free and easy. She was the one. “That feeling” was right again. It didn’t feel like a first date to me. It didn’t feel like a date. We were even. Words that might have looked average on paper felt intoxicating when exchanging them with her. She laughed and threw things back with confidence. 
The stakes were too high to relax or feel confident, so I stayed on high alert, drawing on my previous experience in standup and business negotiations. I could NOT lose this order. And based on how good this deal looked it I knew it would not stay on the street much longer. 
At one point, she had some fly-by friends show up that she could use as an out if our date were a disaster. They weren’t great actors, and I knew my name was Wally, so I was expecting them. When she dismissed them with an “oh my God, so good to see you, let’s catch up soon,” I breathed a sigh of relief. A second set of friends came in half an hour later. A surprise exit I wasn't expecting, but it’s always smart to have backup in case you are undecided after the first half hour. These two stayed for a while, and it worked to my advantage. I had an audience, and they were easy laughers and good at setting up jokes. At one point, she said, “Hey, stand up and show my friends your butt”. I did a couple of fake male-model runway poses, and the joke went over well. A joke was all I had because I’m not known for my butt, and Hugo Boss didn’t make padded cheeks. Just my luck, I met the one girl who didn’t want to see my “pretty blue eyes”. That was a mantra my mom would say because there wasn’t anything else to work with, but it was better than nothing. 
Her energy and personality reminded me of a girl I met one night in the dorms. She was visiting a friend and partied with us. We hit it off like fast friends. She came into my room that night, but I was passed out as usual. I fell “in love” fast in the old days, but this one was different. This one felt like a match. She was gone the next day, but was due to come back at the next break, and I was going to make my move then. As the break approached, I asked her friend what day she was coming. She got quiet and sad and said she had passed away. That wasn’t something that happened at 19. But she had a disease, and it was known that her days were numbered. It’s why she was so full of life. Her friend said she really liked me, and I knew then my soulmate was gone for good. But also, maybe that girl was actually a bitch.
One thing I knew for sure. This new girl was my real soulmate. Even if she was a bitch. She was going to be my bitch. It really didn’t matter what she was as long as she was with me. And that was going to require a second date. 
Her third friend came by, but this was her roommate. Our date was just drinks, and it was time to say goodbye. She had to walk to her car to get the clothes she was going to wear for their dinner, so I walked with her. We walked by the Viper, and I apologized for it and said I wanted to get my midlife crisis out of the way early, and only Ferraris meant you had a small penis. While we were walking back to the restaurant, she handed me her card with her number on it and said, “You’re not going to call me, are you”? Those were the best eight words I had ever heard. 
She had no idea. And she couldn’t have. Only I had the luxury of knowing how this was going to end, by never ending. Til death do us part.  
I called and we talked. For hours. Daily. On our first date, I showed up with way too many roses and chocolates. It was a bit, but I also wanted to err on the side of caution. 
Those first few dinner and lunch dates felt like we couldn’t talk fast enough or learn fast enough about each other. We were on the same page about everything important. I was also careful to avoid ruining what we were quickly building with sex. I never made the first move in my life, so that part was easy. I also knew how it was going to be, despite having mainly awful experiences in the past, no matter how pleasant the aesthetics. The strategic part of the plan was building a base of mental attraction, since that is the key ingredient for landing a lifer and having good sex. And not just for women. My thinking was that if I built up an enormous stockpile of attractive personality goodwill, it would make up for any shortcomings during the initial launch. 
So it was back to turbo-charging the speed to solidify the “lifer” part. All the main boxes were checked for topics like religion, politics, goals, and philosophy in general. This might sound fast, but on the third date, we talked about kids. At another fish restaurant, my home court. We weren’t talking about having kids together. Well, she wasn’t. But we talked about wanting them, and she said she would someday. 
She wasn’t looking for any of this. She had gone through a lengthy divorce and was single for the first time since college. There was no loud biological clock ticking, and she didn’t seem like the type that needed kids to be fulfilled if it didn’t happen. But my clock was ticking, so I was relieved she didn’t say kids were not on her agenda. 
After a few dates and countless hours on the phone, it was time for a post-dated consummation of the marriage. One reason I felt it was important was that enough time had passed that I was at risk of this being a repeat of my attempt to ask Shannon out. If Terri also thought I was gay because of my lack of making a move, then it would have been easier just to become gay, since she was my last shot. She was actually my only real shot. All the rest were fraudulent relationships. The other reason it felt right was the importance of confirming the chemistry, and you can’t do that in a lab. You can make babies in a lab, but to have a shot at a lifelong sex life, this upcoming meeting was critical to confirm it. It never made sense to save yourself for marriage. Most religious rules never made sense to me. They don’t seem to apply naturally to humans. Who wrote the Bible, anyway? To me, it was important not to be married first. How many religious people stay true to the word of God, then have sex on the honeymoon for the first time, and realize “oh my God, this is terrible. I need to make some toast. 
I invited Terri to a fundraiser for a politician at a hotel. That part of the plan worked perfectly. We had a block of rooms for all of us involved in the fundraiser, so that box was checked. There is nothing more boring than politicians, so the desire to leave quickly was also in play. As the host began his introduction of the first speaker, I suggested the event was getting boring. She agreed. I said there was a block of rooms with booze if she wanted to hang out there away from all the words we were hearing. 
Everyone has a type. And there are specific details included in that type. The statistical probability of the brain you want being attached to the body you wish to have would probably be a million to one against. When I was able to finesse her clothes off that were in the way of her naked body, I thought to myself, “thank god”. At least I thought I felt that. What I actually did was verbally transcribe my thoughts. She smiled that smile and laughed. She was one in a million. 
I know we’ve talked too much about toast already, but guys eat a lot of toast. But this wasn’t on any menu at any place I had ever eaten. She was AI specifically for me, thirty years before AI was built. I’ve heard my whole life that sex is not built to last. That it will get old, wear off, and become routine. And that was my historical experience, and it happened lightning fast in every relationship. But good sex should only end if being in love ends, because that is what good sex is. Loving someone is not enough. But it didn’t matter. I knew I would be “in love” with her for the rest of my life. And after our first night together, it was confirmed. The other thing I knew that would not be true with her is the adage that marriage is a lot of work. I already have a job, so my desire for work is fulfilled. Bringing work home never appealed to me, and having home be work was even less appealing.  
She could not have known about any of this, and I wasn’t about to tell her. Anybody would run for the hills knowing feelings this deep can’t be real this fast. This was all within two weeks, and she didn’t yet know about my “that feeling” ability, so it would just seem like a possessive, insane guy that she would have to leave immediately. 
There was not a day that went by that we were not together at her place, my place, or on the phone. My first girlfriend did say I was overly possessive, and that ended quickly. And I ended relationships when they felt overly possessive. Yet we were both eager to see and talk to each other when we weren’t at work. And while we were at work. We spent much more time together than in relationships that were controlling or possessive. Turns out those were the wrong terms. The goal is to find someone with whom both people want to be “possessed” by. That term felt right for what we were living through. It was as if we were both possessed. We couldn’t get enough of each other. 
My childhood goal of having children looks much brighter these days. I exercised the demons of my past, was finally mentally healthy, and had stability with my career. 
After four weeks of dating, we went to Maui together. That wasn’t even enough time for her to research if I was a serial killer, but it somehow felt right. And two weeks later, we went again for free. Our First trip had a palm tree in front of our room with a view. One complaint letter later, and they asked us to come back for free. 
Two weeks was all the time I needed to get a ring to propose. For some reason, I did not have PTSD from my first proposal. In fact, I flew to Santa Barbara and met with the same jeweler who made the ring for Liz. This ring was different but of equal value because I didn’t want to leave the wrong impression, even though it didn’t feel like this ring was her vibe. He said this ring would have a no-risk, if she says no, money-back guarantee too.  He said it with much less enthusiasm this time. More like it was his long-term policy he couldn’t break if he wanted to. And his eyes said he wanted to. This dude no longer had confidence in me. I assured him this one would say yes. 
This proposal would not include any local news TV camera crews, skywriting airplanes, or any planning. She was not that kind of girl. This proposal was six weeks after we met, but those were dog year weeks. The amount of quality time we spent together in those six weeks would equal years of normal quality time in a typical relationship. 
But I can’t say I was completely confident because six weeks is six weeks. I wasn’t nervous because I knew one day she would say yes, but it felt like there was no time like the present. My kid's clock was a ticking time bomb. After a nice dinner, we walked on the beach and the grounds of the Hyatt Hotel in Poipu. It was dark, but there was sporadic, partial light from lampposts around the grounds. We saw a hammock and lay down in it. There was no better time or place than right there, right then. I rolled off the hammock and got on my knees. Not one knee- they overpoured at dinner. She asked what I was doing. I think my dismount came off more like a fall out of a hammock. Not the smooth transition my mind had planned. 
But I pressed on. I reached into my pocket for the ring. This got her attention. She didn’t look nervous like Liz. Or fearful. Just a little startled or surprised. When she saw what I was doing, her eyes got big, and I asked her to marry me. This one said yes, but did a reverse Liz and said no to the ring. Said it was too big, too expensive, and just not her. She wanted a simple band. That highlighted the difference between the two. One wanted the guy who bought the 50k ring, but not the ring; one wanted the 50k ring, but not the guy who bought it. She just wanted a simple band that was exactly 95% cheaper than the one I purchased. I was so happy for me and so sad for that poor jeweler. 
Turns out this proposal thing is just a numbers game. Ask enough women and one will eventually say yes. See, Liz, it’s really not that hard. Thank God for unanswered prayers. The truth is, I never prayed that Liz would say yes. And if she had, we would not have been engaged for more than two weeks. I’m pretty sure I asked her to marry me to end the relationship. Kind of a new-wave technique I could patent, but it has no market. 
We never got along more than a month at a time, so yes was really never an option when I asked. Although the three-year chaotic Liz relationship ended just months before I met Terri, I had not thought about her once after we met. And the amount of quality time I spent with Liz while we were together did not equal two weeks' worth of my time with Terri, partly because of distance but mostly because we were not a match. Just two wounded animals, not knowing we needed each other to survive. I had a lot of respect for Liz and even more empathy. It could not have been easy saying no to a Greek godlike, powerful man like me. 
I was now in uncharted territory. This relationship was so different. It was missing something all my other relationships had. There was no chaos or fighting. It was easy. Natural. Normal. It was the first time I was in a relationship with someone who was mentally healthy. And it felt like I matched that for the first time. It felt like, for the first time, I was also mentally healthy. No fantasies about sabotaging it or having it end. No fear that it would end, even during our long six-week courtship. My long, daily 33-year fruitless search for happily ever after just ended on a dime. It felt like she was the only one I had ever dated, and now we were getting married. We would have kids that I could protect. Maybe my lifelong goal of having kids to protect was to redeem my inability to protect myself as a kid. Or perhaps I just wanted always to have kids because that’s how our species survives. 
Since our dating period was so short, we thought it would be more responsible to get married quickly. She was more successful than I was at marrying the wrong person. She also had the kind of dad I benchmarked to try and beat when I became one. I never liked a fair fight, so I set the bar as low as humanly possible. I was not the only one who overcame childhood trauma. For her to be who she was when he was who he was had to be as big a lift as I had.
 He would not pay for her second wedding, so I said I would only pay for it if she refused to sign a prenup and allowed me also to pay off her ex-husband’s debt that she had accumulated under her name. I wanted her to know that I was the man of the house and a tough negotiator.  
I also felt we were too comfortable out of the gate, so I pushed for us to buy a big house we couldn’t afford before we started to have those expensive kids I always wanted. This was music to my real estate agent pimp, who was finally going to cash out on his long game matchmaking services. 
We drove around Silicon Valley searching high and low for our forever home. One house was really high.  All the way at the top of the Santa Cruz mountains. As we drove up to it, the road never ended, so we decided that before we got to it, there was no way we could live that far up into the woods. When we finally got to the open house, we found 5,000 square feet and 25 acres of redwoods. We planned to have kids shortly after we got married because we were both over 30. At the time, I had a failing start-up company. The house was also way too big to manage, and the commute to work made no sense with the distance and traffic. The cost was also out of our price range. When we added the projected stress that would come with new babies, we added up all those points and decided we had to have it.
Historically, I needed stress to be interested. My habit of digging holes to climb out of did not dissipate after therapy, so it felt like a healthy balance and a requirement for running startup companies. I was also euphoric about marching down the aisle and the path to a family, so I might not have been in touch with what my brain needed or wanted on the business front. 
The stress of the job kept my immune system down, so I’d get sick a lot. Usually strep throat or the flu. One day, while at work, I had strep throat so bad I could barely talk. I called my doctor, and his nurse answered. I asked her for a prescription for tetracycline that I had taken many times before, which cleared my throat in a day or two. She said she would not fill the prescription and that I had to make an appointment, and none were available for two weeks. I reminded her that we had done it many times before and that it always works immediately.  My pleading was met with the same dismissive resistance. 
While I was on the phone, I felt my left arm go numb. The room began to spin as my body trembled. My whole left side went numb, and I collapsed to the floor. A friend of mine worked at my startup, helped me into his car, and drove me to the ER. I was curled up on the floorboard of his car. On the way there, I assumed I was having a stroke, and I said that if I died, Terri would kill me. I was so close to having those kids, and now babies weren't dancing in my head. It was now just filled with thoughts of dying. When I was eight, I thought I would die by eleven, so an irrational fear of death was not new to me. But this felt completely rational based on all the symptoms of a stroke. 
They put me through many tests, X-rays, MRI, CT Scan, blood work, and all the protocols for a stroke. I was a little groggy, but I was able to see the doctors and staff huddled around my bed, talking about my case. As they whispered, I would catch side-eyed glances in my direction with odd looks of skepticism.  They drew straws to see who would give me the bad news. The doctor approached and said he didn’t know quite how to tell me, but that all the tests came back negative and that I was fine. Considering I was dying a few hours earlier, I knew that couldn’t be the case. But those rooms are more costly than the penthouse at the Ritz, so they made it clear I was not only free to go but that I had to go. Almost like I was scamming them, then it hit me. They didn’t know how to say “good news, you didn’t have a stroke, you’re just crazy.” So off I went. Back to my new home to call an old friend. When Jesse picked up, I asked him if my seat was still warm. He said he would see me on Wednesday at 6 pm, as if we had never ended our work together. 
When I entered the office, it felt foreign. Like a place I wasn’t happy to be back in. I imagined it like being held back a year and having to start over that year. I thought we were done here, and I was on my way to living my real life. I asked him if my EMDR was broken. He said he kept my file because he had a hunch he might need it one day. When we ended our time together, he did say there could have been more episodes of abuse, but it wasn’t necessary to retrieve them as we dealt with that specific discovered issue. He felt it was something different that needed to be discovered and reprocessed. Life is plenty long for more than one repressed trauma. 
So, back to the two-finger pendulum going back and forth. I was an old pro at this new technique by now, so I hit the ground running.  Almost immediately, I saw a vision of a woman in a white outfit similar to a nurse's. This vision didn’t come in pieces like my original sessions. I couldn’t see the face of the woman, but I was pleading with her, and she was ignoring me. Whatever it was I wanted, it was clear she could have given it to me, but refused. We made a second attempt to dig deeper and gain more clarity. This time, the vision was a nurse on a phone in a doctor's office, and I was on the other line, begging for a drug to cure an ailment. She was refusing. Jesse asked me if that meant anything to me. I said nothing comes to mind that’s significant, but I assume it's related to the event that happened just before I had my event at work, which felt like a stroke. He felt there had to be a connection, so we went for round three. 
This time I saw a vision of the nurse but she was huge and I was looking up at her. She must have been ten feet tall. I was begging her for something, but she just looked down, smiled, and refused. She was trying to push me along, so I clung to a chainlink fence so she couldn’t push me forward. As she turned around, I saw her face. It was my mom and I at the entrance to Saint Peter and Paul. 
The third time was the charm. What took months to discover the first time only took one office visit. My mental breakdown that had symptoms of a stroke was just dots being connected between the nurse who refused to give me tetracycline for my illness, and my mom refusing to let me stay away from the school that tried to murder children. My mom also wore a white uniform when she dropped me off, so the connection made total sense in hindsight. Subconsciously, it was too much for the kid to handle to have his mom, who had to know everything that was going on to force him into the slaughter. Hence, the brain went back to work and flipped a circuit breaker to handle the connection of the unrelated events and the trauma of a mother refusing to believe her son. 
Now it was time for the R in EMDR and to reprocess this trauma to erase it, as I had done with the attack. There is no difference between the adult and the child when a trauma has been repressed, since they are contained in the same brain and body. I had to use the technique and go back in time to change how that kid experienced this event and what he believes about it. As round four began, I could see the child's version upset that his all-knowing mother still decided to peel her boy off the fence, where he was holding on for dear life, and send him to the chamber of terror. I tried to reprocess this as an adult, feeling that she had no idea what was going on and that she was just sending a kid to school. It wasn’t working because there was no legitimate memory to corroborate those feelings. So Jesse hit me with an idea that took some thought. He offered to see my mom and me together for a session. Yikes.
My first thought was to tell my mom now, because this could kill her. She was a tough, strong person, but this was a heavy dose to prescribe to my own mother. I knew she had no clue what was going on, but I also knew if I couldn’t convince the kid inside me that controlled that belief, I was going to remain frozen in time. Without this being “exercised,” I was a bomb waiting to go off. It’s something that needed to be fixed if I was going to have kids.  Being selfish was never my strong suit, so I had to talk it out with myself. One thing I have always been good at is putting myself in the other person’s position before doing or saying things that might affect them. If my mom, or any mom, or any dad, knew that their kid needed to risk hurting them to live their life, I think instinctually they would want to take that risk. They would jump in front of a bus to save their kid, so they would certainly want this to be done. If I choose not to do it, then I’m making that decision for her, and that also felt wrong. In either case, I needed to let that kid hear that his mom didn’t think he was so bad that she wanted him to be murdered by God. 
I also had an underlying issue with my mom based on absolutely nothing. At least nothing concrete. But there was always something there as if I was mad at her in the most subtle and indistinguishable way. And if I felt that all those years, surely she must have felt something was off. I was doing a pretty good job of rationalizing that I would do this for her. I would invite her to a session. 
When I asked her, she said Sure. No third degree on why or what the punchline was. Almost like she wasn’t surprised. Or at least not hesitant. So a week later, we were in Jesse’s office—a very rare mother-son outing. With seven kids and no money, there were not many parent-kid dates. In fact, I only had one solo outing with my mom. A simple lunch years later.
Jesse told my mom about my work with him. He was calm and matter-of-fact in his presentation of the details. He made no accusations and left out the part about the chain-link fence. When he got to the part of the Monsignor molesting me, she was shocked. She didn’t cry, but she got loud, like when she told the nun I wasn’t retarded and was going to take me out of their school. Her exact words, without any irony, were “OH MY GOD. WE SENT YOU KIDS TO THAT SCHOOL TO PROTECT YOU. TO MAKE SURE NOTHING LIKE THAT EVER HAPPENED TO YOU”. 
And that was it. That was all the kid needed to hear. And it had to come from her. She didn’t peel him off the fence because he was a bad boy who needed to be murdered by God. She didn’t believe the girl who said I stole her cigarettes instead of believing me because she thought I was a bad person. She didn’t know I was triggered by not being believed because she didn’t believe me when I said I didn’t want to go to that school. She was just living her everyday life, doing all the things parents do to protect their kids. This was all his fault. Not hers. Not mine. Just a pervert in a purple robe. 
My hunch was correct. She was strong and tough. She raised seven kids and three grandkids with no money and no time. And she did it with jokes, compassion, and life lessons. I didn’t hate my mom. I loved my mom. She was just another victim of the killing fields of the catholic church and their evil self-interest protective ways. But she didn’t die. This was probably not even in her top ten things of significance she had to deal with in her life. Or at least I would like to think that. I’m sure she had profound moments alone of anger and betrayal after all the time and money they spent on that church and got that kind of ROI.  
It occurred to me then how unnatural the rules were for that priest position. The first requirement is that you have to be human. The church is very pro-family and pro-life to feed all the future donation baskets for eternity, so they know it’s human nature to reproduce and have sex, which required marriages with women back then. In fact, it’s the only way if you do it by the book. Their book. The following rule is the alcohol. They are required to drink the blood of Christ. A mass must include the bread and the wine. The third requirement is that they have to be male. The worst of the two sexes to pick for self-control. What percent of rapes are committed by women? Which brings us to the fourth requirement-a vow of celibacy.  And not just sex with women. They can’t masturbate. You know, that thing that 99% of all men admit to doing, and 1% lie about. 
So this perfected plan is to have a male wired brain that is required to drink booze and not have sex with a woman or himself, despite these things being the most basic instincts to actually survive as a species, and trust them to be in charge of a congregation. What could go wrong? If that forced unnatural environment wasn’t flawed enough, not allowing basic criminal background checks or simple psychological tests for proclivity of pedophilia was the only missing ingredient to ensure mass molestations. They may as well have hung a shingle at each church saying, “Molesters Welcome-Unlimited Children.” It’s like a NAMBLA dream come true. You’re given the most powerful position of total and psychological control, a steady stream of new kids, and you are protected by the most valuable and powerful entity in heaven and earth. It must have been like a gold rush for those guys vying for that dream job. 
Shortly after my discovery, I went into fix-it mode. In this case, all I wanted to fix was putting an end to this well-oiled pedophilia ring that was run by a “company” that had more money than God. He was a carpenter like his boy, so he had low pay, but they traded on HIS name and made a killing. 
It was a big job, and I was running a startup company and eager to live the life I always wanted (having kids), so I wasn’t looking for a new project of this size. This was also before the internet, so finding like-minded victims was a chore. A therapist put me in touch with an organization called SNAP (Survivor Network of those Abused by Priests). There was a handful of people from Boston and across the country who priests also abused, and we got together for support. My goal wasn’t about support as much as it was about preventing the abuse from continuing. We were building some steam when I heard some members were taking payouts from the church to remain silent. Although I was still in debt and spending more than I was making, I was still cursed with integrity and refused to pursue a payout of blood money. This also took the wind out of my sails of my noble pursuit, so I went back to my selfish pursuits of building a business and a family. 
Eight years later, a man who did not quit ended up bringing down the church’s abuse ring. Or at least exposing it. His efforts were highlighted in the movie Spotlight. I had some good old catholic guilt about giving up and projecting about how it was my fault for the eight additional years of abuse I could have prevented, but I have since realized I was not equipped to make a difference at that time. It was just the gift that keeps on taking. Catholic guilt is a strong pull since it’s embedded and reinforced at such a young age. When I would see stories on the news about wildfires in other countries, I felt guilty. When Smokey the Bear said Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires I took that to mean me, and I should have prevented that fire from spreading. 
So now I’m back on my pursuit of having a family. Having exercised the ghosts of the Monsignor and now the mother-son trauma, the decks were truly and finally cleared to have those god damn kids I always wanted. Through my therapeutic learning, it was clear that to have healthy kids, you need to be a healthy adult. I didn’t want to bring them into this world if I wasn’t capable of helping raise them. And the kid in me would not want to bring them into a world where god would try to murder them or their mom would be the escort. A repressed trauma when you are a kid is a subconscious and very real trauma as an adult that needs to be dealt with. And so I have. 
Now for the fun part. Marriage, sex, kids, and a real life. 
After this rude interruption, I was back on the Terri train, pursuing happiness.  The kind I assumed didn’t exist except for those small moments between extended regular periods of sadness with negative monsters “we all have”. As we got to know each other during the first few weeks, we covered what would take a typical relationship years to uncover. I was on a mission and there was no time to waste. It never felt rushed to either of us because it was too right and natural. On our third date, as we were driving back from Santa Cruz, the topic came up somehow, and I told her the details of my trauma and the recent therapy I went through. Usually, that would be boring or at least postponed, but it didn’t feel risky with her. And she took it in stride. Her degree was in psychology, so she asked thoughtful questions, praised me, and showed no signs of being concerned about dating poisoned meat. 
I thought this relapse, which was new to her and me, might be cause for concern on her part, but it wasn’t. Even I was concerned, despite my assumption, I was fixed for life after my workout on the heavy therapy bag. 
Now that we were newlyweds and I had my brand-new and improved brain, we began Operation “Rabbit” to get that first kid I'd wanted since I was a kid. In my early teens, I used to tell my siblings that I was going to have a leap year baby. It became one of my signature proclamations, highlighting how odd I was as a kid—a trait I would carry on into my adult years. Normal seemed dull to me, but I had to admit that wanting a leap-year baby was so random for anyone to desire, especially a 14-year-old. But I just had “that feeling” it would happen, so it wasn’t precisely a desire or a goal. Those feelings hit when they hit and are never related to anything with a consistent pattern or topic. Always random, so this actually fit perfectly. 
Terri would be quickly introduced to “that feeling” early in the relationship. One day, I was in a high-rise building, working on a deal, when I had an unusual urge to call her. Not like our regular daily talks, since those were always during convenient gaps in our workday. This felt uneasy but also unknown. I asked how she was doing, and she said fine. Since we fast-tracked our relationship, we both had the natural spillover of past people we dated, so little things would pop up. Neither of us had any jealousy because it was so naturally clear to both of us that we were it. But to me, trust is the relationship. Without it, you don’t really have a relationship. Not a real one anyway. I’m sure my past makes trust particularly important and triggering if it’s ever lost.
She asked if I was OK since it was out of place to call just to see how she was doing. I told her I just had a weird, unknown, uneasy feeling that I couldn’t put my finger on. I asked if she had heard from an ex, and she said no. My body began to vibrate. It was the first time I used my serious voice that rarely makes an appearance in real life. I didn’t accuse her of lying. I said I get “feelings” that come out of nowhere, and that I knew she was lying, and that wasn’t something we could ever do to each other. Any truth can be handled but lies that relate to trust wasn’t something we could do to each other. She immediately fessed up that she'd gotten a card from an ex that day and only lied to avoid an uncomfortable conversation, but she understood and agreed it wasn’t something either of us would do again. She knew I didn’t suspect anything was going on. I didn’t. But I just had “that feeling” hit me that she had just heard from an ex trying to get back with her. Even her admitting the lie didn’t make me suspect anything. It was just another example of the randomness of that feeling that I could never summon or avoid.
I also had my spillovers. One fatal attraction, ex called and said her husband never wanted her to repeat my name, and he agreed with her that the best way to prevent that was not to have sex with me one more time. I told her I didn’t have the same agreement with Terri, but it was nice to hear from her, and it would be even nicer never to again. Liz also sent me a letter, as only a lawyer would, suing me for $16,000 because it was my idea for her to seek therapy to deal with what appeared to me to be a traumatic upbringing from her parents. She said the advice was spot on, and the therapy she received revealed issues that she was able to address and was much better for it. But since I was the conduit to her therapy, I owed her the money she spent to get better from the abuse she received from her parents. It was fun to share these with Terri in real time rather than hiding them to avoid making her uncomfortable. The most memorable things in life are uncomfortable. I’ve had so many comfortable vacations. At least I think I have. 
All my previous relationships were built on arguing. Terri and I didn’t have any arguments during our dating weeks. I grew up in a family of loud dinner-time arguments. The Italian side dominated in volume, and the Irish side won the beer-drinking silent comebacks. It was always so fun because feelings were never involved, no matter how loud it got. No personal attacks ever. Just fun and funny debates. So I loved to argue except in relationships. The arguments in previous relationships were always about commitment. I had an issue committing and fought hard to prove that wasn’t true while not committing. Terri and I didn’t have that issue, so there were no arguments. Work gave me my fix of debates, so I wasn’t missing it with my new relationship. It was much more interesting to have conversations. They were easy and covered all the important things in life that related to our future.
And our future was now. We began to plan our wedding. This was my first, and she wanted me to plan it since it was something I had wanted to do ever since I was a little girl. Or it seemed that way because I did want a church wedding and a fun, fancy reception, which must have been embedded in my Italian DNA or brainwashed by watching movies. The issue was that she had been married in the Catholic Church already, so we could only do it if she got an annulment. It felt so wrong to ask her ex-husband to agree that their marriage never really existed, so that I could have some vision of our wedding become a reality. Annulments make as much sense as a prenuptial agreement. Why would someone get married to someone who wants their first act to be something that prepares them for their divorce before they get married? Back to my trust trigger I guess. 
So we picked an even better place, the Paul Mason Winery in Saratoga, overlooking Silicon Valley. When I saw her walking down the aisle in her white dress and white smile, it brought me way back to the first time I saw “that smile”. She had not changed a bit, and it had been almost six months since our first date.
Getting hitched went off without a hitch. Everyone who should have been there was there. Jesse was there posing as my karate instructor. My sister Sarah was there, and she was never anywhere.  Her attendance meant the most because it was harder for her to be there than for anyone else. She hadn’t attended any of the many weddings my siblings had, but we had always had a connection. Maybe she was the tall girl who led the kids into the altar room. Or maybe we were connected by the survival bond of people abused. Or maybe we just liked each other’s company because we shared the same sense of humor and a sense of justice.
There was actually one person who was not supposed to be there but somehow the girl I was dating when I met Terri found a way to show up. She was friendly and trouble-free, but she was also looking for a man with earning power, pedigree, and status, or someone who could grow into it. It was a trifecta of a turnoff for me, but the real reason for the short dating duration was meeting Terri. I broke it off after our first date at a fish restaurant. I have forgotten she was even there when I made a little speech and said I was getting so desperate before I met Terri that I was looking into the legalities of dating farm animals. Wrong on so many levels but regretted saying it when I realized she was there. As a small consolation prize, she did end up marrying the number two guy at Apple, who is a multibillionaire, so everyone left a winner. 
Someone who should have been there but wasn’t was my dad. He was long gone. When he retired at 65 he and my mom went to Hawaii for their very first vacation. Ever. He felt dizzy on the trip, and they thought it was from the airplane, causing an equilibrium ear issue. But of course it was cancer. He wasn’t sick a day in his life. Never missed one day of work. He couldn’t with a family of at least nine and one little paycheck. I know it was a little because I did the family taxes as a young teen. At the end of his career, he was bringing in a cool 16k a year. But if you take inflation into account, back then, math would work out to be still shitty money. His smoking and drinking may have killed him, but may have also temporarily saved his life, having to live with the stress of raising seven kids, then raising three grandkids while his son was in Vietnam and divorced. He earned that cancer, but there was no other way. He never once complained and always seemed quietly happy. Just watching his family made him happy. Not in a demonstrative way, but in a way that felt much more meaningful than that. He was a real man. Like a salmon that works his ass off to swim upstream for his family, then dies from the exhaustion all that work put him through. He was so strong that while he was at home hospice, in a coma, he waited until all the family members were home before he said goodbye. Despite having no movement for weeks when we were all downstairs with him, talking, he sat up, opened his eye, and rotated his head to soak in one last look at his creation. With a single tear dripping down his cheek, he gently lay back down for the last time. With his patented barely detectable slight grin. I had no idea death could be beautiful, but that was a perfect death. 
As mentioned earlier, Eddie the thief was there with his two siblings in their wheelchairs. When I asked them to stand up, most people were confused because no one did. The few people who knew them gasped. And three people laughed—the intended targets. As I mentioned, most of my relationships were built on sarcasm. 
All my friends from the old neighborhood were there, as well as my old friends from college. When you have a few friends, they tend to stick for life, and I had those friends.  
My mom was there as well, thanks to me not killing her with a therapy session. She knew how to party despite not drinking. Her Lee Press-on Nails went flying all over the dance floor. We were having a good old-fashioned Italian wedding without the subsequent murders. 
Weddings were always something I loved to go to. As a guest, they were always fun. You had to talk to whoever you wanted, hit on the caterers, and ignore whoever you wanted. When it’s your wedding, with 150 people and 180 minutes, you have 1.2 minutes per person to talk, so it goes by in the blink of an eye. There must have been someone I didn’t talk to because I remember spending 1.2 minutes by myself looking out at my wife and all the people at the reception, taking a mental snapshot of the scene, thinking I had won. The statistical odds when suffering the physical and psychological effects of an attack horrific enough to trigger the need to repress it are not in your favor to have this outcome. The typical outcomes are drug and alcohol addiction, mental and physical abusers, sexual abusers, arsonists, murderers, suicides, and a whole host of other bad outcomes. And many never derepress their trauma so they just go down as a troubled person. Nobody is born troubled. Something had to trouble them. Humans aren’t genetically built to kill themselves or others. Cruelty has to be learned, and bad seeds have to be planted by someone evil, doing evil things to them. That mental photo of my girl in white with all my other people was a rare outcome, and I just didn’t know who to thank for it. Thank God nobody has ever asked me. 
We were officially no longer living in sin. I was never too worried about following the rules of the church, as it became clear early on that they had a very low bar to clear on what could be forgiven based on their own activities. 
***This next event is the only one that is way out of sequence (by 30 years) in order for the story to flow. And the main event has some poetic license due to a well-earned memory lapse.***
We had some time before our flight to our Italian honeymoon to relax from the chaos that the stars of the show go through. We decided to hike the 25 acres and surrounding area of our backyard. During the hike, I started to ask Terri about her drinking habits. That was nothing new for me. The woman who I dated that attended our wedding was a “healthy” drinker and that was a red flag for me. There were other women I dated who drank a lot, and it was a motive for me to end it. I was also a social drinker, but it never seemed odd that I had a problem with their drinking. Liz was also a big drinker, and it was a problem. It never occurred to me that I had a problem with every woman I dated and their drinking. Shannon was also a daily drinker. As it turned out, all but one of these woman went on to live normal lives despite their “problem”. 
My mom would harass my dad about his drinking. To us, he didn’t seem like he drank that much, but we weren’t married to him and were busy cardboard sliding, so we didn’t really monitor it. Driving to the store one day, as a late teen, my mom confided in me that if my dad did not stop drinking, she was going to leave him. That was a bomb I was not expecting or equipped to handle. Until then, they were the perfect couple. Never one argument between them. I think I was devastated. And certainly could not have picked up on any nuance of her blowing off steam or making a hollow threat. I had seen alcohol end marriages with my brother, as he was given ultimatums. It was clear that alcohol always wins. Maybe I feared that one day I would be replaced by booze, and I subconsciously headed it off at the pass. 
But my timing with Terri, after six months of bliss, wasn’t fair or justified. We both drank when we met, and neither of us changed our habits during our six-month courtship that led to the marriage. But I persisted. And not in the way of previous conversations that were informational or interesting debates that were never personal. This was an accusation that felt like an attack. The more I heard myself talk the more I talked and the worse it got. It was as if I were hearing someone else say my words. She was silent and filled that silence with more relentless content around her drinking. But it was all based on making sure she would be OK long-term, and I was buying the logic of everything this guy, who was me, was saying. I then started to get emotional, building up a head of steam. And this was the day after we got married. What has she gotten herself into? 
The rest of the hike back home was silent. The only thing she said the entire time when I came up for air and asked her what she thought was that she had to digest it. When we got to the house, I asked what she was thinking. Internally, I was frantic, uneasy, and almost manic. She calmly said she had to “think about a path forward” but wasn’t ready to talk. I went downstairs and plopped facedown on a big beanbag chair we had. I was crying quietly but hysterically pounding the chair, asking myself out loud over and over again, “What have you done?”. 
And that was the last thing I remember. 
My next memory was waking up. Alone. In a hospital bed hooked up to machines. I could see a whiteboard on the wall with my name on it. No memory of how I got there or why I was there. Seeing that, with no people in sight, felt like a horror show. I was in the same hospital my mom died in when she had a stroke, so I assumed that’s exactly what happened. For those long, lonely minutes, I felt that my life was over. You can’t know how you will feel when you know the end is here, so I got a peek into that for me. There was no fear. Life goes so fast, and I have lived so many lives' worth of experiences, I didn’t feel cheated. But I did have the thought, “This is it.” Like that’s all there is to life? It made it seem so simple. It’s all we really do. We are born, then live, then die. 
There was then sadness. My first thought was that if I died, Terri would kill me. Dying would be a cruel bait and switch to her. It didn’t occur to me she might be happy if I died based on our last conversation, but I didn’t have a memory of that. As I was contemplating the bummer part of my impending doom, a nurse came in and looked at me. I looked back at him, then the chart on the wall, then the IV and wires taped all over me, and said to him, “This doesn’t look good”. He asked if anyone had been in to see me. I said no. I asked him if I had a stroke. He said no, you had an episode of amnesia. I asked if that was really a thing, and he said yes. I asked if it was like the 50 First Dates movie, and she said I asked them that 51 times last night. He then asked me who the president was. I said Nixon. He said the night before, I said Lincoln, so my memory was slowly coming back.  
He also said I kept saying I had a stroke, of bad luck. Many times to all the staff members. And when I asked where I was, they said Marin General, and I would say, "Can you be more specific?" When they gave me their prophylactic barf bag to use when I got nauseous from the medicine, I asked if they had a bigger size condom. He relayed that my wife said these are the types of things I would say. She was with me all night as they tried to figure out if I had a stroke or some other issue. It took many hours to diagnose this rare event. The odds of getting it are about 4,000 to 1. Not exactly winning the lottery odds, but rare enough that I don't know what it is or think I could get it. I truly thought it was a made-up thing for daytime soap operas. When they finally diagnosed me and said the condition would resolve itself over time, she was relieved and felt good enough to get some sleep. 
I still had no memory of what led up to this event but pieces of my past started to float into my brain like a jigsaw puzzle building itself. Right around this time, Terri came into my room with a doctor. She explained to me what happened, but not what led up to it. They did some cognitive tests the benchmark how I was progressing. They did many tests the night before, but I had no memory of any of it. And those memories would never come back based on how the brain works. The team of doctors all left the room, and I asked what had happened. She said that wasn’t important now and that she was scared. When I asked how I got to the hospital, she said she drove me and that she found me on the kitchen floor, curled up in a ball, crying. When she asked what was going on, I just looked at my hands and asked her where I was. She gave me some quick tests for stroke and saw that I didn’t have signs for that, but I was scared, not knowing what to do, so she drove me to the ER. 
As she was talking, more memories were streaming into the big puzzle of my life. She saw I looked confused or concerned and asked what I was thinking about. I had a clear memory of her saying she had to decide on a path forward, so I said, “Were you going to leave me?” She said no. I was still in between well and well, not so well, but I was remembering enough of our conversation the day before to ask again. During her divorce, her first husband was hospitalized due to their breakup, and the integrity I was born with did not want a pity relationship that would lead to Bridges of Madison County. So I asked if she was sure she wasn't going to leave me. She reassured me that wasn't something she said or thought, but didn’t rule out that I might have taken it that way and reacted to it despite it not being true. I believed her. Not just because I wanted to, but I didn’t have “that feeling” she was lying. 
Memories were now flying in warp speed and my mind that was fully erased was being fully populated with every memory I ever had except for the previous 18 hours that I would never get back. Once again, I was in an ER with what appeared to be a life-ending event, only to be sent home within 24 hours. This was different than just “being crazy” because it was something that was actually diagnosed. They ruled out a fall that sometimes causes these events and, through the process of elimination, determined it was stress-related. The brain flips the circuit breaker to protect the entire system, so it worked as designed, and there was nothing to worry about. The odds of getting amnesia a second time are very rare, and a third time around zero. But what triggered it? 
At this point, I am concerned about everything. It’s never been in my genetic makeup to hurt someone. I was born to help. And the thought of hurting the one person that was put on this earth for me was too much to risk. And the dream of having kids with me as their protector couldn’t be done under these conditions. I needed to know what caused this. Even if it was unlikely to happen again, the cause is still there somewhere, and I knew enough about repression to know it had to come out. So it was time to hit my speed dial.  
Jesse answered his phone after one ring. I said it was me again, assumed he was expecting my call, and that’s why he answered so quickly. He said if he did his job right, he’d never hear from me again, so he wasn’t surprised it was me. I followed his sarcasm and said he should raise his rates because I’ve been getting what I paid for. He was a low-cost therapist due to the non-profit facility he worked at for at-risk children from broken homes. 
I went in the next day and expected to see my name on the back of the chair. A missed opportunity. As he began his now customary EMDR technique, without even asking this time, I went into my relaxed state to see what hidden surprise might pop up. Would it be a complex puzzle that takes weeks to solve, or a one-day wonder like the nurse/nun episode? No matter what version this show was going to be, I had to see it through. This was now a code red event because the life I had always wanted was put at risk by hurting Terri, whether I meant to or not, or remembered it or not. It was clear to me, despite her reassurances to the contrary, that I was my dream girl’s nightmare. 
As focused as I was during this session nothing to speak of came during three sessions of the finger technique. On the final attempt, the only vision I could muster up was an intercom sitting on a desk. Not a lot to work with. It had no meaning and didn’t relate to anything I’ve ever been exposed to or seen before. I don’t think there is anything magical about the technique since you aren’t under hypnosis. The main thing that helped me retrieve previous memories was being focused, relaxed, and in a safe place. But this visit did not bring the revelation, or even a partial movie, before my eyes. Just an intercom. Looks like I’m back in therapy at the worst possible time. A honeymoon and my real life were just a few days away, and I couldn’t continue it with this unresolved. I couldn’t bring children into this world when this was my world. And I would’t let Terri be with someone, anyone, even me with a silent ticking time bomb that could go off at any time. 
Terri had a degree in psychology and was easy to talk to. Always a matter-of-fact, calm conversationalist who was never unnerved by anything. Something that might come from thick skin formed by the scar tissue left by a dickhead dad.  
That night, we were in bed talking about my session and the amnesia episode.  Between the two events I was exhausted. It felt like my brain had been in a car crash. She said I had been acting differently during the days leading up to the wedding and just assumed it was related to this life-changing event, so I didn’t think much of it. When I asked for details she said they were subtle but pronounced. Most centered around arguments about things that didn’t seem to matter, and they felt accusatory in some way. That I was basically reacting differently to our conversations that weren’t consistent with the past reactions to the same kind of content. I did remember those conversations since my amnesia only wiped out the time while I had it. They did seem odd as I was recalling them. Not like my previous relationships, where I would purposely sabotage things by building a wedge with my reactions, but more sincere disagreements with things I had not previously disagreed with. This was contrary to my goals with Terri, so it was a real head scratcher. 
We spoke about how the session didn’t uncover anything earth-shattering or traumatic. Just an intercom speaker sitting on a desk. She asked if there was anything unusual about it. Mentioned that it seemed old, and the desk appeared to be in a classroom. Then I must have realized I was in a safe space because the second worst movie in my life came rushing at me out of nowhere. In some ways, it was worse than the movie The Monsignor and the Little Boy.
My eyes squinted slightly as I remained frozen in place, the images and sounds of the intercom speaker's announcement depressing me. I didn’t know the words and thought nothing of it. It would announce things like recess. Shortly after the words were done, my angelic savior sister Ignacios walked down the aisle of the classroom and stopped when she got to me. I looked up at her kind, reassuring face with confused excitement. She asked me to stand up and held my hand with a smile on her round, porcelain-skinned face. She said we were going for a ride to visit the church where God lived. So off we went. When we got there, she handed me off to the older girl, who held my hand with a few other children who were there for a tour of the church. She opened a door that led to a dark tunnel. And the rest is history, you already know. 
As this was playing in my head the elapsed time could have been a second long. But my outward response was much longer. I was talking and crying simultaneously without any control of either. I was shout-crying: HOW COULD YOU? WHY? YOU ARE MY ANGEL! 
I was inconsolable. And retroactively devastated. This just felt so much worse, even though it wasn't a physical attack by her. Brennan was just a pedophile doing what they do. Molesting kids. But she knew better. She was suppose to be better. And was fully aware of what was happening. The betrayal was too much to take, so it also went into the repressed memory pile and took even longer to come out because it had extra layers of cruelty and brutality. When her boss placed his order through their demented jack in the box intercom system it was up to her to pick a child. And the nun who gave me my first compliment of how perfectly I wrote my first letters of the alphabet on that lined paper decided I would be the chosen one. 
The movie was now over. I had lived through the first two films, and this prequel was no better. Terri was silent as she witnessed this accidental therapy session she unwittingly had with me, and she didn’t even have any popcorn. She hugged me and whispered calming words to let me ride out the shitstorm. I couldn’t believe it. In the truest sense of the term, I could not believe this was true. But I not only saw, I had just lived it for the first time. Like the initial attack. It’s not a memory that is retrieved. It’s an event that was suspended because it was too hard for a five-year-old to process. And now, for the first time, I experienced the actual event. In the eyes of the child with the mind of an adult. It made me realize why so many people never retrieve repressed memories. My strong desire to have kids made these come out knowing I couldn’t or shouldn’t have them while they are buried and burning inside. 
With previous discoveries, I never knew if there was something else. The reason I didn’t know is that deep down, I did know there was something else. After this full-circle discovery, I knew this was it. This franchise movie series had fully played out. Despite bombing at the box office, all three had to be released. 
After a day of recovery, it was time for our honeymoon to France and Italy. We made the greatest hits loop and saw all the sights. During our third and final week, I was driving to the dock to go to Venice. There were no GPS units in cars, so we used good old-fashioned maps. The entire trip was a series of getting lost daily but that allowed us to see more of each city. We were lost yet again, but this time she was freaking out. In a way I had not heard before. She became more animated. Then more aggressive. I tried to lighten the mood by asking if she also went to a catholic school. Not a great choice. Something about not validating her invalid emotions based on what was going on. 
It was now my turn. I was lost and had no idea what was going on. I had always heard those dumb jokes about “they” change once you get married, but this was too over-the-top and obvious to reveal the bait and switch this soon and in this way. She yelled Maybe we just travel differently. I might have mumbled something to the effect that maybe she might be a bitch. Another joke. Another miss. My best stuff was bombing, so I kept driving until we found the dock minutes later. 
I was not at all qualified to diagnose what was going on. I never had a real relationship that exposed me to a woman day and night. But I felt this was not normal. Not after six weeks of perfection. That could not have been faked. So when we got to the hotel, I used my phone to call a friend and called my brother and told him what was going on. All I heard on the other end was him laughing. I thought I probably called the wrong brother. When he stopped laughing, I asked what the hell was so funny. His laughter continued as he blurted out, “She’s pregnant”! A positive pee stick later, and she was.  
I had “that feeling” she was the one. She was the only one. Despite wanting kids since I was 14 I waited 35 years for her to show up. It was worth the wait. Nine months later, sixteen months after we met, I was holding baby Alyssa in my arms-born 1:10 pm, 02/29/1996.  
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