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[bookmark: _heading=h.99y4okwy1czm]Chapter 1
Born into Motion
I was born on July 11, 1957, at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, in the base hospital. That is the simple way to put it: a date, a place, and a beginning. But there was nothing simple about life around that beginning. My father was in the Army, stationed at Fort Campbell, and before I understood what home even meant, I was already part of a household that moved whenever the Army said it was time to move.
My father worked for the Army Corps of Engineers. Whenever he was needed for a project, we packed up and left. That was how it worked. Orders came in, boxes were loaded, and no one asked questions. I was too young to understand any of it, but children understand more through feeling than through explanation. A child may not know why the house changes, or why the faces outside the window are suddenly different, but he knows when nothing stays the same.
My mother was fairly young when she married my father and entered that life of constant movement. After I was born, we crossed the Atlantic by ship. I was told I had colic through the entire fourteen-day crossing. I have often tried to imagine what that must have been like for her: a young woman on a ship with a sick baby, far away from everyone she knew, heading toward another country because that was where my father’s work had taken us. She must have been terrified. I do not know if she ever said it in those words, but I cannot imagine she was not.
Germany. Verdun, France. Japan. Back to Verdun again.
When those names are placed in a sentence, they sound impressive. People hear Germany, France, and Japan, and they think it must have been exciting. Maybe it would have been if I had been older. For me, it was not exciting in that way. It was more of a feeling than a collection of clear memories. It felt like living out of a suitcase. It felt like waiting. The ground under my feet never lasted long enough for me to trust it.
I was told we moved four times in my first six years, and I believe it because it sounds like the kind of truth a child carries without fully understanding. A year here. Eighteen months there. Back to Verdun, always back to Verdun, because that was my father’s primary duty station. Nothing stood firm for long.
It is not that I remember nothing from those years. There is one story from Germany that stayed with me, brighter and stranger than most of the rest.
When I was two years old, we were in Garmisch, Germany, at a ski resort during an Army-related event for soldiers and their families. My father was an avid skier, and of course, he did not wait for my mother and me to get our skis on before heading for the slopes. My mother was left putting on my tiny skis. Before she could get herself ready, I took off and started a wild ride down the slope.
She was behind me, yelling, “Stop, stop! Sit down, sit down.”
I was too young to understand the danger, so I kept going. I did not sit down until I reached the bottom of the hill.
Army photographers were there, and they captured the whole thing. My picture ended up on the front page of an Army Times publication. My family has told that story for years as if it were hilarious and sweet. This tiny child was flying down a slope while his mother chased after him. That memory still leaves a smile on my face, and I wish I had more memories like it.
Most of what I remember from early on does not feel light. It feels heavy.
My father was strict. He wanted everything perfect, including me. There was not much room left for me to be a child. I did not get to go to restaurants with my family until I was seven. Children were supposed to be seen and not heard, but in my father’s world, I often felt as if I was not even supposed to be seen. If my parents had people over or went somewhere, I was left with our maid or nanny. I was put out of the way. I could be in my own home and still feel like I was hiding.
That is hard to describe if you have not lived it. You are there, but you are not part of it. You are fed, clothed, and watched, but not truly welcomed into your own life.
My father never showed me affection. I do not recall memories of him playing with me or holding me in any warm way. What I remember are rules. Rules, rules, and more rules. That was what filled the space between us. I remember being corrected. I remember knowing that if I acted up in public, my mother would be told to take me to the bathroom and deal with it. Everything mattered. Everything was watched.
My mother was not a cold woman. She loved me in the way she knew how. She was doing the best she could with a hard man, but she was young, away from her family, and living in a house where my father’s way was the only way. She carried her own burdens, though I understand that much better now than I did as a child. Time allowed me to see her not only as my mother but as a woman facing her own struggles. Looking back, I can say for certain that whenever my father was around, the atmosphere felt tense and heavy.
My parents started falling apart long before I had words for it. There were loud arguments, and I was always sent to my room. I did not understand why adults argued the way they did, but I knew how the air in a house changed. Children know when adults are hiding something. A child does not understand affairs or marriages falling apart, but he understands yelling. He understands when his mother’s face looks different. He understands when his father is gone too much.
Later, I learned that my father had been unfaithful. He had more than one affair. That was a major reason our family finally broke apart, snapping the last thread that held us together.
We were sent back to Virginia when I was around six years old. My father was decommissioned and, as I came to understand it, discharged because of the affairs. He was no longer in the Army, and around the same time, my parents split up. He left us for a woman in Georgia. It was a tumultuous time for all of us, though no one really explained it to me. 
Things like that should be explained to a child, who is probably left wondering where his father went. Not everything in adult detail, maybe, but enough to know that the world around him is changing and he is not the cause of it. But that didn’t happen in my case, as nobody sat me down that way. To me, my father was there one day and gone the next. There was no warning I understood. No real goodbye. No sign of what his leaving would mean.
I was expected to quietly accept his disappearance.
My father walked out on us with no child support or financial support. There was no contact. I was abandoned by him. From the age of six until I was twenty-three, he was not a part of my life. People tell me they are sorry about that, and I appreciate it. But once you grow up without a father, you get used to the empty chair. You should not have to, but I did.
As a child, I did not think of it in those terms. I only knew something in our lives had broken. My father had always been distant and rigid, but even so, he belonged to the order by which I understood the world. When he left, that order went with him. I knew nothing about what it took to become a young man. I knew nothing about money and bills. I only knew that everything around me was changing. My mother looked beyond upset, and her face said what no one explained. The adults around me seemed to be carrying something heavy and secret.
We lost the house after the divorce because my mother could not afford it. The only safe option left was moving in with my grandparents. They were older and living in subsidized housing, though I did not know what that meant at the time. I only knew we had gone from one life into a smaller one.
My room was simple: a single bed, a dresser, and a lamp on top. Those were the only things that truly belonged to me. The apartment had three bedrooms, but most of the time it felt crowded with cigarette smoke and tension. My mother, my grandmother, and my grandfather all smoked constantly. The apartment reeked of cigarettes. Full ashtrays were a common sight, and I hated them. I still remember stuffing clothes at the bottom of my door to keep the smoke out. At night, I would crack the window open so I could breathe.
My grandmother spent most of her time in the kitchen, smoking, drinking coffee, cooking, and managing the household. She had already raised her own children. Now my mother and I had come into her life, and she was not so gentle.
She loved me, but her love came wrapped in discipline, and sometimes I had a tough time telling the two apart. Most of the time, it felt like control. She was hard in the morning, hard about school, and hard whenever I made some mistake. I never knew what small thing might set her off, so I learned to move carefully around her.
Sometimes, when I did something wrong, I had to go outside and break a branch off the bush by the porch, strip the leaves off except for the last few, and bring it back to her. Then she would whip me with it. If the branch was not to her liking, she would get one herself, and that was much worse. It was humiliating, having to bring back the thing that was surely going to hurt me.
I spent a lot of time in my room after school. I was supposed to do homework, but most of the time I did not. No one checked closely enough, and I rebelled in the only ways I could. Without power at home, my rebellion showed up at school.
I attended Our Lady of Mount Carmel Elementary; the Catholic school attached to our church. I found out much later that I was there because of charity. The church allowed some poor children to attend, and I was one of them. My clothes were mostly donated, too. I did not fully understand poverty back then, but I understood what it felt like to be less than the other kids. You feel that before you know there is a word for it.
One thing that remains clear in my memory is that I was not a good student. I was full of fear and anger inside. Sister Bernadine, the school principal, had a paddle with X marks on it, and she made sure I learned my lessons and followed the rules rigidly. But the punishments left me with more anger. They made me act out and isolate myself from other kids. The rules never reached what was really wrong inside me, so I kept misbehaving.
I remember one Saturday when my uncle came over to cut the grass because my father had left us and my mother could not do everything alone. My mother had black curlers she used in her hair, and I saw something on the ground that looked like one. I picked it up.
It was a piece from inside the lawnmower muffler. It was burning hot.
The moment I touched it, I badly burned the inside of my hand and screamed. Everyone rushed over, but I was crying out for my father. Deep down, I already knew he would not come.
My hand hurt badly, but that was not the most painful part. The worst part was hearing myself ask for someone who had already walked out. That moment burned the truth into my mind forever. My father was gone, and wanting him would not bring him back.
After that incident, things got worse inside me. I could not sleep. I became even more anxious, which made me act out even more. I can only imagine how difficult it must have been for my mother to deal with me, but all of my acting out was a reaction to the chaos inside me.
My mother took me to a doctor, and they put me on medication for my nerves. Little did I know that this was the beginning of something that would follow me for years. Depression and anxiety were words I did not understand back then, but they were part of my life long before I knew what they meant. It began when I was a small child who could not sleep in a house where he did not feel safe.
I barely remember any happy moments from those years. I do wish I had a few to look back on. People want childhood to have a glow around it, but mine did not. When I picture it, I see smoke in the apartment, a small room, donated clothes, hard hands, and my mother trying to make things work while carrying her own pain.
My grandfather was different. He was the exception to everything I had seen and felt.
His name was Ernest Joseph Wise Sr., and his nickname was Slim. He was tall, about six feet three, and thin, maybe 150 pounds. He was frail and sick a lot of the time, with heart problems that he would eventually pass away from. He was nothing like my grandmother. There was no hatred in him, no harshness that I can think of. He loved his family, and even when he could not do what he wanted, what he did came from love.
He tried to keep the peace. Sometimes he would tell my grandmother, “Ida, leave that boy alone.” She did not always listen, but I heard it, and his words felt like those of someone who truly cared in that house.
Occasionally, I would tag along with him to see the trains where he worked. He loved fishing, so we would go early Saturday mornings and sit on the pier. He loved to watch wrestling on television, too. On Saturdays, when he got home from work, we could not eat until wrestling was over, and I did not mind delaying dinner if it meant I could sit on the edge of his chair while he watched. For that little while, I felt close to him. For many children, watching television with someone they love is a small thing, but when you do not have much positive attention, small things become big.
My grandfather was the only positive male role model I had. My father was gone, and my only uncle drove long-haul trucks, so he was away more often than he was present. Other boys had fathers who came home, fathers who showed up, fathers who stayed long enough to be counted on. I noticed that. I noticed it every time. I would see a man standing beside his son and think, almost with shame, “So that is what it looks like.”
It planted a doubt in me early, before I had the words for it: men leave, and even when they profess to love you, they cannot always be trusted to stay.
That mindset shaped my understanding of friendships too. I could not form close male friendships. I was surrounded by neighborhood boys who played Little League baseball, and I played as well. I was not bad at it. My mother made an effort to get me involved in other sports, and I appreciate that, but I never felt truly connected. I found comfort in seeking attention and affection from girls, probably because I was starved for tenderness. I remember that when I was seven or eight, I found my mother’s engagement ring and gave it to a little girl I liked. Of course, I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew a ring meant something. At that age, I was already looking for connections with people who would not leave and abandon me.
Once my father left us, the church became a steady part of my life because we were Catholic. I was at Mass every Sunday and on all holidays. I went through First Communion and Confirmation. I was being raised Catholic, whether I understood it or not.
At first, it was just something I did. I dressed up, wore my Sunday best, and sat in a pew. I stood, knelt, prayed, and went home. It confused me at times because the people who were so hard on me at home became quiet and proper there. My childlike logic made me believe they went to church to be forgiven for how they acted all week, only for everything to start again on Monday.
The Church gave me something different, though.
My mother knew I was struggling. She knew I was not doing well in school, and she knew I was misbehaving at times. She talked to the priest about me becoming an altar boy, thinking it might help. Maybe she believed the priests could be a positive influence. Maybe she thought that kind of structure would be better for me. She was trying to do something good as a concerned mother, and becoming an altar boy did change something.
For the first time, I had a place where rules did not feel like punishment. The Catholic Church is very traditional, and serving at the altar meant knowing exactly what to do. However, the priests were kind. They treated us with respect. They corrected us without making us feel worthless. All of it was entirely different from what I knew and what I had grown up with.
I got to stand near the altar and become part of the Mass. As a boy, that meant something. Some people might think a growing child just likes being up front where others can see him, but for me, it was more than that. It gave me something to be part of, even if I could not explain it.
On Sundays, there were three services. Sometimes I served more than once, which meant I was at church for a good part of the day. It also meant I was away from the house, and somehow that was not so bad.
Week by week, changes began to unfold in me, though they did not arrive loudly or dramatically. I did not suddenly become some holy kid. I was still myself, still confused about most things, but something inside me went quiet. I began to feel that maybe there was someone bigger than the people in my life. Someone who had not left me in childhood. Someone who did not turn love into punishment. Someone who could see me even when I could not see myself.
My grandfather was proud of me for being an altar boy. Although he never got to see me serve, he would ask how it felt and whether I had a good time. He told me he was proud of me over and over, and that filled me with a happiness I could not explain. It was something I did not hear often, and when I did, it landed deep and stayed.
Every time he got sick at home, they would call an ambulance and send me down to guide it in. It gave me something important to do. I was young, but I had a job. I would stand outside and make sure the ambulance knew where to go.
When I was thirteen, my sweet grandfather passed away peacefully. I remember how it happened, or at least the end of it. The last ambulance was one of the old ones, with a long Cadillac body, red and white paint, a red light, and a loud siren. I remember hearing the siren wailing as it came down the street. I ushered it up the driveway to our apartment and stood near it. They did not allow me to go inside the apartment, so I waited by the ambulance. When they brought my grandfather out and put him inside, I looked at him. His eyes were closed, and that was the moment I knew he was not coming home.
Nobody had to say it out loud. We all felt it. He had the look of a man leaving, and I was old enough to understand that something final was happening.
After my grandfather passed, while my family continued to struggle, the church became even more central in my life. I told my mother I wanted to serve at his funeral to honor him. He had been proud of me as an altar boy, even though he never saw me serve, so this was my chance to serve for him. With my mother’s approval, I went to the priest and got permission.
That funeral became one of the most important moments of my young life.
I stood there as an altar boy beside his casket. The priest blessed him, and incense rose. At one point, the priest took my hand and placed it on the casket while he prayed for my grandfather’s soul. I can still feel that moment. It was ceremonial, but it was also personal. I was not just watching. I was serving someone I loved.
For me, it was the first time I felt grief that ached in my bones and heart at once. It was grief, the loss of someone good, someone who tried, in his own weak way, to stand in my corner.
After his funeral, something divine broke through in me. I think that was one of the first times I felt God putting purpose in me. I did not have big words for it. I just knew I wanted to serve. I wanted to be useful. I wanted to be part of something greater than myself. That seed was planted early, and it never went away.
Somewhere in the middle of all of it, God was there. I did not understand Him fully then, but it was the beginning of something deep, something fulfilling.
In that church, at that altar, beside my grandfather’s casket, I felt something that was not abandonment. I felt like maybe there was someone who knew me before I knew myself.
That was enough to leave a mark.
“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.”
— Jeremiah 1:5



[bookmark: _heading=h.fstyt7u4x79q]Chapter 2
Silence in the Shadows

As I reached the age when a boy begins looking around for examples of what a man is supposed to be, most of the men in my life had already taught me something painful. My father abandoned me when I was six. My grandfather, the one gentle male presence I had known, had died before he could guide me into adolescence. My uncle was an over-the-road truck driver, barely present due to his demanding job, and the other men that I knew belonged mostly to other families. They’d come home to other houses, standing beside their boys. They’d show up at games, in yards, at dinner tables, strict in their own ways but always present, always supporting. 
 I did not know how to imagine a figure like that in my life. Sure, I needed a man in my life, but I had already learned not to trust the need. That was the strange place I lived in as a child. I wanted guidance and feared it at the same time. I wanted someone to show me how to grow into manhood, but every male figure close to me had either left, died, or been too absent to hold on to. Male mentorship was what I looked for without really knowing the word. I wasn’t abandoned, not really, but I sought what boys my age had. Then I would want to reach toward men and simultaneously be pulled back from them by a force I couldn’t quite name. 
My mother must have seen some of that in me. She knew I didn’t have a father in my life, and she knew my grandfather had been too sick to be the strong male presence she probably wished I had. She wanted me to have someone with values, someone who could take me out, spend time with me, and teach me the kinds of things a boy might learn from a father, an older brother, or an uncle. Through friends and advice, she found out about the Big Brother program.
The idea sounded right. A boy without a father would be paired with a man who could mentor him. At ten or eleven years old, I understood movies, baseball games, hiking, camping, fishing, and the chance to leave the apartment for a few hours. I understood that someone wanted to spend time with me, and for a boy whose home life was strict, smoky, tense, and lonely, that sounded like something close to relief.
His name was Joe Gillette. He was in the Air Force and worked as a policeman, and that impressed me right away. He was not a large man, but he was fit, well-spoken, and easy to talk to. He had a good sense of humor, and in the beginning, I did not feel intimidated by him. He approached calmly, walked with a measured cadence, and looked like a man who did not react harshly to trivial matters. Nothing seemed unsafe about him, nothing seemed odd that would terrify kids.
Trust arrived pretty much right after. We would go out on Saturdays and spend the day together. Sometimes we went to the movies. Sometimes he took me to local semi-professional baseball games. There was a large city park in our hometown with hiking trails, ponds, and open spaces where a boy could breathe. We went hiking and fishing there. I enjoyed those outings and looked forward to them. For four or five hours, I could get away from the apartment, away from my grandmother’s rules, away from the tension that seemed to live in every room at home. I could do ordinary boy things with someone who seemed to enjoy my company.
In those early outings, I felt grateful. I also felt proud that I finally have somebody now. A presence that I so naively craved. When a child has been overlooked, being chosen by an adult can feel like proof that he is worth something. 
Joe saw me when nobody did. He cared when everyone else was too busy dealing with their lives. He offered the kind of attention that I looked for in other people’s homes. And with my grandfather gone, he was the one who walked through the door, held my hand, and smiled. 
The camping trip began as something I should have remembered fondly. The park had overnight campgrounds where we could set up a tent. We made a fire and planned to cook hot dogs over the flames. There was talking, outdoor air, and the kind of simple activity that should have felt wholesome. I remember how I so badly wanted to learn camping and fire-building and the ordinary skills of boyhood; it seemed like exactly what the Big Brother program was supposed to provide.
As it got closer to bedtime, I noticed a change in him. He became more affectionate than usual. He sat closer to me, put his arm around me, and began giving me more compliments than he normally did. He told me how much he liked me, that I was a nice kid, that I would grow up to be a handsome young man. None of those words were violent by themselves, but the way he said them and the closeness that came with them made me uneasy. I did not know what to call that feeling. I only knew that something had shifted.
Then I realized there was only one sleeping bag. He said it was cold and that we could share it to stay warm. I was not looking forward to that, but I did not know how to object. He had never hurt me before. He was an adult, a man in uniform, a policeman in the Air Force, and someone my mother had trusted through a program designed to help me. I had no reason, at least none my child’s mind could understand, to believe that the safety he represented was about to turn into danger.
I was close to sleep when I felt his hands begin to move over me. He touched me in ways no adult should ever touch a child, his hands moving across my body while I lay still and my mind trying to catch up to what was happening. In those first disoriented seconds I did not understand it. Then I understood, and every part of me went rigid. He fondled me and pressed his body against mine in the narrow sleeping bag, and it did not stop. I was afraid to say anything. I was afraid to move. He was a policeman, a man in uniform, an adult with authority over every part of that night, and I was a ten-year-old boy in a tent in the dark, and I could not figure out what I was supposed to do with the fear that had taken over my entire body. He kept going. It got worse. He used me for his own pleasure, and I lay there trembling, unable to speak, unable to move, unable to do anything except endure it and wait for it to end.
Afterward, he tried to make it seem as if nothing terrible had happened. He told me we should keep it between us. He praised me again, as if compliments could turn what he had done into something harmless. He acted as though it was natural, as though there was nothing wrong with the feelings he had forced into that tent. That confused me even more than the act itself. He was an adult who was supposed to know right from wrong more than me. What shook me was his calmness, his nonchalant way of telling me that what happened was a thing of the past and that there was nothing unusual about it. 
I remember feeling frightened, confused, and disturbed by the calmness he still carried afterward. At that time, I only questioned what had really happened in the dark of the night. 
 When he dropped me off at the apartment, he left quickly and said he had to get ready for work. I did not know I would never see him again. Usually, we spoke on Wednesdays after a weekend together. We would talk about what we had done and what we might do the following weekend. That Wednesday, there was no call. Then no visit. Then nothing. He disappeared from the program, from my life. He left me with the secret, and I had nobody to give it to.
In my child’s mind, my mother would not understand because she was a woman, and what had happened felt like something too shameful and strange to place in front of her. So, I buried it. I wrapped it up inside myself and put it in the back of my mind so no one could reach it, not even me. I thought if I didn’t think about it or talk about it with anyone, everything would get better. So, silence became my tool to get over everything that had happened. 
That man robbed me of my beautiful days, and even after he was gone, I wondered if I was to blame, because I still thought of him as my friend. The one who had gained my trust the moment he held my hand and listened to me talk. 
My mind would drift back to the time when we went out for movies, games, hiking, fishing, and all the laughs that we had. All the good memories that he stained by his dirty act hurt me to the core. It was perhaps the first ever betrayal of my life because even if I wanted to stop thinking about that night, I still couldn’t ignore the ache that I felt. Every good day I had with that joke of a man twisted my entire worldview.
My mother did notice my silence, but I said nothing, shared nothing. My young mind had already begun to fear that men came close, did damage, and left. My behavior after that did not improve. It hardened. I rebelled at home and at school. I did not do my homework. I did the opposite of what people told me to do. There was anger and fear working up with the same frequency, and there was no other way to channel all that healthily. So, I did what bad kids do. I acted how ungrateful, stubborn kids do, but I wasn’t any of that. I was hurt, deeply hurt, deeply betrayed at such a tender age; no child should ever be. 
It was a cry of help in other terms. My reaction toward simple things wasn’t because I wanted to make my mother hold her temples and wonder what had gone wrong. She really didn’t know, and I don’t blame her. Being secretive didn’t help; it made things worse because now I was a difficult boy who needed attention. 
The signs were there. My anxiety, my depression, my inability to sleep, and the medication I was eventually given to calm my nerves were all evidence that something inside me was not right. But the real cause stayed hidden. 
A few years later, another wound entered through a place that had once felt like relief. My family had roots in Richmond, Virginia. We lived in Newport News, and a couple of times a month, usually on weekends, we would make the hour-and-a-half drive to visit relatives. We would go on a Friday night, stay overnight, and spend time with extended family. I enjoyed those visits at first. Their house overlooked a pond and woods, and for a boy who often felt trapped indoors, that property offered room to move. I could fish. I could wander through the trees and let my imagination work. In the woods, I could pretend to hide, hunt, and explore, and become someone braver than I felt in my ordinary life.
The woods were peaceful to me before that day. There were older cousins there, a male cousin and a female cousin, and they were several years older than I was, old enough to see me as the little cousin they tolerated more than welcomed. When I was around eleven, my male cousin was around seventeen or eighteen. He teased me often. At that age, even teasing could feel like attention, and I wanted to be noticed. I wanted to belong somewhere, even if belonging came through being the one everybody pushed aside. Most of the extended family were women. My female cousin was very pretty, with long blonde hair, and I remember having the kind of quiet crush a boy has at that age. But even that innocent feeling was overshadowed by what a male family member would do to me. One day, he took me into the woods at the back of the property. I did not fear the woods. I loved them. That was part of why I went. We walked far enough from the house that it would have taken about thirty minutes to get back. Once we were deep enough into the trees, he produced a length of rope. He tied me to a large tree, binding me from my chest down past my knees so I could not move my arms or pull free. Then he pulled my pants down around my ankles and sodomized me. 
The pain arrived as a shock that stunned me. It was happening to me, something deeply upsetting and wrong. I remember the bark of the tree against my back and the rope cutting into my chest and the sounds of the woods all around me while I could do nothing to stop what was happening. When he was finished, he did not help me. He left my pants around my ankles, told me I was going to have to get out of them the best way I could, and walked back toward the house. He walked away as if washing his hands of the most disgusting act he’d just committed.
I was alone, in the woods, in that quietness and occasional chirping of the birds. Four hours had passed with nobody in sight. My throat was dry, and hunger took over. I yelled and tried to wiggle a little to loosen the rope around me. My arms and legs were going numb, and I felt weak. I knew nobody was looking for me at this hour. Nobody was wondering where I was or if I needed help. 
Tears blurred my vision as I felt completely helpless. I could scream and get the attention, but nothing was close by. The house was far away, and I could not see it. 
More time passed, the woods began to darken, and I could hear things moving through the trees without being able to see what they were. I did not know if it was an animal, another person, or only the ordinary sounds of the woods becoming enormous in my mind. I remember wondering whether he would come back at all. I remember thinking, at some point, that I might be left out there to die.
When he finally returned, he had a hunting knife with him. He crouched down in front of me and began cutting the ropes, and as he was doing it, he lifted my pant leg and drew the blade deliberately across my ankle. The cut was not accidental. He looked at me and said that if I told anybody about what had happened, he would take that knife and skin me alive. He said it plainly and without raising his voice. I was shaking; I was scared. I nodded vigorously when he told me not to test him by doing something stupid. Then he finished cutting the ropes and made me walk back to the house alongside him as if nothing awful had happened back in the woods.
I believed him completely. There was no part of me that night that thought he was bluffing. That threat drove the silence deeper than Joe’s disappearance ever had. Joe had left me with shame and confusion, but now I was left in terror, and terror has a way of locking the throat in a way shame alone cannot.
This second assault was different because it was family, it was tied to my own bloodline, someone I would be expected to sit across from at family meals and holiday visits for years to come. Now I had another secret to hold within me, or my life would be in danger.
The Richmond visits were never the same after that. The family would gather, people would talk, meals would be eaten, and life would appear ordinary from the outside, but I was carrying something no one around me could see.
 The whole place became complicated. I still saw the pond and the woods, but they were no longer just a pond and woods. They were also the place where something had been taken from me that I would never get back.
I learned to hide the truth by giving people something else. If I had to explain a mood or a distance in me, I could make up a reason. I began keeping people far from the parts of me that hurt, and men especially. 
My mind had built a solid connection between men and pain. If a man got close, something bad was likely to follow. It might be abandonment. It might be humiliation. It might be physical harm. I did not know which form it would take, but I expected some version of it, and I stayed back far enough to give myself time to run if I needed to.
When I turned fifteen, I was carrying more silence than any boy should carry. My mother had become a resident manager for apartment complexes, which meant we lived on the property where she worked. She handled rentals, maintenance, and tenants’ everyday problems. Because she managed the property, I got to be a lifeguard at the pool, and that was where I met Norman.
Norman was an older man, a retired Navy commander. He would come up to the pool and talk with the guys, and he seemed friendly and respectable. He had a beautiful home, a nice car, and a large cabin cruiser. He was a man of means, and that mattered in ways I was too young to grasp. But I knew for a fact that my mother and I were struggling financially. We lived in an apartment that came with her job. We did not have the kind of money or comfort I saw in some of the families around me. Norman’s world looked different. It looked polished, generous, and easy.
He began taking some of us out on his boat on weekends. We would fish, ride along the river, swim, eat good food, and spend time in a world that felt nothing like my ordinary life. He paid for everything. He let us drink beer. For a teenage boy who did not have much, it felt like a privilege. I could invite friends onto the boat. I could learn how to drive it, anchor it, tie it up, and take care of it. I was being shown things I had never had access to, and on the surface, it genuinely felt like an opportunity life rarely throws at you.[image: ]
My mother trusted him, and I understand why. He was a retired Navy commander, successful, polite, generous, and established. Back then, people did not talk about childhood sexual abuse the way they do now, especially not when boys were the victims. You did not hear much about men assaulting boys. You did not hear adults warning boys about how a predator could appear as a respectable man with a uniform, a boat, a house, and money. Norman did not look like danger. He looked like someone offering guidance.
He asked my mother if he could take me on an overnight boating trip, and she agreed. The first trip went just fine. We traveled, docked, had dinner at a nice restaurant, and came back. He taught me about boating and made me feel capable. I enjoyed the food, the water, and the sense that I was part of something bigger and better than my usual life. 
After seeing me excited by boats, he proposed a longer trip down the Intracoastal Waterway to Hilton Head, South Carolina, and back. It was summer, and my mother said yes. The trip was supposed to be an adventure. We were going to travel by boat, eat well, see places, and spend days on the water. For a boy like me, it was almost impossible not to feel excited. 
During that trip, Norman had gone to the store and come back with a whole case of Boone’s Farm Strawberry Hill, and I still remember the name on the bottle. His attention changed little enough for me to notice. He came close, then began giving the kind of attention that felt wrong. That reminded me of something horrible from the past. But it wasn’t Joe or a family member. It was Norman, a respectable, rich man who knew the laws, and had built his life with hard work, and there he was, with his hands on my body, wrong. 
We were watching television on the boat, and I couldn’t pretend nothing was happening. I resisted in the ways I could. I pulled away, went quiet, and put distance between us. But Norman wasn’t a quitter; he took my discomfort as a signal to advance. He brushed off my resistance like it was nothing at all. Nonetheless, I was afraid and disturbed by his demeanor. He wasn’t how I knew him. 
On the way back up the waterway, when we had anchored for the night, he seized the opportunity and got me drunk past the point where I could fully track what was happening around me. Then he insisted I drink more until I was sliding in and out of consciousness with no reliable grip on anything. That was when he raped me. It was the first time I had been penetrated, and the pain was something I had no frame of reference for. I was barely conscious and entirely unable to stop it. I was left bleeding afterward, disoriented, and alone once again on that boat.
There is no way to make that part gentle without making it untrue. The pain, the alcohol, the helplessness, and the confusion broke apart whatever remained of the illusion that I was safe with him. This was not like learning to tie up the boat or eating at a nice restaurant. This was the brutal truth underneath everything he had offered, and it had been waiting there the whole time.
Afterward, I was left with a question no child should ever have to ask themselves. I kept thinking: was this the cost? Was this what I had to pay to be allowed into a world of boats and good food and nice places and someone acting as if I mattered? Was this the hidden price of being treated as though I was worth something? 
That confusion was enormous, and it sat in me like something swallowed that would not go down. I had not sought out these men. I had not invited what they had done . But by then, three different male figures had entered my young life and used my vulnerability against me, and my young mind could not accept that all of the fault belonged entirely to them. Some of the blame turned inward. I became angry at myself for reasons I could not even define. 
I never went on the boat again. I pulled away from Norman, and before school started that fall, my mother was transferred to manage a different property. We moved to a new apartment complex, and that move changed my school as well. 
For the first time, I went to a public school instead of a Catholic one, and I was suddenly around more kids from backgrounds closer to mine. I believe God was pulling me away from a place of danger, even though at the time I was too angry at Him to see it that way.
My view of men had hardened entirely. Everything I knew about masculinity was changed. I grew up in a heavily military area, surrounded by symbols of strength and authority, policemen, firemen, soldiers and sailors, uniforms, and rank everywhere I looked. These were supposed to represent protection; they were supposed to guard us, yet every man who had harmed me had been hidden behind those same forms of respectability. 
I knew I was attracted to girls. I was drawn to their tenderness and their closeness, and I wanted to date them and be near them in the ordinary ways boys my age wanted to be near girls. But the people who had been drawn to me in predatory ways were all men. That twisted the way I saw myself. It made me question my worth, my body, my masculinity, and my identity before I had even had the chance to understand any of those things in a healthy way. 
At the end of the day, I would blame myself for all the things that became my nightmares, all the things that led me to experience such incidents, because I trusted them too easily, because I wanted company, and because I wanted to enjoy life as others did. 
I became a victim of those polluted hands, the hands that made me wonder if I had led them on somehow. I went over it in my mind, asking myself what I had done, what signal I had given, what it was about me that had drawn three of them in a row. 
I withdrew emotionally. I had already been somewhat withdrawn before, but after Norman, something in me went into full lockdown. I kept friendships shallow. I kept men at bay, and that was the only safe thing. 
I spent a lot of time with the one car my mother and I had. I would take pieces apart, put them back the wrong way, then try again, not because I had any real gift for fixing cars, but because my hands needed somewhere to go, I needed a distraction so that my anger, which had been sitting in me for so long, would stop taking all of me away, slowly. That car took the beating of my confusion more than once, and in the end, I probably did more damage than repair.
At school, I tried to act normal, or what I thought normal looked like. I wanted to be seen as one of the cool kids, the kind of boy who had everything under control and did not carry secrets around like stones in his pockets. Most of the time, it came out wrong. What I thought would make me look confident only looked like acting out, and acting out brought trouble. More punishment followed, more disappointment, more proof, at least in my mind, that I could not seem to get anything right.
Inside, I had become guarded in ways beyond my understanding. Anger was there, but so was numbness. Mistrust had settled into me almost like another instinct. Happiness was not something I made much room for, partly because I did not trust it to last. My world had become small, and I kept it that way on purpose. Small felt safer. Fewer people meant fewer chances to be hurt.
My relationship with God changed during that period, though it would take me years to understand just how much it had shifted. Earlier in my life, the church had been one of the few places where peace seemed possible. As an altar boy, I had felt useful. I had felt close to something larger than myself, something even larger than the pain I carried. After what happened to me, especially after what Norman did, that closeness became difficult to maintain. Anger moved into the place where trust had been. I stopped serving as an altar boy, and going to church no longer felt like refuge. I did not know how to sit in a pew, listen to words about love and protection, and pretend that none of it had been broken inside me.
I never said there was no God. In a strange way, my anger proved that I still believed He was there. A person does not rage against someone he believes to be absent from existence. What hurt was not disbelief. What hurt was the feeling that the God I had trusted had allowed me to be abandoned. I had been taught that He would never leave me or forsake me, yet my life seemed to argue the opposite. I wondered what I had done to make Him stop caring. I wondered whether I was simply unlovable: to my father, to my family, to the men who had claimed to want good for me, and even to God.
That became the spiritual wound beneath the others. Belief did not disappear; it became painful. God still seemed real to me, but His silence felt almost unbearable. Because I believed He was there, I could not understand why He had allowed so much to happen without stepping in to stop it.
Those were the darkest days of my spiritual life. A numbness had settled over me, and it felt as though a wall had been built between me and the one place where I had once found peace. The face people saw was still there. I could smile, joke, and move through the day as if nothing inside me had changed. But beneath that face was a wound no one could see, and I had neither the words to explain it nor the person I trusted enough to tell.
If there is one thing I want people to understand, it is that I did not seek out the men who abused me. Children do not seek out their own harm. People can be brought into a child’s life with good intentions stated openly and still carry evil ones underneath. A child can be damaged deeply by what is done to him, but he is not the cause of the damage. That distinction took me years to fully understand, and the weight I carried in the meantime was the weight of a blame that was never mine to hold.
I have heard it said that a grape is not at its best until it is crushed, because it is only when it is crushed that the juice becomes wine. I believe that. But a crushed child does not know he is becoming anything. He only knows the pressure. He only knows the breaking. He cannot see from inside the crushing what might eventually come from it.

Psalm 34:18
“The LORD is close to the brokenhearted
and Saves those who are crushed in spirit.”


[bookmark: _heading=h.pd9moxs1gidf]Chapter 3: Proving I Was Still a Man
One thing I had learned to do by now was to run from my feelings. To shut down what bothered me the most. My younger self found it to be the only workable solution. The problem really wasn’t me shutting down whenever my memory haunted me; the problem was me refusing to really name it. Years later, I learned that acknowledging your pain is the first step to finding lost peace. 
But of course, I was just a teenager to understand terms like healing or hiding, or words like trauma, identity, or self-worth. All that wasn’t in my dictionary. I only knew that I didn’t want people to see the boy I had been because that boy felt too thin, too frail, too poor, too easy to hurt. That boy also came from a broken home. He carried secrets he could not tell. He had been bullied and teased in Catholic school, and he had learned early that boys could be cruel even when they were only boys. Men had been worse. 
I soon began trying to become someone else. It was not a plan written out in my head. I did not wake up one morning and decide I would build a new version of myself. It happened more slowly than that. A little longer hair. Better clothes when I could get them. More attention to how I walked, how I stood, who saw me, who might want to be seen with me. The old buzz cuts had to go because they made me look like the kind of boy I was trying to leave behind. I wanted hair that looked cool. I wanted clothes that said I belonged somewhere other than poverty and pain. I wanted muscle on my body, weight on my frame, something visible that could argue against every private feeling of weakness.
I got a job when I was fifteen so I could buy my own clothes. I was so sure that all these changes would do me good. I didn’t care about fashion, though at that age, fashion felt like armor. Clothes gave me a way to speak before I opened my mouth. If I looked right, maybe people would not ask where I came from. If I looked confident, maybe they would not sense the insecurity moving underneath. If I looked like I belonged among the cooler kids, maybe I could begin to believe it myself.
A new school helped. There were people there who did not know my whole story. They did not know the boy from Catholic school who had been teased. They did not know the small apartment, the strict household, the old fears. They did not know the private things I was carrying, and that ignorance gave me room to perform. I could show them what I wanted them to see. A different look. In a different manner. A boy trying hard to appear as if he had chosen himself.
I wanted to be accepted. I wanted to be around the kids everyone else thought of as cool. I wanted to date the prettier girls. I wanted people to think I was cute, confident, funny, and worth having nearby. Those desires may sound cliché, but didn’t we all want to be seen by cooler kids when we were in school? It was a great deal, constantly talked about, too. These things might sound insignificant to our adult selves, but they weren’t when we were just kids. 
Most teenagers want to be noticed. Most want to be desired, but in a good way. I believed that not all sorts of attention were good. For me, attention carried a heavier meaning. It was evidence. It was proof I could hold up against the voice inside me that said I had been ruined.
Being around girls felt easier than being around boys. I could talk to girls. I could flirt. I could make them laugh because their attention didn’t feel threatening in the same way male attention did. With boys and men, my guard stayed up. I tried, but there was always something in me waiting for the turn, the insult, the betrayal, the hand that might become harmful. Around girls, I felt different. Safer, maybe. More in control of myself. If a girl smiled at me or wanted to spend time with me, it quieted something for a while.
There was also curiosity. I was a teenage boy, and I had the same feelings as other teenage boys. I wanted to hold a girl, kiss her, be close to her, and find out what it felt like to be wanted in a way that did not frighten me. Female attention gave me a feeling I had been hungry for without knowing how to name it. It made me feel seen, but not exposed. Desired, but not trapped. Wanted, but not hunted. There is a difference between those things, and my body knew that difference before my mind could explain it.
Flirting became more than flirting. Dating became more than dating. I was not trying to control the girls around me. I was trying to control myself, or at least the story I believed people could read in my face. If I could surround myself with pretty girls, if I could make them laugh and keep their attention, then maybe I was not the damaged boy I felt like privately. Maybe I was desirable. Maybe I was masculine. Maybe what had happened to me did not have the final word.
That was the hunger under the image. I wanted affection and validation, and I wanted them badly. Every positive response from a girl felt like a little bit of air coming into a room where I had been holding my breath for years. It did not heal me, but it relieved me. At that age, relief can be mistaken for healing because it gives you enough comfort to keep moving.
The rebellion came with it. I was not rebelling in the way people might imagine, not drugs or smoking. That wasn’t on my list. I was simply building myself into someone I was not, in an attempt to become something I was not yet. Cool. Smart. Affluent. Untouchable. The more I tried to fit in with the crowd I wanted, the more rebellious I became. I pushed against rules. I played roles. I tried on confidence before I knew how to live with it honestly. Boys could be mean, and I had already had enough of being the one they could make small. I was tired of being the frail, poor kid, tired of being an easy target.
I spent hours trying to fix up the only car my family had. That car was not much, but I treated it like a doorway into another life. I wanted it to look better than it was. I wanted people to look at it and not see poverty. Half the time, I did not know what I was doing. I tinkered, cleaned, adjusted, and made mistakes, but the work gave me something to do with my hands. There was comfort in grease and tools, hiding so much in the car’s hood. 
The local skating rink became another place where I could become someone other than the boy at home. I was a good skater, and that gave me something real to stand on. This time, it wasn’t imagined or borrowed confidence; it was something I could actually do well. I was asked to work there as a skating guard and music DJ, and I liked the feeling of having some control. I could move through the rink with ease. I knew the music. I knew when to change a song, how to read the floor, how to be seen without appearing desperate to be seen.
At the rink, I was more outgoing than I was in most other places. The new look, the skating ability, the music, the lights, all of it helped. Girls from different schools noticed me there, and because nobody knew my past, I could be anyone I wanted to be with them. Such an enticing act it was. 
When the girls looked at me, they really looked at me, not the frail, small boy or the hint of poverty, or the broken home from which I belonged. I did what I had become good at: jokes, flirting, skating with confidence. It was impressive to others and liberating to me because now, I was being seen in a good way. 
This should’ve been enough for me—the validation, the praise, the good looks—but still, I couldn’t control a private division in me. Behind the closed doors, I wasn’t what others saw. I was someone who moved through a room, tired. An insecure boy, who still carried pain and secrecy and shame. I developed an alternate personality; it was like living a double life, but it worked for me, and I needed it to work for me. 
In the summer of 1974, when I was seventeen, that version of me stepped into brighter lights.
I had a fake ID then, which was not unusual for kids who wanted to get into dance clubs before they were old enough. One of my close friends, Terry Mayo, worked with me at the skating rink. Terry and I both loved to dance. We had rhythm, confidence, and enough teenage nerve to believe we could walk into a room and win it over. He told me about an event at a local dance club called the 5th National Banque. It was a tight jeans contest, and according to him, it would bring in a lot of ladies. That was enough to get my attention.
The 5th National Banque was the kind of club where being seen mattered. It was large, loud, bright, and full of energy. The crowd was usually packed, and women made up a good part of it. The lights flashed. The dance floor glowed. The music was loud enough to get into your chest, and the whole place seemed to run on motion, sweat, perfume, and the need to be noticed. For a seventeen-year-old trying to become more than his past, it felt like walking into the center of the world.
I was excited that night. Nervous too, but not in a way that stopped me. I felt I could do what was required. Dancing in front of a crowd, moving in a way meant to draw attention, letting myself be judged by strangers, all of that carried pressure. Yet there was also something familiar in it. I had been performing for years in smaller ways, only without a stage. I had been arranging my face, my clothes, my confidence, my personality. That night simply made the performance public.
More than seven hundred people were watching. The judging panel consisted of five people: two from club management, one local radio celebrity, and two from the male dance troupe. The contest itself was no small thing. There were twenty-five dancers to begin with, and the eliminations narrowed us down from twenty-five to ten, then to five, then to three. The winner would be chosen from the final three.
We had to wear our tightest jeans and white tank tops. We were soaked down with a water hose before going on. I had dyed my hair blond by then, and it fell long below my shoulder blades. I had a dark tan, and I knew the image was working before anyone said a word. We had to reach down, pick up a half dollar, place it in our back pocket, dance twenty-five feet down the stage, pick up a drink mixer filled with coins, and shake it while dancing another twenty-five feet, then exchange it for a hula hoop and keep dancing while using it for five minutes. After that came the final stretch, more dancing in front of the whole crowd, with everyone watching and cheering.
It sounds almost ridiculous now when I lay it out step by step, but in that room, under those lights, it felt electric. Every cheer seemed to go straight through me. Every look from the crowd told me I was no longer the boy who had been hidden away. I was being watched because people wanted to watch me. I was being judged, yes, but I was also being celebrated. That was new.
I made it through each elimination and won. The feeling that came over me was unlike anything I had known before. It was excitement, but more than excitement. It was recognition. It was the shock of being acknowledged in a way that felt public and undeniable. People were cheering for me. Not for hot girls, not for the cool kids I wanted to stand near. For me. The applause hit some deep place in me that had been starved for years. I knew right then that I wanted more of that feeling.
Winning changed how I saw myself. It gave me a kind of confidence I had not known how to produce on my own. I had been seen in a way I could control. On that stage, for those minutes, I controlled the image. I controlled what the crowd saw. I controlled the way my body moved, the way people responded, and the way I entered and left their attention. That control was intoxicating.
I was awarded a five-hundred-dollar bar tab, a three-day cruise to the Bahamas, and an invitation to try out with a local male dance troupe. At first, I thought the invitation might be a gimmick, just another part of the club’s showmanship. Then I was asked to come to a rehearsal and meet everyone. By the time the opportunity became real, I had just turned eighteen, which meant I was legally old enough to join. I auditioned, went through a final interview, and was officially asked to become part of the troupe.
That was how the door opened.
They gave me a stage name. I was six feet one by then, around one hundred eighty-five pounds, muscular, with long curly blond hair and a dark tan. They dressed me with gold bands around my arms and a gold band around my head, then put me in a white robe. The image came together quickly, almost as if it had been waiting for someone to name it.
The Sheik was born.
A stage name can do strange things to a person. It gives permission. It offers a doorway into a self that is neither entirely fake nor entirely true. For three hours a night, I could become The Sheik. I could leave behind the apartment, the school, the old hurt, the boy who had carried secrets, and step into a room where my job was to dance, flirt, entertain, and make hundreds of women forget themselves for a while. In helping them forget, I was also trying to forget.
The troupe had seven dancers. I was usually the third one out, which had become part of my rhythm. I would stand with my back to the audience before the introduction. I wore a white cape with red lining, and when the moment came, I would drop it. The spotlight would hit. I would turn around. The women would scream and clap, and the sound would rise over me like a wave. My costume was designed for spectacle, white and red, bright under the lights, made to be torn away in the act. The whole performance was built around surprise, confidence, and the charge of being watched.
Night after night, that first reaction from the crowd did something to me. It filled me with energy. It told me I mattered in that room. It told me I could command attention without being afraid of it. I looked forward to it, sometimes all day. There was preparation, rehearsal, travel, staying in shape, staying tanned, getting costumes ready, selling merchandise, and then the show itself. It became a life with its own rules and its own hunger.
The money was more than I had ever imagined making. On an average night, I could earn fifteen hundred, whereas private parties could bring in twenty-five hundred dollars plus tips. We danced four nights a week, and merchandise brought in even more. We sold pictures, feathers, roses, things the audience could buy and carry home as proof they had been close to the show. For a young man who had known limited means all his life, money like that felt unreal at first.
It also gave me independence. I moved out of my mother’s apartment and into an apartment with two members of the dance troupe. I could buy nice clothes. I could drive a cool car. I was surrounded by people who wanted to be around me, or at least around what I had become. There were men in the troupe who understood the pressure of the job, and in that strange world, I found a kind of brotherhood I had not known before. We had each other’s backs. We understood the rehearsals, the late nights, the attention, the demands, the need to stay sharp and look the part.
For a while, it felt like I had finally stepped into importance.
Dancing gave me confidence. It gave me power too, though not the kind people may think. The power was not about controlling women. I never wanted that. It was about controlling myself, my body, my image, my entrance into a room. It was about standing up to the naysayers in my life, the people who had seen me as small or weak or unlikely. It was about proving I was not the frail, poor kid anymore. I could stand under a spotlight and be wanted. I could walk into a club and turn heads. I could make money, make people cheer, and make people remember my name. 
But the deeper wound did not disappear. It learned how to hide under better lighting.
The attention from women did begin to heal one particular fear, at least on the surface. After what had happened to me as a child, I had wondered if I was only attractive to men or if there was something about me that drew the wrong kind of male attention. That question had shamed me and confused me for years. The women who responded to me onstage answered that question in a way I desperately needed. Their desire helped quiet the doubt. Their excitement told me my body could be seen differently. It told me I could be wanted by women, admired by women, even celebrated by women.
Still, applause can only reach so far. It can flood a room. It can lift a man for a few hours. It can make him feel almost invincible while the music is playing. But it cannot sit with him in the quiet afterward and explain why his heart still feels heavy. It cannot take an old secret out of his body. 
After the shows, when the music finally quieted and the crowd thinned out, the guys in the troupe often went to another club to drink and unwind. Even out of costume, we were recognized. People noticed us. Some wanted to talk, some wanted to be near us, some wanted a piece of whatever glamour they thought we carried. At first, that attention kept the night alive. After a while, it became tiring. There were nights when I wanted to disappear from the very scene that had made me feel powerful hours earlier.
That was one of the first signs that life was doing two opposite things to me. It lifted me and wore me down. It gave me confidence and demanded that I keep feeding the confidence. It made me feel wanted, yet it also kept me trapped inside a version of myself that had to keep performing. The Sheik could not be tired. The Sheik could not be wounded. The Sheik could not walk onstage carrying the face of the boy I had once been. He had to be bigger than that.
In time, I began to realize I was still carrying the pain of secrecy. No matter how much success came, the past remained inside me, dark and restless. It was eating at me in places applause could not touch. Dancing had become a bandage over emotion. It covered the wound, and for a while it kept the bleeding out of sight, but a bandage is not the same as healing.
There were good things in that life. I will not take that away from it. I had money. I had nice clothes. I had a car I could be proud of. I had people who wanted to be seen with me. I had men around me who understood the pressure of performing and who stood beside me in that world. I had a purpose, or at least something that felt like purpose. I was good at dancing. I was good at becoming The Sheik. I was good at holding a crowd.
What it could not give me was peace. It could not give me a strong sense of security. It could not give me the feeling of being truly loved by one woman for who I was when the music stopped and the costume came off.
The lifestyle took more from me as the months went on. At first, I was so caught up in the hype, the glamour, the attention, and the immediate success that I did not notice how much effort it took to keep the old wounds hidden. Eventually, I started adding drugs into my life to keep the whole thing going. Cocaine helped me get up for shows and stay up until three in the morning afterward. Pot and sleeping pills helped me come down and sleep. It became a cycle. Up to perform. Up to the party. Down to sleep. Then up again to do it all over.
That cycle did not feel dangerous at first. It felt practical, almost necessary. The job asked for energy, whether I had it or not. The crowd expected The Sheik every night, not the tired young man behind him. When a person is rewarded for performance, he learns to protect the performance, even when the cost begins to rise.
During those years, my relationship with God moved even farther into the background. I became selfish in that season. I can say that now. The pressure to stay in shape, stay tanned, travel, rehearse daily, prepare for shows, handle merchandise, dance at night, perform at private parties, and keep the image alive left little room for anything quiet. God requires some quiet. At least I have always found Him there more than in the noise. But my life was noise then. Music, applause, money, parties, women, drugs, schedules, mirrors, lights. I exchanged God for The Sheik and for the lifestyle The Sheik provided.
At the time, I was too immersed in the role. I was escaping my past so completely that even I could not see it clearly. That was the power of the transformation. No one looking at me under those lights saw where I had come from. They did not see me for me. And that was exactly what I wanted them to see.
Under the makeup, costume, hair, and tan, there was still horrible pain. Multiple traumas, losses, and abandonments were driving me harder than I understood. I wanted to be bigger than life because life had made me feel small for too long. I wanted to be desired because shame had made me feel unwanted. I wanted to be cheered because silence had made me feel erased. The Sheik was a spectacle, yes, but he was also a hiding place.
The phrase that comes to mind now is “the tears of a clown.” People saw the performance. They saw the smile. They saw the energy and the seduction and the humor. They saw the man who could command a room. They did not see the pain that had taught him to become all of that.
Then came a woman in my life who saw beyond everything I used to hide. 
Kathy Brewer was her name, and she looked past the costume and the dancing for money. She looked past the partying too, or at least she looked long enough to see someone behind it. She told me I was interesting, funny, and sweet. And I blushed. Those words had more power than applause from the audience. 
Kathy seemed to notice something quieter. She was all of five feet tall, no more than a hundred pounds, with cute blond hair and the bluest eyes. She looked good in anything. She did not drink. She did not do drugs. She loved God.
There was something about her that slowed the world down.
When I was with Kathy, my life felt better, sweeter, and less frantic. The clubs, the lights, the shows, the late nights, all of it had a speed to it that could carry a person along before he had time to ask where he was going. Kathy brought a different kind of pace. Being around her did not feel like performing for a room. It felt closer to being seen by one person. That was unfamiliar, and because it was unfamiliar, it mattered.
She became my first true love. My first serious monogamous relationship. I had been surrounded by women who wanted The Sheik, or at least wanted to be near the energy he created. Kathy saw more than that. She gave me a glimpse of something I had wanted for a long time without knowing how to ask for it: to be loved not only for the part of me that performed, but for the part that could sit still.
Soon, Kathy learned about my past from me. She became the only person to know about all of its ugliness, and she really saw me. She saw the wounds; she saw me as broken. We are allowed to let our feelings settle in our bones. No amount of performance could erase that. I wouldn’t lie and say my performances weren’t making me exhausted, especially that emptiness I felt knowing that I wasn’t how others knew me. But it didn’t matter anymore. I had Kathy with me, who accepted my past, who accepted my present, and my future; she became someone who made me stop pretending that I was alright. 

1 Samuel 16:7
“ The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”





[bookmark: _heading=h.4ldcvtobcazd]Chapter 4: Temporary Highs, Deeper Lows

The first sign was not that the world around me had changed. The first sign was that the same world no longer worked on me the way it once had.
For a while, dancing had given me a life I had never known before. The lights, the music, the women screaming, the money, the attention, the name people knew when I walked into a club, all of it had filled places in me that had been empty for a long time. It made me feel wanted. It made me feel powerful. It made me feel as if I could decide what people saw when they looked at me.
I thought that if something made me feel better, then maybe it was making me better. I thought that if I could keep the applause going, keep the image alive, and keep The Sheik strong and bright enough, maybe the darker parts of me would stay buried. For a while, they did. Or at least they stayed quiet enough for me to function.
Then the same routine began to feel different. What had once felt exciting became something I had to survive. The preparation alone could take most of the day: rehearsals, makeup, costume repair, music preparation, staying in shape, staying tanned, and making sure everything looked polished and flawless before the show. It could begin around ten in the morning and run until seven at night. Then there was a small window to rest before getting ready again around eight. The show itself went until eleven. After that came the crowd, the attention, the drinking, the parties, the late nights, and the pressure to keep the whole thing moving as if I still loved every minute of it.
Yes, all of that had once felt like a price I was happy to pay, but that was when I was new to this world, when I needed it and loved every bit of it. Then everything I loved became routine, and the routine began to feel like everyday torture.
The bright lights still looked way too bright. The music still hammered against my chest. The women still squealed and screamed. The costume still worked. From the outside, life probably looked the same, maybe even better. I was going into my third year of dancing, and by then I knew how to do the job. I knew how to prepare, how to walk out, how to turn, how to pull the crowd with me, and how to present myself with complete confidence. I knew how to make people believe they were watching a man who had everything under control.
Privately, control was slipping from me. Depression began pressing in, following me through the day, and waiting for me when the show was over. I started closing myself off from Kathy, and that was one of the first real warnings because Kathy had been my one anchor during my busy schedule. She had seen more of me than anyone else, but I still hid from her the things I didn’t dare speak. It was a mistake when I began using my fake self in front of her. I didn’t do it because I wanted to. I had just become so used to my made-up self that it helped me push through life. It had protected me from the old shame and from the fear of being seen too clearly.
I used that persona more than I should have, and after a while, I realized that what I had created for myself was becoming a wall. I was hiding my feelings the way I always had, only this time I was hiding them from the person who loved me most. Kathy could tell something was wrong. She could see the anger, the partying, the outbursts, and the way I was giving less and less positive attention to the relationship. I could feel her concern, and instead of letting it reach me, I withdrew further.
The anger came out sideways. I turned on fellow cast members over small things, irritated and frustrated. I knew they didn’t really deserve my harsh behavior, yet I couldn’t help it. Anything could trigger me: a mistake in rehearsal, a costume problem, a disagreement over music or timing. Things that should have been handled and forgotten became reasons for me to lash out. I was not angry only at them, of course. I was angry at the whole shape of my life, angry at the pressure to stay in character, angry at the pain I still carried, angry at God, and angry at myself. But the people nearest me caught pieces of it.
The more out of control I felt, the more my body remembered being a child. That is hard to explain unless you have lived it. There are moments when the past does not return as a memory, but as a feeling: the feeling of not being in control, the feeling of being trapped inside something larger than you, the feeling that your life is moving and you are not the one steering it. I had built The Sheik partly because I wanted control over my body, my image, and the way people responded to me. Now the lifestyle I had created was beginning to control me, and I loathed that.
All my surroundings, and all the things that had once given me gratification, became numb. I closed myself off from my friends, from the relationships that held me together, and from everything precious that had once made me happy.
Real happiness, real peace, and joy, and every good thing felt far from me. I could stand under a spotlight and still feel empty. The irony was having enough money in my pocket and finding no meaning in the things I had once dreamed of. I knew money could never buy me peace, but it could buy me substances, and that only made my situation worse. Somehow, when I was numb, the voice inside me died, and that helped. It helped me sleep. It helped me feel better.
Drugs gave me what I thought I needed most: confidence, euphoria, energy, and acceptance. Where else would I feel that great again? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know. I had found my scapegoat. I had found my cure. Drugs gave me a feeling larger than anything I had known before. Cocaine helped me get up for the day and for the shows. Alcohol, pot, and sleeping pills helped bring me down when the night would not end on its own. It became a rhythm: take something to rise, take something else to fall, then wake up and begin again.
Soon, it became part of life. Of course, I didn’t think of it as bondage in the beginning. I wasn’t really thinking about my dependency on drugs. It had just become part of life, seamlessly helping me feel like myself again. But all of this wasn’t just for me; I was needed at my job. I had built a career. People wanted to see me perform, and there was only one thing I could do to stay sharp, awake, alive, and energetic. I had to give the crowd what they came for. I had to remain in the character I had created. If the Sheik could not show up, everything I had built might fall apart. That was how I justified it to myself. The drugs were not optional. They were necessary. They were what helped me succeed. That is one of the ways bondage disguises itself. It calls itself a requirement.
Over time, it took more cocaine to get me up and more alcohol, pot, and sleeping pills to put me down. The sleep I got was not real rest. I woke up tired and ashamed, as if the night before had left a film over my soul that no shower could wash away. Every time I went to buy more drugs or alcohol, I felt frightened and trapped because I knew I was buying more than before just to reach the same high. Some part of me could see what was happening. Another part of me kept going anyway.
I knew I needed to slow down and manage it, but it felt as if I were bound by the shackles of greater performance. I believed stopping would ruin everything. I had created a character so large that I was afraid to step out of him. And if I couldn’t keep up, the performances, the money, the image, the apartment, the life people admired, and the version of me that seemed strong and successful would all be gone. So I imposed the requirement on myself and called it survival.
Then came the Saturday morning I could not ignore. The night before, my roommates and I had thrown one of the largest house parties we had ever had. We were celebrating a show at a new venue, one with the biggest crowd we had performed in front of up to that point. We believed that show would push us into even larger venues and more recognition. There was a feeling that we were on the edge of something bigger, and everybody wanted to celebrate as if the next level had already arrived.
Hundreds of people came through the house. Beer, liquor, cocaine, and pot were everywhere. The music was loud. People were hooking up in every corner. Nothing seemed off-limits. At one point, I might have taken pride in that kind of party. I might have looked around and thought, Look what we have become. Look what we can draw. Look how many people want to be here.
But even in the middle of it, something in me knew it was wrong.
I woke up that Saturday morning with the wreckage of the night around me. The house carried the smell of alcohol, smoke, sweat, and stale music, if music can leave a smell after it is gone. People had been everywhere. Things were out of place. My body felt used up. My mind was foggy and heavy. There are hangovers of the body, and then there are hangovers of the spirit. That morning felt like both.
I went into the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and what I saw frightened me.
I did not recognize myself. My eyes looked black. My countenance was dark and withdrawn. My face seemed contorted, almost as if it belonged to someone else. I had never seen myself like that before, and I knew it was not just because of tiredness. It was not just the effect of a long night. In that moment, I felt as if God had shown me what death looked like, and He had shown it to me through my own face.
Fear came over me immediately. It was unlike any fear I had ever felt before. It was heavy and suffocating, as if I might die right there in that moment. That was the day I feared dying in that state, drinking away my days and nights until my life ended in the worst way possible. The feeling was sudden, but it was genuine. It hit me hard, and my first immediate thought was that I had to change right away. This could not wait. If I had not changed, I believed I would be dead.
My own reflection forced me to face the habits that were becoming the cause of my slow death. Now that I had realized it, I was face-to-face with an evil greater than me. I was too far gone to fix myself on my own.
The first person who came into my mind at that moment was Kathy, the one who knew who I was underneath all those performances. So I called her, the only woman who represented the only safe place I had in my life. I told her what had happened. I pleaded with her to help me.
She lived about twenty minutes away, which gave me just enough time to get clothes on. Somehow, she arrived in fifteen minutes with water, coffee, and a breakfast sandwich because she knew I needed to hydrate and eat. To this day, I do not know how she managed to get all of that and still arrive faster than she should have been able to. But she did. She came in without questions or judging eyes. If anything, it was love that made her get to me so quickly. She kept reassuring me. She told me everything was going to be all right. She told me God had me.
Kathy’s faith had always seemed big enough for both of us. I had told her that before, and I meant it. There was something pure about the way she loved me. She was soft-spoken, kind, and steady. She could look past the lifestyle and find the person beneath it. When we were together and away from the character of The Sheik, she gave me peace. She gave me love that did not seem to be trying to take anything from me.
That morning, she gave me directions with the same softness in her tone. I felt calm, something I had not felt in a long time without taking drugs.
I wanted to go to the priest first because I had grown up Catholic, and that was all I knew. The priest was the one I went to for confession. He was the person I had been taught to approach when I needed to pour out my sins and ask for forgiveness. In my mind, he had a direct line to God. I pleaded with Kathy to take me there.
I did not know exactly what I expected. Guidance, I suppose. I had heard that if you said the right prayer or said the rosary enough times, forgiveness could be found. Maybe I expected him to tell me what words to say and how many times to say them. Maybe I expected the Catholic structure I had known as a boy to give me something solid to hold on to.
When we got to the rectory, I walked up to the door and rang the bell. I remember believing my nightmare was about to be over. That may sound naive, but in that moment, I needed it to be true. The church had once been a place where I found peace. The priests had been kind to me when I was an altar boy. They had treated me with respect when respect was not something I received often. In my mind, this was where I could go when I had nowhere else.
The priest did answer the door. He was wearing a blue cardigan sweater and holding a glass of scotch. He was more intoxicated than I was. The sight of him hit me hard because it dashed the hope I had placed on that doorstep. I became upset and said, “You cannot help me, as you are drunker than I am!”
I was devastated. The one person I believed could help me was in no shape to help anyone. My heart and emotions began to harden right there. Whatever spirituality I had left in that moment felt almost nonexistent. I had reached for the one familiar representative of faith, and what I found was another broken man standing before me, holding a drink.
It felt like another abandonment. That may not be fair to him as a human being. I understand now that priests are people too. They carry their own burdens, their own failures, and their own battles. But in that moment, I was not thinking like a man with perspective. I was thinking like someone desperate and scared, someone who had believed he was walking toward help. I needed a shepherd and found a man who could barely stand in the role I needed him to fill.
Kathy and I went back to her car and sat there in silence.
I was crying, and I was not a man who cried easily then. Tears meant weakness to me. I hid my weakness. I had spent years turning pain into image, fear into performance, shame into seduction, and need into confidence. Crying in that car meant something in me had broken through the surface. I did not know what to do with myself. I had no idea where to turn next. But Kathy did. 
She told me she wanted me to meet her pastor. She said he had a place in Virginia Beach where he ministered to the homeless. She said he would be able to talk to me and possibly help. I did not have a better answer, and I trusted her enough to go. She drove the forty-five minutes from Newport News to Virginia Beach while I sat in silence, trapped inside my head, not knowing how to handle the place I was in.
When I met her pastor, he was nothing like the priest. He was young, somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties, dressed in casual clothes and flip-flops. He looked different. He dressed differently. He talked differently. There was nothing formal or distant about him. He was friendly and approachable, and that mattered more than I would have expected.
He spoke to me as a person. Not as a performer. Not as The Sheik. Not as a sinner who needed to be scolded. Not as a young man who had ruined himself and deserved judgment. He spoke to me as someone hurting, confused, and in need of help. He made me feel that where I was inside my situation was actually being seen. I did not feel judged in the way I feared I would. I felt like I had entered a place where I could tell the truth and not be destroyed by it.
Kathy and I sat with him and drank coffee. We talked about where I was in my life and about the events that had brought me there that morning. It was easier than I expected. I had been ashamed. I had been afraid of being judged. Part of me even feared being turned over to authorities because of the drugs and the life I had been living. He assured me that I was in a safe place and that nothing like that was going to happen to me.
Then he told me he had a friend he wanted me to meet, and that his friend would be there shortly.
While we waited, he asked me about my faith. He asked what my relationship with God looked like. I told him it felt nonexistent. I told him I had forgotten how a relationship with God felt, something I hadn’t really said out loud, and I knew it was the truth. I had known the ceremony. I had known confession. I had known altar service as a boy and had felt something real there once, but by this point, my life had become so loud that whatever relationship with God I had once sensed felt far away.
I told him about my past. I told him about abandonment, trauma, and abuse. I told him things I had carried for years and almost never placed in front of anyone. I could see that my story affected him. He was taken aback by it, as if he understood the weight of what I was saying. Then he took Kathy and me to a room at the back of the house.
The room was beautiful. It looked like a shrine to God. It was quiet, set apart, holy, though I might not have used that word then. I had come from a house full of the remains of a wild party, from a bathroom mirror where I saw death in my own face, from a rectory doorway where my last familiar hope had fallen apart. Now I was sitting in a room that seemed built for peace.
In that room, he shared the Gospel of Jesus Christ with me in a way I had never heard before.
I had grown up looking at a cross on the altar. I knew Jesus had died. I knew the stories in the way many Catholic children know them, through Mass, ceremony, prayers, and images that become familiar before they become personal. But this was different. He spoke about Jesus as love for me. Not general love floating somewhere far away, but love directed toward me in the middle of my condition. He spoke about forgiveness as something freely given, not something I could earn by saying the right words enough times. He spoke about healing for all I had been through, about a God who wanted a personal relationship with me, a relationship that would surpass understanding.
I told him my church had a big cross on the altar. He explained that Jesus had died on the cross, had been buried, and had risen from the dead three days later to conquer death. He explained that Jesus had paid the price for our sins, sicknesses, and transgressions by the blood He shed. He told me that if I truly wanted to be free from the grip of drugs, alcohol, and the pain of my past, I needed to confess with my mouth and believe in my heart, and I would be saved. I could go forward free from what had haunted and bound me.
Something in that message reached a place no applause or cheers had ever touched. It reached deeper than the costume, deeper than the stage name, deeper than the drugs, deeper than the false confidence. It reached the abandoned boy, the wounded boy, the altar boy, the performer, the addict, the man in the mirror who had looked like death that morning. It reached the part of me that had spent so many years wondering whether God had left, whether He had watched my life unfold and done nothing, whether I was simply too damaged to be loved cleanly.
The Gospel I heard that day sounded like rescue. The pastor led me in the prayer of salvation. When it was over, he told me that now I had the ability to change my ways and that Jesus was in my heart and in my corner. Those words mattered to me. I knew I still had real things to deal with. I knew the past had not disappeared. I knew addiction did not become history simply because I wanted it to. But now I had an advocate. I had Jesus in my heart and in my corner.
That was when I told the pastor, “If Jesus is as you have told me, I will serve him better than I ever served the devil.”
I meant it. I did not understand everything I was saying, not fully. I was a new Christian. I did not have the language or maturity to know what a life of faith would require. But I knew the vow came from someplace real. I had served the darkness. I had given the lifestyle my body, my time, my attention, my energy, my image, and my obedience. I had rehearsed for it, dressed for it, sacrificed for it, fed it, protected it, and allowed it to rule me.
If I could serve destruction with that much effort, then I wanted to serve God with more.
The pastor gave me a Bible and a scripture card with verses to read and study for guidance and comfort. That may sound like a small thing, but to me it felt like being handed tools for a fight I had not known how to fight. Before that day, I knew I needed help but did not know where help could come from. Now,  I felt I had something to hold. Something to read. Something to return to when the fear came back, or the craving rose, or the old wounds started speaking again.
Accepting Christ did not feel like the end of the struggle. It felt like the beginning of a different life.
I knew my life had to change. I did not know exactly how it would happen, but I knew it could not remain the same. Kathy and I left the pastor feeling happy, but more than happy. We both felt that a divine event had happened. There was a strange peace in the car, different from the silence on the way there. Earlier, I had been silent because I was lost inside myself. On the way back, the silence had air in it. We did talk about next steps. I needed to quit dancing. I needed to move out of the apartment as soon as possible. I needed to find a new place to live. That life needed to be separated from me before it swallowed me again.
When we returned to my apartment, I opened the door and immediately noticed that something magnificent had occurred: the cocaine on the coffee table was gone, the pot, bongs, and liquor were also gone! My two roommates were gone with all their belongings. What Kathy and I had just witnessed was God removing from me the evil that had held me captive. From that day forward, I never danced again, and I have not seen cocaine nor used cocaine since that day.
I know that may sound too simple to some people, but I can only tell it the way I experienced it. That was God making a way for me to quit the dance troupe and leave the lifestyle of drugs and partying behind. That day, God showed his love to me.
I had grown up with abandonment, trauma, pain, and the belief that I could not fully trust anyone. I had spent so much of my life feeling unloved or loved only for what I could become for someone else. That day gave me something I had not known how to receive before: a God who loved me and would never forsake me. I believe that encounter saved me from death. It put me on a road toward serving God, toward a personal relationship with Jesus, and toward the knowledge that He would always be there for me.
I did not know where that road would lead. I did not know how I would get there. I only knew the direction of my life had changed.
As a new Christian, I did not really know what that meant. I had a Bible. I had scripture cards. I had Kathy. I had a vow still burning inside me. I had enough light to take the next step, even if I could not see the whole path.
I can now say that I understand why Psalm 23:4 fits this part of my life so well:

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are with me;
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.”




[bookmark: _heading=h.hhyjk52id29m]Chapter 5: A New Uniform, A New Direction

When I walked into the Marine Corps recruiter’s office, I was told all sorts of things I needed to know. It wasn’t a heroic decision because I wanted to find myself. I could have just quoted that and called it my own personal, conscious decision, but nope. Some steps you take in life do not just happen because you want them to be. We humans are complicated, and so are some of our decisions. 
Saying farewell to my dancing career, I knew I was ending a part of my life. The part I wanted, the one that initially satisfied me because it was too good to be true. Did I turn ungrateful? No!! I was happy that life gave me a chance to do something I had fallen in love with. I saw myself through a different lens as it helped me put my past traumas in the rearview mirror. 
After that, I was still trying to figure out what a new life was supposed to look like. I had accepted Christ. I had walked away from the drugs. I knew the old lifestyle had to die, but that did not mean I knew how to live in the new one yet. A man can be saved in a moment and still have to learn how to stand up the next morning.
As I moved out of my apartment, I tried to look for a different line of work. An ordinary job in an ordinary life. Nothing worldly exciting was happening, and I wasn’t sure how I felt until I was offered a job at a department store called Robert Hall Village. It was one of those places where you could buy almost anything, much like a Wal-Mart before Wal-Mart became what people know now. I worked in the warehouse in the early afternoon. It was not glamorous work. There were no lights, no music, no women screaming, no money flying around. There were pallets, loading docks, boxes, and the smell of work.
One day I was on the forklift, moving empty pallets out onto the loading dock. I went to lunch like I normally would. When I came back, the manager was waiting with loss prevention and a uniformed police officer. They took me into the office and charged me with shoplifting. From what I understood, a case of 8-track tapes had fallen between the slats of one of the pallets. That was enough for them. I was accused, arrested, and put in jail.
My mother had to come bail me out, and it was nothing less than humiliating. I had just come through one of the biggest spiritual turning points of my life, and here I was again, sitting in the middle of trouble, looking like the old version of myself had followed me into the future. I knew I had not stolen those tapes. But knowing that inside myself did not stop the shame of being arrested, the fear of what might happen, or the old feeling that life could turn against me without warning.
When my court date came, I stood before the judge with my long hair still hanging past the life I had just left. He looked at me and said no one came into his courtroom with hair that long unless it was a woman. Then he read the charges and gave me two weeks to come back with a proper haircut. If I did not, he said he would sentence me to one year in jail and cut my hair himself.
At the time, I thought he was just another hard man using power to make a point. Later, I learned there was more to it. That judge had been my mother’s divorce attorney. My mother had asked him to make me do the right thing.
Well, it worked.
After I got home from court, a friend told me he was joining the Marines and said I should go meet his recruiter. I went. The recruiter told us that if we joined through the Buddy Program, we could be assigned to a helicopter squadron close to the town where we lived. That mattered to me. I had grown up in Newport News, Virginia, surrounded by the military. Army, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard, Marines, all of them were part of the life around us. Military aircraft were not some general idea. They were in the sky over my house. The Marines had a helicopter squadron that flew over daily, and I used to think it would be something to work on those helicopters, maybe even get taken up for a flight.
There was also the uniform. I will be honest about that. The Marines had the best uniforms, especially the Dress Blues. I had spent years trying to build an image out of clothes, hair, tan skin, and performance. The Marine uniform was different. It was not a costume. It was earned, or at least that was how I understood it. It represented something larger than the person wearing it. Discipline. Tradition. Pride. Responsibility. A man could not simply put it on and become worthy of it. He had to be shaped into it.
I signed up.
When I went back to court two weeks later, my hair was cut to Marine Corps standards. The judge looked at me, read my enlistment paperwork, then looked at my mother and said, “Well, I guess it worked?” Robert Hall Village never showed up for court, and the charges were dropped.
Just like that, the mess that had nearly sent me to jail became the shove that sent me to the Marines.
I do not mean that everything suddenly made sense. Life rarely reveals its meaning while it is happening. But looking back, I can see how God used even that humiliation to move me. I had been living without structure for too long. I had mistaken attention for identity, money for security, and performance for strength. Now I needed discipline. I needed order. I needed to be placed somewhere that would not care how I looked under lights or what name people shouted in a club. The Marines were not interested in The Sheik. They were going to deal with Steven.
That was exactly what I needed, though I did not know how hard it would be.
Joining the Marines meant several things to me at once. It meant escape from the old life. It meant a job with health benefits, maybe even a career. College was not a real option for me then. My upbringing and finances had not placed me on that path. I did not see the Marines as a way to college at first. I saw them as a way to work, survive, and maybe become something steady.
There was the practical reason, of course. A job, a way out, a place to go when the old life had begun to rot around me. But that was not the whole of it. The Marines were like a hard door, and I believed that if I could pass through it, something in me might finally be judged differently. They were known as the toughest, the ones men spoke of with a certain fear and respect, and I wanted that fear and respect near my name. I was tired of carrying the private suspicion that I was weak, that my past had marked me in visible ways that I could never outrun. Beneath all my clothes, hair and performance, there was still a damaged little boy. 
The Marines offered nothing I was used to. They only offered orders, pain, discipline, and a uniform that had to be earned. Strange as it sounds, that felt cleaner to me. After years of trying to be wanted, I wanted to be tested. After years of pretending strength, I wanted something strong enough to remake me.
Drugs, partying, dancing— I knew what I had left behind. I had lived life through the cheering crowd as if I needed validation more than anything else. So when I did turn the page of my life, I found myself desiring a relationship with God. The only thing that never crossed my mind, and the only thing that would offer me a chance to see my purpose in life. 
My new relationship with God required a different life, and the Marines would require one too. For once, those two demands seemed to be pointing me in the same direction.
I arrived at Parris Island on October 27th at 2:30 in the morning after a five-hour bus ride. There were thirty-seven men on that bus, ranging from eighteen to twenty-seven years old. All but two of us had longer hair. The two exceptions were  Terry Mayo and me. It was cold and raining when we arrived, and the welcome was not gentle. We were made to stand outside for five more hours.
There are certain Marine Corps images people may have seen in movies. One of them is the yellow footprints. You step onto them when you step off the bus, and your old life begins to shrink behind you. If you fell out of line or stepped off those footprints, the physical punishment began immediately. Pushups, jumping jacks, leg lifts, bends, and thrusts, whatever they ordered. You did them until you threw up. Then you got back in line and did it again.
The drill instructors called us every degrading thing a man could possibly be called in a lifetime. They were not interested in our feelings, our background, our excuses, or the person we thought we had been before the bus doors opened. Their job was to break us down mentally, emotionally, and physically. I understand why that has to happen. A Marine has to be stripped of individual weakness before he can be rebuilt into someone who can function under pressure. But understanding it and living through it are two very different things.
At seven in the morning, we were finally taken to the squad room where our bunks were. We had twenty minutes to shower, shave, and get into drab green jumpsuits. That was how twelve weeks of boot camp began.
There were days when I knew I could not do it. Not thought. Knew. My body would be exhausted, my mind worn down, and my emotions pulled tight as wire. Then somehow I would find enough strength to get through one more day. Sometimes that is all survival gives you. Not a vision. Not courage. Just enough will to make it through the next order, the next run, the next insult, the next punishment, the next morning.
Boot camp brought fear, control, and survival into my life in a new way. It did not bring the same fear I had known as a child. I knew I was safe from sexual assault there, and that mattered more than I can explain. But boot camp had its own dangers and its own terror. I remember pulling myself over the top of a rope twenty-five feet above water for fifty yards without falling off. I rappelled down a hundred-foot wall, and crawled through mud while dynamite exploded all around me—those things create fear in the body before the mind can dress it up in words.
Still, that fear was different. It had purpose. It was controlled by training. It was designed to push us somewhere. In my childhood, fear had been private, secret, and senseless. In boot camp, fear had a goal. It was part of being remade.
That difference helped me endure.
I kept my head down. I did what was requested of me. I tried my best to excel. I knew deep inside that they were not going to kill me, even though there were moments when it felt like they might. I also had something I had not had before: faith that was new, fragile, and real enough to reach for. As a Christian, I was allowed to attend church service every Sunday morning with other Christians. Those services grounded me. They gave me a place to breathe. They helped keep my faith intact when every other part of my week was designed to strip me down. I needed that grounding.
The Marine Corps environment was hard, vulgar, and built around toughness. There was a strong emphasis on putting faith in your Marine brothers, and that brotherhood mattered, but I was learning to put my faith in God first. I did not always know how to do that. I was a very young Christian, still carrying scripture cards, still learning what prayer sounded like in my own life. But I had personal time with God when I could get it. I read the scriptures I had been given. They comforted me when I felt overwhelmed, and there were many times I felt overwhelmed.
By the eighth week, something began to change, not drastically but enough to have me notice. We were starting the last phase of boot camp, and I had scored high as an expert marksman with rifles and pistols. I also had high grades in leadership and communications. Then I was promoted to squad leader. That came with more responsibility, and to my surprise, I took to it easily. I had spent years trying to prove myself in rooms full of people, but this was not some mere performance. This was a responsibility. Other men were watching me now, but not because of a stage act. They were watching because I had been trusted with leadership.
For the first time, I began seeing myself as a Marine. That word meant something. Courage. Honor. Tradition. Semper Fidelis. Always Faithful. Always Loyal. Those ideas started taking root in me. They were not just slogans painted on walls or shouted by drill instructors. They became a kind of framework for a man who had lived too long without one. I started to believe there was a place where I belonged.
As we entered the final phase, we received the third-phase boot camp haircut, the same haircut Marines wore. We were required to press our uniforms and starch our covers. We began looking like full-fledged Marines, and it felt amazing. I had worn costumes before. I had worn clothes meant to draw attention. But this was different. The uniform did not ask people to desire me. It asked me to live up to it.
That difference went through me.
Then came a turn I never expected.
In the last phase of boot camp, we were required to take the ASVAB, the military placement test. Afterward, six of us were pulled out to take another series of tests called the ASTB, the Aviation Selection Test Battery. When the results came back, four of us were brought into the commanding officer’s office along with our senior drill instructors. We were given our scores. We scored in the top four percentiles of the entire company on the ASVABs. Because of that, we were offered a four-year college education, a prime MOS, and a full commission for an eleven-year commitment.
I had not joined the Marines thinking college would be an option for me. I had not entered boot camp expecting that my life would suddenly turn toward a degree, a commission, and a career. I had joined because my life needed saving from itself. I had joined because I needed discipline, work, structure, and a new direction. Now, standing there with that offer in front of me, the future changed shape.
The offer meant I could have a college degree. It meant a commission. It meant a career. It meant that maybe my life was not going to be defined only by what had been done to me, what I had run from, or the mistakes I had made. Maybe something honorable could still be built.
Once I signed the offer, I was escorted back to the squad bay and introduced to my platoon as Second Lieutenant Steven M. Charles. The senior drill instructor explained what had taken place and that I would be leaving directly for Quantico. I was allowed to say my goodbyes and grab my gear. Then I was on my way.
Before reporting, I was given seven days of leave. I could go home and see my family. More than anything, I wanted to see Kathy.
Her letters had been crucial to my emotional stability during boot camp. In that place, where every day was designed to test you, her words had been a steady line back to love. I was excited to tell her everything. The offer. The commission. College education. The career path. I knew she would be happy for me because she had believed in the better part of me when I could barely see it myself.
When I arrived home, I dropped my gear and drove straight to Kathy’s house.
I knocked on the front door. Her uncle answered. He was glad to see me. I asked if Kathy was home.
He told me she had passed away a month earlier from leukemia.
There are moments when the body hears something before the mind can accept it. I stood there, and the words did not fit inside the world I had brought with me. Kathy was supposed to be there. She was supposed to hear the news. She was supposed to smile, maybe cry, maybe tell me she knew God had plans for me. She was the one I wanted to tell first. She was the one who had taken me to the pastor, who had helped lead me toward the life I was now trying to build.
Her uncle told me they had not told me because Kathy did not want me to come home. She wanted me to stay and finish.
That was Kathy. Even dying, she was thinking about what I needed to become.
Her uncle told me where she was buried. I drove to the cemetery and sat at her grave for hours. I cried. I asked God why Kathy. Why her? She was sweet. She loved God. She loved me. She had been a light in a life that had known too much darkness. I told her everything about my new career and the opportunities it would bring. I thanked her for always being there for me and for showing me love I probably did not deserve. I hoped that from heaven she would keep an eye on me.
That grief did not cancel the path I was on, but it changed the weight of it. From that point forward, the Marine Corps was not only about my future. It was tied to her sacrifice too. She had wanted me to finish. She had protected that chance for me even when she was leaving the world. I carried that with me.
Officer Candidate School at Quantico was another kind of proving ground.
OCS was twelve weeks of intense training in leadership, moral character, and physical fitness. After Parris Island, I felt prepared for the physical side. Boot camp had shown me how far the body could be pushed and how much more it could endure after the mind first said no. But Quantico was different. It felt more like college in some ways, with daily classes in leadership, military strategy, and military knowledge, along with physical fitness and discipline. The pressure was still there, but it asked different questions.
Boot camp asked, Can you survive being broken down and rebuilt?
OCS asked, Can you lead?
That was a different challenge. Leadership is not only being loud or strong. It is being responsible when other people are looking for direction. It is judgment, discipline, moral character, and the ability to carry pressure without making your pressure everyone else’s burden. The Marine Corps has a long history and deep traditions, and learning those traditions gave me a greater sense of pride. It also gave me a stronger desire to secure my commission and prove worthy of the path that had been placed before me.
Once I graduated from OCS, I was enrolled in a correspondence program to start my college education. The program was offered through the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. After a one-year mandatory on-campus study period, I was stationed with a reserve unit so I could still perform as a Marine while the reserve unit’s training officer would proxy my assignments and tests. This expedited my curriculum, allowing me to work and train on my new journey.
Aviation became part of that path because of the ASTB results. The Aviation Selection Test Battery evaluated my aviation potential, and I scored well enough to be offered MOS 7523, Aviation Officer, for rotary or helicopter aviation since I wore glasses. Upon graduation, the path would take me to flight school in Pensacola, Florida, then to A-School at a helicopter training squadron, and eventually to a tactical squadron at New River Air Station in North Carolina.
The boy who had once watched Marine helicopters fly over his house was now being pointed toward them.
That still moves me when I think about it.
After A-School, I had the opportunity to tag along with the squadron maintenance officer and see the administrative side of the squadron. I also had the chance to go with a senior pilot and see what was required to be a tactical helicopter pilot. The adrenaline from flying was infectious. Once I experienced it, I knew I would fly the CH-46 Sea Knight.
Flight school was exciting in a way nothing else had been. Dancing in front of hundreds of women had produced a rush, but this was different from a crowd’s energy moving toward me. This was an aircraft, sky, weather, training, and trust. I was learning the theory of flight, how the contour of wings and blades creates lift, how an aircraft responds to wind, air currents, and turbulence, learning the instruments and the hands of the person controlling it. It was not pretend confidence. The aircraft did not care who I had been. It responded to what I knew and what I did.
Taking the controls for the first time and realizing the aircraft was in my hands gave me a feeling I had never known before. It would go where I pointed it, but only if I respected it, understood it, and stayed ahead of it. That kind of control was not about image. It was responsibility made physical.
The flight school aircraft were fixed-wing, the T-28 and T-34, the backbone of Navy and Marine primary and intermediate flight instruction at that time. Visual Flight Rules, or VFR, meant flying by sight in clear weather, using the terrain, roads, and obstacles below while learning how the aircraft moved through the world. I was still learning how wind and turbulence affected flight, while an instructor behind me gave commands that placed the aircraft in uncomfortable conditions and required me to recover.
It was nerve-racking and fulfilling at the same time. It built confidence because it demanded real competence.
Instrument Flight Rules, or IFR, took that challenge further. In IFR training, I had to fly entirely by instruments, with no visual cues. We trained in what students called the black bag or under the hood. The instructor sat behind me, and a blackout curtain covered the entire canopy. He would take off, fly to a predetermined altitude, and then turn the aircraft over to me. The flight plan had already been reviewed in the pre-flight briefing. From that point, I had to fly by instruments, headings, airspeed, altitude, and communication with air traffic control.
The worst part came when the instructor would begin throwing the aircraft into multiple maneuvers. Climbing, diving, hard turns, inverting the aircraft. Students had a phrase for that feeling: upside down and out of ideas. That was exactly what it felt like. You had to assess the aircraft’s orientation, control your own fear, trust your instruments, and recover the aircraft correctly. Panic was useless. Guessing was dangerous. You had to read what was in front of you and respond with discipline. 
Strangely, that training felt like life because for years I had been upside down and out of ideas. I had lived by feelings, impulses, image, survival, and escape. Now I was learning to trust instruments, to trust training, to slow down when everything inside me wanted to react. That lesson went beyond the cockpit. It reached into the man I was becoming.
When I graduated from flight school, I received orders to HMM-263, home of the CH-46 Sea Knight, a medium-size troop and cargo transport helicopter. That aircraft became one of the great points of pride in my life. The CH-46 was not a stage. It was not a costume. It was not applause. It was mission, crew, responsibility, and trust. It carried Marines, cargo, and purpose.
My old lifestyle had provided an escape from reality. I had put on a fake persona and become something I was not in real life. Being a Marine first and an aviation officer second gave me something different. Purpose. Direction. Self-pride. I was respected for hard work, commitment, skill, rank, and a renewed moral compass. That kind of respect is different from being desired. It does not vanish when the music stops.
There were two memories from that season that remain especially profound to me. The first came after I received my commission and was given a ceremonial saber, the kind worn in military ceremonies. I asked my command for permission to bury it over Kathy’s grave. Permission was granted after I explained the purpose and significance. The saber was placed in a felt-lined box and buried over her casket. That was my way of honoring her.
The second came after my first flight, or Cherry Hop, as a HAC (Helicopter Aircraft Crewmember), and the pinning-on of your flight wings ceremony. Initially, they are not pinned to your uniform; they strip off your flight suit and pin them directly to your chest! Yes, the pain was real, but also was the pride. These events also gave me a new understanding of manhood. Of course, manhood was not applause. It was not how many women wanted me. It was not hair, clothes, money, drugs, or being seen in the right places. Manhood was a responsibility. It was loyalty. It was keeping faith. It was doing the hard thing when no one was clapping. It was standing in a uniform and knowing you had to become worthy of what it represented.
“When God promotes you, your status, authority, and influence progressively increase, lifting you to a higher ground”
[bookmark: _heading=h.ge0vzn28518]Chapter 6: The Day the Sky Broke

Flying became more than a job to me. It had become proof. After receiving my wings and being assigned to an active squadron, I felt pride, not in a loud, showy way, the one I felt when I performed on the stage and watched the electric wave move the crowd. 
This time, my pride was quieter, because it was harder to earn, in fact even heavier. I had been given responsibility over men, machinery, missions, and lives. The Marine Corps had trusted me with an aircraft that cost more money than I’d ever see this lifetime, and each time I climbed into it, I knew the cost of failure would be nothing but catastrophic.
In the Marines, there is no casual way to fly a helicopter. It’s far from just showing up, taking the controls, and enjoying the sky. The training never stops. The preparation never stops. The need to be at your best never leaves you alone. People counted on us to keep them safe. Crews counted on us. Marines counted on us. Mechanics, technicians, officers, men on ships, men on the ground. When you are young, you can enjoy the pride of that. As you grow into the work, you begin to feel the weight of it too.
We trained for a six-month deployment that required takeoffs and landings on the USS Inchon, which was based in Norfolk, Virginia, about an hour and a half flight from New River Air Station. Our tactical squadron included twelve CH-46 Sea Knights, four CH-53 Sea Stallions, and four AH-1 Cobras. On paper, those numbers look clean. In real life, each aircraft meant crews, maintenance, missions, parts, delays, pressure, and given the weather’s unpredictability, it did not care what plan had been written.
Landing on solid ground was easy compared with landing on a ship that was moving under you. A runway stayed where it was. A ship did not. The deck rolled and pitched while the sea worked beneath it, and the winds over water had their own mind. Rain could come. Night could drop over everything. You had to bring that aircraft down onto a surface that was never entirely still. I remember the many attempts I made, and the aborted landings too, until at last I learned how to conquer it. Conquer may sound like too strong a word, but that is how it felt. You fought your fear, fought the movement, fought the instinct to overcorrect, and learned to trust your training.
After nine months of training and our carrier qualifications, we were assigned to the USS Iwo Jima for my first six-month deployment to the Mediterranean. We visited Portugal, Italy, Spain, and Greece. There were moments of wonder in that season. Flying over the Atlantic Ocean, over the Mediterranean Sea, and over countries I had once only known as names gave me a view of the world I never expected to have. The water, the coastline, the ports, the sun coming off the sea, all of it could take your breath if you let it.
But the job was not sightseeing. It was one of the perks of it, but the view, I must say, was breathtaking. 
The CH-46 Sea Knight was a cargo and troop transport aircraft. We were responsible for moving supplies from supply ships to the ships in the deployment. On an average resupply day, we supported about eight ships. We would pick up a cargo net full of pallets from a suspension cable, lift it to a safe altitude, and fly it to the scheduled ship. Then we would return and do it again. On those days, we could make more than fifty trips without landing.
There is a rhythm to that work. Approach, hover, hook, lift, climb, carry, deliver, release, return. Each movement has to be done with care. The cargo below you has weight and sway. The aircraft responds to every adjustment. The sea and the wind keep talking to you through the controls. You learn to feel the aircraft not as a machine separate from you, but as something that answers your hands and feet if you understand what it is saying.
As a troop carrier, we could carry twelve men in full combat gear. We would land, lower the ramp, watch them run out, lift off, return to the ship, pick up more Marines, and repeat. We flew in all weather conditions, day and night. That was the job. That was the life. It defined me in a way nothing else had.
And one day, it would crush me.
Before the crash, a typical day could begin long before the rest of the world had decided to wake up. A briefing at 4:30 in the morning. Preflight at 5:30. Takeoff at 6:30. Sometimes we flew four hours to get required training hours. Sometimes we prepared for cross-country flights from North Carolina to California. The hours were strange. The days were full. The work followed you even when you were not in the air.
I was assigned to the maintenance department, which was responsible for keeping the aircraft ready to fly. Everything from simple maintenance issues to engine changes, flight controls, transmissions, and rotor blade work was to be taken care of. Not every aircraft was ready every day. There were crews working on those aircraft's systems twenty-four hours a day, trying to keep the ready status in the green. People often notice the pilot. They do not always see the mechanics, electricians, avionics technicians, hydraulic mechanics, and maintenance crews who make flight possible. I saw them. I had to see them.
Leading those men gave me a sense of pride that went beyond flying. Every Monday morning, when we provided flight operations with the aircraft needed for the day and the week, I understood how much depended on coordination, trust, and competence. Flying mattered, but leading the maintenance side mattered more. Understanding the roles and needs of those men sometimes meant more than the flying itself.
We also served in ways people outside the military might not know. Before Angel Flight or private air ambulances became well known, we were doing that work. We would fly to pick up critical patients, accident victims, and others who needed transport to trauma hospitals. Those missions gave me a deep sense of reward. A helicopter can be a weapon, a transport, a machine of war, but in those moments, it was also a lifeline.
After three years with my squadron in North Carolina, I was offered a promotion that required me to relocate to El Toro, California, for a Western Pacific deployment on the USS Tarawa. That deployment had a different feel. The ports were mostly tropical. The water was blue and clear in a way that looked almost unreal, so different from the Mediterranean. The mission and duties were much the same, but the morale felt calmer. 
Then Marine Corps Air Station Futenma in Okinawa, Japan, needed a maintenance officer, and I was the closest one available. I was reassigned there.
That is where the day came.
The morning of the accident began like many other mornings. My maintenance briefing started at 6:30. The weather was good, with high clouds and a nice breeze coming off the water. It did not feel like a day marked for tragedy. It felt like work. The maintenance schedule was heavy, with multiple engines being changed. A civilian company had been contracted to remove and replace them, and once the engines were released, a test flight had to be done to certify the aircraft back into service. 
That was normal. Serious, but normal. Because I was the maintenance officer assigned to that aircraft, it was my responsibility to sit in the left seat and work with the technicians in the back as we set up the required engine settings. A senior pilot sat in the right seat and performed the maneuvers required during the flight. For a new engine setup, the helicopter had to meet a weight requirement. We used two internal fuel tanks filled with water for added weight, along with four technicians and two pilots. The goal was to simulate maximum weight for engine calibration. You do not test an aircraft gently and then trust it under stress. You test it under the conditions it may have to survive.
The flight began normally. Engine start was good. The CH-46 had two gas turbine engines, and all instruments looked good at idle. The next step was to increase the newly installed engine to twenty-five percent power slowly. The calibrations looked good. We matched the existing engine speed, and everything continued to look good. We moved to fifty percent, then seventy-five percent, where small adjustments were made. We cleared the aircraft to one hundred percent power and held it there for ten minutes, making sure every instrument stayed within the approved range.
All was well.
We decided to taxi to the section of the airfield approved for test flights. Beyond the concrete pad was a marshy area designated for emergencies, providing a softer place to bring the aircraft down in the event of a mechanical failure. After receiving clearance from the tower for a maintenance flight within that area, we began the hover checks.
We started at twenty-five feet, then climbed to fifty and one hundred feet. Everything appeared normal, and the new engine required only minor power-management adjustments. At two hundred fifty feet, we noticed that the rear engine’s exhaust temperature needed to be corrected through the fuel mixture. Once the readings returned to the normal range, we continued to five hundred feet without further difficulty and then climbed to one thousand feet.
At the one-thousand-foot hover, we introduced movement, flying forward, backward, and from side to side. These maneuvers required additional power, but the new engine continued to perform without issue.
The final hover check was conducted at fifteen hundred feet. Because the aircraft was carrying its maximum weight, this altitude placed it under the greatest level of stress. We did not want to remain in a static hover any longer than necessary, so we recorded the instrument readings quickly. Once the fifteen-hundred-foot readings were verified, we informed the crew in the rear that we were beginning the forward-flight portion of the test.
The pilot in the right seat began moving the flight controls forward. Then the older engine, not the new one we were testing, flamed out. Before we could regain the situation, the new engine, which had not yet been fully set up, flamed out too.
Now, both engines were gone.
There are moments in life when fear has no time to form. Training gets there first. My thoughts went straight to the procedure we had practiced over and over, because every time you fly you know this possibility exists somewhere in the back of your mind. A helicopter without engine power can enter autorotation. The rotor blades continue turning as the aircraft descends, which gives hydraulic power to the flight controls and allows the aircraft to be maneuvered toward a safe landing. That is the procedure. That is what you train for. 
We had mere seconds.
The other pilot tried to relight the older engine. I ordered everyone to buckle in and send a distress call to the tower. When I looked up, the rotor blades were slowing, and our altitude had already dropped below eight hundred feet. My training took over. I pushed the nose down to regain rotor speed so the helicopter could be maneuvered toward a safer landing.
Then the senior pilot jerked the controls from me, which slowed the rotors to a speed that could no longer produce lift. We fell backward out of the sky from about five hundred feet.
I can write that sentence now, but there is no way to make it feel as violent as it was. A helicopter does not simply fall like a stone. It thrashes, resists, loses, jerks, gives back every mistake in motion. When we hit the ground, the tail struck first. That impact forced the front of the aircraft to snap forward, breaking the helicopter in half. The forward transmission, which sits above the cockpit, tore loose and came down on top of me, crushing me into my armored seat.
The force was so severe that the flight controls I was gripping tore loose from their mounts. The cyclic control, the one between my legs, had a steel rod attached to it that controlled the yaw and pitch actuator. That rod drove into my outer right thigh and pierced my groin. My helmet was crushed, cutting my forehead. I suffered a severe concussion, a broken collarbone, broken ribs, and several other injuries. I completely lost consciousness and didn’t wake up until I was in the hospital.
The other pilot suffered a severe leg injury. All the crew members on board were cut and suffered broken bones. We were all grateful the fire suppression system worked, because without it, the crash could have turned into a catastrophic fire. It is strange what counts as mercy after a disaster. A system works, and a spark does not become flame. A man wakes up later when he might not have woken at all.
At the time, of course, I didn’t know any of that. I only knew what I learned after I came back to consciousness.
The medical team was amazing. I was kept sedated while they worked to understand the totality of my injuries. They were concerned about brain injury, the damage to my spine, and the extent of the injuries to my lower body. Full-body X-rays confirmed the extent of my injuries. Specialists were brought in to explain each part of what had happened to me. A brain specialist for the severe concussion and traumatic brain injury. A spine specialist for the compression injury. And a urologist who specialized in groin trauma.
It took a couple of weeks before I was awake enough to understand the full reality.
The brain injury took a long time to heal. My memory and cognitive functions had been affected. I forgot specifics about my past. Addresses. Certain words. Small things that should have been easy to reach became hard to find. My motor functions slowed. Even small movements confused me. I would think to move my right hand, and my left hand would move instead. We can endure pain and still hold on to the idea that we still haven’t lost our very being but when the mind and body stop answering the way they always have, something deeper is shaken.
The spine specialist placed me in traction to relieve the pressure on my spine. I was kept in vertical and horizontal traction for five months. Because of the severity of the groin injury, I was not allowed to sit or walk. Multiple surgeries would be required to repair what could be repaired. Listening to all sorts of risks, while I struggled to move my body the way I wanted, I only felt helplessness. The severe kind, the one that could cut through you because you make plans, you think about the future, and in all that you never think about incidents like these. In the hospital, I began to look at the fragility and unpredictability of life. 
Don’t get me wrong, I was glad that I was alive, breathing on my own, but that brain fog, the inability to move and be myself again, was nothing less than shattering. It took several months for me to remember everything from the recent and distant past. It was coming back to me in pieces as my body became a place other people must manage.
I was flown from Okinawa to Pearl Harbor Naval Hospital in Hawaii for surgeries and recovery. I stayed there for about nine months. Later, I was transferred to the hospital at Cherry Point, North Carolina, for continued rehabilitation. Physical therapy helped me work through the back injury. Psychological therapy helped me deal with the accident itself. Emotional therapy was supposed to help me deal with the injuries and with the loss of my ability to have children. 
When I learned about that loss, it hit a place in me I didn’t know how to protect.
Each injury carried its own pain, and recovery was brutal, but learning that I could no longer have children brought a different kind of suffering. It was not only physical. It was future pain. It reached into a life I had not even lived yet and damaged it ahead of me. How was I supposed to go through life, get married, raise a family, and be loved in this condition? How could I ask a woman to share a future with a man whose body had been broken in such a private and permanent way?
The injury also affected my ability to have sexual relations. I was still a young man, and suddenly I felt less than a man. The damage was so severe that emergency surgery had to be performed, and afterward I was unable to get an erection. The doctors assigned to my case were good men. They tried everything they could to help me get back to some kind of sexual life. Every option was discussed and tried: pills, pumps, prosthetics. But the damage was too severe. They finally had to accept that it would take time for my body to heal, with the hope that some function might improve. The ability to have children would not return.
I had spent so much of my past trying to prove I was desirable to women. The Sheik had been built out of attraction, passion, sex appeal, and the need to be wanted. All those years of trying to feel masculine, of trying to show the world I was strong and desired and whole, and now this. My body had been damaged in the very place where I had tried hardest to prove myself.
It brought back childhood feelings with a force. The old shame rushed back, and this time it was relentless. Same old questions. The old sense that something had been taken from me without my permission. All I had done to build my confidence as a man felt stolen again. Only this time, the damage was visible in medical charts, explained by specialists, measured by surgeries and limitations.
I went to God in anger.
I asked again, Why me?
I had read Scripture. I had been told He was loving, that He would protect me, that He would heal me from pain and suffering. I had read that by His stripes we are healed. Yet there I was, broken in a hospital bed, unable to fly, unable to walk, unable to sit, unable to have my own children, unable to know whether I would ever feel like a whole man again. I felt as though God had turned His back on me during that period of my life.
Where was He?
That was the question I kept asking. Where was He when the engines flamed out? Where was He when the aircraft fell? Where was He when the transmission crushed me into the seat? Where was He when doctors told me what I had lost? I had survived, yes, but at first I could not see survival as mercy. All I could see was what had been taken.
Jesus was in my heart as my Savior, but I was not inviting Him into my healing. That is the truth of it. I believed, but I did not trust Him with the pain. I had accepted Him, but I was angry with Him. I had been saved, but I still wanted answers before I was willing to be comforted.
There had been peace in the helicopter as it went down. I remember that too, and it complicates the anger. During the dual engine flameout, I was in automatic response mode because of my training. That helped mute the fear at first. But once it became obvious that we were going to crash, a calmness came over me. I felt that everything was going to be okay. Death was not an option in my mind. There was a feeling of being safe, even as the aircraft was falling. Then the next thing I remembered was waking up in the hospital surrounded by doctors and nurses dressed in white.
I can look back now and recognize the mercy in that peace. At the time, I could not hold on to it. Pain has a way of narrowing a person’s vision until all he can see is the loss directly in front of him. I failed to thank God for saving my life. It could have been so much worse. We could have burned. We could have died. I could have never opened my eyes again. But in those early days and months, gratitude could not get through the grief. I was focused on what I had lost, not on what had been spared.
The first permanent change was that I would never fly again. Those words deflated me completely. I would be chained to a desk for the rest of my career. The road I had taken to get there, the one that had carried me out of the old life and into purpose, felt stolen from me. I had gone from a man who lived in the air to a man trapped in a hospital bed, then later tied to paperwork and limitations. The cockpit had given me dignity. It had given me purpose. It had given me the confidence that was earned through skill. Losing it felt like losing part of the man I had just begun to become.
There were many times in recovery when I wanted to quit.
The pain, the fear, and the unknown became unbearable at times. I wondered whether my life would ever look anything like it had before. I did not know whether I would regain enough physical ability to live normally. I did not know what kind of relationship I could have with a woman. I did not know whether my mind would fully heal. I did not know how to make peace with a body that had survived and betrayed me at the same time.
People sometimes speak of recovery as if it is a heroic climb. Some days it is. Other days it is lying still while your body aches in places you do not want to name. It is waiting for doctors to tell you what may or may not return. It is learning to accept help when pride would rather die quietly than need anyone. It is staring at the ceiling and wondering what part of your life ended in the crash.
Slowly, I began to understand that the crash had not only damaged my body. It had exposed everything still unhealed in me.
Before the accident, I thought I had moved far from the boy I once was. I had faith. I had a uniform. I had rank. I had wings. I had responsibility. I had become someone who could lead men and fly aircraft and carry the trust of the Marine Corps. But pain has a way of finding the old rooms inside you. This accident opened them. It brought back the same questions from childhood, the same fear of being less than enough, the same anger at God for allowing loss after loss to touch my life.
The difference was that I had a Savior now, even if I was fighting Him. I did not understand then what I believe now. I can see that now. God was teaching me that loss was not meant only to take from me. God had not left me. He was there to heal me, to give me strength. 
The day the sky broke was the day one version of my life ended. The pilot I had become was crushed inside the aircraft he had trusted. The future I imagined shifted under me. The body I had worked so hard to discipline was broken in ways I could not command back into place. 
But I lived—I lived through it all because He didn’t leave me stranded. That’s His promise to us. 


Jeremiah 30:17
“A promise that the Lord will 
restore health and heal wounds”



[bookmark: _heading=h.vsmzm7ieret2]Chapter 7: The Theft After the Trauma

After the crash, the Marine Corps gave me two choices.  The first one was to go on active duty in a fully administrative role, which meant no flying, no cockpit, no helicopter beneath me, no crew depending on me in the air, no more of the life I had fought so hard to reach. I could stay in uniform, but the part of the uniform that had meant the most to me had died a painful death. I would be behind a desk, perhaps useful but not whole in the way I understood myself then.
The second choice was to resign and pursue a lawsuit against the civilian contractor who had performed the maintenance on the aircraft.
The formal findings showed that foreign object debris, FOD, had entered the good engine and caused it to flame out. The second engine, the one not fully set up yet, flamed out because the fuel-air mixture was not sufficient for the maximum weight of the aircraft. Those findings made sense because now I know what had happened. A crash that felt like violence from the sky now had paperwork, explanations, and responsibility attached to it.
Three of us chose to pursue damages against the contractor. It took about four months for the court to award us a large financial settlement. The amount was based on our physical and emotional injuries, as well as the income we would lose according to our ranks and future earning potential. The settlement was significant. It was enough to set us up for a very long time, and in a practical sense, it made walking away from the Marine Corps easier than it otherwise would have been. 
But money isn’t the cure to every pain in the world. Not to me. It can make life comfortable, but can it change the outcome, bring back the life I once had? 
But money did allow me breathing room and more choices; I could easily step away from immediate pressure. I could now look around and decide what kind of life might come next. After everything I had been through, I needed that. I needed time to heal in all ways possible. I needed distance from hospitals, military decisions, and the feeling that my future had been decided by injuries I had taken, the ones I had never asked for.
I also knew I needed to change my surroundings and replace them with something bright and open. I craved some warmth and sunshine. Something my body might love other than pain.
During flight school in Pensacola, we used to fly over Panama City Beach, Florida. I had always been amazed by the beauty of how the water meets the sand there. It was as close to a tropical island as you could get while still being in the United States. That view stayed in the back of my mind because I wanted to be there some day. So when the settlement was finalized, I packed up and moved to Panama City Beach.
There, I rented a modest apartment with a beautiful view and began spending hours on the beach. I would sit there and let the water move in and out while I tried to make peace with my new reality. It was hard, to say the least, to accept some hard truths of life. The vast openness of the ocean and the gentle push of the waves helped me feel a little more at ease. 
There is something about the beach that allows reflection without demanding answers too quickly. I found myself less tense. My own mind wasn’t flashing me the traumatic parts. I wasn’t really planning anything; it was as if my life had halted and now I could finally grieve and deal with the anger that was still there. 
On the other hand, I was scared of what the future might hold for me. I was scared of the thought of no woman wanting me after finding out about my truth.
At night, I went out and found restaurants and bars where I could enjoy myself and meet new people. It was a small attempt to get my sanity back, to feel alive again, to find myself in this transformed situation, something that I had never known would become my life. Meeting new people did me good. It helped me have a better feeling about things I was not caught up in. 
In the meantime, I also found a good therapist and a urologist to continue the long journey back to something that looked like normal. That was the word I wanted then. Normal, something that did not feel broken every hour of the day.
For a little while, it seemed possible. I had a little hope in me, gaining some strength quietly while battling with the truth I had to accept sooner or later. 
Then my father came back into the picture. The same man who had walked out and never looked back. The last time I saw him was in Washington, D.C. I was eleven years old then. My mother had taken me to see him for a weekend. After that, we never spoke. He never called for me, never sent me anything to keep a connection alive. It was all a dead end, and I had fully believed it’d remain like that. But when I turned twenty-seven, he came back. Years later. That’s a long silence between a father and a son. Long enough for the boy to become a man. Long enough for questions to harden. Long enough for love to become more like an idea and evaporate into the air.
He didn’t reach out; he never did. It was me who rang him on his birthday, who still wanted to know how he was doing, if he knew how far I had come, my military career, the accident, and my life after the Marines. Part of me wanted him to hear about my life—part of me still wanted him to look at my life and see a son worth knowing.
He asked if I would like to come to Falls Church, Virginia, for a weekend so we could get reacquainted and see if we could make amends. I agreed. I flew to Washington, and he picked me up at the airport.
When I landed, the reunion was bittersweet. There he was, the man I had wondered about for most of my life. My father. A stranger and not a stranger at the same time. On the drive back to his house, I had so many questions waiting inside me that I could almost feel them pressing against my chest. But in the beginning, the conversation stayed small. Ordinary talk, or should I say safe talk that had nothing deep enough to touch the many years between us.
I waited until I had settled in and unpacked. Then I met him in the kitchen, where he poured us a drink. That was where I started asking the questions I had carried for years.
Why did you leave?
Why did you never call me?
Did you ever miss me or even love me? 
Those questions were not polite. I could not polish them even if I tried to. They came from the boy who had waited and the man who had survived without him.
My father listened to me first, quietly, then his answers came, which were heartfelt. He told me he had been in a very bad place after being forced to leave the Army. He said he believed my mother and I would be better off without him. He said he never stopped loving me, but he did not know how to love me. Then, he said he wanted a chance to repair our love. I wanted to believe him. 
That is the dangerous thing about a missing parent. Even after years of absence, even after anger, even after you tell yourself you do not need anything from them, there may still be a child inside you waiting for the father to say the right words. I was hesitant to trust him because I didn’t know him anymore. He was never in my life, so the feeling of a son’s love was absent in me. I had been taught in the Bible to honor my father, but honor and love are not the same thing.
Honor can be a command, but love—it has to grow in its place, with time. 
I made several trips to see him over the years. And he came to Florida to see me. With time, slowly, something began to feel restored. It could solely be my feelings, but those visits allowed us to talk about our lives. About good things. About my personal struggles on how I was still working through it all, physically and emotionally. He talked about his real estate business and how it was growing better than he had ever expected. For the first time in years, I began to feel something close to a father-and-son connection. All my life I had wondered what it was like to have that bond with your dad, and seeing him again was healing something in me. 
I was trusting the possibility of being a son again. I thought maybe doing something with my father could erase some of the old pain, or at least place something new over it. I had survived abandonment, abuse, addiction, the crash, and the loss of the future I imagined. Now this man, my father, seemed to be offering repair.
Then came a construction project that appeared to offer a promising business opportunity.
A major development called Skyline Plaza and Skyline Condominiums was underway in Falls Church. My father was involved through his real estate company, which had received the contract to sell all the units in the project’s first three phases. His business partner, Mr. Fushae, was also working on the development as a general contractor.
The two of them traveled to Florida to present an opportunity to me. They explained that my investment would strengthen the company’s position in the project and give me an equal partnership stake. If everything went as planned, they said, the profits would be substantial.
They did not arrive with only promises. They brought a formal prospectus and the company’s current financial statements. Everything looked and sounded legitimate, but I was not prepared to invest on appearances alone. I told them I would have my attorney review the proposal and that I would move forward only if it passed his examination.
After completing the necessary due diligence, my attorney found no reason for concern, and I felt confident enough to accept the offering. I invested hundreds of thousands of dollars as an equal equity partner. That is a substantial amount of money today, and it was no less significant then.
At the time, however, the decision felt like more than a financial investment. I believed I was joining my father in building something together. There was the possibility of creating wealth, but beneath it was the hope of creating a connection as well. The businessman in me studied the documents, while the son beneath him looked across the table and hoped that, this time, his father was telling the truth.
In the beginning, everything appeared to be moving properly. We had two calls a week to discuss the projects, any issues, upcoming company needs, and financials. I flew back to Washington once a month to tour the project, attend meetings with the operations team, and review month-end numbers. I took it seriously. I wanted to understand what was happening. I wanted to be responsible. I wanted this to work.
Five months into the new company structure, I began noticing irregularities in the invoicing. I brought it up in a meeting and was told they were errors and were being corrected, and I accepted the answer at first, thinking that the problem was administrative, not dishonest.
Two months later, my father called and said I needed to come to Washington immediately because the banks were calling our notes due to charges being filed against us for fraudulent activity.
I was on a plane the next day.
My father met me at the airport and began explaining that our other partner was the one who had made fraudulent transactions. He told me we would have to file for bankruptcy on the company and that the banks were seizing all the company’s financial resources. He had already brought the required paperwork for me to sign so the bankruptcy could proceed and, according to him, prevent me from being held liable for any remaining company debt.
I was in shock. Disbelief is too clean a word for it. It was more like standing still while the floor moved. He told me to return to Florida and wait for his call once everything was done. So, I signed what he put in front of me and went back.
I was still trying to think positive, but as the months passed and silence stretched, my gut feeling screamed at me. I knew something wasn’t right. I contacted my father but couldn’t reach him. I called. Nothing. I tried again. Nothing. Finally, I flew back to Washington to confront him. When I went to his condo, he had already moved out. I went to the construction project, and it turned out that the company was no longer there. There was no sign of him, no office, and no explanation. My father was gone once again after pulling the most hideous trick on me.  
I returned to Florida and had my attorney try to locate him and find information about the company’s bankruptcy.
There was nothing. Not even a filing. It had all been a sham. The money was gone, but the money was not the worst part. The worst part was that my father had come back into my life, spoken the language of repair, asked for a chance to make amends, and then used the open door to take from me. He did not steal only money. He stole the fragile hope I had foolishly allowed myself to feel.
The betrayal cut me deeply. It was another blow that life had given me. I hated myself for falling for love again, for letting my inner love-deprived child walk all over me.  By this point in my life, I had over thirty years of living, growing, surviving, and fighting to become stronger. One must wonder how bad it could get, but I saw it all turning worse when my father, with his sorry face and wrinkled eyes, stepped into my life and conned me. 
I was beyond hurt. Betrayal? It was cutting me deep into the bones. Anger was coming to me in waves, compelling me to knock down his door and question him, even hurt him, physically. In my mind, all of it was fully justified; I was wronged by the same man twice, and now it was me suffering in the end. It was easy for him to walk out. 
My own father used my wound, my hopes to rebuild a life, my desire to reconnect with him, and rubbed it all on my face.  
There is something irreversible that happens in you after being betrayed by someone you have looked up to for your whole life. Even if my father wasn’t in the picture, it didn’t mean I had completely disregarded him. I’d thought about him in the quiet nights, in the meeting, in the fields when other kids had their dads with them. 
After that betrayal, I made a vow to myself that I would never again trust anyone who wanted to pitch me an investment idea. If I went into business, it would be my own business. I would trust myself. Getting close to me became harder because my heart and my trust had been crushed in the same blow.
It took me some time to cool down because I did not want to become an angry person. I did not want bitterness walking around in my body all day. That was not my personality. I had always been happy and cordial in the way I dealt with people. I never met a stranger. Later, I believe that was one reason my restaurant business became successful. I loved my customers, and I showed them that love whenever they came in. I called the regulars by name. I celebrated them on special occasions. I did not take my father’s betrayal out on people who had done nothing to deserve it.
But inside, I compartmentalized. I put the anger somewhere and worked around it. I put the hurt somewhere and kept moving. That had been my way before, and it became my way again. I did not want the wound to run my whole life, but not wanting that and truly healing from it were not the same thing.
My faith suffered ever more. Just when I thought things would be fine, just when I began trusting the one who was literally the reason behind my existence, I honored him, opened my door for him, and he showed up, looked right into my eye and stole from me, while I stood in the wreckage of someone else’s choice. Someone who I looked up to as a kid. Whose presence I craved for a long time.  
When he was really gone, and the damage was done, I felt I had to take back control of my life. I needed to focus on earning back the money that had been stolen, finding happiness through friends, and maybe finding a new woman in my life. God was not absent, but I was not reaching for Him the way I should have been.
Hindsight is always clearer than the moment. When I look back at those trying times of my life, I can see that the time between reconnecting with my father and investing in his company was too short. I wanted to be a son again. I wanted to believe the past could be repaired by building something together. I thought being in business with him might erase the old pain. It did not. It added to it, which made me drift away from God even more. And it took me another good year of anger and hurt before I allowed God back into the conversation. That is how it felt to me. I did not lose Him, but I had pushed Him to the edge of the room. Slowly, my heart softened enough to see that His hand was still on me. He was looking at me; He knew my sufferings. And even after everything I had gone through, even after I turned away in anger, He remained my God. His promises for me were still true.
Psalm 34  “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”
I was crushed in spirit again, but not finished.
That is what I would want someone to understand if they have been betrayed by a parent or someone they love. The wound is real; it is as real as it gets and cannot be dismissed with a quick word about forgiveness. It takes time to heal from that kind of betrayal, and sometimes you need a professional to help you navigate feelings that are too tangled to carry alone. You also have to bring God into the conversation, even when anger makes that hard. I did not truly begin my journey back from the hurt, pain, and disappointment until I submitted that wound to Him.
He is the Great Healer. Not because He erases every memory. Because He can touch what no settlement, no business success, no distance, and no human explanation can reach.


[bookmark: _heading=h.v0jph388uo96]Chapter 8: Building Something Beautiful

For some time, Panama City Beach had become a place where I could breathe again. The reason I say this is that I knew being left alone with the quiet after the storm could irreversibly damage my sanity. Depression and despair would become my only reality, and I am so grateful I didn’t let those heavy moments completely consume me. 
There was no plan, not that I could think of. I was certain that I had lost the ability to plan something good for the rest of my life. Perhaps I had for the time being. So staying close to the beach seemed like an escape from the life I had never thought would become mine. I let nature do the most important part for me, to help me absorb all the trauma and betrayal. 
Nature really has that captivating grip on you when your own thoughts, your own reality, torments you. The vast horizon with endless ocean and warm sand underneath my feet elevated the weight of military hospitals, lawsuits, and old wounds pressing on me every hour of the day. The beach gave me a place to sit still, a room to heal without having to explain myself to everyone.
But sitting still can only last so long.
At some point, a man must decide what he is going to build with the life he has left.
I didn’t wear the uniform any longer. I was not flying. I was not the Marine officer I wanted to be, at least not in the way I had always envisioned. My body was still recovering, and some parts of me wouldn’t return to how they were. But I was not done. This is what I felt under all the things. There was still something in me that wanted to work, create, to have a place in the world again, without the things being taken from me.
The restaurant came into my life almost by accident.
I had stopped into a place right on the beach. I went to the bar and ordered a beer and something to eat. The crab sandwich they served was too good, and I don’t mean it was just “wow” good; it was different. I had a purely different reaction on my first bite that made me sit and pause for a second. From that point on, I knew someone in that kitchen knew what they were doing. 
The ambiance there was just right, with a breathtaking view of the shore right out the large window. The place was so lively that one could forget about the complexities of their lives as they ate and chatted away their hearts with a delicious meal. 
I expressed my enthusiasm to the bartender. I told him how much I loved every bite of the crab cake sandwich, how the atmosphere and the feel of the restaurant were something I hadn’t experienced before. I even mentioned once that I’d like to have a place like that someday. I didn’t know why I said that to him. Did I have a proper plan in mind? No. I only said it because some places are so cozy, warm, and inviting that leaving behind everything doesn’t sound too bad of an idea. 
At the end of the bar, an older man had been listening to our conversation. He didn’t catch my attention at first until he approached and asked if he could be seated next to me. I said yes, and soon we started talking. He introduced himself as the owner of the restaurant and expressed his gratitude for the compliment I had given. He inquired about me and why I had come to Panama City. I told him enough so that he knew that I wasn’t just another guy who was having a beer on the beach, but a man trying to get his head around things after life-altering events.
My story touched him. I could see it in his tender look. He went ahead and asked me if I could dine with him. I agreed. We ate another meal, and it was just as good as the first one. He shared some of his private stock bourbon with me, and we talked for hours.
He even shared with me about his wife who had passed away, and about his desire to move back to Wisconsin, where his daughter and her family lived. He sounded like a man who had loved something, built something, and now knew it was time to place it in someone else’s hands.
At some point, I asked him what he wanted from the sale of the restaurant.
He took a napkin and wrote a number on it. Then he folded it and slid it over to me like it was some kind of secret message. He asked me not to look at it until after he left.
I did as he asked.
When I finally opened the napkin and saw the number, I was a little surprised. There had been a time when a number like that felt impossible, too large, too far out of reach. But after everything I had gone through, fear became a small thing to handle, and I had begun to see risks in life a little differently. I had also learned that safety was never guaranteed, no matter how cautious you are with your decisions, and sometimes the question was not whether a thing was safe, but whether it was worth stepping toward.
I took the information to my attorney. I asked him to come back with me to the restaurant for dinner so he could see the place and taste the food for himself. I wanted him to do his due diligence and get back to me with a plan if the business made sense.
A week later, he asked me to meet him there for lunch to discuss his findings. He had looked into the restaurant, the numbers, the arrangement, and nothing he found was a deal breaker. I wanted to put down a sizable down payment and have the owner carry the rest of the asking price on a ten-year note.
The owner accepted. 
My attorney drew up the paperwork. We signed it. The owner delivered me to the restaurant, and within those moments, I was no longer only a man recovering on the beach. Now, I owned a business.
He agreed to stay on for a month so I could get acclimated and convert the purveyors over to me. He could have just taken the money and walked away, but he didn’t. He helped me step into the place properly. The restaurant also had two amazing managers who had been there for years. They took me in and helped me through the transition. I had nerves, sure. You do not buy a beachfront restaurant at a young age and feel nothing. For the most part, I felt comfortable with my decision knowing that the place already had good bones, and it had people inside it who knew how to make it work.
The restaurant had two hundred feet of beachfront. It was a seafood place that featured fresh-off-the-boat seafood daily. The beach was only steps from the back deck. There was live music every night, including a Jimmy Buffett tribute band that fit the whole atmosphere perfectly. During the day, the place had the smell of salt air, grilled seafood, sunscreen, beer, and sun-warmed wood. At night, when the beach emptied, the restaurant and bar came alive.
It was a place people wanted to be after hectic hours at work, allowing them a little escape from life.  
The first few months were a blur of learning. Menus. Inventory. Ordering procedures. Cash flow. Personnel. I spent time in the kitchen learning how dishes were prepared and plated. I needed to understand the whole operation, not just the owner’s office or the bank deposits. If I was going to lead the place, I had to know how it breathed.
Restaurant work looks simple only to people who have never had to run one.
There were really two different worlds inside that business. The first was the customer side. Customers came for food, atmosphere, music, beach, drinks, and the feeling of being cared for. Being the best host meant being friendly, engaged, and making every person feel important. I had always been good with people. I never met a stranger, and in the restaurant that became one of my greatest strengths. I liked walking through the place, talking to guests, remembering faces, and making people feel as though they had chosen the right table in the right place on the right night.
The second world was the staff, and I found it different from what I knew from the Marines, where orders were strictly followed. That was the structure and the way the machine worked. In the restaurant, maybe seventy percent of the time my orders and requests were followed the way I wanted. The rest of the time, they were ignored, delayed, half-done, or done with just enough effort to say they were done. It was not the Marine Corps. I learned that quickly.
In spring and summer, most of the staff were college kids. Many worked for tips, and some of them worked mainly long enough to make money for drinking and partying. Callouts were common. Someone would not show up, and the customers did not care why. They still expected good food, good drinks, and good service. That meant I filled the gap wherever it opened. One day I might be serving tables. Another day I might be behind the bar. Another day I might be cooking. It did not stop because the business could not stop. The customers deserved the best service and food whether or not half the staff had made responsible choices the night before.
Every day brought another problem. Personnel, food, mechanical failures, deliveries, money, weather. The toughest part was depending on fresh seafood from the boats and then not having it arrive, or having it arrive in poor quality. I hated taking something off the menu because we did not have it. People came for fresh seafood, and I took that seriously. If the quality was not right, I would rather lose the sale than serve something that did not belong on the plate.
Mechanical issues were their own kind of headache. Refrigeration was critical. Losing a cooler or freezer meant spoiled food, and spoiled food meant a major expense. In a restaurant, a broken machine can become lost money within hours. You learn to watch everything. You learn that the things customers never see can destroy the things they came to enjoy.
Spring break brought its own kind of chaos.
Being on the beach and close to the main tourist area meant we had heavy business. We opened at eleven for lunch and ran until around three. Then came the shift into dinner, starting around five and running until ten. After that, the restaurant converted into a full bar from eleven at night until two in the morning. Then the place had to be reset for lunch the next day. Seven days a week with no real pause, no gentle transition. The cycle kept rolling.
Deliveries arrived from seven in the morning until ten, six days a week. Food, beverages, supplies, everything needed to be checked, stored, counted, and ready. My general manager was amazing at keeping the staff happy and engaged. She kept the management team and kitchen staff moving, guided their teams, and helped hold the place together when the pressure was at its worst. 
Outside of the restaurant business, people don’t appreciate the worth of a good general manager. She knew how to read people, she could settle any trouble, and she knew how to keep things from getting out of hand. There I learned leadership in a different style to what I had learned in uniform. There I learned about patience, persuasion and flexibility, and how some people don’t react to authority as you would think. Some individuals require training. Some need encouragement. Others are required to be monitored, while some must be replaced. But it’s not always like that, as some might catch you by surprise and turn out to be better than you thought. 
The real pressure was from customers who wanted to eat, employees who were already exhausted, damaged equipment, and a dinner rush that didn’t care about your personal troubles at work.
Then there were the storms, a real trouble. The Gulf Coast of Florida was always subject to hurricanes. The restaurant has been through two hurricanes and two tropical storms. They wrought solid damage on the building and serious erosion on the beach. During the hurricanes, we were closed for about 3-5 months, and during the tropical storm flooding, we were closed for 2 weeks. The financial problems were very real. Most of it was covered by insurance; yet I had to spend some money from my own pocket for repairs. 
In the meantime, I made improvements and changes to the restaurant. I wanted the place to come back better if it was closed. 
I continued to pay my managers and chefs during those mandated closures. I made sure that my staff was not going to be hurt financially because of something they could not control. That was all that mattered to me. They had helped me create the company. They had spared their time, their talent, their best work, and their loyalty.
 From the outside, the restaurant looked successful because of the volume of business. Full reservations at night. Active nightlife. A strong permanent staff. Busy spring and summer seasons. But the moment I truly realized the business had value was when people began asking if I would sell.
No one wants a failing restaurant. At first, I had no serious thought of selling. I had multiple people ask, and some offers were generous, but none of them felt right. I had built something out of that place. It had become more than a business, as it had helped me regain my lost confidence. The revenue was replacing the money I had lost in my father’s scam. The success gave me the feeling that life was getting back to some semblance of normal, and that maybe some of the pain could be placed behind me.
One day, sitting at the bar, I was going through the reservations for that night and the invoices for the day, when I saw a couple at a table staring out over the water. They were pointing, smiling, observing the interior and conversing among themselves, as one does when staying in a place one is not only enjoying, but envisioning something within. I walked over, introduced myself, and asked if everything was alright. 
They could not stop complimenting the food, the view, and the atmosphere. He told me they had recently sold their restaurant in Minnesota and relocated to Panama City Beach. They were looking to buy a restaurant on the beach.
I asked if I could join them.
They said yes. I had their server bring them fresh drinks and bring me my usual half tea and half lemonade, an Arnold Palmer. We talked for close to an hour. Then I asked if they would like a tour. They were excited, so I showed them the kitchen, the server station and the rest of the operation. I introduced them to my general manager and chef. We went down to the beach service area, and I explained how that worked too.
After the tour, I invited them back for dinner.
That was when they expressed serious interest in buying the restaurant. They asked me what I would need to sell. The next day, they brought me a cash offer. Before accepting, I told them I wanted them to spend a full day observing how the restaurant actually worked. I wanted them to understand the business, not just the view. They agreed. After a full day and night of observation, we settled on a price, and the deal was done.
I paid off my note, gave my managers and chef cash bonuses, and said my goodbyes.
Selling the restaurant at a profit meant more than a financial win. It meant I had built something beautiful from the ground up after losing so much. It meant the years on the beach had not only been about healing but also about creating. I had taken a risk, worked the long days, survived storms, handled staff, fed customers, and turned that place into something valuable enough that someone else wanted to carry it forward.
All of that gave me confidence. And it was different from stage confidence. Uniform confidence. Business confidence. It is a kind that comes from looking at something and knowing your hands helped make it work.
During that very season, a very sweet and beautiful woman walked into my life. 
The day I met her, I was walking down toward the beach service that rented beach space from me. I noticed two women lying on the beach behind the restaurant. I walked up and asked how they were doing. One of them said they knew the owner and that he had allowed them to lie out behind the restaurant. I started talking with them and asked their names and where they were from. One lived in Panama City. The other was her cousin from Chicago. 
I noticed one of the women had a wedding band and the other one did not.
As the conversation continued, one of my managers came down from the restaurant and told me a beer vendor needed me to come back and write a check. I excused myself and walked away. As I left, one of the girls asked who I was. My manager told them I was the owner. When I came back down after writing the check, the women apologized and said they would leave.
I told them no, stay and be my guest.
As the afternoon went on, I walked back down and asked the woman who wasn’t married if she would like to come back that night as my guest for dinner and to hang out with me when the band played. She agreed. We had a wonderful time getting to know each other. She told me she would be in Panama City for ten days. I asked if I could see her again while she was there and told her they could use the beach as much as they wanted.
She said she would like that.
For the next week, she and I spent a lot of time together.      She had a great sense of humor. She was divorced, had two children, and worked as a senior teller at a large bank in Chicago. The trip to Panama City was her divorce gift to herself. She had been separated for two years, and as she put it, it was time to get back in the game.
There was something easy about being with her. We talked, laughed, and slowly opened up. When she returned to Chicago, I asked if I could come visit her. For seven months, we took turns flying back and forth. Each time we had to leave, it got harder.
We discussed everything. Her upbringing. Her marriage. Her divorce. My past. The Sheik. The military. The accident. I was surprised by how much of my story she could hear without pulling away. Nothing seemed too much for her. She looked past the poor kid, the abused kid, the dancer, the accident, the broken parts, and seemed to see the real me. Not having children was okay with her because she already had two. The sexual issues were something she was willing to walk through with me. That mattered more than I can say.
After the restaurant sale was complete, I asked her if she wanted me to move to Chicago and build a life with her and her two children. She was ecstatic. So I moved.
When I arrived in Chicago, I rented a modest house big enough for her and her kids, with a fenced yard in case a dog showed up. That detail still makes me smile because it says something about where my mind was. I was not just moving for romance. I was imagining a home. A yard. Children. Maybe a dog. A life with some ordinary pieces in it.
     One summer night. We were invited to a party held by the bank where she worked. There I met her boss, the president of the bank. We started talking, and he asked me about my past. As the conversation went on, he asked if I knew anything about mortgages. I told him I did not, but I was curious about them.
He said I had the perfect personality to be a mortgage loan officer.
Less than a month later, I was working as a loan officer in their financial services division.
To my surprise, the mortgage business came naturally to me. At that time, if you had the word mortgage on your business card, you were making money. But it was more than timing. My aptitude for numbers, my personality, and my natural sales ability all worked together in that field. I could look past a loan denial and see what needed to be fixed to get the loan approved. Soon, that became one of my strengths. I did not only see the problem. I saw the path around it.
In a short period of time, I was writing more loans than any other loan officer, with a closing ratio higher than all the other loan officers combined. After six months, I had my own loan processor. After one year, I had an assistant, two processors, and a designated underwriter. The average loan officer was closing five to seven loans per month. I was closing twenty to twenty-five.
At the two-year mark, I approached my boss about forming a team by adding a couple of loan officers and another processor. I negotiated a better commission percentage that allowed me to receive an override on their business. By then, three real estate companies were sending all their business through me. We were winning sales volume awards. Mortgage lenders wanted to sponsor me. Real estate companies, title companies, and attorneys were bidding for my business.
Once again, I could feel the shape of a new venture forming.
This season made me believe my future could be wide again as the mortgage business showed me I could enter a new industry and rise quickly because of work ethic, instinct, and the ability to connect with people. It felt like I was being allowed to heal physically and emotionally while also being given room to prosper.
I felt God’s presence and mercy during that time. In a subtle way, as it was certainly more like provision. Doors opening. People crossing my path. Resources arrived when I needed them. Confidence coming back in pieces. The restaurant, my girlfriend, Chicago, the mortgage business, all of it felt like God giving me what I needed for a season of healing and rebuilding.
Second Corinthians 9:8 says, “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work.”
That verse fits this part of my life because grace did not come to me only as comfort. It came as opportunity. It came to me in ways I hadn’t imagined. After so many years of loss, I was building again. And for the first time in a long time, what I was building was beautiful.


[bookmark: _heading=h.wssugf1a5qsp]Chapter 9: Blessed Then Broken Again

Chicago opened wider than I expected.
When I first entered the mortgage business, I did not know how far it would take me. I knew numbers. I knew people. I knew how to talk to someone and make them feel as if their problem could be solved. That had always been a gift in me, even before I understood it as a business skill. In the restaurant, it helped me make people feel welcome. In mortgages, it helped me look at a file that had been denied and see where it could be fixed.
After some time with the bank’s mortgage company, I decided to leave and join a more progressive mortgage brokerage. They had programs the bank did not offer. New construction loans. Investment property loans. Home equity loans. Sub-prime loans. Those programs expanded our earning potential to a level I had not imagined when I first started. I brought my entire team with me: loan officers, processors, and my closer. Within three months, we were back to the income level we had before, and then the business started climbing again.
We added more real estate agents. We added new home contractors. The numbers kept growing. Out of the six loan officers on my team, four were heavy hitters. They knew how to build business if the right resources were around them. On an average month, they were closing around four million dollars in loan volume, which gave them significant six-figure incomes. Their production brought real money into the company and proved to the two owners that we had something special.
That was when ownership came into view.
One of the partners was going through a failing marriage and needed to sell his position in the company. He approached me to see if I was interested. I took the proposal to my attorney first. I had learned enough by then not to move blindly when business and money were involved. My attorney said we needed to meet with the other partner because buying out one partner would give me a majority interest in the company. We had the meeting. The other partner approved it. I bought the interest.
Eight months later, the remaining partner came to me with his own proposal. He wanted me to buy him out too so he could pursue another business interest.
I agreed.
Now I fully own the company.
The growth after that came fast. I bought a building in the heart of downtown Chicago on South Damen Avenue. In that building, I placed my mortgage company and a new title company. I rented space to a real estate attorney, a real estate company, and an appraisal company. Because of the Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act (RESPA), I could not own the real estate or appraisal company myself, but I understood the value of having those services close. I always felt that if I could get to the client first, I had a greater chance of securing their business.
I wanted the whole process to feel connected.
Mortgage, title, attorney, real estate, appraisal. The client could walk into one building and feel that the pieces were already there. That mattered. People came to us with fear, hope, numbers, pressure, and sometimes very little understanding of what they were signing. If we could guide them properly, we could build trust and business at the same time.
My fascination with technology pushed things further. Mobile phones and computer systems were beginning to open possibilities that most people in the business were not fully using yet. I went to a technology fair and found a computer software program that connected to a 1-800 number. It could capture a person’s information and let them answer ten questions by pressing numbers on their phone.
I bought the rights to the software and developed three separate programs.
The first was Mortgage Pro, a loan intake system that allowed clients to pre-qualify for a mortgage. The second was Real Net, which allowed people to submit their information to an agent, including the type of house and price range they were interested in, or schedule an appointment to list their property for sale. The third was Insurance Link, which allowed people to prequalify for life, property, or health insurance.
The model was simple and strong. I sold the businesses the computer system with the software and a 1-800 number they could advertise. Then I sold them the leads for ten dollars each. I hired an advertising firm to produce print advertisements and thirty-second television spots, then resold those to the companies using my programs.
The lead revenue alone generated more than three hundred thousand dollars in the first year. By the end of year one, we had one hundred seventy-five systems in operation. By year three, we had passed five hundred systems running our advertisements and producing a staggering annual revenue.
The business had become something far larger than the mortgage path I first stepped into.
By year four, I could see that being only a broker was leaving money on the table. The volume we were producing each month made that clear. I applied for a mortgage banker’s license, which opened more programs and allowed us to fund loans in the company’s name. That meant earning more revenue on loans without sharing as much with the loan officers. It also gave us a designation that built confidence with clients and realtors. We could market programs to other mortgage brokers too.
The company expanded quickly after that. The technology, the banking license, the branch model, and the relationships we had built pushed us into new markets across the greater Chicagoland area and the state. By year six, we had eleven branches. The company needed five senior executives, twenty managers, and thirty support staff.
It felt as if my life had finally become large in the right way.
There had been other seasons when life looked large from the outside. The dancing years had been loud, bright, and full of attention, but much of that had been hiding. This was different. The success in Chicago felt earned. Built. Structured. I had employees, offices, contracts, systems, revenue, and a reputation. My work was creating something real, something other people relied on.
During that season, I felt as if I was being rewarded for the pain, betrayal, and loss I had survived.
I was married during my third year in Chicago. We were happy and comfortable. My career and businesses were growing. She had been promoted to assistant vice president and branch manager at the bank where she worked. We had money. Nice cars. A beautiful but modest home in a southern suburb. Her children had a good life and good schools. From the outside, we looked like a poster family.
There was only one thing missing.
Church.
Both my wife and I felt the need to get back to church and put God back in the center of our lives. We began searching. Baptist. Church of God. Assembly of God. Methodist. We tried many churches, but something was always off. Some felt too fanatical. Some felt too religious. Some did not feel Word-based. It became frustrating, but we kept looking because we both knew we needed a church home.
One Sunday, we visited a church in the southern suburbs of Chicago.      
It was a large church with an amazing senior pastor. He spoke as if he knew exactly what we had been looking for. The messages came straight from the Bible. The atmosphere was electric. The people were diverse. God seemed to be at the center of everything. It did not feel dead. It did not feel staged. It felt alive.
We made an appointment to meet with the senior pastor and talk about where we were in our lives and in our spiritual walk. He asked good questions. He wanted to know what we were looking for in a church and where we hoped our faith would take us. My wife wanted to help women who had been broken by divorce or spousal abuse. I shared my testimony and told him I wanted to help people heal from the traumas of the past. I wanted them to know they were not alone and that they could find safety and healing through God.
It took two more weeks to visit the church, meet people, talk with families and leaders, and make a heartfelt decision. Then we officially joined.
For about a year, we grew there. We felt God blessing our lives. Strong friendships formed. We were asked to volunteer in multiple areas. My wife taught women’s Sunday school and helped with community outreaches. I joined the audiovisual department, running cameras during Wednesday and Sunday services. I also helped with ushering and pastor security.
Slowly, we moved into the social circle of the church. Private events. Lunches. Dinner parties. Time with people close to the pastor and his family. It felt good to be there. It felt like the more we gave to God and the church, the more blessed our lives became. At that time, I believed we were moving deeper into purpose.
One Sunday after service, we were invited to meet with our pastor and the pastor over the life groups. The church had more than twenty-five thousand members, so it was difficult to minister to everyone personally. They had formed more than four hundred life groups across different neighborhoods. Each group had a leader appointed by the pastoral team.
During that meeting, they asked us to become life group leaders.
We wholeheartedly accepted.      
That felt like our first true step into serving God in a pastoral way. After the broken places I had come from, that invitation meant more than a title. It told me that my life had not only been rescued but might now be useful. I was not just surviving my past. I was being trusted with other people.
Around that same time, we formed a close relationship with another family in the church. They were also close to the pastor and his family. The husband was part of the security team and also served on the building expansion committee because he owned a large commercial construction and development company. His wife was so sweet, and they had children who got along well with my wife’s two children. Their friendship made life outside the church walls feel more complete.
My relationship with the husband became strong. We talked often about business, current deals, and future opportunities. I believed in my heart he would make a strong partner. Together, I thought, we could do bigger and better things. I invited him into my business as a partner. He accepted, and we hit the ground running.
I handled company operations. He handled business development. He was a great salesman with strong credentials, and at first our efforts paid off. More systems sold. More new housing developments came in. We moved into the commercial side of the business. Our companies were growing. Our families were thriving.
It felt as if every piece of life had finally joined together.
Business. Marriage. Church. Family. Calling.
Every August, the church held Faith Week, Monday through Sunday. Strong evangelists came in to teach and preach and bring the Word of God to life every night. Oral Roberts, Jerry Savelle, Jesse Duplantis, Joyce Meyer, Creflo Dollar, and others were part of those gatherings. On the Sunday night after service, our pastor would invite members of his leadership team and selected life group leaders to fellowship afterward.
One night, my wife and I were invited to join in this fellowship. Oral Roberts and his wife Evelyn were among the invited guests, along with Jerry Savelle. Just being in their presence felt like an honor. Listening to the conversations, sharing food, and sitting in that atmosphere felt almost like sitting at the table with Jesus and His followers. That may sound large to someone who was not there, but to me, in that moment, it felt holy.
After about an hour, Oral Roberts stood up and walked over to me. He placed his right hand on my shoulder and asked our pastor to join him. Then he told my pastor that God had placed it on his heart that I wanted to serve God. He said I not only had a heart to serve God, but also a heart to serve my pastor. He said he wanted to award me a scholarship to Oral Roberts University in the theological studies curriculum. He also requested that upon completion, I be allowed to join the pastoral leadership team.
My pastor agreed.
They prayed over me, and I was overtaken by pride, conviction, and emotion. The invitation struck me deeply. I felt as if God was moving me away from hurt, anguish, and the fear of failure into a place of renewed faith and peace. My spiritual calling gave me a firmer foundation for my home, my business, my employees, and the way I gave back to the community and the church.
It seemed that worldly success and spiritual calling were finally walking together.
Then the first cracks began to show.
As the business grew, I traveled more than I had in the beginning. Mortgage conferences. Real estate conferences. Meetings with lenders. Meetings to search out new markets. I could tell my wife was getting restless. Every time I left, she voiced her feelings. The affection between us was almost nonexistent. There are things you notice before you are ready to admit what they mean. Close conversations she had with my partner. A distance in the house. A tension that seemed to wait for me when I returned from trips.
I was in Omaha, Nebraska, on a business trip when the call came.
I was meeting with Berkshire Hathaway, the investment company owned by Warren Buffett. I was pitching an idea for them to manage an investment offering that would help fund our company to go national. That is where my mind was that day: national expansion, funding, growth, the future.
During the meeting, my attorney called.
He told me that my wife had been caught having an affair with my business partner and best friend. My partner’s wife had been looking for him because of a situation that needed his attention. When she could not find him, she drove to my house to talk to my wife. His truck was in the driveway. No one answered the door. She walked around to the walk-out basement and saw her husband and my wife on the couch having sex.
She left and went straight to my attorney’s office. She knew him as he happened to attend the same church we all did. That moment began the dismantling of two families and a business partnership.
When I returned home, I confronted my wife, with my attorney present. She was distraught and remorseful. She said she had felt alone and distant from me because of my traveling. She said she could call on my partner for help when I was gone. I already had a feeling she had been hiding things from me. She had seemed to have close conversations with him, the kind of closeness that sits just outside the line until one of them gives in and crosses that line.
She said he reminded her of her ex-husband with his dark complexion, dark hair, and muscular build. She said he met her emotional needs first, and then it became physical.
He said his wife seemed to stay pregnant. They had six children, the youngest only seven months old. He was physically attracted to my wife, and it became easy to be with her when I was away.
In one day, my marriage, family, and business were disrupted.
I took a week off to sort through everything now facing me. I moved into the apartment over the front of my building. I had kept it there for guests of the company to save on hotel rooms. It was nice and modern, with a good view of downtown Chicago. It became my place to think, grieve, rage, and try to make decisions while my whole life was cracking open.
I had my attorney draw up divorce papers. I cut my wife off from all bank and investment accounts and all but one credit card. This was not only heartbreak now. It was legal. It was financial. It was personal. It was business. Everything touched everything else.
I also had my attorney remove my partner from all accounts. I called an emergency session of the Board of Directors to discuss what had happened and to vote for the company to buy out his share and remove him from his role. The decision was unanimous. It was done.
So I thought.
Then another bomb dropped.
My partner had been working with a large bank out of New York to outfit a segment of their mortgage loan officers in more than fifty branch offices throughout the Northeast. It was supposed to be a test market to see if our systems could create a faster and more efficient way to initiate and capture mortgage clients. As part of doing business, each of us had a contract with the other’s signature on it so deals could be secured without waiting for the other person to sign.
Unknown to me and unknown to my attorney, he had used that setup to secure the deal and commit us to delivering computers and software, each with its own toll-free number. The bank had given him a check for all the units at $3,499 each. He had also included ninety days of advertising and a commitment to provide each new lead at nine dollars for the first one hundred leads per computer program, then back to twelve dollars after the initial period.
The total check was $272,450, made out to our company.
He opened another bank account in the company’s name and deposited the check there.
I knew nothing about it until the bank started calling, asking for systems we had no idea had been sold. Because my name was on the contract, and because he was still part of the business when it was signed, I was dragged into something much larger than betrayal. We were facing accusations of defrauding, or for lack of a better word, scamming a national financial institution.
The federal prosecutor was seeking eight million dollars in restitution, fines, and damages tied to the bank’s infrastructure preparation for the computer systems. There was also the possibility of five years in jail.
I had gone from planning national expansion to fighting not only for my company but for my freedom.
After all the evidence was presented, the court saw that I had no part in his scheme. I was exonerated of all wrongdoing. My partner was convicted and faced two years in jail. My company had to pay three million dollars in fines and damages.
As part of the plea discussions, I asked the court not to put him in jail. He had six children who needed a father. I requested that they take another million dollars as payment to forgo his jail sentence. They agreed. He would never be allowed to own or operate a business in Illinois again, and he had to serve five hundred hours of community service.
Some people may not understand why I asked for mercy for him. I barely understood it myself at the time. He had betrayed me. He had helped destroy my marriage. He had damaged my business, put my name at risk, and brought my life to the edge of ruin. But his children had not done those things. I knew what it was like to lose a father, to grow up with absence where protection should have been. I could not knowingly push six children into that if there was another way.
Still, the financial cost was brutal. Paying all that money would take everything I had and everything the company had. The judgment had to be released, and the only way forward was to sell.
Because of the legal issues and financial burden placed on the company and me, I had no choice. The companies and the building had to go. Several professional friends knew the value of the business and the property. Offers started coming in, but they were all just short of what I needed. The company was leveraged for around five million dollars across properties, secured notes, and the federal banking requirements we held in a bond in case of insolvency.
After more negotiation with buyers and getting some relief from lenders holding notes on the properties, I finally secured a buyer. All debts were paid in full.
But being paid in full does not mean being restored.
The business I had built, the building on South Damen, the branches, the systems, the future I had imagined, all of it was gone. The proceeds went into obligations, debts, fines, and damage control. What had looked like prosperity only months before became a long exercise in unwinding what I had once celebrated.
Then came the church.
The church had asked me to pursue no jail time for my partner. They believed they were in a better position to deal with him and his family through that loss. I agreed, though not fully convinced he would change or feel real remorse. Even then, I began to feel a loss from the church. Something had shifted. It felt different, as if I were the one at fault.
A few months later, after the legal and financial battles were over, I tried to go back.
I walked down the aisle toward my regular seat and could feel people staring. I could feel whispers. I had never felt uncomfortable in that church before. It had been a place of peace, joy, fellowship, and teaching. Now I felt marked. Something invisible had been placed on me, and everyone seemed to know it.
After the service, the head usher came to me and said the senior pastor wanted to see me in his office.
When I arrived, the senior pastor was there with the pastor over the life groups. He asked me to sit and began by asking how I was. He said he was sorry for what had taken place. I acknowledged him, then asked why I had been summoned.
That was when they told me they felt my ex-wife and my old partner were in greater need of the church. They said they needed the church more than I did.
I sat there in shock.
They had committed adultery. He had helped cause my business to fail. I had been wiped out financially. My marriage, my family, my company, and my position in the church had all been torn apart. And somehow they were in more need of the church than I was.
I was appalled. Then I understood what was being asked of me. I was being told to leave the church and resign my position.
My heart and pride were crushed. I could not wrap my head around their position. A church I had served, loved, given to, and believed in was pushing me out at the moment when I was broken. That wound went deep because it did not come from strangers. It came from people I had trusted to understand mercy.
After that, Chicago no longer felt like home.
I rented a small house in Fox Lake, Illinois, right on the lake while I tried to sort out what was left of my life. I had spoken with my mother, and she was not in the best health. Eventually, I decided to leave Illinois. I packed my winter vehicle, a 1985 Jeep Wrangler. I put a hitch on it to tow a small U-Haul trailer, and with seven hundred dollars in my pocket, I drove back to Virginia, back to where everything had begun.
When I arrived, I visited my mother for a day. Then I began looking for a new apartment and a job in the mortgage business. That business I knew. My contacts still liked me. They still wanted to do business with me. I needed six months to stabilize myself, and after that I could begin looking for a new venture.
My faith was wounded, but I did not let it die.
I never allowed my faith in God to diminish. My faith in people had been shaken. My faith in church leadership had been wounded. My faith in marriage, partnership, and business trust had been beaten hard. But God had brought me through everything up to that point. I knew He would protect me and place me in front of the right people again.
When I look back on Chicago, I cannot help but think of Job in the Bible.
Job lost his children, his wealth, his servants, his health, and the support of people who should have comforted him. His wife and friends did not give him what he needed in his worst suffering. Still, after all he lost, he never denounced God. God restored him. Wealth. Family. Honor. Respect.
I am not saying I was Job. I am saying I understood the story differently after Chicago. I knew what it felt like to watch a life collapse in more than one direction at once. I knew what it felt like to lose marriage, money, business, friendship, community, and standing almost at the same time. I knew what it felt like to sit in the ashes of things people once admired.
What I had to do was give the loss back to God.
He had healed me physically from the crash. He had restored to me more than what my father stole. I had no doubt that my God would do the same for me again. I did not know the plans he had for me. I did not know where the road would lead after Chicago. But I had walked by faith before, and I was walking by faith again.
Chicago taught me that the thief does not always come wearing the face of an enemy. Sometimes he comes through someone you love. Sometimes through a partner. Sometimes through a church that loses sight of the wounded person standing in front of it. But God’s promise did not change because people failed me.
I left Chicago with almost nothing in my pocket. But I did not leave without God.
John 10:10
“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it more abundantly.”









[bookmark: _heading=h.imdydb7pofba]Chapter 10: Rising Again in Virginia

When I crossed the Virginia state line, I had mixed emotions. Part of me felt like I was coming back as a failure. Chicago had taken so much from me that it was hard not to feel the weight of it in the driver’s seat. Marriage, business, church, money, friendship, reputation, all of it had broken apart in ways I still had not fully processed. I had seven hundred dollars in my pocket, a Jeep Wrangler pulling a small U-Haul trailer, and a life that looked much smaller than the one I had been building only a short time before.
Still, for some reason, I did not believe God was finished with me. I’d term it as another feeling lying beneath the failure I strongly felt. I was sure that God had moved me back to Virginia to begin a greater work, even though I had no idea what that work would look like. I could not see the plan. I could not see the outcome. All I knew was that I had driven those 375 miles by faith, heading toward my mother’s apartment and toward whatever came next.
Returning to Virginia was not triumphant. It was not the kind of return a man imagines when he has succeeded and wants people to see what he has become. It was a reset and a painful one. I was no stranger to starting over by then, but repeated loss does something deep to a person. It teaches you endurance, yes, but it also makes you tired in places no one can see.
My confidence in business had not been shaken, and it was a good thing. It might sound strange after what had happened in Chicago. Still, I knew my ability, I knew markets, I knew mortgages, and I knew how to build systems, lead teams, solve problems, and read opportunities before other people saw it. The confidence I lacked was rather personal, and that part of me had taken the blow. After years of working and starting over, I was still defeated in the areas of love, trust, and friendship, and in whether I could ever build a life with someone without waiting for it to turn on me.
Business was different. Business had rules. Numbers. Contacts. Programs. Structures. If I understood the pieces, I could build again.
I had no fear of defeat. What kept me moving was my faith in God, my proven business knowledge, and a personal commitment that I would not quit. I had been knocked down too many times to pretend pain was new to me. But I had also seen God bring me through things I should not have survived. I had seen restoration before. That mattered now.
I knew all I needed was one company willing to open its doors to me.
With my national mortgage contacts willing to endorse me, I believed I could rebuild. In less than a year after returning to Virginia, I had developed enough real estate contacts, and with the support and endorsements of major mortgage bankers, I opened my first Virginia-based mortgage company. I had to establish myself first as a successful mortgage broker before I could apply for a mortgage banking license. My Illinois license counted as required experience, and that helped expedite the process.
I returned with a different understanding of trust and what it could cost when given too freely. Chicago had settled one thing in my mind for good: there would be no more partners, and no one would ever again hold signing authority over my legal or financial matters. I did not see that decision as bitterness. By then, it felt more like the kind of wisdom a person earns only after paying too much for it. I had trusted the wrong people once and seen how quickly that trust could be turned against me. Going forward, I would keep control of the things that could not afford to be handed away.
The new company was different because I wanted a tighter structure. My previous company had been successful, but it had several related companies feeding into it. The model worked, but I did not have total control over the revenue stream. In Virginia, I was more focused. I wanted the business built around what I understood best and what I could monitor closely. I had already learned that growth without control can become dangerous.
Becoming a mortgage banker mattered a lot to me. The benefits of being a mortgage banker outweighed being only a broker. Real estate professionals often shied away from brokers because brokers were not as regulated and did not always have the depth of programs. As a mortgage banker, we could write and fund loans in our own name, which created more revenue per loan than a broker would receive. It also allowed me to market our programs to other mortgage brokers, which changed everything.
In the early years, I didn’t have shareholders or partners. What I had were senior executives and key people I trusted in defined roles: a sales manager, head of underwriting, operations manager, staff accountant, and compliance officer. I kept tight control over all departments. I had no desire to build another company where I had to wonder who was signing what, who was opening an account, or who was making promises in my name.
The business began getting stronger as our expansion efforts succeeded. I handpicked hot real estate markets around Virginia, North Carolina, and Maryland at first because they were easy to reach and manage. Then a mortgage investment company that funded most of our mortgages approached me about a national expansion project. They were willing to help fund the expansion if I continued using them as I had been.
Our loans were outperforming the other loans in their portfolio.
That told me something. We were not just producing volume. We were producing quality. The investors saw it too. I agreed to the expansion plan, and over the next three years, we grew to eighty-three offices.
That number meant something to me, and it still does. Eighty-three offices were not just dots on a map. They were people, systems, rent, phones, managers, processors, loan officers, underwriters, compliance, and pressure. They were proof that Virginia Chicago
had not been the end of the story. What started as a painful return had turned into a new business footprint larger than anything I had expected when I crossed that state line with almost nothing.
Then came the mortgage crisis.
I remember very clearly what was happening in the industry before it collapsed. The majority of loans being written were sub-prime loans. High credit risk. One day out of bankruptcy. Two-year fixed, twenty-eight-year adjustable loans. One hundred percent mortgages on investment properties. Overinflated appraisals. It was all a recipe for disaster.
I was asked to speak at a national mortgage conference, and I told them exactly what I believed. Writing those loans was a kiss of death to the mortgage industry.
Less than a year later, the industry crashed.
At first, I adjusted our programs to protect the company. We moved more heavily into FHA and VA loans. We stopped refinancing and tightened underwriting guidelines. I would not allow my loan officers to write loans outside those parameters. Some people in the business were still trying to squeeze whatever they could from a dying system. I could not do that. I saw what was coming. I did not know every detail of how bad it would get, but I knew the old way had become dangerous.
Before the crash, when we first began expanding, I had changed the company from a limited liability company to a corporation with stockholders and a board of directors. The company had been performing well, and the shareholders and board members were happy. Once the crash began, I could see the devastation looming. I also knew that if we kept thinking like everyone else, we would be swallowed by the same wave.
I ended up going to New York.
There, I met with the mortgage investor that was servicing more than eighty percent of our loans. I asked to see our portfolio and compare its condition to the other loan portfolios they held. Our loans were performing significantly better. That gave me an opening.
I presented a proposal. Let me re-underwrite the loans in my portfolio that were not current. Let me see if I could create new loan packages that would save those loans and bring delinquencies down to an acceptable level.
They thankfully agreed.
In five months, we balanced out their portfolio and recast the majority of the delinquent loans. That moment changed the direction of the company. I met with my board of directors and presented the solution. They approved the conversion to a servicing platform one hundred percent.
We had found a way to become useful in a broken market.
The process was direct, but it required skill. We took homeowners who were sixty to ninety days delinquent and underwrote their loans as if they were refinancing. Then we found an interest rate that would allow them to make payments on time. We took the outstanding balance and added it to the end of the loan. After that, we sent the new loan package to the investor for final approval. Once approved, we reclosed the loan under new terms.
The homeowner’s payment went down. The delinquency was corrected. The investor’s portfolio improved.
That work mattered because it was not only about profit. We were helping people stay in their homes while also helping investors reduce damage in their portfolios. In an industry full of panic, we had a practical answer. Not a slogan. Not a theory. A working process.
Once we proved the value of our service, our investor shared the results with their contacts. We began evaluating portfolios from every segment of the market. Large investment groups. Mortgage banks servicing their own portfolios. Some of the larger national banks holding loans they serviced themselves. They all had major delinquencies that needed attention.
We brought a solution to about eighty-five percent of the delinquent mortgages being serviced. I retooled the company to underwrite delinquent loans, package them in a way investors would accept, and handle the legal work needed to recast the loans with new mortgages. Other servicers were not doing this with the same efficiency.
People have asked whether navigating that crisis strengthened my confidence as a businessman. I cannot say it that way exactly. My confidence was not in myself as some brilliant businessman. I saw a need, and we had the tools to address it. That is what I had confidence in. The need was real. The solution was real. The results were measurable.
By the third year of the crisis, conversations began around my boardroom table about getting the company ready for a possible acquisition. That was not where my mind was at first. We were steadily growing. The branch locations were running at full capacity. We were busy, and people were happy. I saw no immediate need to sell.
Then came the call.
In year four, we were performing on the majority of the portfolios we had been recasting. The major investors were happy because the recast loans were performing and the benchmarks in our original agreements were being met. A very large national bank called. It was our portfolio manager. He asked a few board members and me to come to New York for a meeting.
When we arrived, they ushered us into a conference room with more than fifty seats around the table. It was the largest conference room and table I had ever seen. I sat down with the two senior board members I had brought with me. Then the army of suits came in and took their assigned seats.
We walked into the meeting already aware that there were far more of them than there were of us.
The bank president sat among a group that included the chief financial officer, corporate counsel, a compliance officer, my portfolio manager, several assistants, and a legal secretary positioned to record whatever followed. The arrangement carried the unmistakable feeling that decisions had already been discussed somewhere else before we entered the room. The president began with introductions, thanked us for traveling there, and said the meeting was one they needed to have. We thanked him for the opportunity to sit down together and made it clear that we wanted to understand what had prompted such a gathering.
He turned it over to my portfolio manager.
A robotic PowerPoint presentation soon began. It outlined their portfolio from the beginning of our involvement to that day. The numbers showed their delinquency rate had been seventy-two percent when we started. Now it was five percent. The major people around the table applauded our commitment and success in beating the benchmark from the original agreement.
Then the president spoke again.
He told us we had become too expensive under the original agreement, and the bank was going to terminate it.
I was shocked.
I asked if there was anything we could do to renegotiate and stay on to assist with other portfolios. He said yes, there was one way to make that happen.
His attorney passed out binders.
The president told us the binder contained an offer to purchase my company. He said our company and its proprietary system had become the secret sauce to overcoming the mortgage crisis. The offer was generous. It was a full package deal that included most of the branch locations.
My board members and I were shocked. We told them we would take it back to our attorneys and the rest of the board. We agreed to return to New York with an answer.
Thirty days later, we were back in New York approving a modified agreement, which they also approved.
The sale was twenty-five times larger than the amount I had lost in the Chicago debacle. That fact mattered to me. It was not only about money, though the money was significant. The sale allowed my stockholders to make a substantial gain. My board members received strong bonuses. My senior staff received sizable bonuses. My operations staff was bonused too. We paid off one hundred percent of the company’s debt.
My own stake produced a windfall return. The bank also asked me to stay on for three years while the conversion unfolded. They paid me a strong salary and covered all my travel expenses.
I felt vindicated.
Chicago had left me with humiliation, legal battles, church wounds, and financial loss. Virginia did not erase those memories, but it answered them in a way I could not have arranged on my own. This success was greater than any earlier victory because it restored more than money. It restored something emotional and spiritual in me. It proved to me again that God had never taken His hands off my life.
I had returned to Virginia feeling defeated. It was a heavy feeling, the kind that follows a man even when he is trying to speak with confidence. All I knew then was that I could not quit. I had to take every piece of experience I had gathered and channel it into something that could sustain me. I never imagined that what I built would become as successful as it did.
Second Corinthians 9:10 says, “Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness.”
That verse speaks to this season because when I returned to Virginia, I did not feel as if I had much seed left. I had knowledge, faith, and the will to keep moving. God took those things and increased them. He gave me a way to rebuild, then enlarged the harvest far beyond what I expected.
I crossed into Virginia feeling like a man who had lost almost everything.
I would leave that part of my life knowing loss had not been the final word.
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After the sale of the company, peace should have come easily. On paper, I had won. I had returned to Virginia with very little, rebuilt my business life, survived the mortgage crisis, created something people genuinely needed, and eventually sold the company for enough to recover far more than I had lost in Chicago. From the outside, it looked like the kind of victory a man could point to and say, See, I made it through.
The trouble was that personal pain kept a different set of books.
Those years in Virginia were still filled with anger, emotional hurt, and the chronic pain left behind by the accident. Business success gave me security and proof that I could rebuild, but it could not keep me company at night. It could not explain what had happened in Chicago or repair what betrayal, divorce, rejection by the church, and wounds carried from much earlier in my life had done to me. The company had recovered. Parts of me had not.
Rather than face all of that at once, I found another way to keep myself from feeling it.
I started posting my profile online. Not on one dating site. On no less than six of them. I became a serial dater. I knew how to show a woman an amazing time. Nice dinners. Concerts. Weekends on my boat. Good conversation. Attention. I could make someone feel wanted, special, chosen. A great deal of the time, the women I dated believed something real was building.
It was not.
I would date two or three women at the same time. I would pursue a physical relationship, and often I was successful. I had no intention of making a commitment, although many of them were convinced I would. After a few weeks, I would break it off and move on to the next one, and I am not proud of that.
I broke more hearts than I care to admit, and I cannot excuse that by saying I did not know any better. I did know. The harder truth is that part of me had begun confusing being hurt with having permission to hurt back. Pain does that if you let it sit too long. It can turn inward, become selfish, and make another person’s hope feel strangely disposable. I had been betrayed by people I trusted, and because I had not fully surrendered that wound to God, I carried it with me into relationships where it did not belong.
My choices eventually created their own consequences. Back home, I became known in the dating community for all the wrong reasons.
After the company was sold, I took several months off and moved to Virginia Beach. I wanted rest, distance, and a different rhythm for a while. The setting gave me all of that: waterside dining, more places to go, more people to meet, and a livelier pace than the one I had left behind. The real estate market was also far more active, which made the area attractive for another reason entirely.
I told myself I was there to relax, not to build.
The problem was that I had never been very good at ignoring opportunity once it introduced itself.
One of the negatives of the mortgage crisis was the staggering number of properties that had been foreclosed on or abandoned by owners. They were everywhere. Empty houses. Distressed properties. Banks and investors holding assets they did not want and could not manage properly. Families had been damaged by the crisis, but so had neighborhoods. Properties sitting empty began to affect everything around them. They drag down values, invite neglect, and remind everyone nearby that something has gone wrong.
I had spent years doing loan modifications and short sales. I understood how deep the problem went for investors holding distressed properties. I had spoken with my largest portfolio managers and asked about their inventory, their exposure, and how serious the problem had become. I knew if I could bring them a real solution, they would not hesitate to work with me.
The idea was simple in concept, but powerful if done right.
Acquire distressed or foreclosed properties from banks and investors at a steep discount. Renovate them. Return them to the market at a higher value. Build a company around the full process so we could control the financing, construction, legal work, sale, refinance, and property management.
No other company I knew was doing it on a grand scale with all those parts connected.
I knew the right people who would back me if I needed capital. I presented the idea to my shareholders and pitched them for a one-million-dollar investment. The plan was to purchase, rehab, and sell fifteen distressed properties in and around Virginia Beach.
They unanimously agreed.
That kind of agreement told me they still trusted my judgment. They had seen what I had built before. They have watched me navigate crisis and produce results. This was not just another business idea thrown across a table. It was a continuation of what I had learned in the mortgage world, servicing, real estate, and problem-solving. I was looking at a broken section of the market and asking how to build a machine that could fix part of it while making money at the same time.
The original vision was to secure properties at a deep discount, provide property investors with the capital to buy from us, provide construction funds, and handle the legal work needed to sell or refinance the property. We would not simply buy and flip a few houses. We would build a system where each piece supported the next.
I already had most of the pieces.
I rented an office building with five separate work areas. There was the main corporate office, the sales department, a large mortgage space for processors and underwriters, a real estate closing and construction department, and property management. The layout mattered because the business model required movement. A property could come in distressed, move through evaluation, financing, construction, legal closing, sale, refinance, or rental, and every part of that process had to communicate with the other parts.
I pitched the concept to four investment firms I had done solid business with. Each gave me a twenty-five-property test. That gave us one hundred properties as a testing ground. We received each property at twenty-five percent under the investor’s current financial exposure. That discount gave us breathing room. It gave us the ability to make a few mistakes and still make profits possible.
The investors also gave us another important support. If we were looking at a property greater than two hundred fifty thousand dollars, they would hold the property until it sold before requiring payoff. That was huge. It allowed us to work larger deals without tying up money too quickly or choking our own growth.
The process of finding properties had to be steady. I had a sales team made up of real estate agents and mortgage loan officers. We advertised for distressed properties, and the agents and loan officers worked together to secure properties from owners. I also had a portfolio manager who worked with investment firms, banks, and private investors to secure their distressed properties. We needed multiple pipelines. Private owners were one source. Banks and investors were another. The more controlled the pipeline, the more predictable the business became.
Deciding which properties were worth buying came down to numbers.
The key was ARV, After Repair Value. That was the average market value based on two full property appraisals after the renovation work was completed. Once we were comfortable with the ARV, we would secure the property and borrow seventy-five percent of that number. That amount had to cover the purchase of the property, provide enough funds to renovate it, and still leave room to sell with a fifteen to twenty percent profit.
That was our comfort level.
If a property looked like it would make a strong rental, we adjusted the profit margin to ten percent because we could make up the difference over time through rent. I liked that side of the business because wealth was not only about cash coming in from a sale. It could also be built through properties held, rented, and managed over time. The business created more than one path to return.
Once we knew we wanted a property, I sent out the construction team. They inspected every major system: plumbing, electrical, mechanical, foundation, overall structure, and roof. They prepared a repair estimate. After that, my design team selected paint, flooring, cabinetry, and plumbing fixtures. Once we had a firm construction cost, I either approved it or sent it back to be reassessed for time and cost.
I wanted to make sure nothing was missed.
A bad estimate can destroy a project before the first wall is opened. A property may look good on the surface and still hide problems that eat profit fast. Water damage, foundation trouble, electrical issues, old plumbing, roof failure—all of it had to be found early. Once I signed off on a deal, my construction general contractor initiated scheduling.
Most renovations took three to four months. If there were structural issues or we made interior design changes, we allowed extra time, but I did not want a project held longer than six months. Time costs money. Every delay affects profit, scheduling, crews, and the next project waiting behind it.
In the four and a half years after starting this new venture, we provided funding for four hundred thirty-two properties. Our personal inventory reached one hundred sixty-two properties.
Those numbers were not small. They represented work, risk, decisions, inspections, closings, crews, buyers, renters, investors, and constant movement. Yet this business felt different from my previous ventures. I was doing good business without the army of employees I had needed before. I split my time between the office and local projects. I met with construction trades, new investors, and people trying to learn the business.
There was something satisfying about that.
We were not only making money. We were passing knowledge and experience to the next generation of property investors. I wanted them to learn the correct way to do good business. Not shortcuts. Not sloppy numbers. Not greed disguised as ambition. I wanted them to understand the math, the risk, the responsibility, and the discipline required to make a project work.
The biggest challenge was securing properties at a price that allowed us to be profitable. Private owners often believed their properties were worth more than the market could bear. That is understandable in a human sense. People attach memories, pride, and hope to property. But numbers do not care about sentiment. If the purchase price did not work, the deal did not work.
Renovation challenges were mainly the cost of materials and labor. Those costs could move. A project that looked strong could tighten quickly if material prices shifted or labor became harder to secure. Selling the properties was not the hard part. If the property was bought right, renovated well, priced correctly, and placed in the right market, buyers came.
The lending side made sense because I had always been taught to stay close to and control the money. Being the lender gave us full control over funds to purchase and renovate the properties. That control was important. Money is the bloodstream of a real estate operation. If someone else controls it, they can slow you down, redirect you, or limit you at the worst possible time.
At that point, some people might have said I had mastered the industry.
I did not see it that way.
I never felt I had mastered it. I only tried to stay ahead of the changes and pioneer new methods where needed. The market was never still. Real estate does not stay the same. Lending does not stay the same. Regulations shift. Investor appetite shifts. Buyers shift. Interest rates shift. Neighborhoods change. The minute you believe you have mastered everything, you stop paying attention, and that is when the market teaches you humility. Still, I knew we were doing something strong.
The company was admired by other property investors because of the way we controlled multiple parts of the business. Acquisition, funding, construction, selling, and rental all worked in unison. We successfully covered three states. The wealth we were building was more than monetary. It was in properties to sell, properties to rent, short-term rentals, relationships, knowledge, systems, and market position.
For me personally, success brought freedom.
I could drive a nice new car and a nice new truck. I could travel without worrying over every financial consequence. Since selling the restaurant years earlier, I had updated my wardrobe to reflect the wealth I had built. I felt free to go to nicer restaurants, enjoy better surroundings, and live with a comfort I did not have growing up. It gave me a greater sense of confidence because this was a different side of the industry, and I had navigated it successfully.
But there was also an emptiness in the word legacy.
Legacy had always sounded like something people discussed when they had children waiting to inherit what they built. I did not, and because of that, I kept my relationship with business practical. The goal was never to create something that would carry my name forever. I would build it, strengthen it, expand its value, and then sell or merge when the right opportunity appeared. That rhythm had served me before, and I trusted it.
By the time I reached my forties and then my fifties, however, something in me had started to change. The bullish investor who once wanted his hands on every decision no longer found control quite as satisfying. I was weary of treating work like a spouse, even though that was exactly what it had become. For years, it had supplied direction, confidence, movement, money, and a reliable identity whenever the rest of life felt less certain. The problem was that work could only occupy a space; it could not love the person standing inside it. Eventually, I had to admit that success could keep me busy without making me whole.
I began to feel a need to develop new blood. I wanted others to step in and enjoy the feeling of growing a business. So my leadership changed. I became more of a mentor and advisor to those who wanted to join the ranks of property investing and learn how to be successful. That was a different kind of satisfaction. Earlier in my life, I had wanted to prove myself. Now I wanted to teach people how to stand on stronger ground.
Looking back, I know this season began as something smaller than what it became. I originally started it to earn a solid income, not to build another large business. But the real estate market needed the properties we were renovating, and new property investors needed a sound funding source that could help them overcome poor credit, lack of experience, and financial instability.
I saw a need and worked tirelessly to fill it.
That had become a pattern in my life by then. Not an easy pattern, but a real one. When I was knocked down and felt all was lost, I had learned to look for a need my strength and abilities could help correct. Once I found that need, I could move again. I could build around it. I could push through obstacles because the work was no longer only about me. It was about solving something that mattered.
Galatians 6:9 says, “Let us not grow weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest.”
That verse fits this part of my life because the harvest did come. It came through distressed houses made useful again through investors learning the right way to do business. Through properties sold, properties rented, and communities improved one project at a time. It came through work that used all the lessons I had gathered from mortgages, servicing, real estate, crisis, and recovery.
This was a winning period in my life, though I wouldn’t call it a perfect one. I was still flawed. I still hurt people. I still had parts of me God needed to deal with. But in business, I was moving with clarity. I could see the field. I could understand the numbers. I knew how to connect the pieces. I had built a company that could acquire, fund, renovate, sell, and rent across multiple markets. I had learned how to survive crisis and turn damage into opportunity.
For a season, it felt like I knew the game. And I was playing it better than I ever had.
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Once the pandemic slowed down enough for us to return to work, my management team and I started the long process of rebuilding. We had been working remotely, keeping the second-level operations and project managers busy. Our main focus was engaging all our investors, resetting their accounts, and making sure every investor note was active. After that, we checked on all the properties and their current construction status. With that information in hand, we brought the support staff back and re-engaged the construction crews. 
We had lost our previous general contractor and all the laborers because they moved on to other projects during the shutdown. That meant we had to source a completely new team. During that search, I was introduced to a new general contractor. His resume looked solid, and my attorney vetted him thoroughly. He had good references and a nice portfolio of past work. I hired him to oversee our entire inventory, which was twenty-seven active properties at the time. I felt we were in a perfect spot to re-enter the market at full capacity. The pandemic had actually left a lot of suitable properties sitting empty, giving us a chance to expand.
One Saturday morning, the new general contractor came to my office with a proposal. He wanted to acquire a package of eleven properties and two empty parcels of land. The package included nine single-family homes. Seven of them had tenants inside, and two were vacant and needed renovations. There was also a duplex where one side was occupied, and the other was empty. The final piece was a vacant commercial building that needed a total gut renovation. The biggest headache with the commercial building was its location in a historic district, which meant we could not just start building. We had to get approval from multiple government entities. 
The total price for the properties and the land was two million, seven hundred fifty thousand dollars. The real estate agents wanted a six percent commission because the seller was an individual without representation. I negotiated that down to four percent and made the seller pay all the closing costs. 

The math made sense to me. The total project cost was only forty percent of the after-repair value for the residential properties, and fifteen percent for the commercial one. The two land parcels were bought for next to nothing, which meant I could turn around and sell them at a significant profit if we needed the cash. I did not see any downside to the residential side. The seven occupied houses were already bringing in six thousand five hundred dollars a month in rent. I figured that steady income would give our finances a massive boost after the pandemic slump.
I took the plan to my investors. I had really good relationships with them, and they were excited about the new opportunity. The deal looked sweet because the hold time on their investment for the three vacant houses would be less than a year. I showed them the plan to not renew the leases on the remaining occupied properties, and they understood the rest of the builds would be finished within twelve months. Three of those investors funded the total investment required to secure the properties and cover the renovations.
Once we closed on the purchase, I set the average renovation budget at two hundred thirty-five thousand dollars per property. We started with an initial draw of one hundred thousand dollars for the first phase of the projects. I kept ten percent of the draws locked away for operational expenses. 
I watched the money like a hawk. I kept a close handle on operations, the money coming in, and the money going out. I also watched the renovations and the property sales. I had been burned before by my father and my previous business partner, so keeping close tabs on the business was not just a preference. It was a necessity. 
It was not long before I noticed multiple large draw requests on the same three properties in a very short window of time. I asked my CFO about it. He told me there had been multiple instances of materials being stolen from the larger properties. I asked if he was investigating the thefts. He acknowledged that he was and promised to keep me posted.
But the monthly financials stopped making sense. The expenses for each property were wildly higher than our budget. The balances on our vendor accounts were not in line with normal projects. We were holding much higher balances than ever before, and my bookkeeper started getting past-due notices. I told her to keep me personally updated on the situation. 
Then she came to me with a real problem. She told me she was receiving invoices from the CFO to pay the general contractor. The rates were higher than normal, and the amounts were way off. It threw up a massive red flag for her. I told her to print all the invoices from the past two months for every vendor and contractor. I told her to bring them directly to me and not disclose this information to anyone else.
When I sat down with those invoices papers, the irregularities were obvious. The general contractor was being paid five times the proper amounts. Vendors were billing way over budget for materials. I saw names of vendors being paid that were not on our approved list. Each property had expenditures totaling over two hundred thousand dollars, and none of them were close to completion. I knew right then we had a huge problem.
I looked closely at our accounting process. When a vendor invoice came in, the CFO had to validate the charges and approve the payment. Then that approved invoice went to the bookkeeper to be entered, and a payment date was set. Our system was automated. Bill payments were processed electronically on that exact date. I found out my CFO was going into the system and changing the dates. He was pushing payments for the general contractor and a few high-level subcontractors out of cycle. He was issuing payments sooner and more often than the system was preset for. I knew he was part of the conspiracy to defraud my company.
Here is how they were siphoning the money. The normal process was to assign a project manager to a secured property. That manager met with the general contractor to do a full assessment and establish a cost for the renovation. But on the eight properties in question, they changed the routine. They would purchase materials and deliver them to the site. During the night, the crew would steal those materials and sell them for cash on the open market for less than full value. Then the general contractor would order replacement materials to cover the theft. That meant we had to go back to the investors and ask for more money to cover the new materials. This happened twenty-two times during the construction period.
Finding out who was involved broke something inside me. There were seven people in this theft ring. It included the CFO, the general contractor, three subcontractors, and two laborers. When the truth finally came to light, I learned the CFO, the general contractor, and one subcontractor were heavily addicted to heroin and meth. The others involved were just in it for the money. 
I gathered all the information. Before I could sit them down and confront the seven of them, they vanished. They all left on the exact same day. They pulled one last massive haul of materials from all the properties the night before and disappeared. I was out of money. I had no CFO. I had no general contractor. I was down three subcontractors and two laborers. My entire construction operation was gutted. 
My major investors, lenders, and creditors were shocked. They had known me for years. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Our relationships were always solid. Each of them opened their own investigation into what happened. 
Those investigations sparked audits and further probes by local and state regulatory agencies, the Securities and Exchange Commission, the State Corporation Commission, the FBI, and multiple attorneys. Everyone got full access to our books, our bank accounts, and our employee records. I have never faced the sheer amount of legal fees, fines, and penalties that this situation demanded.
I was ordered to cease and desist all operations. They seized all my properties. They froze every business bank account, which meant nobody was getting paid. My company was not allowed to operate anymore. We were done. I had to dismiss all my employees. All our vendors cut us off. I was facing another tragedy, and once again, it was completely out of my control.
The hardest moment was not the financial ruin. It was knowing that all my employees were suddenly without a job in a highly unpredictable market. These were people who put their trust and belief in me to produce a lifestyle they could never have imagined on their own. 
Losing this company was tougher than any other loss I had endured. I was older now. I knew I was never going to be able to rebuild. My reputation was ruined, my finances were gone, and the legal pressure was too heavy to lift.
During that time, I was spinning out of control. I just wanted to grasp onto anything positive to stop the situation from totally destroying my life. I didn't know how to make sense of the wreckage. I had been betrayed before. I knew what it felt like to lose a business at the hands of other people. But this was different. This time, I lost my reputation. I lost the investors who believed in me. I couldn't even look them in the eye.
It wasn’t just a business failure. It felt like everything I was had been stripped away. There is a passage in the Book of Job that describes that exact feeling. When Job lost everything, he didn’t just feel sad. He felt a shock that paralyzed him. He felt an anguish he couldn’t escape. He sat in the ashes and wondered if God had forgotten him. But even in that deep despair, I knew I couldn’t let go of my faith. 
Job 19:25
“I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand on the earth.”
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My life was in shambles. So many people were pursuing me. Business partners, lenders, investors, and attorneys were all coming at once. I felt I had nowhere to hide. I could not get any rest. I was constantly looking for a way to defend myself against a mountain of allegations. The Securities and Exchange Commission charged me. The State Corporation Commission charged me too. They accused me of selling securities under false pretenses. They accused me of embezzling money from public and private investors. I did not do those things. But the accusations did not care about the truth. 
The fines and fees were catastrophic. The demand to repay every single loan and investment was crushing. There was also the potential of going to jail. I was not able to go out in public. I could not risk running into people who knew about the legal battle. My name was ruined. My credit was destroyed. My professional credibility did not exist anymore. I lost one hundred percent of everything I had. I lost my retirement accounts. I lost my bank accounts. They seized my properties. They took all my company vehicles and my personal vehicles. I literally woke up one day, and everything was gone. There was no transition. There was no warning. It was just gone. I did not know where to sleep. I did not know how to buy groceries. The reality of having nothing settled over me like a heavy blanket. I was entirely alone in a world that suddenly wanted nothing to do with me.
The hardest part of the four-year ordeal was not the money. It was the truth about where the money went. My attorney found out that all the stolen funds were used by my CFO, the general contractor, and the subcontractor. They used it to support their drug habits and their prostitutes. The news made me sick to my stomach. After we finally located them, we found out they were all dead. Two of them died from drug overdoses. The third one died in a head-on collision with a tree. 
I was extremely mad, furious. I wanted to bring them to justice for what they had done to me. I wanted them to answer for what they did to my company and my loyal staff. But they just died doing what they loved doing, which meant they would never, ever get to face the consequences of their actions, and now I was left behind with the wreckage to clean up.
Losing everything again at sixty-four years old was devastating. All I wanted was to find the people who caused this and make them accountable. But they were buried in the ground, and I was left holding the bag. There was no closure. There was no justice. I had to sit with the anger and the unfairness of it all. I had to watch the people who ruined my life escape the very consequences they forced upon me.
Stress is a real thing. People talk about it like it is just a feeling. But it is not. It is a physical weight that literally crushes your organs. My blood pressure was sky-high, and I developed coronary heart issues, severe digestive problems, anxiety, and depression. My mind was foggy, and I had gained a massive amount of weight. As a result, I began drinking excessively- one bottle, two, three, pouring over and over just to shut down the noise in my head and be at peace for once. 
I had reached the point where my own body started breaking down in other ways. I injured my right knee. An extremely large dog weighing one hundred and twenty pounds ran into me from behind. He was chasing one of my small dogs. What was playing turned into tearing everything in my knee. The pain was blinding. I could not walk without agony. I had to undergo a full right knee replacement. The recovery was slow and painful. I also had surgery reconstructing the tendons and muscles in my left hip. My body was failing on every front. 
The stress and the weight gain caused my coronary issues to worsen. I was admitted to the hospital multiple times for congestive heart failure. They ran EKGs. They did stress tests and nuclear stress tests. The doctors told me my heart was going into AFIB. I had to undergo a seven-hour cardiac ablation to prevent it from failing completely. I spent days in that hospital bed just trying to catch my breath. I felt entirely helpless. The machines beeped around me, but they could not fix the ruin in my life. 
Then came the autoimmune diagnosis. It is called HLA B27. It is a brutal disease that attacks all the joints in your body. It causes joint swelling and severe pain. This disease has tormented me for the past three years. I have tried seven separate types of medication, just looking for the one that would provide relief. I sit for Remicade infusions for the autoimmune disease. I was not the strong Marine pilot anymore. I was not the confident dancer. I was just a broken man trying to survive his own biology. My body felt like a prison, and I did not recognize the person looking back at me in the mirror.
The stress from my second marriage also contributed to my health collapse. Owning multiple businesses put a heavy burden on us. There were other factors that led to the divorce. I had as major a role in its demise as she did. We both had our own issues. It became a non-loving environment. That stress played a significant part in perpetuating my physical decline. I felt like my body was failing. My mind was in constant turmoil. My spirit was crushed. 
I did not want to answer the phone. I ignored emails and texts. I was terrified of getting the mail. I was always afraid of who or what was coming after me next. Every night I was afraid to go to sleep. My mind would spin with things I needed to do or battles I had to fight, which would progress throughout the day. I spent my hours dodging calls and hiding from the mail. There was no peace left for me to feel, no way to catch a break as I was mentally and physically exhausted. All I wanted was to wake up one more day so I could work to get out of the situations I was in. I did not know how to fix it. I just knew I had to survive it.
Many people end up thinking about giving up in moments like these, but it was never in my plan. And when you literally have no other way to come out of a terrible situation, that’s when you lean in and stand on your faith. I know it is tough; having a robust faith is not easy. You will often find yourself skidding left to right, wondering, questioning, hoping, and sometimes even finding yourself being angry at your situation, but sometimes, the best you can do is hang on and pray! there. 
I am not going to say that any of it was easy. I was at my lowest, looking for a way out, and none of it was even slightly acceptable. I was in this situation because of the people who preferred doing what they loved doing stealing and deceiving despite the consequences and the hurt and the loss. And of course, nothing angers you more when your suffering is at the hands of those who would never give a second thought about you. 
I couldn’t just sit and wait for God to send a miracle my way, so the first thing I did was secure my Social Security benefits. I found a room to rent to give me a home base. I started doing handyman repairs to offset the Social Security check. It was not much money, but it helped me survive. There is a strange irony in fixing other people’s broken houses when your own life is in ruins. But the work kept my hands busy. It kept me from staring at the wall. It gave me a reason to get out of bed in the morning.
I did turn back to online dating as a means of escaping the troubling bad stuff. I wanted to leave the nightmare behind, even if just for a little while. I would hide the real me behind the version of me I wanted others to see. I did the exact same thing when I was dancing as the Sheik. The pain subsided for a little while when I was on those dates. I was hiding my scars behind a smile, pretending to be a man who had not just lost everything. But After a year I was over the online dating game. I made a decision that if my next attempt did not work, I was done with it forever. I did not have the energy to keep pretending.
That is when I met Kim Downing. We talked for about a week then we agreed to meet one evening, and it was a wonderful meeting. We were in a restaurant that had a large bar area. It was the only place we could sit. We sat and talked for hours. It felt like there was no one else in that place but us. I asked her out again, and she agreed. We spent the entire day together on that second date. We were both taken aback by the feelings and the affection we enjoyed. It was pretty magical. That started a full-blown relationship that we both thank God for.
As Kim and I got to know each other, we found it so easy to talk. We opened up about our lives. We shared the good and the bad. She also came from a troubled background. She had an assertive father. She was bullied as a young schoolgirl. She survived a terrible marriage. She has a son who is her heart, and he developed a severe medical condition that took a massive toll on her. After I shared all of my past, we were convinced that God brought us together. Kim has been my safe place during all of this. She shows me a love that I have never felt. She gives me more love than I deserve. We lean on each other in times when we need a rock. I have become hers, and she has become mine. I did not have to hide my scars with her. She saw the broken man, and she stayed. She did not run when she saw the wreckage.
I knew God was there during those four years. He was always there. But I did yell and cry to Him. I asked the same questions over and over. I asked Him why me. I asked Him why now. My prayers were not full of praise. My prayers were just cries for help. I told Him I could not help myself. I can honestly say I did not feel peace during this time. I was mentally and physically exhausted. All I wanted was to wake up one more day so I could work to get out of the situations I was in. I did not feel a gentle hand on my shoulder. I just felt the weight of the fire.
But as I look back from where I am today, there is no doubt that God has been preparing me for something greater than myself. I have submitted my life to serving Him. When I began this new journey through the fire, I had no clear view or idea that I would see a a clear timeframe to when I would see myself surviving. time when I was just surviving. I felt like I was a shell of a man. I had no real job. I had no money. I had no retirement. I had no home. I only had an old work pickup truck. Everything else was gone. 
But I had breath in my lungs. I had energy in my body and my mind. I mixed that with God, and He directed my path every day. We do not know where we are going. We do not know the means to get there. You just have to keep getting up. You have to keep moving. You have to trust God. 
“Fire can destroy and Fire can also refine.

Joel 2:25-26
“And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.”
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