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Footprints in the Sand
One night I dreamed I was walking along the beach with the Lord. Many scenes from my life flashed across the sky.
In each scene I noticed footprints in the sand. Sometimes there were two sets of footprints, other times there was one only.
This bothered me because I noticed that during the low periods of my life, when I was suffering from anguish, sorrow or defeat, I could see only one set of footprints, so I said to the Lord,
“You promised me Lord,
that if I followed you, you would walk with me always. But I have noticed that during the most trying periods of my life there has only been one set of footprints in the sand. Why, when I needed you most, have you not been there for me?”
The Lord replied, “The years when you have seen only one set of footprints, my child, is when I carried you.”


Mary Stevenson, 1936 

Dedication

This book is dedicated to the older of my two sisters, Carol Joyce, who spent her entire life either on the streets of Los Angeles, or in mental institutions, and who was finally beaten to death in some dark alley in downtown L.A. at the age of 47.

The L.A. Sheriff’s department never found her assailants.
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Naked, with my body drenched with sweat, urine, spit, and tears, the roach-infested closet I was locked in became the dungeon from which there was no escape.  The darkness had engulfed me to the point where I could not even see my hand directly in front of me, while I feared madness would finally overpower my resolve to maintain my sanity as hundreds of cockroaches rapidly scurried over every part of my trembling naked body.  Roaches were everywhere.  I couldn’t see them, but I felt them crawling all over me.  They would fall from above through the black void and land on my head and shoulders, finding themselves in my ears, back, and face.  I couldn’t stand up because of the wool coats hanging above me that were the breeding grounds for untold numbers of these monsters.  I could only sit crouched under those coats in a continual state of horror trying franticly to get as many roaches off of me as possible.  Unable to distinguish between reality and fear, I began to feel them crawling in every hole they could find and was quickly panicking as I would slap myself in vain attempts to kill the invaders and their filth.  I didn’t care if I would squash them in my ears or on my forehead, I just wanted them to stop their incessant attacks.
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Suddenly, the door of my dungeon opened to expose my mother’s laughing face.  Light came in from the kitchen finally exposing hundreds of cockroaches moving all over the floor beneath me and on my urine-drenched body as my mother stood at the closet door with full satisfaction on her face while she looked at me with pure evil knowing that I was in the process of being destroyed as anything that resembled a human being.

“You’re not so tough anymore, are you?  Here, eat this.  I hope you choke on it!”  She slid a plate of beans and mashed potatoes across the floor and into the closet for me to eat.  Inside the plate of food, I caught a brief glimpse of the familiar black lumps of dead roaches that had been cooked along with the potatoes as she calmly closed the closet door once again, allowing total darkness to return.

I moved the plate of food away from me to a corner of the closet, hoping the roaches would prefer the beans and potatoes to my body.  There was no way I was going to put anything in my mouth in that hole of a closet that belonged to Hell itself.  But my mother knew my thoughts.

“You will stay in there, Mother Killer, until you’ve eaten every bit of your dinner.”  Her voice on the other side of the closet door calmly let me know that I had better eat what she had given me, or prepare to stay in this closet for the entire weekend.

I thought of how much I hated her as my mother’s spit dripped from my hair and onto my lap.  At least I thought it was spit, since my world was complete darkness.  It was hard to tell the difference between the dripping phlegm my mother had coughed into my hair just minutes before, and a falling cockroach until I slapped at that part of my body to feel her slimy phlegm that had fallen rather than the body of a roach.  I felt like a wild animal crouching in this closet sitting among the filthiest insects on Earth.  
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I couldn’t eat the mashed potatoes and beans she had given me, for they were probably covered with roaches by now.  But if I didn’t eat them, I would remain in here forever, as she had just made very clear.  Maybe there was an alternative.  Maybe there was a way out of here without eating those wretched creatures.

I shoved my finger deep into my throat to induce choking and vomiting.  After all, she had wished that I choked on the mashed potatoes when she gave them to me, so maybe her sadistic thirst for total control of me will be satisfied if I not only choked, but vomited as well.  And if she felt satisfied and victorious, maybe I’d be able to get out of here.

I choked and gagged, and then gagged some more.  But I wasn’t vomiting.  My mother heard me choking from outside, and began to laugh with Toy, my younger sister.  But then her voice became more subdued as I think my mother was beginning to feel sorry for me.  She quietly spoke to Toy, “Maybe he’s learned his lesson.  Should I let him out?”

Toy immediately answered, “No Mom!  Don’t have pity on him.  Just let him rot in there.  He deserves it, the way he treats you.”

Again, I shoved my finger into my throat as far as it would go, and then wiggled it around to help me throw up, but still I couldn’t vomit.  I just gagged and choked.  Was I doomed to stay here all weekend?  No. I couldn’t give up.  My sanity wouldn’t last the weekend in here. I continued to have my finger in my throat with no success; but then an idea came to me.  I thought about picking up a handful of mashed potatoes in that plate I placed near the corner that was probably covered with cockroaches by now.  What if I just scooped a handful of mashed potatoes along with cockroaches and put them in my mouth?  Surely that would make me vomit.

But the mere thought of putting a handful of mashed potatoes and roaches in my mouth was enough to induce a full fledged vomiting attack.  The violent spasms of my stomach caused it to cave in as it forced dry heaves out with some stomach fluids. It felt like I had vomited my entire insides and my sounds of regurgitation sickened both my Mother and Toy.  

My mother opened the closet door and said, “Okay Mother Killer, have you had enough?”  I couldn’t speak, for liquids that I didn’t even know existed were dripping from my opened mouth onto my lap, while the roaches were actually being trapped in the stickiness of the vomit that dropped on them.

“You’re disgusting, you animal.”  My mother was talking to me but I was still gagging and couldn’t answer.  “Get out of there and go take a shower.  Then sit on the steps.  I don’t want to look at you.” I was so very dizzy and could barely move.  But somehow I found the strength to slowly move towards the door.

She continued, “You’re no good, you animal you.  You’ll never amount to anything because God’s going to punish you, you mother-killer, for how you treat your mother!  Just remember:  every dog has his day.”  She and Toy then walked off to the front room to watch T.V.

As I slowly got off the floor and walked upstairs, I said, “Thank you, Mom.”  I wanted her to know how much I truly and genuinely appreciated being allowed to get out of that closet.

But my appreciation did not last long.  As I took that shower, I realized that I was beyond recognition as anything that resembled a human being and had come close to total emotional and mental collapse.  She was too much to fight against.  She had too much power and too much control over me.  Totally exhausted, I leaned against the shower wall with the warm water cleansing my body of urine, spit, squashed roaches, sweat, and tears.  The water from the shower would take all of this filth away from me and wash it down the drain.  But the only fluid that would not go away with the shower was my tears. They kept coming in a steady stream even as the shower washed them away.  My tears were silent cries of desperation, of soulful death, and of hopelessness.  Cries that no one could hear.  Cries that no one cared about.  Cries that were useless.  I was alone in Hell and was close to reaching my breaking point.  

But giving up was not an option.  Somehow I must go on, in spite of her power and without the help of that cruel monster of a God she threatened me with, if by some remote chance he even existed.  One day I will be out of here.  One day, life will be good.  But today, I will be happy that I am, at least for the moment, okay.

The tears stopped.

Rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation; continuing instant in prayer; Distributing to the necessity of saints; given to hospitality. Bless them which persecute you: bless, and curse not. (Romans 12:12)  How much more would my soul have been soothed had I been able to truly understand this deep within my heart?
PREFACE
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If God is good, and if He is omnipotent in his power as the Creator of our Universe, then why does He allow bad things to happen to innocent children?  This is a painful question to answer by those who have experienced ugliness and perversion from those who were supposed to protect them.  In fact, many have rejected the very existence of God because there seems to be no rational answer to this question.  But its answer will be attempted before the end of this book, at least according to the opinion of one who has experienced enough as a child and as a young adult for this question to be pondered.

Parents have such an awesome responsibility stemming from a natural desire to lovingly care and protect their children.  But when a parent purposely and consistently neglects his responsibility and brings emotional or physical pain to the children who have been given to them as gifts, it is a horror that few people can truly comprehend.  Abuse does not just consist of the specific actions against the child.  But just as a rape victim is affected for the rest of her life, so too does the abused child suffer long term effects throughout even his adult life that interfere with healthy relationships, healthy parenting, and a healthy personal view of ones inner self because of shame and guilt, both of which are misplaced and undeserved.  Although not the primary motivation, one of the reasons behind the writing of this book is to give the reader who never experienced such a childhood a close-up view of the devastating effect of extreme abuse, so that heart-felt comprehension of what the child has experienced will aid the reader to interact with those who experienced such trauma with understanding and compassion, but without pity.  And for those readers who themselves have experienced or are experiencing abuse at the hands of one or both of their parents, then the message to those readers in this book is that your plight is understood, and your life is not doomed as a result of a rough beginning.  I thank God for allowing me to experience and survive an ugly childhood, even though I would not wish it on anyone and would not want to re-live it.  For not only has it given me a deep appreciation of what is expected of me during my lifetime as a father, but, in addition, it has given me the privilege and honor of being able to possibly help another person in his or her journey out of being enslaved to an ugly and forbidding past.  The uplifting and wholesome effect we can have on those who may have experienced similar events in their lives may result in the saving of a life rather than in its extermination.  To give hope to people who may be currently chained to similar circumstances of child abuse, past or present, or to give a certain level of understanding to others who are lucky enough to be raised in a healthy environment, is an honor reserved only to those who have survived childhood atrocities.  So yes, I thank God for allowing me this honor.

A bad childhood does not create a bad person.  It creates a clear awareness of exactly what not to do, and who not to become.  We all have a choice of how we behave and are certainly not locked into behaving in the way we were raised.  If we choose selfish power and exploitation of our own children because we were victims ourselves and we have allowed ourselves to become bitter to perpetuate our own experiences, then that is our choice, not our destiny due to the excuse that we know of no better way to behave.  If by some perverted twist of parenthood, we actually enjoy the power we feel by our abusive dominion over those who are defenseless and dependent upon us, then that too is our choice, not something over which we have no control.  It has become very common within our society to pass responsibility onto others so that we can remain blameless.  In fact, from the very beginning, when God was admonishing Adam for partaking in the forbidden fruit, Adam’s first reaction was something like, “It’s not my fault, Lord. It’s the woman’s fault that you gave me.”  So not only was Adam blaming Eve for his disobedience, but he was ultimately blaming God himself, for it was God who gave him this woman in the first place!  Ever since then, men have blamed their wives for just about everything that might go wrong, from directions to the vacation spot, to the changed time for dinner, to a misplaced sock, to a forgotten appointment with the dentist.  But although these types of blame are usually harmless and even comical, there is nothing funny about a man or woman who blames his current problems, his inability to lovingly care for his family, his distrust of those of the opposite sex, and his harsh treatment of those whom he says he loves, on his bad childhood.  It is time that we stop finding excuses for our inappropriate and destructive behavior and instead take responsibility for our own lives, correcting that which is amiss through appropriate channels and community resources.

Child abuse comes in many forms and is certainly not limited to the specific types described in these pages.  And abusive environments are by no means limited to the socio-economic conditions that existed in the Los Angeles ghetto where I grew up.  Jordon Downs Housing Projects, located in Watts, housed many loving families whose only crime was being poor.  My mother’s crimes against her children had nothing to do with economics; it had to do with a conscious decision to behave inappropriately, and a refusal to seek proper help.  A child abuser in a middle or upper class neighborhood could inflict just as much emotional and physical trauma on his or her children, so the fact that this occurred in Watts is in no way an incrimination of my neighborhood or our social standing. It is an incrimination of those who violate their responsibility to love and protect their children.

There are common bonds made of emotional despair, powerless frustration, and a sometimes overwhelming feeling of emptiness, loneliness, and void among abused children that transcend race and economic status.  Mixed up feelings of loyalty, love, and revulsion are confusing and are not easy to come to grips with.  Even many years later, as I write these words and remember and recount the incidents that follow, strong feelings of despair and inner emptiness are rekindled.  While I was in the middle of writing and remembering a particular incident during my teenage years, nausea would find its way back into my throat, my heart would start to pound again, my arms and stomach would start to tremble, and a sweat would fill my fingers and hands. Throughout this book you will read of what seems like inconsistencies in attitude, resolve, and feelings.  This is because they are.  Despair, emptiness, loneliness, and confusion manifest themselves in inconsistent behavior and attitudes of the abused child.

The reader is reminded that this account is not by any means meant to be a complete autobiography.  Many positive aspects of my life, such as playing marbles, playing basketball, boxing, going to college, coaching, teaching, or engaging in other normal activities, have been purposely omitted.  It is not my purpose to bore the reader with everyday trivia.  My purpose is to enlighten the reader with those aspects of a life that are often hidden and not at all talked about. This book is not only about physical torture and emotional mayhem inflicted upon us children by our parents, it is about undying hope and a will to not just survive, but to exceed all expectations in love, parenthood, marriage, and business.  We have the choice of becoming loving parents not in spite of our background, but rather because of our background.  So let me emphasize that much of my childhood was fun, good, and healthy.  And many things were lovingly provided and nourished by my mother, who was the same woman who, at other times, unleashed extreme emotional and physical trauma upon her children.

The underlying message of this book, that was primarily motivational in its conception, is not to just any reader, but specifically to the abused child himself.  It is to help you realize, know, understand, and most importantly, feel within every crevice of your soul, that your past need not control your present and future without your express permission.  If just a glimmer of hope can be given to a young person today who is experiencing turmoil in his/her home life so that person knows that his plight is temporary and will not last forever, that things will be better in the future if he just hangs in there, doesn’t give up, and does what is necessary to straighten out that which is twisted, then this book was not written in vain.  If an older victim can look at his/her childhood and realize how it is affecting his adult life, and if that person will seek appropriate help and rebel against being trapped in the perpetuation of abusive behavior or as a slave to its effects, then recounting my childhood was more than worthwhile.  If you are reading this and feel trapped in a difficult situation, or are locked in behaviors learned from being abused, then know that your relationships, your job, your marriage, and your very future are not doomed to failure and repetition of what you have been through.  Know instead that you have a kind of hope that is not just wishful thinking, but is something real and something attainable. 

Not only can our ugly circumstances be overcome, but we can actually benefit from a rough beginning if we choose to learn from that beginning, rather than lean on it as an excuse for failure.  Again, each of us has the choice of either perpetuating the abuse we endured or being committed to creating a normal and healthy environment in which to raise our families.  Our families have the potential of being lucky enough to be with a spouse or parent who knows what it’s like to be a helpless victim and would ensure at all costs a healthy and pleasant lifestyle.  Or, our families could have the misfortune to be with a spouse or parent who chooses to treat his family as horribly as he/she has treated.  The choice is ours.

For a few years out of a lifetime I endured abuse at the hands of my parents, particularly, my mother.  But as a result, I live every day full of appreciation and thanksgiving for clean food, a bed, an undisturbed night’s sleep, my loving wife, my Brian and Tony, and the freedom to do as I wish—within limitations, of course.  How many of us look at our hand or foot every day and consider ourselves very lucky for having them?  Certainly I don’t.  It is much more difficult to appreciate something I have always had than it is to appreciate something with which I have gone without.  I therefore truly thank God for my childhood and want no one’s pity for it.  My beginning has set the foundation for me to thoroughly, enthusiastically, emotionally, and sincerely love and appreciate the rest of my lifetime.

There is no attempt within this book to analyze and explain the clinical reasons behind my mother’s warped behavior, or behind my father’s cruel behavior.  Such an analysis may be of interest to some, including the professional psychologist, psychiatrist, and some counselors, but it is meaningless to most of the intended audience of this book:  the abused child, the adult who was abused as a child, and the counselors who treat them.  There are those who may feel better if they knew their parent was mentally ill and therefore not responsible for their actions. And indeed this realization may be somewhat cathartic which can help the abused heal emotional scars.  But does understanding mental illness erase the lifelong effects of years of conditioning that instill distrust, lying, rejection, suspicion, hatred, manipulation, depression, hopelessness, anger, and in some cases, torture? Does the abused child really care about the psychological intricacies of a mental illness that is raining or has rained havoc upon his or her life?  Or is the child just overwhelmed by the havoc itself and its destructive results, wanting desperately for it to stop?  When I think of what happened to me, to my brother, and to my sisters, I do not seek to understand why my mother did what she did, for it is my opinion that there is no justification or excuse.  Instead, even though I have forgiven her, I think about the misery we endured and how that misery has affected all of us in different ways throughout our lifetimes.  The worst effect, of course, was on one of my sisters, Carol Joyce, who spent her entire lifetime as a homeless person on the streets of Los Angeles or as a patient in some psychiatric hospital, and who was eventually murdered by anonymous thugs on the streets of L.A.  

The focus of this book is not only how to survive a sick home environment where the parents are to some degree warped, cruel, and mentally unstable, unleashing horrors upon those children they are supposed to protect, but more importantly, surviving as a person who is just as whole, if not more so, than one who was lucky enough to come from a loving home.  My ultimate desire and greatest wish is that Carol Joyce be the last victim of child abuse who leads a life of hopelessness and despair, ending up alone, hopeless, and beaten to death, as a direct result of the abuse she endured and the effect it had on her adult life.

Like the message Jesse Jackson brought in “Operation Bread-basket” when he was talking to a crowd of people living in a ghetto:  “No matter how dreary the situation is, or how difficult it may be, the storm doesn’t really matter until the storm begins to get you down,” the message of this book goes even further: The storm will pass into a clear, beautiful, and sunny day.  Don’t feel sorry for yourself, but rather, get up, dust yourself off, hold your head high, don’t be ashamed, learn from what you have been through, and prepare for the sunny days to come.  Liberate yourself from the chains of silence, know that you are not alone, and encourage those who have gone through similar experiences.  Hope for the best, strive to succeed, and do not settle for anything less.  Erase the thought that you are doomed to repeat that which has been unleashed upon you, for if you have the will and desire to live in an emotionally healthy home, but feel lost as to how to escape a particular rut that you find yourself in, then read on and discover for yourself that the hope within you can become reality.



My wife, Eliana, and me on a trip to Hawaii in 2007

Undying Hope is our best defense.                     

For whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope. (Romans 15:4) 

Forgiveness is our best offense.

Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if any man have a quarrel against any: even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye. (Colossians 3:12)

THAT MAN

(Back to Table of Contents)
My earliest memories go back to a time when I was six years old, and my brother Eddie was eight.  Our little sister, Carol Joyce was only a year old and so cute that our father nicknamed her, “Toy”.  We actually had two houses that we would alternate living in when my father had to perform some work on one or the other.  One of the houses was situated on Corona Avenue in Bell Gardens and the other one on Orchard Avenue in the city of Bell.  Both Bell Gardens and Bell were suburbs of Los Angeles.  

My brother and I shared the family pet, a beautiful and playful black dog, whose name was “Blackie”.  Blackie was definitely part of the family and added to the fact that we were simply a typical lower middle-class family.  There was nothing unusual about us children, our mother, or our father.  Our father was a construction worker and had a very high work ethic.  He would make sure that when we were assigned a work task, such as raking the leaves, that we would do a complete job rather than just a quick one.  He taught us that pride in doing a particular job mattered.  Our mother took care of the family, cooked meals, cleaned the house, and made sure the household in general was in order.

One day, my brother Eddie and I were playing outside.  We were throwing rocks at each other, which was something we both knew was forbidden by our Mom and Dad. I usually got the worst of the rock throwing though, since I was two years younger than my brother.  But I didn’t mind, for I liked to have rock fights, especially the part where we would both crawl under the house and have massive dust battles against each other.  Under the house, I usually had the advantage because, since I was smaller, I could move around in the crawl space a lot better than Eddie could.  So, playing Army, we threw rocks at each other in our back yard as we tried to find shelter in the forts that each of us had built for protection.  Suddenly, our mother came out and was concerned that we might hurt ourselves.  She was quietly upset and called us inside to tell Eddie that he was to blame because he was the oldest and was supposed to be a good example for his younger brother.  Our Mom said to Eddie that because he was a bad example, he was going to get something special when we went to bed that night.

Later on that evening, Eddie and I were lying in our bed, one at the foot and the other at the head.  Their bedroom was dark and our mother was standing at our door silhouetted by the hall light.  She called to us.

“Frankie, don’t look around.  Keep your eyes closed.”  She sounded very comforting.  Then she spoke to Eddie in a deeper voice.  “Look at me, Eddie.”  Her voice was scary now.  What was she doing?  I think Eddie was looking at her now.  She started making really scary sounds.  What was she doing?  I think I’ll peek.

As I opened my eyes to see what she was doing, I saw my mother standing in the doorway with her outstretched hand protruding from her chin.  She was making scary faces and sounds at Eddie so that he would have nightmares tonight.  That’s what she meant earlier when she said Eddie would be getting something special.  She would be giving him nightmares for his disobedience.  But why did I have to look?  Now I am going to have nightmares too!

My mother then turned off the lights and closed the door behind her.  But her image haunted me all night.  Next time, I’ll do as she says.  When she tells me to keep my eyes closed and not to look around, I’ll do just that.

Something was not right with my mother, but I did not know it for I had never had another mother to compare.  Whatever she did or didn’t do was, as far as I was concerned, the norm.  It would not be too long, however, before I discovered just how much of her behavior was something utterly different from normalcy, even if I had nothing with which to compare it.

Entering a time machine and recounting my childhood seems to be such an enormous task.  There are so many scattered memories that are so vivid in my memory but disorganized in sequence.  Where do I start?  Time is such an uncertainty of little importance that it hardly seems necessary to relate a lifestyle in linear terms.  Virtually any incident could have followed or preceded any other incident with the sole difference being that of intensity.

Take my father, for example.  Although my memories of him are a bit vague, he weighed about 160 pounds, was very handsome, had short dark hair and spent 11 years in prison.  He was both a just man and a man full of hatred and injustice.  He was a man who tortured my mother and taught her methods of inflicting emotional suffering upon others, methods that she was to perfect on us years after he was gone for good.   But can we really be taught how to inflict emotional suffering upon others, or do we make the choice to embrace such teaching or to thoroughly reject it?

What does it matter the order in which he committed crimes against his family?  Only the historian cares about chronology.  To those of us who knew and endured the warped behavior of one trained in the finest prisons, history is simply a series of somewhat unrelated memories that manifest themselves in some of the most unexpected ways.

I must be excused if I insist upon calling my father “that man” for that is the manner in which we referred to him throughout my life.  It feels very awkward to refer to him as “my father”, but I shall try.

It seems as though there were always sides of division within the confines of our disharmonious family to the extent that one belonged to either one side or the other.  In the beginning, we children always sided with our mother against “that man” who not only beat our mother at his whim, but openly cheated on her and made her live a life of utter dependence and fear.  But later on that would change after That Man was gone for good.

One day, during the pregnancy of my younger sister, Carol Joyce, my mother did or said something wrong to “that man” and paid for it with a sharp fist in her 7-9 month pregnant belly.  I was sitting on the couch just a few feet away from my mother who was standing in pain as my father’s fist landed directly upon her stomach.  I thought the baby would break with the force of my father’s punch.  I had absolutely no idea of what she did to receive such treatment, but it was undoubtedly a somewhat trivial but irritating thorn to my father.  He followed his punch up with spit directed at my mother’s face.  My father taught me right then and there to never ever hit a woman, no matter what the circumstances.  To me, hitting a woman is the epitome of cowardice.  And my father gave me the sight of my helpless mother at the mercy of his brutal treatment that still haunts me today as if it happened yesterday.  Carol was eventually born and as she grew in years, she always had a pretty serious speech impediment where she stuttered quite a bit.  I’ve always wondered if my sister’s father somehow caused her speech impediment even before her birth.  But I shall never know.

I hated to see my mother scream and cry from the sadistic beatings “that man” inflicted upon her.  I hated him even more and could not understand how he could bare watching his pregnant wife suffer and plead to him for mercy with a profusion of tears streaming from her flushed face.  How I would have loved to be big enough to give him “a taste of his own medicine”, as my mother would say.  But that would not erase the writhing, ugly, sweating, and de-humanized figure of my mother whom he appeared to get pleasure out of forcing to her knees.  To see my Mom on her knees begging for his mercy was something that made me want to hurt my father very badly.  I would have been so happy to simply come to her rescue and protect her from any more of his sinister and criminal brutality.  Later in life, when most teenage boys have sexual fantasies about girls, I would have fantasies of girls as well.  But my fantasies were such that I would come to the aid of a girl I had a crush on because men who had every intention to hurt her were attacking her.  Of course, I would save her in time, and she would be unharmed.  Her would-be attackers, on the other hand, would be laid out on the pavement in a lot of pain.  

But perhaps my fantasy of protecting a lady in danger is common among boys.  At two years old, my son Brian came to me very excited because he wanted to tell me about a dream he had about Katie, a girl toddler who was the daughter of one of our friends.

“Daddy, I dreamed that Katie was tied down on the rail road tracks with a lot of rope.”  Maybe he saw this in a cartoon, I thought.  Brian continued.

“And I saw her there all by herself, so I took all of my clothes off…”  uh oh, I thought.  What kind of two year old am I raising here?  He took his clothes off?  What is he going to say now?   I didn’t want to hear his next words, but knew that I had to.  I asked, “Why did you take your clothes off, Brian?”

“Because I changed into my Superman suit that I had on under my clothes.  Then I saved her from the train coming down the tracks.”

Whew.  I had a sigh of relief.  The innocence and purity of a child is so very heartwarming.

But my father wasn’t pure, and he wasn’t a man who protected his wife from the oncoming train.  Instead, he was the train.  My father was a person who delighted in his wife’s pain and suffering at his hand.  My desire to rescue her was simply the dreaming of a powerless 6-year old.  Reality was much different than Superman or Robin Hood coming to the rescue of the oppressed and tortured.  In this world, I had learned one hard fact of life at a very young age: this man had total control over the mental health and physical well being of his family.  He was to be obeyed; not out of respect, but out of fear. But I was confused.  We were not his enemies.  We were his family.  How could he destroy those who were dependent upon him?  After he would kick and punch his screaming and weeping wife, how could he answer her pleas for mercy with spit coughed up from deep within his throat?  

That man had more talents besides wife beating.  When he was being more a father than he was a wife beater, he built an impressive addition to the house in which we lived that doubled its size.  During construction, he allowed my brother, Eddie, and me to help by picking up loose nails and straightening them for re-use.  Being given a job to help my father made me feel useful and important.  My mother was given the task of watching our pet monkey, Bobo, to make sure he didn’t get into my father’s tools or building materials.  It was a very enjoyable experience working cooperatively as a family.  

My father was sometimes just as pleasant to be around as he was at other times a terror.  I don’t ever remember him hitting us children other than with a belt across the backs of our legs, or with his hand upon our rears.  And I can remember no incident where we didn’t legitimately deserve any spanking we were given.  For a man who spent a good part of his life in the streets or in prison, my father knew how, when, and where to spank his children.  Perhaps he expended his quota for brutality on my mother, and we then benefited by being spared the fate she suffered so very much.  As a husband, he was despicable.  But as a father, he was just and fair.

To give an example of how fair my father was to us children, I remember one day when my older brother, Eddie, and I were being punished for doing something wrong.  We were told to remain in the front room without saying anything.  Eddie and I disobeyed.  We started talking to each other when my father left the room.  Unfortunately, he heard us and came back in with his belt drawn.  Uh oh.  We’re going to get it now.

“Eddie,” my father was talking to my brother, “I told you not to talk in here.  Were you talking?”  We gulped.  Eddie, being two years older than I, would be held responsible first, and then it would be my turn.

“No, Daddy, we weren’t talking.”  Eddie lied, hoping to ward off a spanking.  But it didn’t work.

“Don’t you lie to me! Get over here and bend over my knee.”  Eddie bent over his knee as my father held him in a scissors hold with his other leg so that Eddie’s rear would be a clear target for my father’s belt.  I watched Eddie cry and scream as my father’s leather belt met his rear.  He got a spanking for about one or two minutes and then was released.  Now it was my turn.  My father turned to me.  I was already in tears anticipating what was about to befall me.

“Now, I’m going to ask you the same question: were you two talking in here?”  Oh no.  I’m going to get it now.  What’s the use of lying?  It certainly didn’t do Eddie any good.

“Yes…we…were talking…I’m sorry…” As I started towards his waiting knee, he gave me the shock of the century.

“That’s good, Boopsie.”  Boopsie was my nickname.  He used to call Eddie and me “Apesie” and “Boopsie” when he was in a playful mood.  Did he change his mood?  

“Since you didn’t lie to me, I’m not going to spank you.  But the next time I tell you to be quiet when you’re being punished, I expect you to be quiet, not talking.  Okay?”

“Okay.”  I was happy and thrilled that I wasn’t going to get spanked after all.  His reprieve taught me that to him, lying was worse than simple disobedience.  I suppose that both disobedience and lying demonstrate disrespect and untrustworthiness. But while disobedience involves the crossing of established boundaries, lying involves the destruction of trust at a deeper level that lies within the core of ones character and integrity.

“That man” had more faults as a husband, than he did as a father.  Every once in a while, he would leave us for a few weeks or months to live with another woman, at least that was what our mother told us.  Generally, he always left as a result of a fight between him and my mother.  Before he would physically leave our house, however, he would make sure that we were sufficiently punished by breaking every light switch in the house.  This, of course, would force my mother and us children to live either in the dark or by candlelight until he returned.  So I suppose he had faults as a father as well, for his behavior was affecting his kids as well as his wife.  

One of the most painful memories of my early childhood is the picture of my pleading and crying mother, on her knees, begging him not to leave again.  He would just look down upon her, laugh, and then walk away, leaving her uncontrollably weeping on her knees with no one to help her, no one to support her, no way for her to support her children, and no hope.  After years of this kind of lifestyle, That Man had successfully ruined my mother and had drained from her the very breath of life.  I hated the abuse he unleashed against my mother.  As years went by, I never sought his approval for anything, because I had no respect for him, and certainly no love.  My mother was a good woman and did not deserve his criminal wrath.

But when he was with us, my father made sure that we always had a healthy assortment of pets, ranging from the usual dogs and cats to monkeys and rabbits.  Actually, I was the only member of our small family who wanted rabbits.  And there was a particular pink-eared white rabbit that I really wanted from the local pet store.  My father gladly brought it for my 5th or 6th birthday.  That was my first very own pet that I alone was responsible for.  Eddie and I shared our dogs and cats, but this pet was different.  As long as I fed and cared for it, this rabbit would belong to me.  So I became very diligent in making sure my rabbit was not only fed, but also clean and living in a clean cage.  I would clean his cage every day because I was so proud to have my very own pet, and I wanted to make sure he would remain mine.

One day, I noticed my rabbit was gone from its outside cage that I usually kept locked.  Panic struck me as I ran and cried to my father for the whereabouts of my dear pet.  If anyone could help me find my pet, it would be my father.  He suggested that I was negligent in my responsibilities and that it must have gotten away because I had left the cage open.  I was sure I hadn’t left the cage open but believed him and blamed myself for the loss of the first pet that was solely and truly mine.  I felt miserable.  Not only had I let my father down, who trusted me with the responsibility of caring for the pet he had gotten for me, but now my beloved rabbit was out there on the streets somewhere all by himself, with no food and with no shelter.   How could I have possibly left his cage open?  How could I have been so irresponsible?

Later on that afternoon, I noticed the driveway was drenched with red paint.  It made no significant impact upon me; I had never been a very observant person.  But when we had “chicken” that night and the legs were the size of baby chicken, it suddenly dawned on me in a fit of horror and nausea that the red paint in the driveway was not paint, and this fried chicken was not chicken.  And I had not been negligent in my care for my pet after all.  Oh, no.  “That man” had butchered my pet and was going to make me eat it!  I yelled and cried that this was my rabbit and how could he do such a thing.  Both he and my brother simply laughed at my silliness as I ran from the table, crushed by the grossness of their meal.  My mother didn’t think it was very funny, but my brother and father certainly did.  My memory of the rest of that night is a total blank.

“That man” had worked very hard on the house addition when my mother committed an unforgivable sin: she had allowed Bobo, that man’s pet monkey, to spill a can of red paint on top of a new porch made of freshly poured concrete.  This time, it was really red paint, and not the blood of a rabbit or some other animal. Naturally, the monkey was not to blame since it was my mother’s job to ensure he stayed out of the building supplies.  My mother is the one who received his full wrath.  “That man” called her every name he could think of and threatened her with more bodily harm for not paying attention to the job he had given her.  Eddie and I yelled at him from outside the house to stop treating our mother like that.  But our rebellious attitude infuriated him even more as he threatened to keep us all locked outside for the entire night without blankets or shelter.

My mother pleaded and apologized to him as he locked all of us outside and began to carry out his threat.  She reminded him that I had just recovered from a severe case of pneumonia, but he just laughed and called her more vicious names in a sadistic voice.  We had sealed our fate for the night: we were going to spend the entire night outside because “that man” was mad at all of us.  I loved my mother, for she was our protector and could be depended upon to be with us no matter what.  We might be stuck out here in the cold all night but our Mom would be with us, and that would make it okay, even though we were very cold already.

But then Eddie, my cunning brother, devised a plan by which we would be able to obtain blankets and be warm during the night.  His plan was simple: both he and I would sneak into the back yard where Eddie would yell and created a diversion.  I would hide in the bushes until “that man” passed me while chasing Eddie.  When he was sufficiently passed me and occupied by Eddie, I would run at the clothesline and “steal” a blanket that was draped over it and run with it to my mother in the front yard who would protect us from that man’s wrath.

The thought of that night still makes me shudder as I remember crouching in the bushes, wondering if “that man” would see me.  I can still see his scary shadow in the light of the back porch lamp as I silently awaited my brother’s promised diversionary attack.

The attack finally came as “that man” charged through the night past my terrified eyes to catch my speedy and insolent brother.  Somehow I was able to release all the tension that had built up inside me during that eternal wait as I ran toward the blanket that was hanging over the clothesline.  I yelled to my brother at the top of my lungs that I had the blanket and to get back to Mommy quick.

I was petrified with fright as I sensed “that man” had changed his prey and was running after me yelling in a very scary manner.  Oh, no.  He had given up on Eddie.  He knows he can catch me.  Oh, please.  Let me reach Mommy.  What will he do to me in this dark isolated backyard if he catches me?

I must have run faster than any 6-year old in the history of mankind.  After what seemed like an eternity, I made it to the front yard where I ran to my mother’s arms.  “That man” came to the front porch from inside the house laughing.  It seems as though he wasn’t chasing me from behind after all.  He merely started after me with a growl and let me go my way.  My mother stood up for us and told him to leave us alone.  He simply laughed and yelled obscenities at her while making scary faces at Eddie and me to ensure we had nightmares.  It was as though he didn’t really care if we had the blanket or not.  It was enough for him to have instilled fear in us during our “attack”.  

This was almost like a Halloween haunted house to him, where he was playfully scaring the neighborhood kids.  Maybe he was indeed playing with Eddie and me.  In retrospect, I don’t see how “that man” could not have caught us if he really wanted to.  Maybe he was simply playing with our fear of him and the scary backyard.  But if he was playing, I wonder if it ever occurred to him how much deep emotional trauma he was imposing upon us in the name of “play”.  For to us, it was a real nightmare where our father was a real monster. 

But whether he was playing or not, Eddie and I had succeeded.  We would be kept warm that night by the blanket my brother and I stole from the monster inside the house.  We would be safe tonight with our mother protecting us from our father.  Little did we know, however, that 

And, ye fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.  Ephesians 6:4

Fathers, provoke not your children to anger, lest they be discouraged. Colossians 3:21

DESERTION
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Many times, “that man” and my mother would get into an argument that would end with his leaving our family for a few days or weeks.  Eddie and I would always side with our poor abused mother against that hateful and spiteful man trained with eleven years of prison life.  During their arguments, he would accuse her of the most grossly perverted sexual acts that would make her cry without end.  He had no mercy on her, and he did not care that his children were watching and listening to his every perverted word.  He would falsely accuse her of having sex with a beer bottle, wait for her tears of disbelief, and then burst into a wicked laugh.

That man had another weapon he would use to get my mother to fall apart emotionally.  If she was sitting on an armchair, he would bend over in front of her, position his rear only inches from her face, and release a very loud fart.  This was not done in jest.  It was done to humiliate and degrade.  Or, alternatively, he would put his hands on the arms of the armchair with her in it, preventing her from getting up, and spit a mouthful of phlegm directly into her face.  Either tactic would have the effect of dehumanizing my mother who would then get a massive dose of horrible verbal abuse.

Once, she finally called the police on him after Eddie and I begged her not to take it anymore.  That event was one of the most memorable experiences of my early childhood.  I was only five or six years old, but seeing my father cower before two very large policemen was a very pleasant traumatic site.  For once, it was my father who was being verbally degraded.

“Oh, so you’re a wife beater, huh?”  One of the policemen said in a very cocky manner.  “That man” just looked at the floor and didn’t answer.  Then, reading a report on that man’s prison record, the other policeman added to the taunting.

“Yeah, it says here he’s also a thief.”  Then, looking directly at my father, he said in a very threatening manner, “Do you like prison?  You want to go back?”

I know my father was very mad.  He hated policemen.  But he controlled his anger and fear and said nothing.  My mother started to feel sorry for him and began to come to his rescue.

“Well, Officer, I don’t think…”

“That’s okay, ma’am, we’ll handle this.”  One of the officers politely interrupted my mother and then resumed talking to that man.  I was so happy that my mother was not allowed to express her sympathy for that monster.

“Why don’t you come outside mister.  We’d like to talk to you a little more.”  Then, turning again to my mother, he said, “We’d appreciate it, ma’am, if you’d stay in here and don’t look out the curtains.”  Oh boy.  I knew something was going to happen.  They didn’t just want to talk.

“Okay.”  My mother said in a very shy and timid tone.

The two policemen quietly escorted “that man” outside and my mother shut the door behind them.  My mother, Eddie, and I were quiet as we tried to listen through the door to what was happening.  The tension rose, as we heard nothing.  What were they doing with him out there, I thought.  Were they beating him up?  I hoped so.  He deserved it.  I just had to peek.  I looked out the curtain and saw the two policemen very close to “that man” and talking to him with very stern faces.  Well, perhaps they weren’t beating him up, but at least maybe now he’ll be better to Mom.  Maybe he’ll treat her okay until he leaves us again.

A few days later, he left us after another argument with Mom and was sure to break every light switch in the house so that we’d be in the dark during his absence.  We had no idea as to where he went.  Most likely, he went to another woman somewhere as he had in the past.

While he was gone, Eddie and I tried to convince our Mom that she was better off without him.  But when he asked to come back, our mother, as usual, welcomed him back with open arms.  He even had the nerve to bring back a towel with the name of a motel on it.  The towel was smeared with lipstick that he didn’t even bother wiping off.  Instead, he hung it up in the bathroom and made my mother cry even more.  I hated him and what he put my Mom through.

1958, when I was seven years old, was the last year “that man” was with us.  By that time I had a two and one half year old sister, Carol.  One day, my mother and older brother, Eddie, went to the grocery store and left Carol and me with “that man” at home.  “That man” had nicknamed Carol “Toy” because she was so cute and playful.  And tonight, Toy was playing with my father under the light of a floor lamp that dimly lit the front room.  I was playing on the floor with little plastic cowboy and Indian figures at the very opposite end of the room.  I looked in the direction of my father and sister standing directly in front of him with her pants down.  I turned away and pretended to continue playing on the floor with my cowboys and Indians but was really quite scared of what was happening.  I didn’t exactly know what indeed was happening, but my mother had told us over and over again that “that man” was never to be trusted because he had learned many perversions while in prison.  Was he being perverted now?  I had no idea.  But I certainly wished my mother and Eddie were home.

Finally, my wish was granted.  Mom and Eddie came home and I felt safe again.  I was anxious to tell my mother what “that man” had done to Toy.  So I took her aside and told her what I had seen when she was at the store and expected her to be appalled.  But, instead, she simply told me that I was either exaggerating or misinterpreting my father’s changing my sister’s dirty clothes.  I didn’t think I was, but my mom would tell me the truth, so maybe I was exaggerating after all.

But it didn’t matter.  Shortly thereafter, “that man” left us for good.  This time his desertion was final and my mother promised that she would not take him back.  Somehow, she lived up to that promise.  Eddie and I were very happy that the monster was finally gone for good.  Our Mom would be okay, for we would take care of her and make sure she had everything she needed.

But our happiness was short-lived.  Like the slaves who were given freedom after the Civil War with no means of earning a living, we now had to figure out a way to buy food and pay rent.  We might have been free, but there was a price that came with our freedom.  Our mother had no skills and had three small children to support.  It would have been easy for her to abandon us like “that man” did, but she didn’t.  She stayed and cared for us as a responsible and loving parent.  And in the future, she would remind us of this fact to instill in us an intense sense of loyalty and appreciation for her sacrifices.  Many times, she would remind us of how she could have been happily married to our father had it not been for us.  After all, it was she who turned down his many requests to give us up for adoption so that their lives together would not be as burdened as it was with us around.  So she sacrificed her life with her husband for us.  “That man” chose to desert us, while our mother chose to stick with us under the most difficult of economic circumstances.  This instilled a curious combination of unworthiness and of guilt.  We weren’t good enough for our father, who wanted to just throw us away to an adoption agency because we were too much of a bother.  And, at the same time, we felt sorry for our mother who gave up a better life with her husband so that we would not be abandoned.  We were responsible for her misery and her plight.  What good were we?  Our father didn’t want us, and our mother was miserable because of us.  We were worthless, and we knew it.  And we were indebted to our Mom for keeping us in spite of our unworthiness.

But our current predicament was still ominous, and there wasn’t time for self-pity.  We still had no money, no means of support, and pretty soon, nowhere to live.  I decided to go outside to play; after all, things would work out somehow, they always did.

Late in 1958, my mother received a $1500 inheritance when her father died.  I shall never forget seeing her at the door of my second grade classroom on the day the check finally arrived.  She had promised to buy us some toys when the money came and now she was waving the check at me through the small glass window of the classroom door.  She was so anxious to make us happy that she couldn’t even wait for school to let out for us to hear the good news that the check had finally come.  Instead, she walked about a mile to the school immediately after mail delivery to show us the good news.

Rather than spending the $1500 on herself, she spent the money with us three in mind.  She gave $20 to each of us, bought a houseful of groceries, paid the rent for the apartment we were now living in, and bought a small trailer so we would have a cheaper, but more affordable place to live.  Our mother loved us, of that there was no doubt.  $20 was an awful lot of money to give a child in 1958.  Yes, she would make us feel guilty sometimes that we existed, because otherwise she could have a better life.  But maybe that was just the Italian in her, because she gave to us when she could have just been selfish and for herself.  Regardless of what she said, her actions proved to us that we were loved and valued.

On the way to the toy store, Eddie, my nine-year old brother at the time, had taken his $20 out to marvel at how much money he had.  In doing so, he had disobeyed our mother who had given us strict instructions not to take the money out until we arrived at the toy store.  But he just wanted to actually touch it because that was the most money we had ever seen, much less, had to ourselves.  But I was obedient and kept $20 in my pocket until we reached the toy store.  When we arrived at the toy store, Eddie reached into his pocket to get his $20, but it was not there.  He panicked and cried and was so scared to tell our mother of his irresponsibility.  I didn’t blame him for being scared.  He was not only going to get a big spanking, but he deserved it as well.  We both thought that it would be curtains for him when he told our mother that he had lost the money, but I was glad I still had my $20 in my pocket.

When we got home, he told Mom.

 “It’s okay, Eddie.”  She didn’t even yell at him.  She just hugged and comforted him like the truly loving mother she was.  “Here,” she handed him $15 and continued, “Put this in your pocket and don’t take it out until you get to the toy store this time.  Okay?”

“Yes Mom.  Thank you.”  Eddie was relieved and I was shocked.  But we left once again for the toy store and this time, he didn’t take it out to marvel at how much money he had.  We finally arrived at the toy store and had a fantastic shopping spree.

We soon moved to a trailer park and lived off the rest of the $1500 inheritance.  My mother started to manipulate her boyfriends into believing that she was due to receive another very large inheritance any day.  The effect was that they tried to get her to marry them.  During the “courtship” they would buy us food and take our family places for recreational purposes.  One might frown on her methods of trickery and deception, but as a result of those actions, she was able to feed and clothe her children.  We knew she was doing it for us.  We also knew that while her boyfriends thought they were manipulating our mother it was really our mother who had everything under control.  She was winning at a reverse con job and she was doing it for her children.

One day, when she decided she had gotten everything she could get out of one particular boyfriend whom I especially liked, she decided to break up with him.  I remember the boyfriend took me into the public bathroom in the middle of the trailer park and tried to convince me to change my mother’s mind about breaking up.

“Haven’t you had fun these few weeks, Frankie?”  He asked me.

“Yes.”  I sadly answered.  I knew what he was leading up to.  Not only that, but I didn’t want them to break up.  I would have loved to have this man as a father.  But I also knew he was only interested in my mother and us kids because of the money he thought my mother would be getting soon.  He continued…

“Would you like to have me as your father?”

“Yes.”  I slowly answered him again.  I knew it was time for him to leave and that I would never see him again.  I wished it could be different.  I wished my mother never told him about the imaginary money and that he was with us and wanted to marry Mom just because he loved us.  But I knew better.  It was time to let go.  The game was over.  It was time to find another source of food and rent.

“Well, I love your mother and I love you kids.  You should tell your mother that you’d like to have me for a father.  If you don’t, we’re going to break up and never see each other again.”  Even though I knew he was just using me to get to Mom and her fantasy inheritance, I still didn’t want him to leave.  He was a good man and would have been a fantastic father.  He had been good to us and I was going to miss him.  I just cried, threw my arms around him and told him that I really did want him to be my father.  Even as I hugged him I also knew that it was just an act with him.  But I hugged him and cried anyway.  I knew he was simply going through the motions of love to fool a little kid.  All he really wanted was my mother’s money.  And all my mother wanted, was his money for food and rent.  But I didn’t care.  I just wanted him as my father, whether it was an act or not.  Later on, I did try to convince my mother to marry him.  But she and Eddie just laughed at my silly sentimentality and reminded me that he would leave in a minute anyway if he knew that the inheritance story was one big hoax.  I knew in my heart that they were right and that I would have to face reality sooner or later.

And reality meant that our family still needed money to survive.  Since Toy was only around three years old now, my brother and I took on the responsibility of making ends meet.  Eddie was almost eleven and I was nine.  We started selling newspapers on the street corner for ten cents each.  Eddie sold the L.A. Mirror and I sold the L.A. Herald.  We would put on very sad faces for the passing cars to help our sales.  I usually sold more papers than Eddie did.  He used to say that it was because of “my sad face”.  But I think it was because the Herald was a more popular newspaper.  

Big brothers can be kind of mean sometimes.  When sales were low, my brother had me put my foot out in the street away from the curb.  When a slow moving car would drive by, I would kick the tire and scream at the top of my lungs as if the car had just ran over my foot.  Invariably, I would make a sale with a large tip while the petrified customer begged for forgiveness with profuse apologies.   After work each afternoon, Eddie and I would go to the store and buy food for dinner.  If we had a good day selling newspapers, we would buy pinto beans.  If our day was not very prosperous, we would buy popcorn for dinner instead.  But, even though selling newspapers was sufficient to feed our family, it didn’t make us enough money to pay the rent.  So Eddie and I got a great idea to sell day old newspapers for a larger profit.  Selling current newspapers for 10 cents only netted us 3 cents per paper.  But selling day old newspapers, that we would get for free, netted us 100% of the 5-cent profit.  Unfortunately, our new-found business did not pay the rent either.  So, by the end of 1958, my mother finally took the deep plunge: she applied for welfare.

But even on welfare, or “on the county” as we called it, one could only afford to pay so much for rent and still have enough money left over for food for an entire month.  So, to make life a little easier, we moved to a low-rent government project in South Los Angeles called Pueblo Del Rio.  Later, we moved to Jordon Downs Projects in Watts.

Watts was a land I both feared and loved at the same time.  I learned a lot about fear there.  But I also learned a lot about love, hate, poverty, social injustice, and racism.  My mother contributed to my education in Watts also.  She taught me about mental illness…… her own.    

But if any provide not for his own, and especially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel.  (Timothy 5:8)
LOST DAYS IN WATTS
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Being on “the County”, which was our slang term for being on Welfare, my mother received a little over $200 per month to house, feed, and clothe herself and her three children.  And after her $1500 inheritance ran out, that $200 was just about all the money we made in a month.  With that income, the city of Bell, where we had grown up before moving to the trailer park, was out of the question in affordability.  In fact, the trailer park in which we currently lived became too expensive for us.  Our most logical option was to move to what were called low income Government Housing Projects.

There were many such Projects scattered throughout the poorer neighborhoods of Los Angeles.  But we first moved to Pueblo Del Rio projects near Alameda and 55th Street.  Later, we ended up at Jordon Downs Projects in Watts.  And with the exception of our family, both Projects were all Black in population.

For some reason, my father, or “that man” as we referred to him, hated Black people but my mother always taught us that no one had a right to be prejudiced against anyone else.  She was famous for saying, “you can’t tell what’s in a person’s heart by the color of his skin”.  My mother was, politically, quite Liberal before the word even became popular.  So now we were given the opportunity to prove our liberal beliefs.  Luckily, we adopted our mother’s attitude towards race rather than that of our father’s.  We moved to the Projects where, for recreation, we would play basketball, football, baseball or go to the sewers and throw rocks at giant cockroaches that would chase us down the street.  Sometimes, we would throw firecrackers in windows, or throw rocks at trains or at cars driving down a main street.  We had a lot of fun in Watts.

Our Black neighbors in Jordan Downs, who thought of us as just another family in the projects, accepted us with open arms.  The fact that our skin was white made no difference to them.  We all became one big happy family, going in and out of each other’s houses almost at will.  A real sense of friendship developed in the Projects that was never to be repeated once I left the Projects many years later.  Even the teenage boys, some of whom were gang members, treated us like family, without exception.  And in a family, one doesn’t violate one’s sister.

I remember once, when my sister, Toy, was in the fifth grade, she asked a rather promiscuous teenage boy, Casey, to “go in the bushes” with her.  Of course, “going in the bushes” was Projects lingo for having sex.

“Come, on, Casey.  I want to have your baby.  Why don’t we coochie coochie together?”

Casey did not turn down many offers like that.  It was his belief that anything that had a pulse was game.  But instead of taking advantage of my little sister, he went directly to my mother and approached her in as humble a manner as he could.

“Miss Connie,” he began in a very polite manner, “Toy ain’t acting right.”

“What do you mean, Casey?”  My mother questioned.

“Well, Miss Connie, Toy’s been asking me to go in the bushes with her,” he was looking quite embarrassed now, “and, you know me, I’d never mess with Toy like that, you know, ‘cause that just ain’t right, you know?”

My mother was looking shocked now as Casey continued.  “I don’t want her to go asking nobody else to do that, you know, Miss Connie.  She’s going to get herself in trouble, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.  Casey, you’re all right.  That little girl is lucky she has you for a friend.  Thanks for coming to me.  I’ll get after her behind right away.”

“Well, I don’t wanna get her in trouble, Miss Connie…”  He was feeling bad that he had tattled now.

“It’s okay, Casey, it’s okay.  You did right.  I’m her mother.  I should know about this kind of thing.  Thank you.”

Toy got a beating later on that night.  All three of us, my mother, Eddie, and I pounced on her verbally for her tramp-like behavior with Casey, and thoroughly shamed and humiliated her.  Eddie and I were not very refined in our counseling techniques.  In fact, we had no techniques.  We just called her a little whore, and made her feel even worse.

It’s interesting how Watts had such a reputation for being not only a ghetto, but being violent and dangerous.  However, our neighbors were quite helpful to us, as well as very protective.  When my mother had to go into the hospital for her diabetes, all of the neighbors took turns in cooking food for us, coming over to make sure everything was okay, and generally looked out for us.  And during the Watts Riots of 1965, when it was quite unhealthy to be seen in the streets with white skin, our neighbors would take us kids and our mother to the grocery store in a group and literally protect us by surrounding us with their bodies as we walked on the sidewalk to the store.  I remember Mattie and Sodonia, who could be quite loud when they wanted, would cuss out would-be attackers of my white mother on the way to the store.  They put their own safety on the line to protect us from others in the Projects without ever expecting anything in return.  But if you have ever seen a Black ghetto woman angry to the core, then you probably know we were in good hands with these ladies, because nobody was going to bother us with them around.  Our neighbors were not our friends. They were our family.

But while our neighborhood was quite protective of us, that neighborhood only consisted of a very small chunk of the entire Projects.  When we ventured out of our protective umbrella, we did so with caution, and preferably, in a group.  Just making it to and from school without getting beaten up, knifed, shot, or chased became a major undertaking in itself.  Eddie and I, more than once were chased by mini-gangs.  Once, Eddie flipped the “Slauson gang” symbol at a group of teenage girls who turned out to be supporters of the rival “Watts gang”.  Eddie thought he was being funny.  But those girls didn’t think he was funny at all.  They chased us for blocks and blocks with the intent of doing massive bodily harm to us.  Women’s Liberation came to Watts well before it hit society at large.  There was not very much difference between fighting boys and fighting girls, with the exception that the girls were more dangerous.  Many girls fought with a vigor and viciousness that far exceeded that of boys.  And of course, when girls fought each other everything would come off so they attracted quite a crowd.

Eddie, after getting beaten up repeatedly at Jordon High School, finally transferred to South Gate High three miles away across the railroad tracks in a white neighborhood.  And before the summer of 1965 came around, I, too, transferred to the school system in South Gate.  My reason was a rather embarrassing one.  One day, in the P.E. showers of Markham Junior High, I was urinated on and was called quite a few “white” names.  I was totally humiliated and enraged at the same time.  The whole school eventually found out and I became the laughing stock of Markham.

I went to the office, asked to go home, and absolutely refused to go back to class.  The school officials asked me for the names of the boys who had done the misdeed to me and I, of course, refused to give them their names.  They then suggested that I take a few days off before returning to school.  I refused.  I told them that I would never return to Markham again.  They answered and reminded me of the law that stated that one must go to school.  It didn’t matter to me.  I told them that they could put me in jail for all I cared, I was absolutely not returning to Markham.  I fully meant it and was totally prepared to go to jail right then and there.

As I sat in the office awaiting my sentence, I tried to prepare myself for the upcoming jail experience.  I could see them talking to each other in their private conference room trying to figure out what exactly to do with me.  Were they going to call the police now?  Would they call my mother first?  What were they planning?  Finally, they came out and one of the ladies sat down beside me.

“Well, Frank, how would you like to go to the Junior High in South Gate?  There are no busses going from Jordan Downs to South Gate, so you would have to walk.”  To my surprise, they were going to let me transfer to South Gate.  It was three and one half miles away, but I welcomed the walk.  But what would I tell my friends in Jordan Downs?  I couldn’t tell them I was transferring to a White school because I got urinated on at Markham.  So in order to not alienate my friends and neighbors back in the Projects, I told them that I was transferring in order to be able to take German, which was not offered at Jordon High School.

I was further surprised when I began attending South Gate Junior High School.  I had been a straight A and B student at Markham and now had dropped to a C and D student in the exact same classes.  There was such an incredible difference in the quality of education between the two schools, which were only about 5 miles from each other.  It took me an entire semester to “catch up” and adjust to the higher expectations of my new school.  Both schools were part of the same Los Angeles Unified School District, but were so very different as educational institutions.  Someone somewhere might have argued that a child within the same School District was getting the same education as another child in another part of the District, but that was quite simply not true.  The ignorance and naivety of such a mentality could only be present in someone who never experienced firsthand the dichotomy of one school in a middle class neighborhood, where students were being prepared for college, and another school in a ghetto, where students were being prepared for nothing.

My mother only had two boyfriends while we were in Watts.  There was Ronnie, who was a local barber and who looked and sang exactly like Bobby “Blue” Bland.  He would spend money on us and buy us groceries every time he came around to date my mother.  He tried to impress us with money.  But he didn’t know that we had already had quite a bit of experience with Mom’s boyfriends who tried to impress us with money.  We let him think we were impressed so that we could receive his food and gifts, but we knew better, and we were quite immune to having any feelings for Mom’s boyfriends.

And then there was Clarence.  Clarence was quite the opposite of the lively Ronnie.  He was boring, quiet, and, according to all of our neighbors, “cheap”.  I never knew what he did for a living, but he was married with a wife and children, and he loved my mother.  I always wondered what he saw in my mother, because he was so nice, and my mother was not.  He was always respectful to my mother, even when she would humiliate him, sometimes with our help.  Clarence was the one my mother chose as a permanent boyfriend.  Why?  In her words, it was because she loved Clarence.  I remember our female neighbors advising my mother against Clarence in favor of Ronnie.

“Honey, that Clarence just ain’t no good for you.  He’s just as cheap as they come.  He just comes over here to sit his lazy self on your couch and watches T.V..  Oooo, girl.  I’m tellin’ you, if my man treated me like that, I’d kick his ass out of my house so fast, he wouldn’t know what hit ‘em.”  Then they would laugh and give my mother an alternative.

“Look here, honey, Ronnie does right by you.  He knows how to treat a woman.  You better tell Clarence to hit the road and check out Ronnie instead.  Ronnie is fine looking, too.”

“But,” my mother would shyly answer, “I love Clarence.  I don’t love Ronnie.”

“Shit, honey, love ain’t got nothin’ to do with it.  ‘Love’ don’t put bread on the table.  ‘Love’ don’t feed those children of yours.  Wake up, girl.”

My mother didn’t listen to them.  She became involved with Clarence anyway.  I think for the first time in her life she chose a man who was actually decent.  All the other men were either abusive or out to get money from her that she led them to believe she had.  Clarence was different.  He didn’t want any money from my Mom, at least I don’t think he did.  When they first met, my mother told him that she would be getting a big inheritance soon, as she had with all of her boyfriends.  She had perfected that ploy by now, but he never brought it up like the others would.  He wasn’t abusive to us.  He didn’t cuss or drink.  And he showed us so much patience that we really did not know what to make of this.  He may have been boring, but he was a good solid man.  I think there was a real love between my mother and Clarence. And for the first time in our lives, we had a real live example of what a decent man was like.  But we didn’t appreciate him as much as we should have.



Clarence many years later with his granddaughter

Clarence didn’t know that he was getting mixed up with a family that had a lot of practice at manipulating people, and especially boyfriends.  He didn’t know that we used to plan, as a family, how to get him to spend money on our mother.  Usually, our mother played the quiet good guy, while Eddie and I played the tormentors.  Toy was usually neutral, mainly because we considered her too stupid to be part of our con job.

When Clarence, or Clarabel, as we mockingly called him, came over with intentions of just parking on the couch to watch T.V., Eddie and I would openly ask our mother what she saw in this cheap Clarence and that he was just using her.  Clarence was very patient with us and never lost his temper, even when we accused him of just caring for his real family and visiting our mother for free on weekends.  Eddie and I would suggest over and over that he not just come over to sit on the couch, but rather that he should take our mother out and spend some money on her.  Every once in a while, our mother would pass us a wink of approval as we began to get on Clarence’s nerves.  But I sometimes felt bad for him.  And I didn’t like what we were doing to him.  He wasn’t like the other boyfriends, and something just didn’t sit right in how we were treating him.  But I would get over my sympathy and never tell Eddie or Mom this, for they would just laugh at me.  I was being weak, and needed to just grow up.

So finally, Clarence would have enough of our badgering and ask our mother if she wanted to go out somewhere.  He was glad to get rid of us because we were such pains in the neck to him during these times.  As they would leave together, our mother would turn to look at us, smile, and wink at us again, saying, “Good job.”  She would reward us by letting us watch T.V. and eat potato chips while they were gone.  However, when they came back a few hours later, we were sent upstairs to bed while they had the rest of the night together.  And on one of those nights, my mother became pregnant.

We had a hard time believing that our mother actually did such things to get pregnant.  When she told us that she was expecting Clarence’s child, we were totally disillusioned and shocked.  She was very apologetic to us and felt ashamed for what she had done.  She promised us that it would never happen again as she humbly asked our forgiveness.  I was more hurt than anything.  Actually, I thought it would be kind of a good thing to have another little brother, so I could have someone to pick on like Eddie had me to pick on.  Eddie, however, was angry.  He took this very seriously and tore into our mother with brutal verbal attacks of disgust.  As if he was her father instead of her son, he talked to her in a very scornful manner, and our mother looked as she did when “that man” would hover over her in anger.  But finally, after much apology, Eddie began to calm down.

 “I’ll forgive you this time, Mom.  But if it ever happens again, I will disown you as my mother.”

“Don’t worry, Eddie,” my mother said in a relieved tone, for it was Eddie whom she really feared facing, “it’ll never happen again.”  She looked and sounded like a little girl who was grateful to her father for another chance.

But Tina Marie Wilson was the most beautiful little baby that had ever existed on the face of the earth.  I came to know the meaning of real love as I learned to love my precious little sister more than I had ever loved anything or anyone in my entire life.  This little person who I held in my arms didn’t want my mother’s pretend money.  She didn’t smile at me because she was manipulating me to get something.  She didn’t know the first thing about stealing food to survive, and she didn’t have a drop of anything bad within her.  She was absolute purity.  Tina Marie was born on September 11th, 1965, and the world was made a more heavenly place on that day.



Tina Marie Wilson at 3 years old

Tina Marie was more a daughter to me than she was a sister.  Up until the time I left home in 1968 to join the army, Tina Marie was my only peek into meaningful love and affection that I had ever known.  My mother’s love was always tarnished by her vulgarity, or her habit of making us feel lucky that she stood by us, because we weren’t the best kids in the world.  But it would require the pen of a talented poet to adequately describe just a fraction of the emotion I had for my darling little sister in a world of hatred, violence, and perversion.  I feel bad for my big brother, Eddie, who did not have much of a relationship with Tina Marie.  For as a Senior in High School, he was more into his friends in South Gate and spent very little time at home.  He only had less than a year left before he went into the Army, so he had other things to keep his interest.  But I would just stare at her.  Clarence and my mother had created something beautiful.

One day in early 1966, my mother received a letter from someone whom we hadn’t heard from since 1957 or 1958 when he had left our family for good.  We briefly saw him in 1959 when he looked like a movie star visiting us in the trailer park we lived in at the time.  But for all practical reasons, we hadn’t seen That Man in 9 years, or more than half my lifetime.  Our mother told us that our father was planning to visit us in a few days.

“I’m scared that he may change his mind about visiting us once he comes here to Watts.”  My mother said, “He’s from Florida, you know, and he’s very prejudiced against Black people.  I don’t know how he’s going to react when he finds out we live in an all-Black neighborhood.”

“Who cares?  I hope he doesn’t come by.”  I said, almost under my breath.

“Shut up, Frank.  Who cares what you think.”  My brother was quick to silence me.  My mother either didn’t hear or didn’t care about our comments, for she was both anxious and fearful of That Man’s return.

“And even if he does make it to our door, what do I say about Tina?  He’ll kill me if he knows I had a child with a Black man.”  I think my mother was reverting back to the days when That Man brought terror into her life, and a lot of fears that had faded with time were resurfacing.

My brother was quick to help my mother out of her fearful worries, “Don’t worry, Mom.  We can just say that we are babysitting Tina.  And that will take care of him knowing Tina’s Black.”

“Yeah, Eddie.  Thank you.  That’s a good idea!  Okay.  We’ll just say that we’re babysitting Tina.  At least his temper won’t get out of control knowing that I am with a Black man.  I don’t think he could handle that.”  My mother was relieved.

“No!”  I said, as I got up in anger.  “Tina Marie is my sister, and I will not lie to him telling him we are babysitting!  I won’t do it, and there’s nothing you can do to make me!”

“Sit down, you idiot.”  My brother was taking over now.  “You’ll do as your told or get a beating.  So just sit down and shut up.”

I was afraid to tell Eddie to shut up in return, because if I did, I was sure to get a beating right there and then.  So I just left and went upstairs to my room.  My mom, Eddie, and Toy continued to talk downstairs for about another 15 minutes or so, until my mother called for me to come back downstairs.  I obeyed and sat on the couch.  They wanted to talk.

“Frankie,” my mother was in a soft and gentle mood, “I know Tina is your sister, and I know you love her. We all do.  She is my life and I love her more than anything.  But you were young when we lived with that man, and you don’t know what he is capable of.  I am only asking you to…”

I interrupted her, “I know what you are asking me to do.  You’re asking me to lie to That Man and deny my little sister. I won’t do it, Mom.  And don’t tell me that I was too young to know what he did to you, and to all of us.  I remember him beating you.  I remember him treating you worse than dirt, I remember it all, Mom.” 

And then I looked at Toy, “And I remember him hitting Mom in the stomach when she was pregnant with you, Toy.  That’s probably why you’re so stupid.”

I continued talking to my mother, “But I will not lie about my sister.  If he doesn’t like it, then don’t come by our house.  I don’t even want to see him at all.  I hate him. “

“He’s your father, Frankie.  Don’t say you hate him.” my mother was still in her soft and gentle mood.

“He’s not my father, Mom.  I don’t have a father.  What do you expect me to do?  Jump into his arms and welcome him back into my life?  I don’t want him.  I don’t want to see him.  I just wish he was dead!”  I was getting more and more upset.

Suddenly, my mother slapped me across the face. It wasn’t a very hard slap, just one to get my attention.  “Don’t you talk about your father like that, Frank.”  She said.

Holding my cheek and almost crying just a little, I looked at all of them and asked, “What’s wrong with all of you?  Why do you want That Man here?  Don’t you remember that he left us?”  And then I looked directly at my mother, “Mom, it was you who took care of us, not him.  Why do you care what he thinks about Tina?”

“I don’t know.”  She quietly said as she just looked down into her lap almost in shame.

Then I looked at Eddie and asked him why he wanted to see That Man.  “Eddie, he left you and doesn’t care about you.  Why are you defending him?  Why would you want to see him?”

Eddie answered, “You were too young, Frank.  I had a better relationship with him than you did.  I was older, and That Man did a lot more things with me than he did with you.  So my memories of him are a lot fonder than yours are.  He’s my father, and he’s yours too.  We need to give him a chance.”

Then Toy offered her two-cent opinion, “Yeah.  He’s my father too.  I don’t remember him at all, and I’d like to meet him.”

“Shut up, Toy.” I had no patience with my sister.  “You’re just an idiot anyway.  He left you when you were only two years old!  That’s some father you want to meet!”  I got up from the couch and looked at all of them, “Well, you can say anything you want.  But if he asks me about the baby we are babysitting, I will tell him that she is my sister, not some neighbor’s baby.”   With that, I went back upstairs to my room.

A few days later, there was a knock on our door.  I went to the door and looked through the curtains to see who it was. It was That Man.  I asked through the closed door, as my mother, Eddie, and Toy were coming down the stairs, “Who is it?”  I was stalling for time because I did not want to be the one to greet him.

“This is your father. Open the door and let me in so I can be away from this nigger town.”  He then started mumbling to himself, but could still be heard from the other side of the closed door.  “Jesus.  There are a helluva a lot of niggers around here.” 

My mother and I passed each other as she went to open the door and I went upstairs.  Eddie and Toy were with my Mom as they greeted That Man.  I don’t know what they said about Tina Marie, if indeed they said anything, for I made sure I was far away upstairs in my room with the door shut.  I didn’t want to hear any of their conversation.  I began to read one of my books to distract me when I heard my mother ask me from downstairs to, “come down and see your father, Frankie.”

I slowly went down to see him.  He was sitting at the kitchen table and looked so very confident.  I stood in the hallway about 5 feet away from him, while both Toy and Eddie were sitting at the table with him.

“Hi Boopsie,” he said to me.  “Boopsie” was the nickname he had given me when I was very young. “You’ve gotten big since I saw you last.”  I responded in silence and looked at the floor with a look of uncaring distance and determination.  “Hey,” he continued, “aren’t you going to give your father a hug?”

I looked directly at him and said with serious confidence, “I don’t have a father.  My father left me a long time ago.  As far as I’m concerned, he’s dead.”

My mother intervened, “Frankie, that was a long time ago.  This is your father.  He is part of your family and has come to see you.  You will respect him.  Give him a hug.”

Still looking directly at my father, I answered my mother, “He’s not my father, and I’m not going to give him a hug.  He’s not part of my family, Mom.  You are my family, Eddie is my family, Toy is my family, and “I paused because I now had to make a decision:  Would I leave my little Tina Marie out or would I include her?  I continued, “I’m going back upstairs.”  I was a coward. I left Tina Marie out just as everyone else had.  I ran upstairs and went to my room.  I was in tears now, more because I had not claimed Tina as my sister. I tried to rationalize that I did it because I was uncertain of what would happen to me if I had, but it was no use.  I had simply taken the cowardly road.

About 5 minutes later, my mother burst into my bedroom.  Her face was filled with anger.  She came over to me and put her face only an inch or two from mine, “You son-of-a-bitchin’ bastard you.  You will go down there right now and apologize to your father.  If you don’t I will beat the shit out of you when he leaves.  I’ll keep you home from school all week and make you wish you were never born every day.  And on top of that, you will live in the closet downstairs and I’ll give you a pot to piss in because you won’t even be allowed to go to the bathroom!”

She paused for just 5 seconds, took her face from mine, and then continued, “Now get down there!”

I looked at her and knew she was serious.  So I went with her downstairs to apologize to my father.  Standing in the same place I was before, about 5 feet away from him, there was absolute silence in the air as everyone was waiting for my apology.  Eddie and Toy were pretty quiet during all of this, for neither one of them had any problems interacting with That Man.  Why was I being so difficult?

My father just looked at me in anticipation of getting an apology.  My mom then began, “Frankie, is there something you want to tell your father?”

“Yes.”  I said in a subdued and defeated voice.

“Well go ahead, Boopsie, I’m listening.”  My father was slightly bent forward in my direction awaiting my apology.

“I’m sorry for what I said.”  Everyone breathed a sigh of release as my father reached out for me.

“That’s okay, Boopsie.  Come here,” he said.

At that moment, rather than going to his opened arms, I had a change of heart.  I became emboldened, and yelled out to him, “My mom made me say that, but I don’t mean it!”  His arms began to close as he straightened up in his chair.

“I meant what I said before. You’re not my father and I don’t want anything to do with you.  I don’t know why Eddie and Toy are being nice to you, but I will not be.  You can just get out of my house and go back to Hell, for all I care!”

Before anyone could react to my obstinate disrespect, I turned and began to run upstairs again.  But after going up a few steps, I decided to overcome my previous cowardice, stopped, and turned back to him, “And by the way, I don’t know what they’ve told you but we’re not babysitting Tina Marie. She is my sister and my mom is with her Black father, who is a real father, unlike some piece of crap like you.”  I immediately turned and went back upstairs to my bedroom.

Oh God. What have I done now?  I may as well just die and get it over with.  I am in so much trouble for that little exhibition that I cannot even comprehend what to expect.

I don’t know what the conversation was like after I went upstairs.  I don’t know how much longer that man stayed after my outburst.  I don’t know if he became angry, or if there was any yelling.  I don’t know what the reactions were of my brother and sister.  And I don’t know if my mother ever told Clarence that her husband had come to visit her.  After all, my mother and my father were never divorced, and remained married throughout the time that I knew them.  All I know for certain after my outburst is that day was the last day any of us ever saw That Man again.

The beatings that followed in the next few days, the lack of food, the sleep that was not allowed, and the confinement to a small dark closet were such, that my brain has simply chosen not to store it into my memory.  No matter how much I try, I cannot remember the details of the few days that followed my insubordination, only very faint images of things that may or may not have actually happened.  It’s almost like I had brain surgery and that part of my memory had simply been removed. I do, however, have extremely vague and dim memories of being naked, hungry, sleepy, and smelling urine for those two to four days.  I don’t remember exactly how long it lasted, except that it seemed that it was forever.  It may have been two days or it may have been four days, I don’t know. In fact, it may have only been one day, although I doubt it.  I don’t remember Eddie or Toy being around, for they were at school most of the time.   And I don’t remember a single cockroach in that closet with me, which is highly unusual, since they were everywhere in the projects.   I do remember being locked in a small hall closet all day and night with a large pot, similar to the one my mother would use to cook collard greens, that I was given to use if I had to urinate.  I seem to remember more clearly than anything else the stench in that closet as the hours progressed.  I dimly remember being weak and very hungry, feeling like I was going to collapse, but again, I don’t know if the memory is real or not.  I remember with more clarity when my mother would bring me a plate of food, the closet door would open to expose the very bright light in the hallway, as well as give me a breath of fresh air, which was a welcomed respite from the smell of urine. I also remember that I had to eat the food she brought me extremely fast because after about 1 or 2 minutes, my mother would abruptly open the closet door and take whatever food I had not eaten.  I think I remember the clothes in the narrow closet being removed, and my being forced to stand in order to assure my mother that I was not sleeping.  I don’t know why I had to stand, because it seems like I could have sat down after the closet door was closed, but I know I had no choice but to stand for some reason that I just can’t remember.   Other than these dim memories, the real details of those 2 – 4 days, or how I felt, or its effect upon my mind and soul, are memories that have been forever eliminated from my being.  

I find this lack of memory to be absolutely fascinating, because I remember the other details scattered throughout this book with crystal clarity.  Why have I forgotten what happened in these few days?  It’s not that I was too young, for I was 15 years old.  Many of the incidents in this book took place well before my being 15, and I remember their details with ease and with no problem.  My mother’s warped behavior and the traumatic punishments she unleashed on us children are clearly described throughout the pages of this book with accuracy and a memory firmly in place.  Why did I lose these few days in Watts?  Did my mind simply shut off and go somewhere else so that I could handle whatever happened?  I don’t know.  I can only guess that it must have been so traumatic that my psychological defense mechanisms took over and allowed me in one way or another to operate as if it never happened.  But in the interest of being factual and accurate, let me emphasize that this is only a guess.
I should add that it is a bit frustrating not being able to remember something that I know occurred.  It is like not being able to scratch the part of your back that you can’t reach.  You know the itch is there, but you can’t scratch it.  Or perhaps a better analogy is coming back from a dentist’s office when the Novocain starts to wear off and the inside of your upper chin begins to itch to the point where you want desperately to scratch it somehow, but cannot.  Even if you slap it a little to get rid of the itch, you still can’t feel it.  While the irritation is certainly not extreme, it is nevertheless frustrating.  So too is forgetting those few days in Watts.  No matter how much I concentrate on getting them back, they are gone.

Regardless of what really happened in the few days following my outburst against my father, I had to figure out how to survive that kind of punishment intact in the future, otherwise I could have turned into a clinical split personality in order to deal with the intensity of such extreme treatment.  Unfortunately, I would have many opportunities to develop techniques to adequately handle my mother’s punishments.  But fortunately, they were healthier and more constructive than temporarily departing into another personality.

Many years later, in 1974, when Tina Marie was 8, I came back from the Army for the very last time to see my mother and little sister.  Did my mother sour her feelings toward me in a way I was only too familiar with by her manipulative ways?  My beautiful little sister probably thought of me as some monster coming to make her mother’s life miserable.  This is the same sister, whom, for the first three years of her life, I held and rocked, I fed, I read stories to, I played with, I disciplined, I loved.  She now probably thought of me as the evil son of her mistreated mother.  Did my mother fill Tina Marie’s precious little mind with hateful thoughts of me to forever snatch my baby sister away from me?   I would find out soon.

As she opened the door about 16 inches to tell me she had no sons, and that she did not know me, I saw my little sister in the background, about 15 feet behind my mother.   I remember Tina Marie looking at me with fear and treating me like the plague.  She looked at me with the same look of distance and apprehension that I had looked at “that man” many years before.  In a low voice, my mother warned me, “not to bother Tina, for she knows how you have tried to put me in my grave, and wants nothing to do with you.”  

But as I looked upon Tina Marie, just staring at me in silence, I could not bring myself to ask her if this was true, for I simply did not have the courage.  I could not bear hearing those words coming from my little sister, so I just looked at her one last time, and walked away, not letting my mother know that she had finally won.  My mother closed the door as I left.  I would never forget Tina Marie, but neither would I ever see her again.  This would also be the last time I ever saw my mother.  Losing my Tina Marie was the most devastating punishment she could ever have inflicted upon me, and has brought me to tears many times throughout my life, but my mother would never know, for I would not give her the satisfaction. 

But then, she had a lot of practice at inflicting emotional and physical devastation upon the children who loved her.

THE SAWDUST PIT
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Something very strange started to happen to my mother after “that man” left for good back in 1958.  Our moving to the projects in 1960 was coincidental with her becoming a very emotionally disturbed parent with unlimited power and unbelievable control over her children, on whom she unleashed some pretty ugly punishments at her whim.  And her treatment of us was kept quite secret from our neighbors, social workers, and her boyfriends.  It is never okay for a family to keep dark secrets of abuse for any reason, but we did.  Our misplaced loyalty to our mother, and fear of the unknown and possible consequences kept us quiet.

By the time I was a teenager, my mother had perfected her punishments to such a degree that Heinrich Himmler would have been envious.  What is even worse is that we children took part in the punishments of our siblings as a matter of fulfilling our own self-interests.  It seemed as though my mother always had to be mad at one or two of us while the third would be treated well.  It was as though there was an unwritten law that someone always had to be the recipient of her wrath.  Consequently, our house was in virtually constant turmoil.  The objective of us children was to avoid being the recipients of the wrath in the midst of the turmoil and, instead, take advantage of the situation and manipulate conditions such that we would be at the receiving end of special favors, such as being allowed to watch T.V., read a book, play games, eat good food, etc., at the expense of a sibling undergoing intense punishment.  And certainly, one’s punishment was made that much worse if, while one was eating roach-infested cereal, a sibling was eating good-smelling cheeseburgers.

As I sit here in the comfortable setting of my current home, with my loving wife in the next room and my stomach filled with clean food, it is hard to imagine having lived in my mother’s house for so many years.  It seems like it must have happened in a nightmare or at least to someone else.  But I know it didn’t.  The incidents that follow really did happen to this same human being who is now, through the grace of the Lord, living a life so very removed from that of the past.  But the memories of that past are not so removed, for they are very real and alive, just dormant.  They are awakened whenever an event occurs that brings me back to mom’s house. 

For anyone who lived in Jordon Downs Housing Projects in Watts, it will come to no surprise that we shared our house with literally thousands of creeping, crawling, filthy, black and brown cockroaches.  The Housing Authority would come by once a year and spray entire blocks of the projects at the same time in an effort to reduce the roach population.  During the day of spraying all the tenants would remain outside and have a good time with each other.  Usually this spraying would occur during the summer and would lend itself to a massive neighborhood summer outside party.  After the day was over, we would open the doors and windows and sweep up the thousands of roaches into a huge and very thick pile measuring two feet in diameter and about five inches deep of solid cockroach bodies.

For a week or two, we would enjoy a relatively roach-free house, until the survivors started to multiply and re-infest the house.  And during the rest of the year, the growing roach population in our house would be repeatedly put to use by my mother as one of her favorite ingredients of her demented punishments that were designed to drive one emotionally hysterical and out of control.


“I told you to be in here before dark, mother-killer.  What do I look like?  A restaurant?  You missed dinner, now you’re going to just have to wait until I’m good and ready to feed you.”


She paused to let her words sink in, then ordered, “Steps, mother-killer.”


The term “mother-killer” was a result of my mother’s belief that we children were, by our evil treatment of her, sending her to her grave.  We were responsible for any physical or emotional problems that she had known in the past, or would experience in the future.  The “steps” were a common place of semi-solitary confinement.  Located between the front room and kitchen and isolated by walls on either side, the “steps” were part of a wooden staircase that led to the upstairs, where our bathroom and two bedrooms were located.


Darn it, I thought, I stayed outside too late.  Now I’ve got to sit on those cursed steps.  Oh, well, that’s life.


I settled in to my usual position on the steps so that I was starting at the all-too-familiar wall just ahead of me.  There’s no telling how long I’ll be on these steps.  But at least tomorrow’s Monday; so at the very worst, I’ll be here for a few hours, eat a cold dinner, go to bed, and then start another week of school.  I’m sure glad this wasn’t Friday.  I’d be on these steps all weekend.  All in all, I felt pretty lucky that conditions were not nearly as bad as they could have been.


I could hear Toy, my younger sister, fueling my mother; “I can’t believe he expects you to fix dinner just for him when he was so late coming in.  He doesn’t care about you, Mom, all he cares about is playing outside ‘with his friends’.”  My mother and sister were in the front room now, away from my field of vision.


“Yea, I know, Toy.”  My mother replied.  Then she raised her voice slightly, as if talking to me, and said, “Isn’t that right?”


I knew full well she wanted me to respond with something like, “Of course not, Mom.  I’m sorry.  You know I care about you.”  But I was certainly no angel as a teenager, and I didn’t feel like playing her game right now.  I knew I could irritate her if I simply didn’t answer her.  So, in a malicious sort of way, I decided to ignore the question that I knew was directed at me.  After all, this was Sunday evening.  What could she possibly do to me in just a few hours?  Perhaps if this was Friday or Saturday, I would play the re-assuring game because otherwise, I might suffer an entire weekend; but now, I only have a few hours to lose.  Pretty soon, I’ll be going to bed where I could look forward to another week of being at school, my only sanctuary, and out of her clutches.


I played deaf and ignored her question.


She was persistent though, “mother-killer, I’m talking to you.”


I know it, I thought, but my name isn’t “mother killer” and I’m not going to answer you.


She paused for an answer.  Toy was very quick to take advantage of the situation, “Don’t get nervous, Mom.  That’s what he wants.  He wants to upset you.”  Toy was playing the I-care-about-you-more-than-him game very well.


“I know, Toy, he’s not going to get me nervous though.  That mother killer.  He’s the one who’s going to pay.”


Uh, oh, what did she mean by that?  She paused a moment and then said in a somewhat threatening voice from the living room and out of my vision, “Mother killer, answer me.”


I was still.  Anxiety was rising inside me.  My heart began beating faster.  What was she going to do?  I was openly disobeying now.  Should I give in?


She got up out of her rocker and approached the staircase.  I was sitting on about the 5th stair up.  I was scared now.  I should have answered her the first time.  It was too late now, if I give in now, I will have lost everything—especially the battle for psychological control.


She was now in front of me looking at me with her crazed blue eyes.  I can’t let her know I am scared.


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mom; I didn’t know you were talking to me.”  I said in a surprised tone.  But she knew I was lying.


“Don’t lie to me you bastard, mother killer, you..”  She was really getting upset now.  I’d better tell her why I didn’t answer her before I dig my grave deeper.


“My name isn’t ‘mother killer’.”  I gave her a smart-aleck remark and paid for it just as quickly.  She spit on me and said very harshly, “You son-of-a-bitchin-bastard animal.  You’re just trying to agitate me.”  She turned to my sister and said in amazement, “Look at that, Toy, he heard me all the long.  He’s just trying to drive me to the grave.”


Toy replied, as she sensed my mother becoming highly emotional now, “Mom, don’t let him get you down.  Just ignore him and let him sit there all night.”


“Don’t worry, Toy, I’m not going to get upset, he’s the one who’s going to get upset.”  She coughed up some phlegm and spit at me again, “We’ll see who has the last laugh.”  Then, in a firm and controlled voice of authority, she ordered, “Strip mother killer.”


Oh, no.  This is going further than I’d anticipated.  “I’m sorry, Mom.  Please, I didn’t know you were talking to me.  Please…” I was becoming frantic now as I tried to reverse the course I had plotted by my insolence.


“Strip.”  She knew she was winning now as she saw the desperation in my face and voice. 


I took all my clothes off and sat back down on the steps.  I had gotten used to the humility of being naked in front of my sister and mother as a teenager but still regretted steering my mother in this direction.  If only I had answered her in the first place, I could have avoided this entire situation.


My mother and sister went back into the front room to watch television as I sat naked in the dark hallway of stairs.  I was kept busy by staying on the lookout for roaches that would approach me from all directions.  Every once in a while, I would not see one in time and he would make himself known by crawling on my skin, at which time I would immediately swat him from my body.  I felt lucky that I was allowed to sit on these steps as opposed to the wretched conditions under the kitchen table, where it’s almost impossible to ward off the many and continuous roach attacks.  Every once in a while, under the kitchen table, I would move my rear to avoid numbness and, instead of feeling the cold tile under my naked rear, I would feel and hear the crunch of a cockroach that was resting near my body and who was now part of my body.  I hated sitting under that kitchen table with a passion and felt very lucky to be sitting on these steps.  I decided to be a model prisoner for the rest of the night to avoid being ordered under the table.


To avoid wasting precious time doing nothing but staring at the blank brick wall that was about seven feet in front of me, I decided to study my algebra homework in my head.  I tried to remember specific problems that were given during class so that I could concentrate on solving them again in my mind.  But my concentration was interrupted a little while later when my mother came to the foot of the steps.


“Come down here, mother killer.  It’s time to eat.”  I followed her into the kitchen with my hands over my genitals, trying to hide as much as I could.  As she flicked on the kitchen light, literally hundreds of cockroaches scattered over the floor to try to find cover and darkness.  She dished up some food on a plate and placed the plate on the floor as my dinner.  I watched to make sure the roaches weren’t going inside the plate.  My mother started laughing at my obvious embarrassment of being naked and decided to remove the last shred of dignity from me, “Put your hands down to your side and just stand there for a while, mother killer.”


I left my hands where they were and tried to change the subject.  “May I eat please?”


She suddenly slapped me across the face and I fell to the floor.  My mother was in total control, and she knew it.


“I said, put your hands to the side and stand up straight.  Now get up and try it again.”


I did as she ordered and gritted my teeth with silent anger and hatred.  My mother began to laugh and told Toy, who was standing nearby, to look at me.  I was disgusted and powerless.


“Look Toy, he’s not so smart anymore.  He looks like a filthy animal.”  She was having fun as my sweaty and spit-laden body was at her mercy.  “Cover up yourself, pig.  We don’t want to look at you.”  I covered my genitals with my hands again as I peered at her through squinted eyes.  As I intensified my dirty looks, I received another slap across my unprotected face that sent me into the table and onto the floor again.


“Get up, you dirty mother killer.  I’ll teach you to look at me like that.”  She motioned me over to the “old coat closet” that was situated in the kitchen and adjacent to the staircase.  Oh, God.  Please.  Not this.


When this punishment was unleashed on my brother, Eddie, I thought it was rather funny how he spasmodically moved every part of his body in different directions to escape the hundreds of cockroaches that were thrown on him.  Now it was my turn.  My whole body began to tremble with anxiety and fright as she opened the door that revealed a dark cluttered closet that housed her old un-used full-length wool coats that were literally crawling with hundreds of full sized creepy cockroaches.  Even now, many years later, I am shaking, sweating, and my heart is pounding as I remember the horror of the very moments of that punishment.  I was naked, covered with a mixture of my own sweat and her spit, and felt totally powerless and trapped.  I was at the mercy of a crazed monster who was about to unleash hundreds of roaches upon me.  The waiting and anticipation of the horror that was coming was more excruciating that the event itself.


As my mother reached for one of her old coats in the closet, I tried to get up off the floor but was met with a minor kick in the side and told to “Stay put mother killer.  You had your fun before, now it’s my turn.”  She carefully picked up one of the old coats, dangled it directly above me for a torturous moment and sadistically laughed at the terror in my eyes as I anticipated the hundreds of roaches I could see crawling on and inside the coat being let loose on my naked body at any moment.


Suddenly and with a violent jerk of the coat, hundreds of tiny creeping monsters were covering my body and trying to wildly escape their new predicament.  I jumped around the floor frantically yelling and screaming as my whole sweaty body felt the horror of tiny roach legs scurrying about.  I unleashed some of my anger towards my mother in an emotional rage.


“I hate you!  I hate you!  I wish you were dead!”


Now my mother went from having fun with me to unrestrained rage.  “You son-of-a-bitchin’ bastard.  Don’t you talk to me like that.”  With that she drove her fist into my side.  I rolled into a protective ball on the roach-infested floor onto my knees and elbows with my knees held tightly to my chest and my hands protecting the back of my neck.  My head was placed between my elbows as I waited for the next blow.  Although I remained at her mercy, I had not totally crumbled emotionally yet and was still able to verbally retaliate.


“Go ahead.  Do whatever you want to me.  I’ll always hate you.  No matter what ever happens, I’ll hate you forever.”  I knew I had opened the door for a barrage of smacks, punches, kicks and spit by my open defiance but I know longer cared.  Most of my body was being protected and any pain she could inflict upon me would eventually go away.  I could only avoid getting hit or spat upon up to a point.  After that point, it no longer mattered.  What would it matter if a little more spit was added to my drenched body?  What would it matter to be hit one more time?  What would it matter to squash one more overweight cockroach with my naked body on the floor when my face was literally pressed against a filthy floor splattered with squashed cockroaches having their light brown inside juices surround their dead bodies?  No, there wasn’t too much more that she could do to me.  I hated her and I was going to let her know it.


I could just feel the next blow hitting my most exposed part of my body, my curved spine, as I lay in the tight ball of a fetal position.  But as I waited in great anticipation for the next blow, I heard water being poured right next to me.  Other than the light trickle of water, there was a strange and uncanny silence.  What was happening?  What was she doing?  Why wasn’t anybody talking?  Why was I not being hit?  Should I chance to look up?  Will I be met with an immediate blow?  I’ll chance it.


I looked up from the floor to see a disgusting sight for which I had not prepared myself: my mother had her dress pulled up and had her vagina almost directly over me.  She was urinating in my plate of food..  Her aim was off and urine dribbled down behind and below her.


I squirmed away in absolute and hysterical rage.  “You disgusting pig.  I despise everything about you.  I’m going to turn you in to the police.  You should be locked up.”


Still naked, I grabbed my pants and T-shirt and ran to the door as if I was going to run out.  Who was I kidding?  I would never go to the police.  Toy and Eddie would stick up for her and, anyway, she’s such a good actress in front of people, that no one would ever believe this.  They would just think that I was some rotten kid trying to make up bad stories about my mother.  I felt trapped.  But then, there’s the door…


My mother started to show signs of disbelief as she said, “What are you?  Crazy?  You can’t go out there naked.”  She began to slowly approach me.


“Get away from me you bitch.”  I very rarely cussed at my mother but was doing so now out of an almost insane anger.  I was sneering at her with looks that epitomized hate and anger to such an extent that saliva was uncontrollably bubbling out of my mouth, and fluids ran from my nose and eyes.  My face was red and my pride was totally gone, as I became an animal totally controlled by one all-consuming emotion: total hate and revulsion.


She continued to slowly approach me with a sick and perverted smile on her face.  I had never hit my mother before and certainly was not going to start now but I wasn’t going to let her touch me.  I looked at the door.  She wouldn’t believe that I would run out the door into the cold night.


“If you go out that door, you stay out all night.”  She was almost touching me now.  I trembled with disgust at the thought of touching her.  I didn’t have time to put my pants on yet.  I was still naked.  It was either the darkness outside or the madness in here.  With my pants and T-shirt in my hands, I opened the door and ran as fast as I could.  I could barely hear her say, “Look at that nut.” before I heard the door slam shut.

I WAS FREE.


I momentarily stopped to put my pants and shirt on while Martin Luther King’s words rang like the liberty bell in my brain, “Free at last, free at last.  Thank God Almighty; I’m free at last.”


However, my newly found happiness came to a sudden halt when I noticed a group of night hoodlums in the distance walking toward me.  It is not a good idea to roam the streets of Watts at night without a weapon of some sort.  I dashed into some nearby bushes and waited for the mini-gang to pass.  I didn’t have shoes, socks or a coat and was now starting to get cold.


A feeling of desperation was settling over me as I realized school was tomorrow, I haven’t eaten dinner, and certainly won’t be eating breakfast tomorrow, and I have to stay out here in the middle of Watts all night with no shoes, socks, coat, or weapon.  I chuckled as I remembered my thoughts of a few hours ago when I chose to provoke my mother: “After all, it’s Sunday.  What can she do to me in just a few hours?”


I lay in the dirt inside the bushes and tried to go to sleep.  My feet were getting colder as I thought of all my friends and teachers from the wonderful sanctuary I called “school”.  What were they doing at this moment?  Where they nestled in their own rooms doing last minute homework?  Perhaps they were discussing something with their parents.  Or perhaps they were just watching television as a family.  Whatever they were doing, it had to be a lot more normal and pleasant than sitting in some God-forsaken bush hiding from gang elements in the ghetto of Watts.


Stop feeling sorry for yourself.  That’s not going to accomplish anything but make you feel worse.  Think of something happy and positive.


I thought of my friend and teacher, Dennis Cassatt.  What was he doing now?  Probably playing with his baby Eric.  I wonder if Eric knows how lucky he is to have such a great and wonderful father.  I suppose Eric can’t know, he’s just a baby.  But, anyway, tomorrow, I’ll see Dennis at school and will perhaps even play a game of chess with him.  I wonder if my friends at school know how lucky they are to have the parents they have.  Or are they too busy selfishly complaining about every little problem that comes their way?


Then it suddenly dawned on me that I should be thankful for my dreary situation.  How many predicaments around the world could make these bushes look like heaven?  I didn’t exactly know who or what to be thankful to, because I certainly didn’t believe in God, but I was nevertheless thankful.  So I tried to sleep in my little cold, but safe heaven.  My bare feet became a bit numb from the increasing cold as the night wore on.  I soon realized that I couldn’t stay in these bushes all night.  I decided to run for warmth.


I know.  I’ll go to Southgate High School and sleep in the sawdust pit under the high-jump bar.  I can cover myself with sawdust and keep warm.  And on top of that, the three-mile run to Southgate will get me warm.


I started running and as I did, I tingled with happiness and excitement with the knowledge that it wasn’t going to be a very terrible night after all.  I ran down 97th Street towards Alameda, across the tracks, and down Southern Avenue.  This was great.  I wasn’t cold anymore.

Once I crossed the tracks and was in Southgate, a secure feeling of safety poured over me.  I started to walk along the grass in front of homes on the way to the school to provide some relief to my feet, which weren’t used to concrete and asphalt.

Inside one house I passed, I saw a father, mother, and children gathered around a color T.V. as I glanced through their curtainless window.  They looked so peaceful, calm, and full of love from the sidewalk, that, after many years, the image is still with me.  Their living room was dimly lit by the television and glowed with the most beautiful feeling of normalcy and serenity.  A steady stream of tears flooded my eyes.


“One of these days,” I said to myself, “I’m going to be in a home like that where I will be the father and will make that kind of family warmth happen..”  I took great consolation in the fact that my current situation was only temporary, and that I would make it better in the future.  But that didn’t stop me from crying as I looked at that warm family enjoying Sunday night together.  


I finally made it to the school and buried myself under the sawdust pit at the high-jump bar.  As long as I was perfectly still, I was warm enough to sleep.  One slight move and my entire body would shiver for a minute or two until I relaxed enough for the shivers to go away.


I realized right then and there that this was the last time I would spend a cold night outside unprotected.  In the future I would bury shoes, socks, a coat, clothes, and a weapon of some sort under the railroad tracks of Alameda so that next time I have to run out of the house, my night out will be spent in a much more comfortable manner.


Unfortunately, I would have many future opportunities to use my soon-to-be-buried cache of supplies.  And it became easier and easier as I became more and more organized and prepared for the worst.  In the future, I would almost look forward to running out of the house during moments of intolerable madness to the self-made sanctuary of my buried cache on the railroad tracks.

When my father and my mother forsake me, then the LORD will take me up. (Psalms 27:10)

A WEEK END AT HOME
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FRIDAY NIGHT:


Everything seemed okay.  Eddie, my brother, is reading a book on international relations or history.  My mother and sister, Toy, are watching television.  I’m reading a book on philosophy or science.  The scene appears quite normal as our family is gathered in the living room.


Eddie and I are silently waiting for the weekly program “Star Trek” to come on.  Of course, when “Star Trek” comes on, our books will be put aside immediately to be replaced by one of our favorite T.V. shows.


We knew in our individual hearts that conditions between us and our mother must be perfect in order for us to be permitted to see “Star Trek” in it’s entirety.  How many times had our mother looked for reasons to be angry with us in the middle of a show we were highly excited in?  She rarely forbade us to watch the program before it began.  It was always in the middle of the show, when our interests were high, that she would abruptly turn off the television and order us to the steps.  There was obvious enjoyment on her face, complete with spiteful laughter and aggravating taunting, when she would turn “Star Trek” or “The Twilight Zone” off right in the middle of the most suspenseful parts.


I could feel the unspoken tension rising in the room as the clock neared 8 p.m.  What excuse was she going to use this time to punish us all weekend?  Who would it be: Eddie, me, or both of us?  Only time would tell.  One thing was for sure, though, my mother would in fact find somebody to leash out at for the whole weekend before this night was through.


The silence was broken as she decided to pick on Eddie.


“Hey, Jimmy, you sure are quiet over there.”  There she goes, I thought.  “Jimmy” was the name of a boy with whom my brother ran naked in a vacant field when he was about seven years old.  She, or rather, we, would never let him forget it.  Whenever we wanted to get him fighting mad, all we had to do was call him “Jimmy” in an obnoxious voice.  If I called him Jimmy, he simply beat me up with uncontrollable anger.  Consequently, I didn’t call him “Jimmy” very often.  My mother, however, used this name-calling technique very effectively to evoke extreme anger from Eddie.


But Eddie was handling it very well now.  He just kept reading.


“Jimmy, answer me.  What are you doing over there?”


“I’m reading.”  Eddie answered in a stern and controlled voice.  Well, I thought, at least she’s picking on him rather than on me.  Maybe he’ll blow up at her now and satisfy her hunger for needing someone to punish.  If he does, then he’ll be sitting on the steps and I can watch “Star Trek” in its entirety.


“Look at that, Toy,” my mother said, “he must really want to watch ‘Star Trek’.  He sure knows how to be nice when he wants to.”  Whew.  That was close; Eddie made it.  Uh, oh.  Now it’s my turn.


“What about you mother killer number 2?  What are you doing?”


I pretended to be buried in my book and just ignored her.


“He hears me,” she said to Toy.  Then, raising her voice a little, she said, “Mother killer number 2, answer me.”


I took the book out of my face and said, “I’m sorry, Mom.  I didn’t hear you.  What did you say?”


“Never mind, mother killer.  Go back to your book.”


Great, I thought.  The first two attacks have been successfully repulsed with no casualties.  Five minutes to eight.  I hope Eddie asks if we can watch “Star Trek”.  He has more leverage with her than I do.  If I ask her, she’s sure to say no.


Sure enough, Eddie asked her.


“Mom, may we watch ‘Star Trek’?”


“Yeah, go ahead.”  She replied hesitantly, as if she regretted not having a major fight come about.


Eddie and I behaved like angels through the first half of “Star Trek”.  We were only too aware that the slightest provocation could result in an immediate end to our show and possibly punishment for the entire weekend.  We didn’t know what to do.  If we made conversation with her she would interpret it wrong and punish us for saying the wrong thing.  If we remained quiet, she would interpret our silence as a manipulation that would allow us to watch all of “Star Trek”.  We were bound to lose one way or another.


“You mother killers are only quiet because you want to watch ‘Star Trek’…You know,” she was talking to Toy now, “all I have to do is turn that T.V. off and they’ll go back to being their hateful selves.”  I wish she’d leave us alone.  We haven’t done anything to her.  Why doesn’t she just leave us alone?


“Yeah, why don’t you, Mom.  They don’t care about you.  They just care about watching ‘Star Trek’.”  My inciting and spiteful sister was egging her on.


“Is that right, Jimmy?”  She’s still after Eddie.  It’ll take a miracle for him to maintain his cool now.  The whole weekend is at stake for him.


But my brother was skilled.


“Of course we want to watch the show, Mom, but you know we care about you more than some T.V. show.  Don’t listen to that warped little girl.”


“Yeah, well, you might care about me, but that other mother killer doesn’t.”  Then she looked at me and raised her voice a little, “Do you, mother killer?”


My blood pressure was rising.  I was not nearly as skilled as Eddie was in manipulating that woman.  I knew I was destined to lose this battle.  In our house, there always had to be at least one of us children in hot water – so to speak.  Toy was already feeding her mind with spiteful thoughts.  Eddie had successfully defused her attack and somehow resisted an angry retort.  Now it was my turn.  My stomach was in knots.  My hands and feet were tense.  I knew she wouldn’t let up until one of us was on the steps.


“Yes, of course I care about you.”  I said in a half snappy manner.  Darn it.  I’m going to get it now.  I just know it.  I’m losing ground.


“Look, Mom,” I continued, “I don’t know why you’re getting mad at me.  I didn’t do anything.”


“Calm down, ansie.”  My mother was talking to me in the stereotypical manner in which a mental patient would be humored.  “Don’t get so nervous.  Do you want people to think something’s wrong with you?”


“There’s nothing wrong with ME.”  I was being sarcastic now.


“What do you mean by that, mother killer?”


I was such an idiot.  Eddie defused her by telling her what she wanted to hear.  I just went on the defensive and fanned the flame with my big mouth.  Oh well, it doesn’t matter.  One of us was bound to get in trouble anyway.  And if it was to be a match between Eddie and me, Eddie was sure to win.


“Listen to him, Mom.”  My little sister added, “He’s trying to say you’re crazy.”


I’d like to strangle that little brat.


“Shut up you little witch.  You just want to get Mom mad at me.”  My mother and Toy laughed mockingly at my outburst while Eddie said in a humoring and insightful voice, “Calm down, Frank.  You’re in no position to call anyone else crazy.” 


With a spitefully smiling face, my mother joyfully ordered me to the steps with a simple and short, “Steps, mother killer.”


“But what did I do?”  I pleaded.


“Steps.”  She replied.


“But, Mom, I didn’t do anything.”


“Steps.”  She replied again.


“Please, Mom…” A sound of desperation was in my voice as my mother replied again.


“Steps.”


I had lost.  The weekend was gone.  I knew that I would be spending all night and day from then until Sunday night sitting on those wretched steps.  God, how I hated her.


Sitting on the steps made us visually isolated from anyone in the front room or kitchen.  All we were able to see was the brick wall at the base of the stairs, the two sidewalls, and the steps themselves.  We were not permitted to turn around, put our heads on our knees for rest, talk, stretch out, or sleep.  We were required to just sit there.


Eddie was allowed to watch the rest of ‘Star Trek’ with the volume turned down so I would have trouble hearing the dialogue.  But I still tried to picture in my mind events that matched the faint conversations I could still hear.  She might be able to control my actions, but not my thoughts.  Let her even turn the T.V. off altogether.  I would simply invent an ending to the episode in my mind.  In the end, I would still win, if only in my mind.


It must be about 10:30 now.  I’ve been sitting on these cursed steps for almost two hours.  They weren’t a wasted two hours though.  I was able to study my German and algebra in my mind.  It’s amazing how much one can “see” with one’s mind if one concentrates hard enough.


The T.V. was going off now.  Bedtime, I suppose.


“Goodnight, Mom.”  Eddie was very polite and pleasant.  Everyone exchanged goodnights except me.  Eddie and Toy went up the stairs to their bedrooms.  My mother was now coming up the stairs to go to the bathroom.  I placed my head between my knees and my hands over my neck and head in case she decided to slap me on her way up.


A few minutes passed.  All the lights upstairs were out now.  My mother reached the bottom of the stairs and turned off the hall light.  A few moments later, my mother crawled into her bed, which was in the frontroom, and now all the lights in the house were out.  Has she forgotten about me?


“May I go to bed, Mom.”


“Just sit there and shut up.  And if I catch you sleeping, I’ll kick you in the balls to wake you up.”


The house was quiet as everyone was tucked away for sleep.  Everyone except me, that is.  I got to sit on those rotten steps all night.  A flood of silent tears of frustration fell from my tired eyes.  I tried to hold back the tears, but they kept coming.  I didn’t do anything to her, I thought.  At her whim, she can make me waste my life away on these roach-infested steps.  I could be doing so many different things with my time, but instead I have to sit in total idleness on the cursed steps to fulfill some sick and miserable appetite of hers.  Tomorrow, I’ll have to beg her to allow me to do my homework for school.


Well, I thought, crying is not going to help anything.  I’ve got to stop crying.  More important yet is that I’ve got to stop thinking about my frustrations.  This is her method of torturing me: solitary confinement coupled with preventing me from sleeping and keeping me idle. Am I going to allow her to succeed in breaking my will?  No way. I MUST stop crying.  This situation can’t last forever.  It’s only temporary.  One of these days, I’m going to have a nice large comfortable bed in which to sleep anytime I please. I’ll have thick blankets that I’ll snuggle into whenever I feel like it. And I’ll sleep the whole night through without having to worry about being awakened in the middle of the night by some mad woman who has some unquenchable thirst for inflicting misery on me.


In the meantime, maybe I can learn to sleep on these steps. No, I can’t do that; the roaches will get me or I’ll fall over frontwards and tumble down the stairs.  Worse yet, my mother may sneak up on me and kick me in the nuts.


Unable to sleep, I continued to review my German in my mind.  I thought about playing chess by myself in my mind.  It was quite a mental challenge trying to keep track of all the pieces after the 7th or 8th move.


It must have been around 1 a.m. by now.  I sure was cold.  I should have worn a sweater before I got on my mother’s bad side.  No matter how much, I tried to think of other things, my mind kept going back to how wonderful a bed and blankets would have felt right then.  My back and rear were getting rather stiff.  Maybe I could sleep on these steps after all.  I’d probably hear my mother if she got up.  I gently lay my head on my knees and closed my eyes…


Suddenly, I was violently awakened by a powerful slap on the back of my head.  Without looking up I immediately covered the back of my head with my arms, buried my head further in my knees, and nervously awaited the next blow.  It was nerve racking as I was still half asleep and didn’t know when or where the next blow would strike.  


But the follow up blows never came.  My mother just gave me a quick slap to awaken me as she went upstairs to the bathroom.  At least she didn’t kick me in the nuts.  Maybe she’ll let me go to bed when she comes down. 


Uh, oh. Here she comes.  I braced myself for another attack by placing my head between my knees and my arms over my head and ears.  I could hear her getting closer as the creaking of the wooden steps got louder and louder.  I felt my whole back exposed and hoped she wouldn’t punch or kick my back to damage my spinal cord.


She’s right next to me now.  Any second now I’ll feel another attack somewhere on my exposed body.  She’s past me.  I didn’t get hit.  I’ve been spared.


“Go to bed, mother killer,” she said in a tired and resigned voice.


“Thank you, Mom. Goodnight.” I was sincerely full of thanks to her for allowing me to go to bed.


Ahhh. The warm blankets.  The soft mattress.  The comfort.  I felt like I was floating on a cloud.  I gently closed my eyes.  My stiff back and neck felt so good as I stretched out.  I was fast asleep in seconds.


Suddenly, lights and my mother’s voice awakened me.  


“Get back on the steps, mother killer. If I can’t sleep, you’re not going to sleep.”  Eddie, being in the same room, was also awakened.


“Do you want to get up for a snack, Eddie?” my mother pleasantly asked.


“Yeah.  Thank you, Mom.”


I had no idea as to what time it was.  All I knew was that it was still dark outside.  Both Toy and Eddie got up for snacks while I returned to the steps.  They all ate and watched the Late Late Late show for about an hour while I imagined the comfort of the bed I just left.  I wasn’t really angry.  I was too tired and apathetic to be angry, disappointed, or frustrated.


Finally, we all went back to bed while it was still dark outside.  I continued to be as polite as possible to my mother, for the weekend could still be salvaged if I didn’t get my mother any angrier with me.

SATURDAY MORNING:


It must have been around 8 A.M. I felt totally refreshed.  A few hours of sleep in a warm and comfortable bed does wonders for a body.  It then dawned on me that I was still in trouble with Mom. I remembered the night before when I was punished all night for nothing. 


Oh well, I thought, no use crying over spilled milk.  Yesterday was gone.  Today was a new day with new hope.  Maybe Mom wasn’t mad at me anymore.  I thought how I would approach her when I went downstairs.  I’d say, “Good morning.” in a cheerful voice and ask about her health.  That should show her that I really do care about her.  Then I’ll ask to do my weekly chores of sweeping and cleaning the bathroom.


I could hear Eddie downstairs already eating breakfast.  It sounded like cereal.  Cereal sounded good.  I got up, made my bed, and proceeded downstairs.  As I neared the middle of the staircase, I peaked into the living room to see what mood my mother was in.


I saw my mother sitting in the rocker with her head totally rested against the back so that she was staring at the ceiling with her pale blue eyes wide open.  Her arms, covered with diabetic open sores, rested motionlessly on the arms of the rocker.  She looked dead.  She usually assumed this creepy position when she was depressed or exhausted.  I knew from past experience that the slightest provocation would bring her out of her depression and into a raving fit. I had to be very careful.


“Hi, Mom. How are you feeling?”


“What do you care?” she replied humbly.  I felt sorry for her. 


“You know I care about you, Mom” I wasn’t kidding.  I really did care about her and wanted her to be okay


“You’re sending me to my grave, mother killer.  You’re slowly killing me.” She paused, “Did you have a good sleep?” she asked.


Now what do I say? If I said “No.” she would have called me a liar.  If I said “Yes.” She would have been mad at me for having the nerve to sleep after making her life miserable yesterday.


WHAT AM I SAYING? I didn’t make her life miserable.  She’s the one who punished me for no reason.  I’m not guilty, darn it.  I didn’t do anything.


The sympathy I felt for her a moment ago was instantly transformed back into anger again as I answered.


“Well, yeah, I guess I did sleep okay.”


“You guess…” she was getting up now and coming towards me. “You really are rotten.  You have no conscience.  Here I had a terrible night because of you, and you ‘guess’ you had a good night’s sleep.” Then, with a firm and authoritative voice, she simply said, “Steps, mother killer.”


Dammit. Another day was going to be wasted.  I gritted my teeth and stomped my foot in anger as I went back to those awful steps.  In disgust and frustration I whispered under my breath… “Oh, how I hate you..”  Luckily, she didn’t hear me.  However, Eddie heard me.  He got up from the kitchen table and walked over to the staircase and smiled at me.  


“You pig.  I heard that.  You’re really in trouble now.”


My eyes begged him to not tell on me.  But it was in vain.  He did exactly what I’d done to him in the past: he had no mercy on me.  Eddie turned to our mother whose interest in this latest turn of events was peaking.  Her depression was being replaced by excitement. 


“What did he say, Eddie?” she asked.


“The little creep said he hated you, Mom.” Eddie answered with glee.


She peered at me as I was sitting on the steps facing her.  “You really are an animal.  How can you treat your own mother like that?”


It’s all over now, I thought.  The battle for sanity and a half-way decent weekend was shattered.  Now I’ve really given her a reason to punish me.  To hell with it. I’m not even going to try anymore.


I peered back at her with anger and dirty looks. 


“Look at the way he’s looking at you, Mom.”  My charming sister was getting into the act, now.  My mother continued talking to me. 


“You’re an ungrateful bastard.  You don’t appreciate anything.  I should have left you like your father did.  He didn’t want you and what did I do?  Like a fool I kept you and stuck by you.  And this is what I get for it?  Hateful glares.”  She coughed up some phlegm and spit in my face. 


Yuck!  She caught me by surprise. Her spit landed on my left cheek as I backed up from her.  My anger and disgust mounted.  At least my glare was disturbing to her, I thought.  I increased its intensity.


“Just look at you. Everybody at school thinks you’re a nice boy.  Ha.  If they could only see the way you’re looking at me now they’d know your true colors.”  She started to talk up the 3 or 4 steps that separated us.


“So you hate me, huh?  I may as well give you a reason to hate me…”  With that, she proceeded to hit me with her open hand on various parts of my body.  She combined her blows with spit and more vulgarity.


My emotional stability was beginning to break apart as my crying reached such an intensity that my face was bright red and my saliva flowed uncontrollably from my mouth.  My face was completely wet from a mixture of my tears and her spit.  I begged her to stop, but instead she switched to another type of attack.


She was directly over me and I was concentrating on protecting my ribs and face from her slaps.  Suddenly, I was horrified as I felt her grab my testicles.


That was it.  I didn’t care about anything anymore.  I stood up on the steps and yelled at her. 


“Get away from me you filthy bitch.  Don’t you touch me.”  I had such maddening hatred in my eyes and voice that I barely resembled a human being anymore.  There was no camouflaging my anger or hatred any longer.  Nothing mattered.


Eddie was above me on the steps blocking my escape to the upstairs.  He gave me a few punches in the back to get my under control.  My mother was about 4 steps below me blocking my escape to the downstairs.  Her anger was escalated and mine was out of control.


“What do you want, you bastard?  Do you want to eat my pussy?” She was smiling in a totally sick and demented manner as she started to approach me.  She was only a foot or two away from me now.  I intensified my looks of hatred and was trembling out of fear and revulsion.


“You’re sick.”  I looked at her with a combined look of hatred and vile disgust that words could never reproduce.


“I know I’m sick, but you like it, don’t you?  You want my pussy, huh?  You want to fuck your own mother, don’t you?  You’re the one who’s sick.  Well here, then you bitchin-bastard. Eat this…”


She picked up her dress and spread her legs.


“Please, Mom…don’t…I’m sorry…” Oh God, help me.


She continued in her gross perversion.  She wasn’t wearing any underwear as she picked up her dress and held her vagina with her hands as if she were aiming it at me.  I became physically weak and totally drained as I emotionally collapsed, turned my head, and quietly cried.  I felt totally void and empty inside.


She spat on me some more and left the staircase.  I remained on the steps with emotional numbness.  Eddie and Toy were also disgusted but could not let on that they were.  They directed their disgust at me, accusing me of making her go out of control.  But I understood.  They had to shift the blame to me – otherwise, they’d be on the steps too.


It was only Saturday morning, I thought.  I still had today and tomorrow to survive before I could escape to school on Monday.  So I settled into my position on the steps and prepared myself psychologically for a two-day sentence of solitary confinement, which, after my mother’s outburst, was a welcomed state of being.


The hours passed slowly as my mother, Eddie, Toy, and Tina Marie went about their day doing the usual sort of activities such as playing, reading, talking, going outside, et cetera.  It seemed as though as long as one of us was being punished in isolation, the rest of the family for the rest of the day could enjoy normalcy.  It just so happened that I was the sacrifice today.  However, Eddie or Toy could just as easily become the new sacrifice tomorrow or next week.


As more time went by, I just sat there staring at the brick wall in front of me.  I came to know every crack and crevice in that wall.  Every oddity became a landmark.


My boring thoughts were interrupted as I heard my little sister, Tina Marie, cry from the front room.  She had just awakened from a nap.  I really loved Tina Marie.  In fact, Tina Marie was the only human being I dared to love in total and absolute sincerity.  I felt a great deal of responsibility for her and behaved more like her father than her brother.


Tina Marie continued to cry as my sister just ignored her.  Eddie was upstairs reading while my mother was outside sitting on the porch.  Toy was supposed to be taking care of her, but she wasn’t.  I was strictly forbidden to say anything while being punished.  But I began to get irritated at my irresponsible sister for letting Tina Marie cry.


“Why don’t you see what’s wrong with her, you little goof.”  I said to my sister.  I had just broken a house rule by talking without permission.  And Toy, as if she was waiting for my outburst, quietly and purposefully got up from the couch, opened the front door, went outside to tattle on me to my mother, and closed the door.


Tina Marie was still crying.  I decided to break still another house rule as I got up from the steps WITHOUT PERMISSION to attend to Tina Marie’s crying.  I would catch hell for getting up and picking up Tina Marie, but I didn’t care.  I was not going to allow Tina Marie to cry anymore.  Toy and my mother were still outside as I picked up that pure and precious soft bundle of love and beauty.  Tina Marie was so small and delicate.  I comforted her as she put her little arms around my neck and snuggled her face, pacifier and all, into my chest.  With my hand barely patting her head I softly reassured her.  She closed her eyes and, still whimpering from her crying, gently went back to sleep.


My mother came into the house with Toy right behind her.  


“Who told you to get up from the steps, you animal.  Put Tina down!”


I was really going to get it, now.  I carefully placed Tina back in the crib and could hear Toy talking to my mother.


“I don’t know who he thinks he is, Mom.  He just got up from the steps because he felt like it.”


“Mom,” I said, “look at Tina’s face.  Look how red it is.  This little brat,” I was nodding to Toy now, “was just ignoring Tina’s crying because she was too lazy to get up.”


“Is that right, Toy?”


“No.  He just wants you to get mad at me.” Toy was starting to squirm now.


“Well,” I said, “If you weren’t ignoring her, how did her face get so red? And where did all those tears come from?”  I was proving Toy was lying, but she was quick to answer.


“Well, I was going to get up.  He didn’t give me a chance.  He just…”


“Don’t you lie to me, you bitch.” my mother interrupted her.  “You can just join him… both of you, get on the steps.”


Now there were two of us on the steps.  My mother checked to see if Tina was okay, and went back outside.  On her way out, she spoke to me.


“Frankie, if Tina wakes up, you take care of her.”


“Okay, Mom.” I answered as she went outside.  I felt as if I was approaching her good side.  With Toy on the steps now, maybe I won’t be spending the rest of the weekend punished after all.  I hoped Tina Marie would wake up, so I would have an excuse to hold her, but she just slept soundly.  I think she was sleeping soundly because I had comforted her, and she now felt safe.


Another hour or so went by.  It was late in the afternoon now. I had been sitting on the steps since morning.  My back and rear were getting rather stiff from being in basically one position for so long.  Tina Marie just slept and slept.  I hoped that she’d wake up so that I could hold her, but she only slept.


Finally, my mother decided to come in from sitting on the porch.  She had to go to the bathroom.  As she came up the stairs, she passed by both Toy and me.  Both of us covered up in case of attack.  But no attack came.  Instead, my mother quietly passed us by.  On her way down, she spoke to me.


“I don’t know how you can sit next to that witch of a girl, Frankie.”  My mother was giving me an opening.  My punishment was very close to being over.  Now, if only I could handle this conversation right…


“You’re not the only one, Mom.” I said rather jovially.  “But it’s not so bad when I think of all the dumb things she’s said in the past.  At least looking at her makes me laugh.”  Both my mother and I were beginning to make fun of Toy’s bizarre comments that she has made in the past.  My mother started to chuckle.


“Remember,” I continued, “when she thought that ‘horse races’ meant that prostitutes were racing against each other to catch a man.” Both my mother and I started to laugh as my sister looked gloomier and gloomier.  My punishment was definitely close to being over now.  


“Or what about the time she asked how somebody could fit a big encyclopedia into a typewriter in order to type all those words.”  Now, my mother and I were really laughing.  I was definitely on her side now.  Now, it was Toy who was losing.


“Come down here, Frankie.”  My mother was in the kitchen and was relieving me from my punishment on the steps.  “Tell me some more of the stupid things she’s said.  Boy, she worries me sometimes.  That mind of hers sure works in strange ways.”


“What mind?” I said, as I got up from the steps.  I went into the kitchen and continued to entertain my mother at the expense of Toy.


“Why are you so dumb, Toy?”  My mother was yelling at Toy from the kitchen.


But Toy just ignored her.


“I’m talking to you, Toy.”


Toy still ignored her.

Tension started to mount as my mother made her way past me to the steps where she confronted Toy again.  Toy just looked at her with bewildered eyes of confusion.


“Girl, don’t act like you didn’t hear me.” My mother was changing from a joking mood to an angry mood very quickly.


“Maybe I didn’t hear you.” Toy said very calmly.


“You bitch.” My mother spat at Toy and was getting even angrier.  “Don’t you talk to me with that attitude.”


Toy deliberately wiped the spit from her arm and shook her head in disgust.  Then she sat as tall as she could with her back as straight as a board in defiance.  Her attitude infuriated my mother who walked up the couple of steps to hit her a few times.  After she forced Toy into a protective ball, she began to spit on her some more.


“There,” my mother said with satisfaction, “you don’t look so cute anymore, bitch.”  Then, almost in a whisper, she said to Toy, “You better be careful, little girl.  I may decide to have you strip and give your brothers a show.”


To that, Toy looked directly at her mother and gave a very dirty look.  That was dumb, Toy, I thought, very dumb.


“You no good brat. Look at that, Frankie, I give her a warning and she still acts up.”  My mother turned her attention upstairs, where Eddie was still reading.


“Eddie come down here right now.” she yelled for Eddie and then focused again on Toy, who was right next to her.


“Strip, you little bitch.  Right now, in front of your brothers. Strip.”


Poor Toy, I thought.  I didn’t like her very much.  In fact, I didn’t like her at all.  But I started to feel very sorry for her.  I knew how she felt and now began to regret that I helped get her into this mess.


“No, Mom.”  Toy was pleading as she crossed her arms in an attempt to shield her chest.  With fear in her eyes she backed up into the wall as far as she could.


“Please, Mom, no.”


My mother grabbed her clothes and pulled her into the front room.  Her clothes began to rip as Eddie and I just stood there. 


Toy was fully crying now as my mother flung her about the room by her clothes.  Her clothes ripped off and left her in panties only.  Eddie and I turned away and hung our heads low.  Why didn’t we come to Toy’s rescue?  She was so skinny and helpless next to that monster of a woman.  Why didn’t we come to her rescue?


The thought never even entered my mind.  I felt very bad for Toy, who was hysterical now as my mother continued beating her, but we were enemies and my mother was all powerful. 


When my mother ran out of clothing to fling Toy around the room with, she grabbed hold of her long brown hair and whirled Toy in what must have been excruciating pain around the front room.  Toy was screaming with her mouth wide open and her eyes tightly shut.  She landed on the couch and started to stand up when my mother punched her in the stomach.  I shall never forget the vision of what Toy looked like at that moment.  Her skinny legs were spread wide apart kicking violently in the air, her eyes and mouth were opened as wide as they possibly could open, and her entire body was in a horribly violent spasm as she screamed in agony.


Finally, Eddie stepped in.


“Mom you’re going to kill her.  Just put her on the steps and forget about her.”


“Don’t tell me what to do, you bastard.” Then, looking at all three of us, she said, “All of you. Get on the steps. I have Tina; I don’t need any of you.  Get the hell out of my sight.”


We all went over to the steps and took our places.  Eddie was at the very top, I was next, in the middle, and Toy was at the very bottom.  Poor Toy, I thought.  I could see her below me holding her side and crying.


The hours drifted by and the tension in the house gradually dissipated as the afternoon turned into evening.  The three of us remained in our own silent worlds on the steps.  Toy wasn’t crying anymore.


My mother was passing in front of the steps now as the three of us looked at her.  She peered at Toy and began to speak directly at her.


“You’re no good, you little bitch.  Look at the way you make me talk.  God’s going to punish you for what you do to your mother.  Remember: every dog has his day.” Then turning her eyes towards me, she said, “Frankie, you can come down here and hold Tina if you want.”  My mother was letting me off the steps for no reason.


“Oh, thank you, Mom.”


I went into the front room and held my tender little sister in my arms.  For the rest of the weekend, I would find myself on my mother’s “good side”, which meant that I would be allowed to play with Tina Marie, read, or watch T.V.  Eddie would soon be off the steps also, for it was Toy’s turn to feel my mother’s wrath. 

And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus. 
Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. (Philippians 4:8) 

NORA
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Many of the games we played in Watts were simple, but quite fun.  We made go-carts out of old wood and broken skate wheels, and had races around and through the Projects as teams.  And when our race car needed its skate wheels oiled, we would drive it through the many oil puddles found in a parking lot.  A racing team would consist of two people: one would drive and steer the go-cart while the other would push.  The only bad thing about go-carts was that someone always had to be doing the pushing.  I preferred driving to pushing.  It wasn’t until I was married years later that I discovered that many “go-carts” had gasoline engines.  That was cultural shock.


Marble games were also very popular, especially games of the gambling type such as “Fish”, or games of the dangerous type such as “Knuckles” or “Holes”.  “Knuckles” was similar to playing golf: we’d dig a number of small holes where the object of the game was to shoot one’s marble sequentially into each hole.  If there were 4 or 5 people playing, it would be rather painful to come in last, for the losing player would be required to form a fist with one of his hands, place that hand on the ground with his knuckles showing, and stay there while each of the winning players took turns shooting their marbles as hard as they could at his knuckles.  And there are sophisticated methods of shooting marbles from one’s fingers that allowed a marble to move with lighting and painful speed.

Bit by the time we were teen-agers, we had outgrown marbles and go-carts.  Luckily, Eddie and I were very gifted in the area of making up games out of a minimum of materials.  Living in a ghetto with very limited finances forces one to either create one’s own recreational pastimes that are constructive and legal, or roam the streets with one’s friends looking for recreational activities that could send one to jail.

Although we sometimes chose mischievous recreation, such as stealing food from supermarkets, throwing firecrackers in a steel mill hoping to cause a major accident, throwing rocks at trains (where the railroad workers would retaliate with bb guns), or throwing water balloons through the open windows of moving cars, Eddie and I usually chose constructive forms of recreation.  However, there did exist other forms of recreation to which we had access, but no desire to participate in.

One day, Nora, our neighborhood whore who had “gone in the bushes” with every guy in the Projects – except me – was teasing me about going in the bushes with her.  Of course, she would not charge any money for this, so technically she was not a whore.  It’s just that this is how everyone referred to her.  Starting at about age 14, by the time she was in her early 20’s she had 7 children.  Nora was not a bad looking girl, but she was very unappealing.  She had light shiny smooth skin, and a long face with a very well developed body.  But her hair was always a mess and very nappy.  She always wore cut-offs and had a very loud personality.  And to top it off, Nora had a vocabulary that would have embarrassed the inmates of Folsom Prison.

“Come here, Frank.”  Nora was teasing me from a distance while she and her friends giggled.  Kittycat, a very good friend of mine, just laughed and shook his head.  I was too embarrassed to do anything.  Nora was laughing and giggling with her friends about me now in a friendly way.  If I went into the bushes with her, her giggles and laughter would turn into mockery.  I had never been with a girl before and Nora was just too experienced.  She would come out of the bushes laughing about how awkward and ignorant I was.  I decided to stay away from Nora.

But later on that afternoon, she delivered a note to my house that was not meant for my mother’s eyes.  My mother intercepted that note that came sliding under the kitchen door and was horrified at its contents. 


“You disgusting son-of-a-bitch.”  My mother looked at me as though I was sewage slime.  Now what did I do?  How could a note from Nora get me in trouble?


“What did I do?”  I asked as I gave a look of genuine amazement.  But my mother just ignored me and turned to Toy.


“Listen to this, Toy.  Here’s a note from Nora:  ‘Dear Frank, this is just to let you know that I’ll coochie-coochie with you in the bushes anytime you want.  My tits are ready for you to suck on them whenever you’re ready.’”


My stomach turned at the mere thought of doing what she was suggesting.  Not only was I a virgin, but Nora was a violent, dirty, and sweaty 15 year old who never even washed up after going in the bushes with one or two of my friends.  During a baseball or football game, my friends would take turns going into the bushes with a very willing Nora.  When they returned to the game zipping up their pants, they would tease me about shying away from being the next in line with Nora.  I wanted absolutely nothing to do with that scene.  But my mother thought otherwise.


“So you want to have sex with that tramp?”  I was starting to feel quite cheap as my mother looked at me with revulsion and disappointment.


“Of coarse not, Mom.  That’s disgusting.  How could you say that?”  I couldn’t understand how she could believe that I was the least bit interested in somebody like Nora.  But she did.


“How?  Just read this note, mother killer.  You ARE a real animal.  That name really fits you.  You do it in the bushes just like dogs.”  Then, with a final shrug of disgust, she shook her head and said, “Ugghh. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


“For what?  I don’t have anything to be ashamed about.  I didn’t do anything and don’t plan on doing anything with Nora.”  I was starting to raise my voice as my anger at her unfounded outrage mounted.


“Don’t you raise your voice at me, mother killer.”  She swung at me with the back of her hand, but missed as I pulled away.  My dodging her hand had angered her even more.


“So you want to suck Nora’s tits, huh?  I’ll give you something to suck…”  Oh no.  She’s going to go crazy again.



“Here, mother killer, suck this.”  She placed her hand on her vagina through her dress and, bending her knees slightly, pointed her mid section at me.  “This’ll give you practice.”


Toy, who was not in trouble with her at the moment, and I turned away in silent disgust.  I shook my head and grimaced with definite disapproval of her behavior.  But she only got worse.


“Don’t you look like that you hypocrite.  I’m just giving you what you want.  You’re the filthy pervert around here.”  She straightened up, took her hands away from her vagina, and with a very calm voice, said, “You filthy animal, you.  I don’t even want to look at you anymore.  Get out of my sight and sit on the steps.”


I knew this was going to happen.  I made a turn from the kitchen and walked to the staircase where I planted myself on the 5th step from the bottom.  It was about 5 P.M. on a Friday night and I knew I had a charming weekend to look forward to.  Eddie was lucky.  He had gone into Southgate and was spending the day with his friends and their normal households.  But when he came home around seven or so, I could see the look of contempt on his face as he passed next to me on his way upstairs.  He made his own transition from dealing with a normal world all day to now dealing with our house.


“That animal’s sitting on the steps where he belongs, Eddie.  Wait until I tell you about him and Nora…”  My mother was anxious to tell Eddie about my “perversion”.  But, after coming from the normalcy of the outside world in Southgate, Eddie seemed to have to time for such worthless matters.  He interrupted her.


“Mom, I don’t really care about him and Nora.  In fact, I don’t really even want to hear about it.”


That was a mistake, Eddie, I thought.  He seemed to have forgotten that he was no longer in the normal and healthy family environment of his Southgate friends.  His attitude was one of not wanting to deal with such petty matters.  In fact, he seemed to be a bit irritated at even being back home where he had to listen to such absurdities.  But to my mother, Eddie was being non-supportive of her.  And she was quick to attack Eddie’s bad attitude.


“Oh, what’s with you, big shot?  You spend a day with your white friends and now you’re too good for us?”  My mother started to talk to Toy.  “You’re the only one around here who cares what happens to me, Toy.  These two are just alike – they only care about themselves.”


“Yeah, Mom.”  Toy was adding to the fire not.  “You should put both of them on the steps.”  Eddie started to realize that he had made a mistake and was now psychologically coming home.


“Shut up, you stuttering witch.  You don’t even know how to talk.  All you know how to do is kiss up to Mom.  Go learn to speak properly before you say anything to me, you little brat.”  After putting Toy in her place, Eddie turned his attention to our mother in an attempt to rebuild her confidence in him.


“Of course I care about you, Mom.  It’s just that I don’t care about that animal sitting on the steps.  You should just leave him on the steps and forget about him altogether.  Every time you bring up his name or something he’s done, all you accomplish is getting yourself more worked up and nervous.”  Very good, Eddie, I thought.  You’ve convinced her that you’re on her side and that you care about her.  Welcome home.


As the time went by and as I sat there on the steps, my mother and sister would watch television in the adjacent front room.  Eddie was rather removed and was reading a book on either history or political science.  My brother was brilliant in the areas of speech, history, the English language, and international relations.  And he obtained his brilliance by his intense and constant reading on the subjects.  He also participated in almost peer-like conversations with teacher/friend Dennis Cassatt at the high school.  I chose to throw myself into science, math, and philosophy instead, but always marveled at Eddie’s mastery of English and history.


Every once in a while my mother would pass by the bottom of the stairway, in front of the brick wall at which I was staring.  She would give me a dirty look or lewd comment of some sort.  She would then proceed to the kitchen where she would get some more food to snack on.  Part of my punishment was to be hungry and watch her place food very slowly into her mouth as she would smack her lips in delight.  She never knew that my appetite was taken away when I would watch her stuff her already fat body with even more food.  


Sometimes, she would come up the stairs and walk directly past me on her way up to the bathroom.  That was a time for a self defense pose, for she would, without warning, smack me in the face or behind the neck as she passed within inches of me on her way up the stairs.  This was one of those times.  She was now starting to walk up the stairs.




My Mom

My mother weighed about 250 pounds and smelled of dried sweat.  And as she struggled to move her body from step to step towards me, I, as a matter of habit, placed my head between my knees and my hands over my neck for maximum protection of vulnerable areas.  I could feel and smell her presence closing in on me.  First she was 3 feet from me, then one, then only inches away as she was about to pass me on her way up the stairs.  I could feel the coming strike on the head that could hit at any moment now.  I was afraid that she would strike the back of my neck and permanently damage my spinal cord.  I was hoping that the blow that was about to come would not make me an invalid.  She stopped next to me and was hovering directly above me.  I waited in tense anticipation.

But no blow came.  Instead, she decided to cough up some phlegm, and very carefully drop a huge glop of her spit into my hair.  I felt it land and slowly seep onto my neck as I muttered obscenities under my breath.


“You’re no good, mother killer.  You’re rotten through and through.”  She said calmly as she slowly walked the rest of the way up the stairs.


“I’m going to take a bath, mother killer, and I’m going to leave the door open.”  She said when she got to the top of the stairs.  “Don’t come up unless you want a show.”  She paused, and then continued.  “Do you want a show, ansie?”


“Ansie” was her short, playful word for “animal”.  I just ignored her.


“Ansie, I’m talking to you.  Do you want a show, anise?”


“No.” I shot back a response without looking up the stairs.  


“Yeah, I guess you’d rather have Nora.  Oooooo, it feels soooo good.”  Her tone of voice was sickeningly sexual as she went into the bathroom.  


I wanted to wipe the thick glob of spit from my hair to my pants, but had nothing to wipe it with but my hands.  So I felt the puddle of warm phlegm on the top of my head and tried to remove as much as possible onto my pants.


About half an hour later, after she finished with her bath, she began the trip downstairs.  Here we go again, I thought, as I re-assumed my defensive position and waited for her approach from behind.  With my hands protecting my neck, and my head between my knees, I was becoming tense again as I wondered what it would be this time: a smack on the back of the head, or another glob of spit, or both.  She cleared her throat and sounded like she had a mouthful of phlegm that she was about to spit on me.  Where would it land, I thought.  I waited with my eyes closed as the giant stayed above me trying to decide where to deliver her load.


Suddenly, it landed.  I felt a warm glob of spit and phlegm splatter on my lower neck and trickle down my back.  I muttered to myself again.  But this time, she heard me.


“What did you say, mother killer?”  Damn.  Did she hear me utter that I hated her?  I was silent, hoping she would continue down the stairs.  She didn’t.


“I heard you, mother killer.  You said you hated me, didn’t you.”  I didn’t answer.  I just wanted her to leave me alone. 


“I’ll teach you to talk to me like that.”  She paused, “Strip, mother killer.”  She was so close to me that I could barely move.  With my head still between my knees, I started to plead.


“I didn’t say anything to you.  Can’t I just sit here?”  I was lying about not saying anything and she knew it.  I said I hated her and was now going to pay for it.  She hit me on the head with a powerful blow.


“Don’t you lie to me you bitchin-bastard you.  Strip before I beat the shit out of you.”  She was directly above me still, and I had no room to move.


“Alright.  But I can’t move.”  She eased her stance and moved down the stairs looking at me and waiting for me to take my clothes off.  As I took my clothes off, piece by piece with her staring at me, I thought about how much I really hated this woman and how I longed for the day I finished school and was of age to leave this hell hole.  The thought that her treatment of me was temporary and would not last forever gave me the strength to carry on.  I knew that one day I would be free, on my own, and in control of my own life.


But for now, I took my underwear off and, as she mockingly laughed at me, I sat back down on the steps naked, humiliated, and now really vulnerable.  


“I don’t know what you’re trying to hide, mother killer.”  She was referring to my attempt to cover my genitals.  “You don’t have anything big enough to cover up there, anyway.  If I want to look at that, I’ll look at my man, Clarence.  He’s the one who satisfies me, mother killer, not somebody as puny as you.  You couldn’t satisfy anybody.”  She stripped away my clothes, now she was working on my dignity.


“Nora’s used to big dicks.  She’d take one look at you and laugh.”  My mother let out a slight laugh and went back into the front room to continue watching T.V.


It was about 9 P.M. now.  I had been on the steps for only about four hours.  During most of that time I tried to use the wall in front of me as imaginary paper on which I imagined doing the algebra homework she forbade me to do.  Solving algebraic equations in my mind using the wall as a thought projection screen gave me something to do while my mother thought I was being idle. 


Another hour passed.  Now it was time for my mother to go to the bathroom again.  I really felt vulnerable now when she passed me on her way up.  I was nude and felt totally naked and at her mercy.  Naturally, I assumed my regular defensive position and awaited either a blow to the head or another glob of saliva landing somewhere on my totally exposed body.  She was now hovering above me again.  I tensed my entire body and closed my eyes in anticipation of another attack.  


Suddenly, my entire body spasmed with disgust and horror as I felt her grab my penis and testicles.  I yelled at the top of my lungs.


“You filthy scum.  Leave me alone.”  My anger went out of control.  I hated her and didn’t care anymore about reprisals for my insolence.  


“You watch your mouth when you talk to me mother killer.  Get down here.”  Eddie and Toy were standing up now and wondering what was going to happen next.


I stood up on the steps with my hands in front of my genitals and peered at her with a desire to vomit on her.  Then she did something that she used to do quite frequently to work herself into a mad frenzy.  She placed her hand into her mouth and started to bite it while making a loud scream that was slightly muffled by her hand in her mouth.  After she would scream and bite her won hand, she would start beating her chest with her fists in an attempt to inflict damage on herself.  Eddie and Toy tried to calm her down and pleaded with her to not hurt herself.  But she ignored them and continued to work herself into an insane fit.  She turned to me with crazed eyes and, with a look that epitomized pure evil, picked up her dress and placed her hands on her vagina in a threatening manner.


“Here, you bastard son-of-a-bitchin’ bastard.  You want this?  Fuck.  There are you satisfied?  I said it.  Fuck.  Fuck.  Fuck.”  I knew from past experience that after she said the “F-word” she was totally  out of control and anything was possible with all inhibitions shattered.  She continued yelling at me.  “Get down here before I come up there….what?  Do you want my pussy?  Do you want me to come up there and give you my pussy?  Get down here!”


The intense anger and hatred I felt a moment ago completely disappeared as I was overcome with fear.  What was she going to do to me?  I was naked and totally at the mercy of this out of control beast who was capable of almost anything.  My God.  I’ve got to go down there.  I can’t get her any more angry with me.  Help me.  I didn’t even believe in God, but I was asking for his help.  


But there was no one there to hear my silent cry, certainly not some fake God.  I slowly walked down the stairs towards my mother and as soon as I was within striking distance, she punched me in the side with her fist.  The force of the punch threw me into the living room as I fell onto the couch.  I got up immediately, for she was right behind me and not at all finished.


“Get over here, bastard.”  She pointed to the middle of the front room floor.  I looked at my beautiful sister, Tina Marie, in her crib.  She was only about one year old.  What was going through her mind as she watched this scene in front of her?


A stream of obscenities flowed from my mother’s mouth in rapid succession.  She was filled with a demonic anger as she motioned for me to approach her in the center of the front room.  With my face flushed with profuse tears, I approached her cautiously.  She spat on me again, but by this time, I had so much spit all over my still naked body, that it really didn’t matter much anymore.  She could only take so much dignity away from me before I didn’t have anymore to give.


“Get on your knees, you bastard fucker.”  She pointed to the floor where she expected me to kneel.  I obeyed and kneeled but cried uncontrollably as my entire body was wet with a mixture of sweat, spit, and tears.


“Put your hands to your side.  I want to slap your face.”  My mother’s voice seemed more under control now.  I was trembling with fear as I tried to put my hands down to my side. Instinctively, however, the remained near my face to protect it from one of her powerful blows.


“I said, put your hands down to your side.”  She hit the side of my head and I went reeling to the floor.  Still crying and shaking, I got back up and resumed my position on my knees.  I tried to put my hands down to my side, but the started to violently spasm in fear and my crying intensified.  My mother hit my head again, and again I went to the floor.  Again I got up and kneeled before her.


“Put your hand down and get it over with.” Eddie wanted this to stop almost as much as I did.


Crying, trembling, and feeling total despair, I slowly put my hands to my side, held my head up, closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and awaited her massive hand across my face.


She paused for what seemed like an eternity.  She enjoyed the terror that was written on my shaking face as I anticipated a blow at any moment.  Those few moments of waiting for the blow to come was more painful than the blow itself.  Finally, it came and I was sprawled on the floor once more.  She spit on me again and told me to get back to the steps.  I slowly got up, still crying and shaking, and went back to my place on the steps.



Relieved that my ordeal was, for the most part, over, I began to imagine how my life was going to be in the future when I was out of this insane asylum.  I was upset at myself for crying and trembling as much as I had.  Why couldn’t I just take what she had to dish out without giving her the emotional breakdown she craved?


At around 11:30, my mother told us to go to bed.  I was lucky.  She could have very well told me to remain on these steps all night.  Instead, I was allowed to put my clothes back on and go to my very wonderful bed and cover myself with blankets that, at least for a night, would provide me an escape from my mother’s clutches.  I felt an excitement inside me as I hurriedly walked up the stairs to my bedroom.  My safe bed was waiting for me.  I climbed in and pulled the covers completely over me and went fast asleep.


Suddenly, the lights were on and I was hearing my mother’s voice.  Was I dreaming?


“Wake up, mother killer.  If I can’t sleep, you’re not going to sleep either.  Get back on the steps.”  In a drowsy state of mind I woke up and saw my mother standing between my bed in my still dark bedroom and the lit up hall way.  It was the middle of the night and my mother had invaded my sleep.  My bed was not the escape from her clutches that I had thought it was.  


Eddie, whose bed was right next to mine, didn’t even stir as I slowly and silently obeyed my mother and went back to the steps.  As I spent the remainder of the night sitting on the steps while the rest of the family, including my mother, slept, I learned how to sleep in a sitting position with my head resting on my knees.  Perhaps my mother thought she was making my life miserable by making me stay up all night sitting on those cursed steps.  But in reality, I found a way to sleep in spite of the conditions she imposed and was merely a bit uncomfortable instead of miserable.  My only worry was falling over front wards down the steps.  But, luckily, that never happened. 


In the morning, when I heard my mother getting out of bed (she used to sleep in a bed that was situated in the front room), I sat up immediately and tried to look as alert as possible.  I had to convince her that her punishment of keeping me awake all night worked.  Otherwise, she would simply think of a more effective punishment to take its place.  So I appeared to have been fully awake by the time she reached the steps and could see me. 


As she passed me again to go upstairs to the bathroom, I assumed my all too familiar defensive position.  No spit or blows came this time.  She didn’t even say anything to me.  I was relieved.


Within the hour, Eddie and Toy were up and downstairs.  My mother was quietly sitting on her rocker staring into space.  Although I couldn’t see her, I knew what she looked like from the times Eddie was in my place and I was in the front room on good terms with her.  Her arms were draped over the arms of the rocker as if she was too weak to lift them.  Her eyes were wide open and just staring into space or at the ceiling with her head rested back against the rocker’s back.  She gave the appearance of being totally exhausted.  She probably was quite tired from the night before.  Her outburst was sustained and intense while the beating she gave herself had to have taken a toll on her.  Finally, she spoke.


“Come down here, mother killer, and sit on the couch.”  She was talking to me in a very subdued voice.  I obeyed and quietly sat on the couch.  She looked exhausted.  With a tired and defeated voice, she continued.


“You’re putting me in my grave, mother killer.  You know I’m sick and need your help – not more problems.  Why do you make me do the things I did last night?”  She turned away from me and stared at the ceiling again.  She continued to talk in a pleading voice.


“You’re going to keep going until I drop dead of a heart attack.  Tina and Toy need a mother to take care of them.  But they’re not going to have a mother much longer unless you leave me alone.”  She started to break down and quietly cry.  “It’s just not fair.  I want to take care of my little girls, but you just won’t let me.  You’re just not satisfied until you make me go crazy.  It’s just not fair.”  She was fully weeping now.


I felt a great deal of sympathy for her now.  All the hate, revulsion, and fear that I had felt last night were simply words with no meaning now.  She wasn’t yelling obscenities anymore.  In fact, she was speaking to me from her chair in a very weak and pitiful voice.  She was no longer possessed as she was last night.  I felt very sorry for her and guilty for talking back to her last night.  I guess I was responsible for some of her more perverted actions.  After all, she didn’t really start going crazy until I blew it on the steps and said under my breath that I hated her.  


I started to feel convicted and responsible for some of the insanity that went on last night.  She needed my understanding, not my rebellion.


“You don’t appreciate anything.”  She was continuing to talk in a weak voice from her chair in between her tears.  “I brought you into this world and this is the thanks I get for it.”  She paused, and then brought up that man.


“I could have left like ‘that man’ did, but I chose to stick by you.  What do you give me in return?  Just more and more heartache.  God’s going to punish you.  He’s not just going to stand by and let you drive me to my grave.”  I started to feel guiltier as I remembered how “that man” did in fact leave us and how our mother chose to stay and care for us when she could have chosen to abandon us also.  I started to feel very low as I began to cry with her.


About a half hour later, Eddie and Toy were given cereal for breakfast.  I was given what we used to refer to as “roach cereal”.  This was cereal that was allowed to become infested with hundreds of live and dead cockroaches.  It was reserved specifically for punishment breakfasts.  But this time, since my mother had convinced me that I was at least partially responsible for her outbursts, I felt like eating the roach cereal was to be expected.  I didn’t resent it as much as I normally did.


So I ate the cereal in my usual manner, but with no angry thoughts.  I used a lot of milk (diluted evaporated milk) in my cereal bowl so most of the roaches would float to the top.  When my mother wasn’t looking, I would spoon them out and search for others in the same manner.


This was Saturday morning.  Today, tonight, tomorrow, and tomorrow night would be spent on the steps.  But I would be ignored by everyone and there would be no violent or gross punishments falling upon me.  Just quiet solitary confinement.  Monday, I would be able to return to school , the sanctuary where I gained strength to cope with coming home.

CONTROL

(Back to Table of Contents)

Disharmony and emotional chaos was the order of the day at our house.  Hatred and emotional frustration were cultivated on a regular basis by our mother, who was a fantastic teacher, and us children, who learned readily.



When my mother was mad at either Eddie or me, she would give all the books and belongings of one to the other.  We would delight in the opportunity to totally and completely irritate the other poor devil whose possessions were being hijacked.  Our mother would encourage us and in fact offer us rewards of good food and reading/T.V. privileges to write our names in the other’s books, as a symbol of the permanence of the transfer.  As we would write our names boldly in the other’s books, we would feel a great joy at the other’s emotional breakdown as he saw his only proud possessions, his treasured books, being disrespectfully mutilated by our greasy hands.  But after all, we would think, we were only retaliating for the many times the other did exactly the same to our books when the conditions were reversed.


And that’s how it went.  When my mother was mad at Eddie, I would get his books and deface them with my name in order to be as spiteful as possible.  Then, a week later, the tables would be turned and my mother would be mad at me and give my books to Eddie, who would then retaliate and write his name in my books.


My mother seemed to enjoy this on-going spiteful feud and in fact nourished its development.  She would laugh when one of us reacted in anger to the other’s defacing of our books.  It was as if we were providing continual emotional sacrifices of each other for her pleasure.  She thrived on seeing us crumble emotionally.  We tried our best to conceal any emotional weakness from each other and our mother to avoid further emotional exploitation and harassment.  It was my mother’s objective, however, to break our will to continue and have us become emotional weaklings under her total control.  I could not allow myself the luxury of becoming emotionally soft of sensitive.  I could not allow myself the luxury of daydreaming about normal families and why I couldn’t have been born into one of them instead of the family I was stuck with.  Those kinds of fruitless daydreams accomplished only one thing: tears.  Tears were great if one had a source to provide comfort afterwards; but I had a source who saw tears as an opportunity to drive and twist the stake further into the heart.  Tears meant that we were crumbling.  And tears fed my mother and drove her to take us even further down the pit of emotional despair and turmoil.  So whenever I found myself falling into the temptation of daydreaming about what “could have been”, I tried to snap myself out of the fruitless pastime of self pity that only resulted in tears and emotional vulnerability.  I would instead concentrate, unconsciously and automatically, on the positive aspects of my current situation.  I knew that I had a positive and free future as an adult to look forward to, whatever that future turned out to be.  So my emotionally stability was not going to be endangered by tears of self pity.  I was not going to give my mother any more ammunition to destroy me than she already had. 


One day, Eddie and I were playing a massive war game in our bedroom. “Strategy” was a very complicated board game that Eddie and I created.  We used painted scrabble and bingo pieces for the playing parts, and cardboard refrigerator boxes as the playing board.  Parker Brothers would have been envious of our homemade game that kept us busy for many, many hours at a time.  We would spend anywhere between one and fifteen hours playing that game in the seclusion of our room.  And on a Saturday, that would mean that our mother was left alone downstairs with nothing to do and no one to pick on.  She and Toy used to spend hours just sitting on the couch looking through the one-way curtains and gossiping about everyone they saw pass in front of our house.  But even idle gossip got old after a while and my mother looked elsewhere for something to do.


“Mother Killers?”  We could hear her mocking a high pitched voice calling us from downstairs.  She was bored and was looking for trouble.  Eddie and I, who were having a great time playing our game in our bedroom, just looked at each other in the hope she would not follow up her provocation.


She didn’t follow it up.  We were safe for now.  She went into the kitchen instead.  Eddie and I gave a sigh of relief and continued playing our game.  We could hear Toy downstairs instigating friction and trying to convince our mother that we shouldn’t be allowed to have fun upstairs.  I think my sister craved tension in the house almost as much as my mother did.


A short time later, we heard another cackling voice come from my mother downstairs, “Mother Killers?”  She was taunting us.  “Having fun up there, mother killers?”  Eddie and I tensed as we knew that she would interpret almost any response as an insolent response and we would then be spending the rest of the weekend on the steps.  It was very important to answer to her taunts with extreme care.  Eddie was a master of this.  He motioned me with his hands to be quiet.  Then, very delicately, he answered our bored mother who was hoping for a sarcastic response. 


“Well, yes Mom, but if you want us to help you downstairs, we’d be glad to help you.”  He was lying through his teeth, of course, but he succeeded in not giving her an excuse to punish us.  But it wasn’t over yet, she was now turning her attention toward me.  Still downstairs, she said in a nerve-racking and taunting voice, “What about you, mother killer?”  I didn’t answer.  Eddie was getting irritated but kept it hidden.


“Mother Killer number 2, I’m talking to you.”  My blood started to boil.  I couldn’t handle her nearly as well as Eddie.  I haven’t done anything to her.  Why doesn’t she just leave us alone?


“What?”  I finally said in an impatient tone.  Eddie grimaced.  He knew I’d blown it.  Our weekend was over.  We’d be sitting on the steps until Sunday night now.


“Look at that, Toy.  Did you hear the way he answered me?”  She turned her attention back up the staircase and, with satisfaction and authority, said, “Put that game away and sit on the steps.”


Eddie had a short outburst of anger as he cancelled me some dirty names for not answering her right.  We put the game away and went downstairs to sit on the steps.  It was every man for his self now.  Eddie and I might have been temporary allies during the provocation, but now, each of us would try to get out of being punished for the rest of the weekend; even if it meant making the other’s life more miserable. 


As I walked down the steps, the blood veins within my body felt as if they were about to explode as my frustration grew.  I didn’t do anything and was now going to be forced to sit and stare at a wall for a day and a half.  I knew that the hours and days that I wasted would be gone forever and could never be recaptured.  She enjoyed wasting my life.  Maybe if I pleaded with her…


“Please, Mom, don’t make me sit on the steps.  May I come down and read instead?”  Maybe if I offered to keep her company, my punishment would be revoked.


“Steps.”  She said very calmly and with a smile as she sat on a rocking chair in the front room.  I was leaning on the railing of the staircase.  I couldn’t give up yet. 


“But I didn’t do anything.”  I was getting desperate.


“Steps, honey.”  She repeated with a mocking smile.  She was taking so much joy in this that she was almost singing her responses to me in a high pitched voice.


“Just tell me what I did?”  My voice was getting louder as I was becoming so frustrated that my skin felt that it was tightening up and shrinking all over me.


“Steps, sweetie pie.”  She answered in delightful satisfaction. 


As I gave up in heated frustration, I stomped my foot on the wooden steps and sat down in front of Eddie, who had already settled on the 8th step from the bottom.  I settled in front of him on the 4th step from the bottom.  My mother had maintained total calmness throughout my pleading and seemed to thoroughly enjoy my frustration.


“Mom?”  Eddie, sitting behind me, was talking to her now in a very soothing voice.


“What do you want, mother killer?”


“Why do I have to be punished just because this animal blows it?”  Eddie was trying to get off the hook.


“I don’t have to explain anything to you mother killer.  Just sit there and shut up.”  I was relieved that Eddie’s ploy didn’t work.  It was somehow much worse being punished alone than it was sharing the misery.  And I was glad that he was going to share the misery.


My mother walked from the front room to the foot of the steps where she was now right infront of me.  She was toying with us.  She wasn’t the least bit angry.  She just wanted something to do.  Even as she passively spat on me, since I was the closest to her, she did it with play rather than with malice.  She was full of sick smiles and having a good time.


But her playfulness and smiling just made me angrier and angrier as I started to realize that my entire weekend was going to be spent on these steps again for her enjoyment.  Silent rage started to overflow within me as I looked at her with disgust.


“Boy, if looks could kill…”  She had a sickly perverted smile as she came closer to me.


“Who do you think you’re looking at?  Yourself?”  She leaved toward me, came to within a revolting 12 inches from my face, and said in a sick sexual whisper, “What does the poor boy want?  Do you want my pussy?  Huh, honey?  Do you miss my pussy?”  As she smiled in perverted delight, I leaned backwards toward Eddie, who was still behind and above me, and told her she was disgusting.  Eddie kicked my back from behind and told me to keep my mouth shut.  Even though he was just as disgusted at her actions as I was, he saw an opportunity to “get on her side” by condemning me.  I knew, from past experience, that I was due for a beating from two sides now.  The narrow staircase, with its walls going up to the ceiling, provided no escape from my brother above me and that pig below.


It finally came, the two of them took turns hitting me.  My mother would provide the spit and open hand smacks on the head and face, while Eddie would either hold my hands so I couldn’t protect myself from my mother or hit me in the sides or back with his fists.  I felt totally powerless stuck there in the middle of the stairway between my brother on top and my mother on the bottom.  How I would have loved to repay Eddie by ganging up on him when he was vulnerable and the recipient of my mother’s wrath.  But I never did.  Not because I was a better person, but, rather, because he was bigger than I was and would have simply gotten me back later on.


After the attack, Eddie was allowed to get off the steps and enjoy good food and T.V. or reading privileges.  He had succeeded in his attempt to “get on her side” at my expense.  I had lost this battle and was condemned to the steps for the rest of the day.  But I knew that I’d someday get even with Eddie.  Perhaps not physically, but somehow, I would get even.  Perhaps I’ll set him up again like I did last time he was being punished upstairs.  Just before my mother sent him upstairs to lie in his bed while Star Trek was on, I suggested to her to tease and taunt him in her high-pitched playful voice.  I suggested that she yell to him from downstairs a question like, “I know you love me, don’t you?”.  I told her that I would be hiding under the table located in our bedroom that Eddie, thinking he was alone, would say that he hated her.  Of course, I knew that he would because I had thought and said the same thing under similar circumstances.  And maneuvering Eddie to say that he hated our mother would insure that I would be on her “good side” for at least a few days.


It went exactly as planned.  I was under the table in the darkened bedroom, Eddie was lying on his bed, and my mother was taunting him from downstairs.


“Do you love me, mother killer?”  She asked in her nauseating tone.


“No, I hate your filthy guts you bitch.”  Eddie was talking back to her in a whisper.  Mom couldn’t hear him, but I certainly could.  I got excited because he not only said he hated her, but he was also calling her names.  Keep it up, Eddie, I thought.


“I know what you’re saying up there, mother killer.  You’re probably cussing me out, aren’t you?”  My mother was still yelling from the downstairs.  And Eddie kept up his quiet verbal attacks that I was mentally recording.


“You’re damned straight, you pig.  And I haaaate you so much.”


“Answer me, mother killer, are you cussing me out up there?”


“No, I’m not.”  Eddie finally yelled from his bed.  I immediately took my cue and got up from under the table and saw the horrified look of total despair on Eddie’s surprised face.


“He’s lying Mom.  He’s been cussing you out up here.”


Eddie looked at me and begged me, “Oh please, Frank, please, don’t do this to me.”


I ignored his pleas and rushed downstairs with my news that got me “on the good side” of my mother for a long time.


But as I sat there on the steps remembering my retaliation against my brother, I realized that the tables were now turned.  Oh well, the time alone would give me the opportunity to finish building that imaginary city on the wall in front of me.  I refused to allow my mother to strip me of my thinking abilities.  So, in deep concentration, I imagined a massive underground city, complete with an energy-generating system, food production area, human and animal waste caverns that converted the waste to top soil and medicine, general living quarters, a military security section, a huge Batman-style crime laboratory, and secret passages to the outside world.  I imagined problems could be solved.  For example, I imagined how useful medicine might be made from the bacteria generated in human waste.  This medicine was used inside the city to combat a disease that was infecting a great part of the city’s population.  In fact, the extent of the disease posed another problem: the existing hospital space needed to be increased.  That required digging another cavern that could be joined to the main city by using tunnels made of concrete cylinders.


Imaginary construction came to an abrupt halt as my mother walked past my view of the wall.  The hate that I felt for her a few hours ago had dissipated and I was content to just remain on the steps and solve the problems hat were occurring in my imaginary city.  My mother, of course, had other plans.


“Hey, animal, why do you like me to spit on you so much?”  She was in another one of her “playful” moods.  “You like to see me go crazy, don’t you?”  Actually, I didn’t like seeing her at all.


“Of course not, Mom.”  I tried to reassure her.


“Oh, so you do think I’m crazy?”  Oh crap.  I got sucked in again.


“No.  I don’t think you’re crazy.  You just need to rest and take care of yourself.”  I was still playing the re-assuring game with her.  


“Well, how am I supposed to take care of myself with an animal like you trying to drive me to the grave?”



“I’m not trying to drive you to the grave.”  I shook my head and gave her a look of listening to an absurdity.  I was tired of reassuring her, and she probably sensed that I was just giving lip service to her.


“You’re just trying to humor me, aren’t you?”  She was right.  That’s exactly what I was trying to do.


“No, Mom.  I meant it.”  I lied again.


“We’ll see what you care about:  me or your precious books.”  She knew that she’d struck a weak spot with me now.  Turning to my brother, who was reading in the living room, she continued, “Eddie, all of his books are yours.  And this time, I mean it.  I won’t take them back from you this time.  They’re yours for good.  In fact,” she turned back to me, “you don’t own anything anymore.  Everything belongs to Eddie.”  She turned back to Eddie, “Go get some of his books and bring them down here.  You can write your name in them.  That’ll prove they’re really yours.”  Oh no.  The only things in the entire world I treasure are my books and she’s going to let Eddie mutilate them with his name.


Eddie jumped at the opportunity to rave upstairs and get my books as he joyfully said, “With pleasure.”  He probably remembered the last time the tables were reversed and I spitefully wrote my name all over his books.  Or perhaps he remembered a few nights ago when I hid under our bedroom table and caught him cursing our mother.  Now it was his turn to retaliate.


“Oh please, Mom.  Don’t let him write in my books.  Please.  I’m sorry for getting you nervous.  Please don’t let Eddie take my books.”



It was no use.  She was enjoying my begging and pleading.  That’s what she lived for.  She was only satisfied when we were at her mercy and totally broken emotionally.  I was at her mercy, and my emotional stability was breaking, but I wasn’t a total wreck yet.  So, like a true predator, she saw I was wounded and vulnerable and went in for the kill.


Eddie came down with come of my newest philosophy books that were very special to me.  He knew which ones I treasured most and picked those to write on.


So as I sat on the steps, Eddie was downstairs writing in my books, and my mother was smiling as she looked at my reaction to the mutilation of my treasures.  I was mad at myself.  Why did I allow myself to become attached to something that she could take away and destroy at her whim?  But it was too late now.  I was attached, and I was getting angry and angrier as Eddie continued his malicious deeds.


“Well, mother killer, now what do you say?  Do you still think I’m crazy?”  I just looked at her with a blank, non-reassuring stare.  


“You do, don’t you.  You’re a real mother killer.  God’s going to punish you, you just wait and see.  He’s not going to let you get by with the way you treat me.”  She knew my silence meant that I did in fact think she was crazy.  I could see in her pale blue eyes that she was getting more and more upset by my insolence.  Her voice began to change from the playful tone of a few minutes ago to a more intense tone of nervous anxiety.


“Well, if you think I am crazy, I may as well act crazy.”  She started to grab her vagina with both hands, “Here, is this what you want?”  In quiet fear and revulsion, I leaned back on the steps.  How far was she going to carry this?


“Oh, don’t back up like you don’t want this.”  Then she yelled for the benefit of any neighbors who might be able to hear through the brick walls, “Here, honey, here’s some candy.”


She immediately lowered her voice to a whisper and started to pick up her dress.  She wasn’t even wearing any underwear.

“Here, you animal.  I’ll give you what you want.”  Then she started to yell again for the neighbors.  “Frankie, honey.  Is that candy good?  Do you want some ice cream sweetheart?”

Lowering her voice again, she continued to approach me with her vagina exposed now and being held by her two hands.  “Here animal.  You’re not fooling anybody.  You like my pussy.”


I gave her a look of pure hatred and turned away in disgust.  She came closer to me so that I smell her dirty fat body and could barely hear her faint whisper, “Pussy, pussy, pussy, pussy, pussy, pussy…”  


“Stop it.  Damnit.  Stop it.”  I had had enough.  I couldn’t put up with her revolting behavior anymore.  I was transformed from a quiet and composed prisoner on the steps to a hysterical and raving maniac.  “Yes.  You are crazy.  You’re nuts.  And I’m sick of your filthiness.  I’m going to turn you in to the police.  I hate you.  I hate you.  I wish you would drop dead.


I was out of control of myself and was standing up on the stairs now looking down upon her.  She put her dress down and Eddie and Toy got up from their places in the front room to come over to the steps.  My outburst had infuriated my mother.  She was no longer in her disgusting “playing” mood.  My hysteria had sparked something within her like the fright of a rape victim might spark some perverted chord within the rapist that would make him escalate his attack.  A new look of insanity came over her face.  Her eyes widened, her mouth was contorted, and she started waving her arms wildly in the air and screaming at the ceiling.  Then, with maddening violence, she started beating her chest over and over again with the most powerful punches.


“Oh God.  Take me right now.”  She was screaming towards the ceiling.  “This bastard wants me to kill myself.  Okay.  I’m ready.”  She intensified her beating of her chest and began to scream incessantly at the ceiling.  Her pale blue eyes were ever so wide now.  All three of us children were scared now.  Was she going to kill herself?  The intense hatred I felt 60 seconds ago had completely dissipated into sympathetic fright.  I didn’t want her to kill herself.  I wanted her to calm down.


“Please, Mom, stop.  I’m sorry…”  I tried to be comforting.  But she just escalated.  She was dripping with sweat now as ripped open her blouse to show us the bright redness that covered her chest, as if to prove she was inflicting major damage upon herself.  Then she stopped screaming and placed her hand in her mouth and started biting it.  She let out a continuous muffled scream that made me tremble with horror.  Eddie made his way around her and began yelling at me.  


“Look at what you’ve done, animal.  I hope you’re satisfied.”  I was softly crying now out of sadness for my mother.  I barely felt Eddie’s punches as he hit me a few times for what I had done to Mom.  I deserved it.  I made Mom go out of control.  I sat back down on the steps.  But my mother was still going berserk.  She picked up her dress again and told Eddie to get out of the way.  She was holding her vagina at me.


“Look at this, you mother-killin’ bastard.  Smell it.  Pussy smells like fish.”  I turned away as my hatred for her was being re-kindled.  “I want you to remember this moment, and what you’re doing to me.  Sex is supposed to be beautiful; but I want you to remember this view of your own mother so that whenever you fuck a woman in the future you’ll always think of me and how you sent me to my grave.”


I had stopped crying and any sorrow I had felt for her a moment ago had drifted into hatred and disgust again.  I was getting weak with nausea.  Would she ever stop?  I realized that she was just going to get worse and worse if she knew she was getting to me.  So I was determined to stop her one way or another.  If I could make her think that what she was doing didn’t bother me, maybe she’d stop.  So I looked directly as her repulsive face and forced a laugh. 



“Go ahead, crazy woman.  Don’t stop there.  Why don’t you take it all off?”  I was laughing at her and mocking her.  “You’re nuts.  You should be locked up.  Go ahead, why don’t you strip?  I think it’s funny to watch you go crazy.”  It took all I had to put on that act.  I felt like a rape victim trying to convince her attacker that she was enjoying the unspeakable horror that she was enduring in the hope that her rapist would finally stop.


“Don’t worry, Mom,” Eddie said, “that idiot’s word wouldn’t stand a chance in court against the three of us.”  He was re-assuring our mother that she had nothing to worry about from the “outside” authorities.  And he was right.  I would never be able to convince anyone of the madness that went on here.


My mother put her dress down and calmness suddenly came over her.  She backed down the stairs and put more distance between the two of us.


“You’re the one who’s sick.”  She looked at me in shock.  She never expected me to suggest she take her clothes off.  My tactic worked.


“You are a real animal.  You need help.”  She was showing a concern for my newly discovered Oedipus problem.  “Oh, my God.  How disgusting.  You want to see your own mother naked?”  I started to enjoy this.  I suddenly got control of the situation and was on the attack.  I decided to follow up on my act.


“Oh, come on, Mom.  You mean you’re going to stop?  Well, we all know you’re crazy.  Aren’t you going to give us a whole show?”  A real joy was filling me.  I had made her stop and at the same time turned the tables.  I was now the attacker and she was on the defensive.  I was winning now.


But she didn’t stay on the defensive for long.


“Get down here, mother killer.  I’m not going to give you the satisfaction of seeing me go out of control.  I’m going to be very calm and watch you go crazy.”  I obeyed her and walked into the front room.  I was getting a bit worried now.  What did she have planned?


“Strip mother killer.  We’ll see who the crazy one is.”  I took my clothes off and was frightful of what she had in store for me.  I was embarrassed as Toy saw me naked again.  I tried to cover my genitals as my mother spoke in a very calm and controlled voice.


“So you want me to go crazy, huh?  Stand up straight and put your hands down to your side.”  Slowly, I took my hands away from my genitals.  I started to cry and tremble.  What was going to happen to me?


As I stood in the middle of the front room with my hands at the side of my naked body, my mother slowly walked around me and casually spat on me numerous times.  She invited Eddie and Toy to join her, and told them that it was fun to spit on “this pig”.  They, of course, declined the offer and just said they didn’t want anything to do with somebody as disgusting as I was.  I kept my hands down at my side as my mother spat on me time and time again.  I heard her laughing as I shut my eyes and quietly wept.  I could feel globs of spit trickling down every part of my body:  down my face, onto my closed eyelids; down the middle of my back; down my legs; and down my arms and hands.  Every time I moved my hands from my sides, I received a smack across the face.  So I just left them at my sides and stood at attention while my mother calmly spit all over my body.


“Do I look crazy now, mother killer? Do I look like I’m out of control now?”  I was shaking and crying with my eyes shut.  I was breaking. 


“Kneel, mother killer.  Get on your knees.”  Now what was she going to do?  Slap me in the face?  I was too numb to care anymore.  I simply obeyed and knelt before her with my hand at my side and my face exposed.


“Keep your hands down.  I want to slap you in the face.”  I was too emotionally numb to be frightened of a mere blow in the face now.  I kept my eyes tightly closed and did as she ordered.  Waiting for the blow to come was torturous, for she took her time in her delivery.  My face was braced for the blow and I didn’t move.  When the blow finally came across my face, I fell to the ground and cried more intensely.  I thought of how I used to feel sorry for my mother when I saw “that man” beat her writhing and crying body on the floor without mercy.  I couldn’t understand how my mother could continue her attack on me when I obviously was emotionally and physically broken.  But she did.


“Get up, mother killer. Get back on your knees.”  I slowly and in a zombie-like manner, obeyed.


“Put your hands down to your sides and open your mouth wide.”  She was about to add a final touch.


“Open your mouth wider, you bastard.”  I opened my mouth as wide as I could.  I smelled her sweaty face within inches of mine now.  Her strong hands were on my mouth opening it even wider than I thought was possible.  With my eyes still closed, I heard her cough up a thick glob of phlegm.  Her gross smell grew more intense as she put her mouth inside mine and spit the full load of mucous into my throat.  Then, with her hands still holding my mouth, she forced my mouth shut.  I felt the warm thick mucous dripping from my upper mouth onto my tongue and into my throat as I nearly vomited at its putrid taste.


“Swallow it, mother killer.”  I swallowed it and nearly vomited.  I started to awaken from my zombie-like attitude as I realized that my mother was not going to stop these punishments.  I had to get out of there before I was totally a mental and physical wreck.


With a sudden burst of energy that I found out of desperation, I surprised my captors by running out of the front room and up the stairs.  My mother yelled at me.


“Get back here, you bastard.  I’m not finished with you yet.”


“Go to hell.”  I yelled back as I ran up the stairs.  I went to my bedroom and put my clothes on.  I was filled with a new vigor and determination as I went back downstairs where they were waiting for me. 


“You get the hell away from me.”  My mother was blocking the foot of the stairs.  I felt like kicking her in the face.  “I’m leaving this place.”  I was intent upon getting out the front door.  None of them were going to stop me.  Eddie got in front of my mother and began to threaten me. 


“You’re going to have to get past me, you little baby.”  I was fully prepared for an all-out war with all of them down there in front of me.  My objective was very simple: the front door.  But my mother surprised me. 


“Let him go, Eddie.”  She turned to me.  “I hope you get killed out there.  If you leave this house, I’m not going to open the door till morning.”


“Just go to hell and get away from me.”  I ran past everyone and made it to the front room door.  I opened it and ran as fast as I could.


I didn’t stop running until I reached my buried cache of coats of Alameda.  Then I set up a cozy camp inside an empty boxcar on the train tracks and said goodbye to a night of terror.  An inner peace settled over me as I lie in my safe boxcar wrapped in my warm coats.  I felt totally calm and as if a major burden had been lifted from my shoulders.  I was happy and thankful that I had made for myself a secret refuge to escape to where no one could attack me.  I was out of her evil clutches – temporarily, at least – and free out here among these empty trains.


I started to think about the future.  If I felt this relieved now, just imagine how happy and relieved I’ll feel when I will someday be free to leave that house forever and go on my own.  I wish I could graduate from high school tomorrow.  If I ever have a wife and kids, they will never know of this kind of hell.  I will never treat my kids like my mother is treating me.  My kids will be showered with love.


Love.  How could anyone treat their loved ones so horribly and still claim their relationship is one of love?  My mother doesn’t love me.  She wouldn’t treat me this way if she loved me.  Perhaps she needs me, like a cue stick needs a pool ball, but she certainly doesn’t “love” me.  Perhaps the name for her emotional tie to me is “perverted dependence”.  But that must not be confused with love.  Love does not destroy.


And I certainly don’t love her.  The mere thought of loving her turns my stomach.  What I feel towards my mother is LOYALTY.  Yes, I feel a definite loyalty towards her, but I will not pretend it’s love.

I finally closed my eyes and slept more peacefully than I had in a long time.

In the morning, I was awakened by the moving trains across from me.  Uh oh, I thought, I’d better get off this train before it took off and I ended up in Long Beach or somewhere.  How would I ever get home if that happened?  I jumped off the train with my coats and took them to my secret spot on the tracks to rebury them for the next time I needed them.

I didn’t want to go back home.  I knew I had about a year a half of school left before I would graduate and didn’t want to stay under her control that long.  It seemed like an eternity to have to wait that long for a pardon.  Suddenly, an alternative came to my mind.

I decided to go to the police in South Gate and tell them everything.  Perhaps they’d put me in an orphanage until I was 18.  I would still be able to go to school and would be out of her prison.  Yes.  That’s what I’ll do.  I’ll tell the police what a mad house I live in and ask for asylum.  What will their reaction be?  Will they believe me?

I got very excited as I started to run the 2 ½ miles to the South Gate police station.  It was probably eight o’clock or so Sunday morning and I was running for freedom.  I ran faster and faster and faster.  The cool wind that was created by my gliding speed felt like a new birth upon my face, erasing all that was ugly in my life.  I didn’t want to ever stop, for the freedom that began to engulf my soul from the wind I created was overwhelmingly beautiful and wonderful.  My starving appetite to be free and safe was being fed and nourished by this magnificent sprint for freedom that seemed to be not for the moment, but never-ending and forever.

When I arrived at the police station, I wasn’t even tired.  I was fully energized with excitement and could have easily run another 2 ½ miles with no problem.   But the Police Station was closed.  I think there was one person inside answering phones, but the sign on the wall outside said that they opened on Sundays at 10 A.M.  I thought police stations stayed open 24 hours a day.  What’s with this Police Station being closed?  Oh well, I’ll just sit on this porch and wait the hour or two before it opens.  

As I sat there, I thought of Eddie’s words, “Don’t worry, Mom. Frank’s words won’t stand up in court against ours.  Do you think anyone’s going to believe him?  It’ll be his word against the three of us.”  I knew he was right.  If I went to the police, Eddie, Toy, and my mother would put on an act that would convince them that I was the crazy one or just a plain old liar.  After that, they wouldn’t put me in an orphanage, they’d put me in jail.  Maybe this was a bad idea.  Maybe I should just go home and forget the whole thing. 

No, I will not forget the whole thing.  Instead, I will sit here on this porch until they open.  I placed my head on my knees as I closed my eyes to wait for 10AM.  To my surprise, a lady just then opened the door and asked me in the sweetest voice, “Are you okay, young man?  Do you need some help?”

I got up from the porch and looked into her eyes without saying a word.  I trembled as she just looked at me in my silence.  Tears filled my eyes as I silently cried out for her help.  The lady came closer to me without asking anything else, and just took my hand to lead me into the Police Station.  “Come with me.  It’s warmer in here.”

I followed her in silence.  She pointed to a chair, motioned for me to have a seat, and asked me if I would like some warm cocoa.  I slowly shook my head to say yes, and sat on the chair she had invited me to sit.

Two police officers came out to greet me with very friendly faces and genuine smiles.  They gave me a very strong feeling of security and safety by their mere presence.

“Don’t worry, young man.  Whatever your problem is, we’ll be able to take care of it.  What is your name?” one of the officers asked as he sat next to me in a manner more fitting a father than a policeman.

“Frank.”  I replied.  “My name is Frank.”  

The lady came back with cocoa and sat across from me.  I took the cup and began to sip the hot cocoa as she smiled patiently waiting for me to speak.

“I’m in trouble.” I said. “I have a horrible story to tell you and I am scared that you won’t believe me.”

The lady just smiled in such a heartwarming way, and took my hand.  

“Don’t worry, Frank.  We have seen quite a few people through these doors and we can tell who is sincere and who is not.  Before you tell me anything, I should tell you that there is no doubt in my mind, in any of our minds,” she pointed to the two police officers who were listening, “that you will be truthful and honest.”  She was so re-assuring that the fear I had of coming here was gone completely.  She continued with her soft understanding voice, and gentle holding of my hand.

“I know something’s terribly wrong, Frank.  But let me assure you that we are here to protect you, and will do whatever is necessary to do just that.  So take your time and tell us what is happening so that we can help you.”  I burst out in tears and began to tell them what my mother was doing to all of us.  The lady hugged me and told me that my mother needed help, and that they would see to it that her mistreatment of all of us would stop.  We would be okay.

As she spoke with her gentle reassurance, the whole room began to just fade away, along with the two policemen and the lady.  I woke up and my hands were still on my knees outside on the porch.  The police station was still closed, and I was still cold.

It was just as well.  No one would really believe me anyway, except maybe in a dream.   My two choices were either jail or back to my mother’s prison for another year and a half.  Well, at home, I could at least leave when things got too crazy.  In jail, I could have absolutely no freedom.  I guess I really have but one choice.  I stood up on the porch of the police station, gave it a final look, and decided to call the whole thing off.  Sadly, I walked away from what I thought was my last hope.    They would have just thought of me as a teenager who’s mad at his mother and trying to make trouble for her.  I vowed then and there that I would never turn my back on a child who was in trouble when I became an adult.  No matter what the consequences, no matter what was at stake, no matter what the odds, I would never allow a child to feel the empty void of loneliness and helplessness that I feel this moment.  I vowed to never ignore a child I suspected of being hurt, but to do whatever I could to let him know that his cry was being heard.

But that was for the future.  Today, it was time to go back home.

I was hungry and knew that roach-infested cereal was waiting for me when I got home.  Oh well.  Maybe the fact that I stayed out in the cold all night would kindle some pity for me from my mother.  Maybe she’s calmed down by now and doesn’t have terrible things planned for me today.  There’s only one way to find out.  So I felt encouraged as I started the trek back home.  Things would be better today.  After all, they couldn’t get much worse, and on top of that, Mom should be exhausted after the beating she gave herself last night.

I felt good again and picked up my pace.

COVERT ACTIONS
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Eddie and I were quite aware that our mother enjoyed playing the two of us against each other.  When she was mad at one of us, she would spitefully give our prized books to the other who would sadistically write his name in the book as a symbol of final possession.  I wasn’t interested in Eddie’s books, and he certainly wasn’t interested in mine. But we still defaced each other’s books out of spite.  It was like an escalating war where we were forever getting even with each other for a previous act of spite.

But we realized that we were just ruining each other’s books and not really accomplishing anything worthwhile. We were like two nations in the middle of a war that were looking for a way out  and were tired of having so many casualties incurred on our respective sides.  Our mother was the instigator who played us like puppets.  But now, the puppets were starting to cautiously organize a secret non-aggression pact so that an end would be put to the needless defacing of our books.

We had to approach the topic of a non-aggression treaty with extreme caution because a secret pact would mean that we were indirectly becoming allies with each other in a real and dangerous conspiracy against our mother.  She was to never know that Eddie and I had each signed a carefully drawn up agreement where we each promised to not deface the other’s books – even at the prodding of our sinister mother.

Even though we did not trust each other, Eddie and I exchanged signed documents that fully incriminated each of us in a conspiracy to thwart her punishments.  The treaty was such that if I, for example, decided to write in Eddie’s books when he was in trouble, then he would simply reveal my signature on a statement where I promised to do otherwise in spite of our mother’s wishes.  That sort of planned and deliberate disobedience would have gotten me in very very hot water for a long time. And solitary confinement was certainly no picnic.

However, solitary confinement was not always bad.  There were basically four separate areas in which we were usually punished.  In order of the least desirable, there was the closet by the kitchen that contained coats that were never used, except to house the hundreds, if not thousands, of cockroaches who had free reign to crawl wherever they wanted within the confines of that closet, hidden by its absolute darkness; then there was under the kitchen table among a continuous flow of crawling cockroaches who, especially in the dark, relentlessly attacked us; there were the steps, where the roach population was much less concentrated; and then there was our bed, which was comfortable, isolated, and in an area where we could sneak books to read while being punished.  And when one is being punished for 10 to 50 hours at a stretch, it makes a lot of difference as to WHERE one is being punished.

During a typical punishment, our mother’s basic idea was to keep us as idle, quiet, and bored as much as possible.  But to avoid total idleness, I decided very early on that I was going to have to convince my mother that she should punish me upstairs in my bedroom instead of under the kitchen table with those wretched cockroaches.  Even the steps were more desirable than under that kitchen table.  At least, when punished on the steps, I could concentrate on math or science concepts, or even daydream.  But sitting there under the kitchen table, I couldn’t do anything except constantly blow at cockroaches approaching from all directions in order to keep them from crawling on my usually cold and naked body.  Every once in a while, a big dark brown roach would drop onto my hair or back from the underside of the kitchen table.  At that time, I would jump from being startled, wildly brush the roach from my hair, and feel a fresh supply of chills cover my body.  But even without the roaches, being cramped into a small space for hours played havoc on my joints and back.  I definitely had to find a way to avoid being stuck under that table.

My mother taught me everything I knew about manipulation, and I was not the least bit hesitant to use her own methods against her.  I decided to begin a psychological campaign that was designed to convince my mother beyond a shadow of a doubt that I in fact PREFERRED sitting under the table for punishment rather than sitting on the steps or in my bed.  After all, I thought, if the Allies could convince the German High Command that D-Day would occur at a fake invasion site, I certainly should be able to convince my mother that it would be best to punish me anywhere but under that cursed table.

Naturally, I trusted absolutely no one and therefore confided in no one about my plans.  The first step was to make my mother think that, through a slip of the tongue, I had accidentally told her how to really get to me during a given punishment.  The time I chose for this was time when she was mad at Eddie.

“You mother killer, Eddie, you.  You’re just like your father: you’re rotten through.  God’s going to punish you.  You just wait and see.  Remember: every dog has his day.”  She was really mad at Eddie for some trivial reason.  “Strip and sit under the kitchen table with your roaches.”

Eddie absolutely despised sitting under the kitchen table.  If under the table was cramped for me, it was even more uncomfortable for him, for he was much taller than I.  But as he began to crawl under the table, I realized that I had my chance.  Usually, when my mother was mad at one of us, the other children would give her ideas as to how to more effectively punish the one she was mad at.  So whatever I suggested now would be taken as the truth as to how I really felt about how to more effectively punish Eddie.

“No, Mom.” I said, “Don’t put him under the table, put him on the steps, or, worse yet, make him stay in his bed all day.”  It was killing me to plead with my mother to treat Eddie well.  How I would have preferred to get back at him and make his life more miserable after all he’d done to me when the “tables” were reversed.  But this was a matter of survival.  I couldn’t allow petty vengeance to stand in the way of my con job.  After all, I might be the one ordered under the table tomorrow.  I had to convince my mother that she should punish ME somewhere else.

“What do you mean, ‘in his bed’?” my mother retorted, “I’m not going to let him be comfortable in his bed.  He can just sit there with the roaches and suffer.”

“Yeah, Mom, but at least he’ll have something to do under the table keeping roaches away from him.  Not only that, but he can hear our voices, and the T.V.; and that’ll give him something to do.  Upstairs, he can’t hear anything.”  With a sincerity that would have earned me the Academy Awards for Best Actor, I continued in my con, “Mom, you don’t know what it’s like up there alone.  It’s just so boring, it’s enough to drive you crazy.”

“Really?  You think it’s worse being upstairs than under the table?”  Great.  She was falling for my con.

“I know it’s worse.  Believe me, Mom, I KNOW it is.  If you really want to make his life miserable, make him lie in his bed or sit on the steps.”

“Okay,” my mother was now turning her attention to Eddie, “Get out from under that table and get upstairs in your bed.  And if I hear one word out of you, I’m going to give you what you want.”  Then, in a sickly sort of way, she smiled at him and continued, “You hear me, mother killer?  Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, Eddie grumbled in disgust as he knew my mother was hinting at the perverted.

Phase one was completed.  I had “accidentally” told her one of my weaknesses that she was sure to remember when I was in Eddie’s place at a later date.

Being punished in my bedroom was practically ecstasy because there I wouldn’t have to put up with my mother’s various outbursts of spit, slaps, vulgarity, or sexual perversions.  In addition to that, I had hidden a stash of books under my bed so that when I was sent upstairs to lay idle in my bed, I secretly read my books on philosophy and science.

One day, when Eddie was not being punished and the two of us were on good terms, he questioned my sanity on the subject of where I actually preferred to be punished.  Now I was in the second phase of my con job to convince my brother that I didn’t mind sitting under the table.

“Are you crazy, Frank?” Eddie said, “Would you really prefer sitting with all those roaches all crunched up under that kitchen table than on the steps or in bed?” Now it was time to convince Eddie so that he’d be able to reinforce my mother’s belief about my preference.

“Oh, yeah, Eddie.  I absolutely hate being by myself with nothing to do.  The roaches don’t really bother me all that much.  I just consider myself playing a game with them; and the time really passes a lot faster than it does in bed or on those steps.”  I was lying through my teeth.

“Well, I think you’re crazy, Frank.  I’d rather be on the steps or in bed any day than in the dark with those filthy roaches.”

Phase two was completed.

It wasn’t long before I would be able to see if my con was successful or not.  One day, when I was already in trouble with my mother, I got into even more trouble for locking the bathroom door.  My mother came by the closed bathroom while I was in it and tried to open the door.  It was locked from the inside.


“Open this door, mother killer.” she was yelling from the hallway and was mad.  “Right now, you bastard. Open this door before I break it open.”


“Okay,” I yelled back, “just a minute.”  Boy, I thought, I can’t even go to the bathroom in peace around here.


I knew that I was really in trouble now, for we were not allowed to lock the door when we were inside the bathroom.  Her reason was that she wanted to make sure we were not taking books into the bathroom to read.  But I think she also liked having the power of coming in anytime she wanted.


I remember one day when she burst in on Toy standing in the nude brushing her teeth after a bath.  Toy was humiliated and called all sorts of filthy names for brushing her teeth in a perverted manner.  After a bath, we were supposed to get dressed BEFORE we dared to brush our teeth.  My mother told Toy that she was sexually deranged and perverted to brush her teeth in the nude.


Well, I had no intention of allowing my mother to just walk in on me in the bathroom whenever she felt like it.  With practice, I learned to close the door and also lock it with one swift motion so that she wouldn’t hear the click of the lock by itself.


But sometimes, like right now, she would try the door knob to make sure it wasn’t locked.  To keep the probabilities of getting in trouble down to a minimum, I locked the door only when I was planning to disrobe in the bathroom.  At other times, I would keep the door unlocked.  But now, I was in trouble.  My mother was outside angrily waiting for me to come out.


I cautiously opened the door and put my hands up to guard my face and head against a possible attack.


“I’m sorry, Mom.  It was an accident.  I just locked the door out of habit.  I’m sorry.”


“I don’t give a shit why you locked it.  I told you NOT to lock it.”  She slapped my head, “For now on, you keep the door open all the way when you’re in there.  Why do you want the door locked, anyway?  Are you playing with yourself in there?’  She hit me again.



“No.  Of course not.”  She was disgusting.


“Get downstairs.  I’ve got a nice dinner for you, mother killer.”


I ran out of her way and headed downstairs.  What morbid surprise was she brewing up for me this time?  I soon found out as we entered the kitchen.


“Here, you bastard, eat this.”  She slopped some mashed potatoes in a plate and slid it across the floor for me to eat.  Our kitchen floor looked like it had about 50 years of thoroughly ground-in dirt and filth that seemed to penetrate more than its surface.  Isolated roaches scurried about my plate of food that was sitting on the floor.  Inside the plate of food, I saw black lumps scattered throughout the white mashed potatoes as revulsion started to fill me.  The black lumps were roaches that she had cooked right along with the mashed potatoes.


I started to pick around the dead bodies and eat the mashed potatoes that remained.  Every once in a while, I would feel and hear a “crunch” in my mouth.  My stomach would start to turn at the thought of biting into one of those thick roaches.  As I spat the contents of my mouth back into my plate, I thought of how much I hated my mother.  I felt like an animal sitting on the filthy kitchen floor eating roach-infested mashed potatoes while warding off live cockroaches who were crawling around the tile.


I tried to think of a way I could get out of eating that filth when, finally, a great idea came to me.  I immediately started stuffing the mashed potatoes into all four of my pockets.  My mother was in the next room.


“Mom, may I go to the bathroom?  I think I’m going to vomit…”  I concentrated in sounding sincere as I walked into the room where my mother was.  I added a sound or urgency.


“You just went to the bathroom…” my mother said.


“Please, Mom.  I ate most of the potatoes, and I’m going to…”  I started to make fake sounds that sounded like I was about to vomit.  My mother took one look at my acting job and gave in.


“Go on, mother killer.  Go to the bathroom.  And keep the door open.”


I ran up the stairs and knew that my mother was coming up behind me.  But she was fat and slow, so I had about 30 seconds to empty my pockets before she could come up the stairs and look into the bathroom.  I made sounds of nausea that almost made me throw up for real.  As she made the top of the stairs, I had finished my disposal and was in the process of flushing the mashed potatoes down the toilet.


I turned to my mother, and in as pitiful a look as I could muster, I asked, “Mom, I ate most of the potatoes, please, do I have to eat the rest?”


“Alright, throw the rest in the trash.”  There was a look of genuine sympathy in her eyes.  Was it possible that she was actually feeling bad that I had vomited on one of her punishments?  Well, if she was feeling bad, it didn’t last long.


“When you’re finished, put the plate in the sink, strip, and sit under the table.”  Darn it.  I hated sitting naked under that table for hours and hours.


“Wait a minute, mother killer.”  Now what?  What alternative did she think of to make me more miserable?


“I remember you tried to get me to send your brother to his bed rather than have him sit under the table.”  “Yeah, Mom.  That’s right.”  Eddie was remembering our conversation.  He continued.  “He told me that he prefers the kitchen table so that he could play with the roaches, and that they give him something to do.”


Oh my gosh.  My plan was working.  I was going to be spared “the table”.  I had to calm down.  I couldn’t let them know how happy I was.  I must look shocked and betrayed.


In order to do a convincing job, I tried to think of how I would have felt had I been truthful to Eddie and as a result of his betrayal, I would now be punished in a most disgusting manner.  Apparently, my acting job was a success.  My mother continued talking from the top of the stairs.


“On second thought, mother killer, after you’ve put the plate away, get back up here and lay in your bed facing the wall.  I’m not going to let you have fun while you’re being punished.”


I stomped mildly on the wooden steps as I went downstairs as if I was angry at her change of mind.  Inside, I was bubbling with excitement and happiness.  Not only had I successfully conned the two of them into punishing me exactly where I wanted to be punished, but no matter how long she intended for me to be punished upstairs, I would be totally content in reading my hidden stash of books in peace and quiet.  Oh, I felt so good.


Eddie and I made rather involved codes and written languages.  I remember one of my codes as being quite unbreakable and one that only I could decipher.  It was comforting to know that I could write ideas down on paper and be confident that they would remain secret from anyone who might find them.


I used this secret language, with its own grammatical rules, to describe the legend of my massive 3x6 foot map of Watts that hung on my bedroom wall.  The legend that described my map of the streets of Watts had to be in code because the purpose of the map was two-fold: first, it was to help keep me safe from my mother.  And since my mother could see the map any time she wanted, I had to have its legend in unbreakable code.


My “survival map” was color coded also.  Various colors represented numerous safety features.  For example, blue might have marked those areas that were good hiding places from hostile elements in the streets; green areas might have marked areas that were safe sleeping spots (on roofs of vacant dwellings, or inside thick bushes); brown may have depicted caches storing knives, rocks, pipes, coats clothes, and shoes; black may have showed escape routes and fenced yard that had semi-vicious dogs in them.  I figured that, if I was being chased by hostile elements, I could jump into a yard with a dog or two in it and thereby escape my pursuers.  After all, what person in his right mind would willingly enter a yard with dogs barking if it wasn’t absolutely necessary?  The color “red” represented areas to avoid at all costs.  Those were areas of high gang concentrations.


My map was very useful in planning my routes to and from school.  It was quite dangerous to take the same route twice in a row.  One could get ambushed that way.  Consequently, I planned a different route each day to avoid walking into a waiting gang.  My map was also quite useful in keeping track of where I buried my caches so that when I ran out of the house during times of extreme insanity, I had supplies to go to that made my nights on the streets quite bearable rather than cold and miserable.


Obviously, if my dear mother knew that all my contingency plans against her were on my bedroom wall, she would have become extremely upset, to say the least.  But it was very satisfying to know that those plans were being flaunted right under her nose without her even suspecting.  The most satisfying cons that I would perform on her were those where she didn’t even know she was being conned and manipulated.

OVERT ACTIONS

(Back to Table of Contents)

“Have a nice weekend.”  A fellow high school student was wishing me a typical banality as school was letting out on a Friday afternoon.


“Thanks.  You too.”  I responded automatically to his good gesture.


How ironic it seemed for someone to wish me a “nice weekend” when they were totally unaware of the concentration camp called home to which I was going.  Of course, I would never tell them about the conditions under which I lived.  Would they care?  Would they even believe me?  More importantly, could they change the conditions within my home?  Of course not.  They could only offer pity.


Why take a chance on whether or not somebody would care about my problems?  They have their own problems to keep them busy.  They probably wouldn’t believe me anyway.  They’d only consider me some perverted liar who sulked in self-pity.


What could be accomplished by crying on somebody’s shoulders?  Nothing.  And the thought of being such a spineless worm disgusted me.  My fellow teenagers could only identify with the most trivial of problems anyway, such as hating one’s father for not allowing one the use of a car; or, perhaps, feeling overworked at home because one’s mother assigned too much housework.


No, I won’t tell my friends or teachers about the perverted environment in which I live.  I will act and respond like everyone else at school and go home to face the music as best I can.  I didn’t want anyone’s judgments or pity.  Pity: that useless and worthless crumb of an emotion that simply drains one of strength and stamina.  Pity solves nothing; rather, it magnifies problems that were perhaps not even considered problems in the first place.  Pity is like cancer: it grows and grows until finally it weakens and destroys its host.


“You have a nice weekend, Mr. Cassatt.”  Mr. Cassatt, a math teacher who was also a friend, was in the hall talking to a custodian.  He treated everyone with equal enthusiasm and respect.  There was no “class distinction” between a teacher and a custodian to him as there was in the eyes of some of the more pompous teachers at South Gate High.  Mr. Cassatt was a man I respected greatly.


“Okay, Frank.”  Mr. Cassatt paused, turned from the custodian to whom he was speaking and continued, “Do you want a ride home?”


“Yes.  Thank you.”  I was excited.  Walking through Watts on the way home was adangerous exercise.  Once, in fact, I was surrounded and beaten by about 15 teenagers whom my brother had offended while home on leave from Viet Nam.  It started when I was approached by 3 guys at around 6p.m. on my way home from school.


“Say, man, I heard you were talking about my mother.”  The three of them formed a triangle around me.


“Nah, man.  I don’t even know your mother.”  They could care less whether or not I knew their mother.  That was just a “fight introduction”.


“You wanna fight?” one of them asked.


“Not really.”  My smart-alec remark didn’t help matters much.  I saw and felt a large black fist coming directly at my face as I received my first blow.  Suddenly, attackers were everywhere as about 10 or 13 more guys came out of the bushes.  I was surrounded by a yelling gang and felt that the end was near.  I still clung to my books, however.  If I were to survive this ordeal, I’d need my books for school.  I had no means to pay for lost books.  But I thought I was going to be killed that night when I received kick after kick, punch after punch, and stick after stick.  Then, with a sudden burst of energy, I somehow broke through the circle of attackers and took off running through the Projects, books still in hand.  I could hear them yelling and running behind me as the adrenalin within me flowed freely.  But then, I felt a hand on my left shoulder and saw a big black hand stopping me in my tracks.  Flinging me around by my shoulder, whoever was attached to that hand struck me with his other fist in the face.  This time, my books went flying and I fell to the ground.  There was no escape.  There were too many of them.  I pretended to be knocked out and heard one of them sound concerned.


“Hey, you knocked him out.”  They gathered my books, dusted me off, asked if I was okay, and apologized.  When I went home, I didn’t want to call the police, but my mother insisted.  A boy named Pollard was the only one I was able to identify and sent to “juvie”.

 
But since that night, Mr. Cassatt had gone out of his way many times to give me a ride through one of the most dangerous areas in Los Angeles.  And now, he had just offered to take me home again.


“I’ll wait for you in the library, Mr. Cassatt.”  I left for the library as Mr. Cassatt and the custodian continued their conversation.


On the way home, just before Mr. Cassatt let me out of his car, we passed a group of about 5-8 teenage gang members sitting on the grass drinking from bottles in brown bags.  Suddenly, my heart almost stopped as I recognized Pollard, one of my assailants, who was sentenced to a year “inside”.  At the trial, he threatened to kill me when he got out and told the judge that he was “a cold dude” for sentencing him to a year.  But now, a month or two later, he was out, sitting on the grass with all of his friends, and smiling at me while shaking his fist.


I thanked Mr. Cassatt for the ride, got out of his car, and ran as fast as I could before Pollard and his pack could get after me.  When I looked back, they were not chasing me anyway.  Finally, I was home.  It was Friday.  I wouldn’t have to face Pollard again until Monday.  But then I thought, “Why wait till Monday?  I should just get this over with one way or another right now.”  So in a desperate fit of anger and frustration, I went upstairs to get a sword someone had given me for protection but that my mother would not allow me to carry.  My mother was in the kitchen fixing dinner when she noticed me going outside with the sword.


“Where are you going with that thing?” she asked.


“I’ll be right back.”  I said as I stepped onto the lawn with the sword on my shoulder.


“You get back here right now.”  My mother knew that something was drastically wrong and didn’t want me to get hurt.


“I can’t Mom, I’ve got to go.”  I was disobeying her now, but I felt I really had no choice.  Pollard was out for revenge.  I thought if I took him by surprise that I might have a chance to come out of this without another beating.


“If you don’t come back here right now, I’m going to call the police on you.”  She was yelling at me now from the front door.  The neighbors were looking at me with confusion.  My mother turned to them and continued.


“That boy is out of my control.  He won’t do anything I say.  Look at him.  He’s going after somebody with a sword.”


I didn’t really care.  I had to confront Pollard and his pack now.  So I walked about a hundred yards until I reached them.  They were still sitting on the grass near the street drinking beer and smoking cigarettes.  They were all quite well dressed in dark clothes.  A couple had a certain style about them as they wore their expensive brown leather coats, sun glasses, and small Stetson-like hats.  Pollard didn’t see me.  I was able to sneak up behind him.


I was directly next to him now with my sword at the ready.  For the first time in my life, I was prepared to kill someone.  In fact, I was quite confident and prepared to kill all of them.  I was tired of always running from them and others like them.  I was sick of hiding in bushes and on top of houses to escape getting beaten up.  I was sick of this whole damn place and ready for a life and death battle.


“Hey, Pollard.  Whatever you’re going to do, do it now and let’s get it over with.”  Pollard slowly turned around to see me and my sword above him.  His friends remained sitting on the ground and started to taunt him.


“Uh, oh, Pollard, do you think this dude means business, or is he trying to sell you some wolf tickets.”  Pollard ignored them and got up from the grass.


“Say, man.  Don’t point that thing at me.  What’s wrong with you?  You crazy?”  Pollard wasn’t nearly as threatening anymore.


“Yeah, I’m crazy.  And I’m not going to be taking your threats anymore.  You mess with me and I’m going to slice your throat.”  I think I really was suffering from temporary insanity.


“Man, I don’t want to mess with you.  Go home.  I don’t even know you.”  Then, turning to one of his friends, he said, “Do I know him?”


“Nope.  I think he’s looking for somebody else.”


Obviously, Pollard and the rest of them didn’t want to fight.  They probably saw a bit of insanity in me and didn’t want to chance the unknown.  One could kick and tease a trapped rat only so long before the rat struck out against overwhelming odds to survive.  So I gave him a firm stare and felt a definite victory as I backed up from the mini-gang.  I didn’t turn my back on them until I was a safe distance away.


(A few days later, Pollard and a few of his friends stopped me on the streets to actually apologize for beating me up a few months ago.  Casey, a black friend of mine, who was driving by when Pollard and his friends approached me, literally risked his life for me when he stopped and yelled out of his car.


“You need help, Frank?”  Casey was ready to fight in my defense.


“No, thanks, Casey.  Everything’s okay.”  After all, Pollard was in the process of apologizing.


“You sure?”  Casey was a dedicated friend who did not want to leave me by myself with those hoodlums.


“Yeah.  It’s okay.”  I yelled back.  Casey left, Pollard finished apologizing, and I never had any problems with him again.)


The incident with Pollard was over, but now I had to go home to a mother I had openly disobeyed.  But just as I was tired of running from Pollard and his gang, I was also tired of putting up with my mother’s perversions.  I had come to the point where I would simply leave the house in a very calm and calculated manner whenever my mother’s actions began to get too vulgar.


“Get in the house, your mother killer you.”  My mother was sitting on the low cement front porch waiting for me.  She got up and went inside, leaving the door open for me.  I didn’t know what to expect as I followed her inside.


“Mom, let me explain…”  Maybe if I tell her about Pollard, she’d know it was an emergency and let me off the hook.


“I told you not to go outside, and you deliberately disobeyed me.”


“I had to, Mom.  Pollard was let out of jail and was waiting for me down the street.”


“Pollard’s out?  That nigger.  He’s supposed to be away for a year.”  My mother was beginning to understand and didn’t appear mad at me anymore.  (“Nigger” was NOT a racial term when used by those of us in Watts.  When white people use the term, they usually mean it to be racially slanderous.  When black people. Or people who were raised black, use the term, they usually mean it to be synonymous with the words “chump”, “fool”, or “S.O.B”.)


“Yeah, he’s out.  And he was threatening to get me again.  I had to go after him.”


“Well, let’s call the police again.  They’ll take care of him.  You shouldn’t have to put up with his threats.”  My mother was really being supportive.  She had plenty of reason to be quite mad at me for disobeying and embarrassing her in front of the neighbors, but she really did care about our welfare; and that’s what was coming out now instead of anger.


“No, Mom.  I don’t think he’ll bother me anymore.  Not now that he knows I have sword.”

“Well, I don’t want you carrying that sword around.  You’re going to end up going to jail.”

“Okay.  But may I keep it in my room in case of an emergency?”  She gave me a long look, and then answered.


“Alright.”  I went upstairs with an intense excitement within me.  Everything was going so well.  I stood up to Pollard.  I was not in hot water with my Mom.  I had my mother’s permission to keep the sword.  And perhaps, I would even have a decent weekend.

But I was wrong.  My mother’s normalcy barely lasted through Friday night.  By Saturday, she and Toy were at it again and I was on the steps.  It seemed like after Eddie went into the army, my mother’s perversions and mad outbursts increased both in magnitude and frequency.  There were only two of us for her to divide her insanity between rather than three.  Tina Marie, my beautiful little sister, was never, thank God, the recipient of her wrath.  Eddie and I had always threatened to tell Clarence if my mother ever mistreated Tina Marie.  And Clarence, as unassertive as he was, would have never stood for my mother’s mistreatment of Tina Marie.

But as my mother got worse and worse, I found it easier and easier to simply leave the house and spend time in the library during the day and sleep on the roof tops or inside boxcars on the railroad tracks at night.  In fact, during the last six months of my stay at home, I became so very comfortable with living outside that I began to boldly tell my mother how she should or shouldn’t act.  Typically, as she would begin to get vulgar and obscene I would interrupt her from my position on the steps.

“Mom,” I would say in a very calm and matter-of-fact voice, “if you spit on me, or start to act perverted with me, I will be leaving the house for the day.”


“Don’t threaten me, you animal.”  She knew I meant it and was feeling less and less powerful with me.  I continued in my confidence.


“Okay, you can call me ‘animal’, but just keep it clean.  If you get vulgar, I will have to leave.”  I had decided which names were acceptable and which were not.  My mother came over to the steps and spoke to Toy while looking at me.


“I can’t control this animal anymore, Toy.  He does anything he wants now.  Too bad Eddie isn’t here.  He’d give you a beating for talking to me like that.”  She looked at me with a look of quiet impotence.  I almost felt sorry for her in that I did in fact feel like a rather disrespectful son.  

But the reality was that I had begun to understand that I wasn’t powerless after all.  I learned that I didn’t have to be angry, vulgar, or emotional in order to protect myself.  All I had to do was calmly let her know what was acceptable and what was not, and then act accordingly.  If she wanted to punish me in a manner I recognized as acceptable, then I would be punished and I would be obedient.  But if she was going to be perverted and unacceptable in her punishments and behavior, then I would calmly leave without argument.  The power in that recognition was incredible.  It took me quite a few years to figure this out, but it sure changed my life!


“Boy, Mom,” my sister began to talk now, “I can’t believe he treats you this way.  I bet Mr. Cassatt would be surprised to know how he treats you.  Toy was trying to give my mother ideas.  Last week-end, I was over at Mr. Cassatt’s home helping him construct a patio.  I don’t really know how helpful I was, but he gave me $20 for my help.  Actually, he gave me much more than that.  He gave me precious time with him and his beautiful wife, Lucy, in a healthy home environment away from my cell at home.


“Shut up, stupid.” I was attacking my sister now.  “Go grow a skinny neck.”  My mother laughed as she knew I was referring to one of the many very dumb remarks made by my sister, Toy.  She once said that she couldn’t wait to be an old lady because then she would have skinny neck.  She was such an idiot.


“You’re not as funny as you look, mother killer.”  My mother tried to stop laughing at Toy as she turned her attention back towards me.


“So, if I spit on you, you’re going to leave the house, huh?”


“Go ahead, Mom.”  Toy was trying to get back at me.  “Spit on him.  Don’t let him threaten you.”


As my mother calmly spit on me, I calmly got up from the steps, went upstairs to the bathroom to wash the spit off, gathered a few books, and went downstairs.


“I’m telling you not to leave this house, mother killer.  Get back on the steps.”.  My mother knew she had no more control over me.


“No, I don’t think so. I’d rather leave.”  I was being overly sarcastic now.  I only wished that I’d rebelled a long time ago.  It was really quite easy.  All I had to do was refuse to be treated in a sub-human manner and walk out the door.  But then again, Eddie was a definite obstacle to my getting out of the front door.  I thought it was rather strange that although Eddie was treated with the same perversions that I was, he never once ran out of the house like I did.  Perhaps that was one reason why he helped my mother forcibly keep me inside.  That’s just a guess.


But Eddie wasn’t here anymore to stop me from leaving.  And usually, when I left the house under adverse conditions, I ventured into Southgate, my safe sanctuary of normalcy, which was far from my mother’s demonic house.  I don’t know what I would have done without the haven I found in Southgate.  I shall be eternally grateful to the taxpayers of that city for providing me a peaceful, clean, and helpful library that was always there when I needed it.


Sometimes, however, and this Saturday in particular, I went to a friend’s house who I knew from Southgate High after I escaped on Saturday morning from my mother’s rage.  He lived only about 300 yards on the other side of the railroad tracks that divided Watts from Southgate.  But my mother did not know of this sanctuary, and it was a place I could go to escape into normalcy.


Naturally, I never even hinted about the environment I was living in at home.  John lived in a middle-class home with a double car garage that came complete with a “leave-it-to-Beaver” type of mother and father.  My friend, John, and I would spend hours in his garage playing the rather sophisticated and complicated war game that my brother and I had created in past years.  His wonderful mother would come out in the garage many times wearing her kitchen apron with different assortments of snacks for us to munch on while we played our game.


John’s mother was one of the most delightful ladies I had ever known;  not because she would give us cookies and milk, or hot dogs and soda, but because she was clean, nice, and very, very pleasant.  She treated me with what to her was routine kindness that she would give to any of John’s friends.  But to me, it was a very special gentleness that I very much craved and treasured more deeply than mere words can describe.  I only had passing contact with her, for I was there to play with her son.  But I was more than once tempted to just touch her arm or hand to verify that she was real.  I should have intentionally injured myself in the garage.  Perhaps then I might have even gotten a hug from that jewel of a lady.


But I never did.  I never led on that I was in need of anything.  I had had too much practice at keeping my deeper emotions hidden.  So John and I just played out in his garage and driveway all day.  It was a very beautiful, cheerful, and sunny day that I was spending with a beautiful, cheerful, and sunny family.


Suddenly, total panic and utter fear filled my entire body as I looked down the sidewalk in the direction of the railroad tracks.  My heart began to race as what I thought was impossible suddenly became stark reality.  In the distance I saw my mother, about 100 yards away, heading straight for me and my friend’s house.  My sister, Toy, was close by her side.


Never in my wildest dreams did I think my mother would ever leave her dungeon and walk so boldly into civilization.  But she was doing just that.  This was no dream.  In just a few minutes she would be here to bring total ruin to my friendship with this wonderful family.


I felt sick.  Now what could I do?  Southgate was my sanctuary away from her mad house.  I thought her control over my life had disappeared.  It didn’t disappear, it only changed forms.  She’s invaded my sanctuary and is about to destroy even that.


I wanted so much to just run away.  But where would I run?  She knew where I was and would come here anyway to totally humiliate and ridicule me even in my absence.  Oh God.  Is there no place on earth I can go to escape her wrath?


She was upon me now.  She started screaming at me as my friend just stared.


“Get back home, Frank.  How dare you just run away from home any time you fell like it.  You get your things and get yourself home right now.”  She was dressed in a very sloppily fitting “moo moo”.  Her hair had the texture of a mop and the appearance of a grease trap.  I felt like disappearing into thin air.  John’s mother, who was inside her house, came to the door and looked quite shocked at the scene unfolding in her driveway.


“What’s going on?” she asked as she looked at me picking up the pieces of the game John and I were playing.  My mother was quick to answer.


“I’ll tell you what’s going on.  Frank here is not the nice boy you think he is.  Don’t let his act fool you.  He’s a sneak and can’t be trusted.  I don’t suppose he’s told you how he tells me how much he hates me and how he cusses at me.  Look at me, I’m a nervous wreck because of him.  He’s putting me in my grave.”  She then became hostile toward John’s mother.


“He cusses me out and then just walks out of the house and comes over here.  Well, I’ll tell you one thing right now, lady,” she took a few steps toward John’s mother and was now about 5 yards from her, “he is never to come over here again.  And if I find him here ever again, I’ll just let the police deal with you.”  John’s mother was in total shock.  My mother had successfully shattered the only friendship I had cultivated in Southgate to the extent that I visited someone’s house.  I had given my mother something else to destroy.


I picked up the pieces to my game and started back to my prison.  On the way home, Toy and my mother laughed and congratulated themselves in how they had found one my hiding places.  Toy was especially nauseating as she jumped spasmodically with happiness.


“Boy, Mom, you really got him good.  Did you see the look on his face back there.  Boy, was he surprised.  He didn’t expect to see us at all.”  Toy was truly ecstatic over the embarrassment she had caused me.  My mother was rather pleased with herself too for implementing such a skillful operation.


“Did you hear that bitch of a mother ask ‘What’s going on?’ as if it was any of her damn business.”  My mother was attacking John’s mother now.


“Yeah, but you sure told her off.” Toy added.  She was almost as deranged as her mother.


It turned out that when I had left the house earlier in the day, Toy was given that task, which she gleefully accepted, of following me into Southgate to find out where I went.  After she found out my destination, she went back to Watts to report her findings to my mother.  They then formulated their plan of attack together.


I had lost yet another battle.  That Saturday was to be the last time I had friendly relations with that very ideal family.  I still saw John at school, occasionally, but he never again looked at me directly, and certainly never spoke to me again.  Instead, he treated me like I was diseased with terminal leprosy.


Perhaps I was.

DROPPING OUT

(Back to Table of Contents)

Living in the Projects under the rule of a sadistic and controlling mother was an environment quite removed from the normalcy of going to a quality high school such as Southgate High.  Any punishments that were unleashed by my mother during my time at home were weathered by the comforting thought of being able to go to school the following day and escape, what I consider, concentration camp style punishments.  School was an emotional sanctuary from perversion, hatred, and constant turmoil.  At school, I could control whether or not I succeeded at a given task.  It was my academic efforts that determined whether or not my teachers or fellow students respected me.  My mother and my life at home were left at home for no one to ever find out about.


But even school was sabotaged as my mother began to refuse to allow us to do our homework.  It was just another one of her punishments that she pulled out of her great repertoire.  Many times, she would make us simply stand for hours facing a wall in the front room naked while the rest of the family watched television or read.  After a while, that became rather tiresome and we would actually welcome sitting on the steps.  But, we would complain that we couldn’t sit on the steps all night, stand naked against the wall all night, or sit under the kitchen table warding off cockroach attacks all night because of the homework we had to complete by the next day.  And, for the most part, my mother respected our attempts at education and allowed us time to do our homework, whether that time was in the evening, middle of the night, or early morning.  But when she realized how important my homework was to me, she saw a new area in which to extend her control.


My mother knew doing well in school was an important value to me and she also knew that I was quite successful in my academic pursuits.  This only gave her another area in which to inflict emotional turmoil within me and exercise her omnipresent control.  For example, if I did something wrong that, in her mind, warranted my standing naked against the wall all night, I would periodically ask,


“May I do my homework?”


“No, mother killer.  You can’t do your homework.  Just stand there and shut up.”  The finality in her calm voice made me silently explode inside as I knew if I said anything more to antagonize her I would surely have no hope of doing my homework that night.  Quietly, I gritted my teeth in agonizing frustration as I hated the realization that almost every aspect of my fate was in the hands of this woman.  I had to obey her and put up with her obscene treatment of me.  Perhaps one of the most horrible feelings of living with my mother was the fact that I knew my life was being forcibly controlled by a truly demented and sadistic monster, AND I COULD DO NOTHING, ABSOLUTELY NOTHING, ABOUT IT..



Once, however, at the age of 17, I did do something about it.  When she was attacking me, I actually pushed her away from me so that she landed on the couch.  For the first time, I saw her in the light of a helpless human being who drastically needed help.  I knew then that I was physically able to overpower her, but something happened within me when I saw her sitting on that couch as a result of my push.  Something that made me feel even worse than I felt experiencing her “punishments”.  I felt like a stinking piece of garbage that maggots would not even touch.  I pushed my mother.


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mom.  I’m sorry I pushed you.”  I begged for her forgiveness as I felt so very cheap as a human being.  Probably anyone who saw her vicious attack would have applauded my pushing her away.  But that applaud would be unfounded.  The pain she was inflicting on me was temporary.  And if I didn’t want to take the physical pain, I could have just as easily left the house for the streets as I had done so many times before.  But I didn’t have to push my mother.  Her vicious physical, sexual, and emotional badgering of me perhaps warranted my hateful feelings towards her and my running away from home, but never, under any circumstances, did they warrant my reciprocating her attack.  I shall be forever sorry to my mother for pushing her that day.


Many times, my mother would wake me up in the middle of the night or in the early morning and allow me to finish the homework she didn’t allow me to do earlier.  I welcomed those study periods with such an attitude of intense thanks that my fellow students would probably think me a bit strange.  They were too busy complaining about every bit of homework that was assigned by our teachers.  But, then again, they had other areas of success and had supportive parents.  Homework for them was more a chore than a luxury.  To me, however, it was an opportunity to excel in an area over which I had total control.  I suppose privations must be endured in order for full appreciation to flourish.  Perhaps that’s why I so appreciated the opportunity to do my homework.


But what I thought I had total control over, my success at school, I found threatened by my mother who seized control of even that.  By not allowing me time to do my homework, she was able to control my success and attitude at school.


But her attempt proved futile as I learned to study my algebra or geometry on the blank walls that I stared at while on “the steps” or standing naked facing a wall.  This technique proved to be extremely effective.  Rather than using pencil and paper to solve equations or geometric proofs, I used mental images on the walls instead.  Keeping track of variables and mathematical steps was not an easy task.  But it kept me very busy as my mother tried desperately to keep me idle.


I was very excited at the thought of regaining control over an area I thought I had lost.  When I was home, I was at her mercy; but school was three long miles away from her clutches and was my daily sanctuary.  I studied my German during the hour walk to school and was able to do my other homework one way or another.  I was committed to doing well in my classes – in spite of my mother.


One day, my mother threatened to invade my last sanctuary.


“I wonder how Mr. Cassatt or Mr. Buchanan would feel about your in they knew the REAL you.”  She was considering talking to my teachers at school.  Was she going to invade my sanctuary of sanity?


“What do you mean?” I asked, fearing she meant what I feared most.


“Well, I just might write them a letter telling them how you’re driving me to my grave.”  Oh, my God.  If she did that, all would be lost.  Up till then, no one knew about the insanity that went on in that house.  If she wrote my teachers at school, then where would I go for rest?  I would never be able to face my teachers or friends who found out about my mother or any lies she would so easily make up about me.  Not only that, but even if I wanted to contest her statements against me, the humiliating embarrassment would be too great a price to pay.  Who would ever believe a teenager over a mother who could evoke pity as skillfully as she?


“Mom, if you do that, I would probably drop out of school.”  That was a mistake.  I should have never let her think a particular punishment was effective.  It would be too much of a temptation for her and she would certainly do it.


“Don’t threaten me, mother killer.”  She smiled with a look of sadistic pleasure at making me squirm.


Not knowing whether or not she wrote the letters to Mr. Cassatt and Mr. Buchanan, I approached them with caution, and looked for signs that they were told how bad a son I was by my mother.  In my German class, Mr. Buchanan asked me questions in German in his normal manner.  Maybe she didn’t write him a letter, I thought.  He certainly acted in a normal manner.  I answered his questions in class with the correct German response.


“Das ist wieder ausgezeichnet, Herr Jimenez.  Danke schon.”  Oh, I felt good now.  My mother didn’t invade my last bastion of normalcy after all.


But a few days later, Mr. Buchanan lost his temper with the entire class.  I don’t remember what caused it, but he certainly blew his top.


“You idiots.” he yelled in total frustration at the class, “You’re not here for an education.  You’re here just to socialize with each other.  Most of you will be graduating in a few months and you act like you should be graduating from kindergarten.”  He was really mad now.


“All of you.  You’re stupid and undeserving of a diploma..”  He looked around the class and picked on one student at a time.  He looked at one student who was making straight A’s.


“You call yourself a ‘student’?  Ha.  You’re just another grain of sand that’ll be crushed when you get to college.  You’re dumb and capable of only superficial learning.”  The class was totally silent in shock.  I had never heard a teacher blow up like this and yell so loud.  He looked at me.  I was one of his best students, certainly he wasn’t about to yell at me…


“And you…”  Uh, oh.  He was going to yell at me.  “You don’t even know the first thing about such glorious subject.”  Why was he talking to me like that?  He was one of my favorite teachers.  And I thought I was one of his best students.


“You’re a pseudo-intellectual who’ll always be a nobody.”  I couldn’t believe this was happening.  I’d never done anything to him.  Why?


“Even your own mother writes me letters about how to deal with you.  Well, you just tell her not to bother me.  I have more important things to do than play nursemaid to an insolent son.”


My eyes went silently to the top of my desk in shame.  My mother had in fact written those letters.  I was totally humiliated in front of the entire class.  But luckily, I wasn’t the only recipient of his anger.  He soon forgot about me, turned to someone else, and started yelling insults until his face was beet red.


Finally, another teacher who was in the next bungalow entered the room and asked if he could be of assistance.  My German teacher calmed down immediately and addressed the teacher from next door.


“No, thank you.  Everything is quite under control.”  The damage had been done.  Many students had been insulted.  I am sure our teacher would be admonished in private by the administration later. After class, some simply laughed at his outburst, others were embarrassed for him.  I was crushed.  Not because of his insults, but, more importantly, because my mother had indeed written the letters to Mr. Buchanan and probably to Mr. Cassatt.


Well, that was that.  If Buchanan had been written a letter, Mr. Cassatt, who was not only my favorite teacher, but who was the man I respected most during my teenage years, was also, in all probability, given a letter by my mother explaining how bad of a son I was.  I could never see Mr. Cassatt again.  And Mr. Buchanan would certainly spread the contents of the letter to the rest of my teachers via the faculty room, and the students who heard his outburst would tell other students.  I’m toast!


My mother had invaded my sanctuary from her insane asylum.  She had finally won.  After years of fighting for total control of my life, she now began to launch the final assault.  Those letters were only the beginning.  She was not going to be satisfied until she made every aspect of my life miserable.  I had lost the war, and was filled with void and total apathy.  No longer did anything matter.  No longer did I care about my homework.  Homework and assignments that were due in my classes were of absolutely no importance to me anymore.  She had finally, after 17 long years, broken my will to continue the struggle.  All was gone.  My last sanctuary was in shambles and crumbling by the hour.


My self-respect wasn’t totally gone yet, though.  It would take time before the letters to Cassatt and Buchanan would be common knowledge.  In other words, it would take time for total humiliation to take effect.  There was nothing that said I had to be around to take any of it.  I decided to drop out of school to escape the coming onslaught of humiliation.  I decided to join the Army.


Suddenly, I was filled with a renewed spirit.  I immediately approached Mrs. Ashley, a counselor and asked how I would go about dropping out of school.


“Why, Frank? What’s the problem?”  Counselors always want to talk about problems, I thought.


“There’s no problem.  I just want to drop out of school and join the Army.  I want to be a paratrooper.”


“Frank, you only have four months left till graduation; you are getting A’s and B’s in your classes; why can’t you wait four months?”


“I told you.  I just want to be a paratrooper.”  Mrs. Ashley was a very nice lady.  I had been in her office many times in the past for talking out of turn in class.  How could I tell her that I was dropping out because she was about to find out that I came from a sick family?  How could I tell her that I was about to be totally humiliated by vindictive and mentally sick mother who would be believed by all my teachers when she told them how horrible of a son I was?


“Well, I’d like you think about it for a while before you make a final decision.”  Mrs. Ashley continued.


“I’ve already thought about it.  That’s why I’m here.  How do I go about dropping out?”  I was insistent.


“Well, you need your parent’s permission…”


I found out the necessary details and proceeded with my plans to drop out of high school as soon as possible.  But the next day, Mr. Anastacio, a dean for whom I had a great deal of respect, saw me during lunch.


“I hear you’re planning on dropping out of school.”  Darn it.  I didn’t want him to find out.  I just wanted to leave as soon as possible to beat the coming onslaught my mother was brewing.


“Yes sir, Mr. Anastacio.  I’m going to join the Army and to Viet Nam as a paratrooper.”


“But you’ve always been against the war in Viet Nam.  You’re not making very much sense, Frank.”  Uh, oh.  This conversation was going to be difficult.  Mr. Anastacio, a man of Greek heritage, and I used to converse at length discussing Greek philosophy and comparing the Greek philosophers with the modern philosophers of Kant, Hume, Nietzche, and the rest.  I remember it was his contention that there was not really anything new in philosophy since the ancient Greeks.  The modern philosophers simply restated the thoughts of the ancient Greeks but really didn’t have anything new to add to the subject.  I always suspected that his contention was based upon Greek pride and the fact he was Greek, especially since I think he believed everything that was good had originated with the Greeks.  But maybe he was right. Maybe the modern philosophers simply re-stated that which was put forth by Ancient Greece.


“Well, maybe I had a change of heart.”  He didn’t believe that at all.


“Do you have a girl in trouble?”  He was trying to figure a reason for my wish to dropout.


“Of course not.”  I replied without hesitation.


“Then you must be having trouble at home.”  I began to panic.  I knew this wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.


“No, of course not.”  I answered him with automation and with a poker face that, hopefully, didn’t reveal that he had struck a nerve.  Mr. Anastacio put his arm around me in a very reassuring manner and continued.


“Frank, we’ve discussed the Great Thinkers at length and I know you are a very logical thinker yourself.  It only makes sense that you must be having trouble at home.  Listen to the facts: you’ve continually come out against the U.S. effort in Viet Nam, so the reason of wanting to become a paratrooper doesn’t make sense.  On the other hand, your only world right now consists of school and home.  You’re an excellent student so school can’t be the reason for wanting to drop out.  And, finally, if you haven’t gotten a girl pregnant, then that leaves only one aspect of your world: your home situation.  Now, what’s the problem?  Really, Frank, trust me, I can help.  Tell me what’s happening at home.”


God, how I wanted to pour out so very much to that man.  Invisible tears swelled up in my eyes and I became choked with emotion that I successfully kept hidden and under control. I wanted so desperately to tell him about my mother, what life had been like for the past 10 years, how much I really wanted to finish school, how I was dreading the moment my mother would talk to him and turn him totally against me, how I had to leave L.A. to escape my mother’s clutches and sphere of domination.  But I said none of this.

“You’re very logical, as usual, Mr. Anastacio.  But I assure you, it’s really just a simple matter of wanting to join the Army.”


He looked at me with a frown as he knew I was lying.  But he also knew that I was intent upon dropping out.


“Well, if you’re absolutely positive you want to drop out, maybe we can let you graduate early.  I talked to the principal, and he said we can let you graduate in only six weeks since you’ve met all the graduation requirements, all you’d have to do, is finish an English class.”  He paused and then continued.  “You CAN wait six weeks, can’t you?  It’ll mean that you’ll have a high school diploma.”


“I appreciate the offer to graduate early, but I have to go NOW.”  I had to leave my friends and teachers before it was too late.  My mother was carrying her attack on me to school.

I got home just after dark that day and was totally fed up with my mother and her attempts to destroy me even through my teachers.  I insisted upon her signing me into the Army, for I would not stay here at her home anymore.  I was not asking as a victim of her madhouse and torture chambers.  I was telling her what to do with authority and firmness.

“You’re not Eddie, little boy, you’re not going anywhere.  And you better be quiet.  Tina’s sleeping.”

“Mom,” I said in a quieter voice, “I cannot go to school anymore.  Everyone knows what you told Mr. Buchanan and Mr. Cassatt about me.  I am the laughing stalk of the whole school.  I have to leave.”

She laughed at me, and Toy forced a laugh as well.

“Go do your homework, Mother Killer.  You’re not going anywhere until you graduate.”  My mother was tending to Tina now, making sure she was comfortable.

“Well, you can do whatever you want to me.  But I will not be going back to school anymore.  So I won’t be doing any homework.”

“Mom, you should put him on the steps for talking to you that way.  

“Shut up, you little idiot.” I said to Toy.  She loved making any bad situation worse.

I went into the kitchen to get a drink of water.  As I turned around, my mother was behind me and slapped me across the face.  I told her to leave me alone, or I would go to the police.  I told her that I was sick of her craziness.

That was a mistake.  Once again, my mouth had gotten me into trouble.

My mother reached for my clothes and ripped my shirt off of me.  “So you’re threatening me with the police?  Eddie would never do that, Mother Killer.  You’re no Eddie.  You’re just trash.  You would take Tina’s mother away from her by going to the police.  Well go ahead, you son-of-a-bitchin’ bastard.  Strip!”

I began to apologize, but it was no use.  She very calmly spat upon me and told me to strip.  I yelled back at her.

“Stop spitting on me!  I didn’t do anything to you.  I just want out of here.  I want to get as far from you as I can!”

She slapped me a few times, and cornered me against the closet that was in the kitchen.  I wanted to strike her down right there, but I couldn’t do it.  Even though I hated what she was doing, she was still my mother and I could not bring myself to hit her or shove her away from me.

“Strip.  Mother Killer.  I’m not going to tell you again.  And if you say one more word, I’ll give you a beating you’ll never forget.”

I began taking my clothes off, as she continued to spit on me.  She’d cough up phlegm deep within her chest and very slowly allow it to drip from her mouth on top of me.

She then opened the closet door, which had literally a few thousand cockroaches living in the coats she stored in there.  

“Get in there, mother killer, and think about how you treat your mother.”

“Please Mom.  Don’t make me get in there.  I’m sorry.”  I began to beg as I was now totally naked and once again at her mercy.

“You should have thought of that before, Mother Killer.  Get into the closet, and make sure you don’t shake any of the coats.”  She was really referring to the roaches living within the coats.  As long as they weren’t disturbed, they usually just stayed inside the coats.  So I very carefully crawled under the coats and into the closet so as to not disturb the roaches above.  The closet door closed behind me and I crouched there in darkness, careful not to move or touch anything.

Suddenly the closet door opened.  My mother had her moo-moo dress pulled up with her hands on her vagina.  She was laughing now as she began urinating on me.  Totally surprised by her urinating on me, I jumped up into the coats in a shocked frenzy as hundreds of cockroaches were suddenly awakened and jumped onto me.  She closed the door and I was covered with roaches spit, urine, and darkness.

The darkness of my dungeon had engulfed me to the point where I could not even see my hand directly in front of me and feared madness would finally overpower my resolve to maintain my sanity as hundreds of cockroaches rapidly scurried on every part of my naked body.  They were everywhere.  I couldn’t see them, but I felt them everywhere.  They would fall from above through the black void and land on my head and shoulders, finding themselves in my ears, back, and face.  I couldn’t stand up because of the wool coats hanging above me that were the breeding grounds for untold numbers of these monsters.  I could only sit crouched under those coats in a continual state of horror trying franticly to get as many roaches off of me as possible.  Unable to distinguish between reality and fear, I began to imagine them crawling in every hole they could find and was quickly panicking as I would slap myself in vain attempts to kill the invaders and their filth.  I didn’t care if I would squash them in my ears or on my forehead, I just wanted them to stop their incessant attacks.  

Suddenly, the door of my dungeon opened to expose my mother’s laughing face.  Light came in from the kitchen exposing more cockroaches moving all over the floor beneath me and on my urine-drenched body as my mother stood at the closet door with full satisfaction on her face as she looked at me with pure evil knowing that I was in the process of being destroyed as anything that resembled a human being.

“You’re not so tough anymore, are you?  Here, eat this.  I hope you choke on it!”  She slid a plate of beans and mashed potatoes across the floor and into the closet for me to eat.  Inside the plate of food, I caught a brief glimpse of the familiar black lumps of dead roaches that had been cooked along with the potatoes as she calmly closed the closet door once again, allowing total darkness to return.

I moved the plate of food away from me to a corner of the closet, hoping the roaches would prefer the beans and potatoes to my body.  There was no way I was going to put anything in my mouth in that hole of a closet that belonged to Hell itself.  But my mother knew my thoughts.

“You will stay in there, Mother Killer, until you’ve eaten every bit of your dinner.”  Her voice on the other side of the closet door calmly let me know that I had better eat what she had given me, or prepare to stay in this closet for the entire weekend.

I thought of how much I hated her as my mother’s spit dripped from my hair and onto my lap.  At least I thought it was spit, since my world was complete darkness.  It was hard to tell the difference between the dripping phlegm my mother had coughed into my hair just minutes before, and a falling cockroach until I slapped at that part of my body to feel her slimy phlegm that had fallen rather than the body of a roach.  I felt like a wild animal crouching in this closet sitting among the filthiest insects on Earth.  

I couldn’t eat the mashed potatoes and beans she had given me, for they were probably covered with roaches by now.  But if I didn’t eat them, I would remain in here forever, as she had just made very clear.  But there was an alternative.

I shoved my finger deep into my throat to induce choking and vomiting.  After all, she had wished that I choked on the mashed potatoes when she gave them to me, so maybe she will feel victorious if I not only choked, but vomited as well.  And if she felt victorious, maybe I’d be able to get out of here.

I choked and gagged, and then gagged some more.  But I wasn’t vomiting.  My mother heard me choking from outside, and began to laugh with Toy, my sister.  My mother was beginning to feel sorry for me for I heard her tell Toy, “Maybe he’s learned his lesson.  Should I let him out?”

Toy immediately answered, “No Mom!  Don’t have pity on him.  Just let him rot in there.  He deserves it, the way he treats you.”

Again, I shoved my finger into my throat as far as it would go, and then wiggled it around to help me throw up, but still I couldn’t vomit.  I just gagged and choked.  Was I doomed to stay here all weekend?  I didn’t give up though.  I continued to have my finger in my throat and then thought about picking up a handful of mashed potatoes in that plate I placed near the corner that was probably covered with cockroaches by now.  What if I just scooped a handful of mashed potatoes along with cockroaches and put them in my mouth?  Surely that would make me vomit.

But the mere thought of putting a handful of mashed potatoes and roaches in my mouth was enough to induce a full fledged vomiting attack.  The violent spasms of my stomach caused it to cave in as it forced dry heaves out with some stomach fluids. It felt like I had vomited my entire insides and my sounds of regurgitation sickened both my Mother and Toy.  

My mother opened the closet door and said, “Okay Mother Killer, have you had enough?”  I couldn’t speak, for liquids that I didn’t even know existed were dripping from my opened mouth onto my lap, while the roaches were actually being trapped in the stickiness of the vomit that dropped on them.

“You’re disgusting, you animal.”  My mother was talking to me but I was still gagging and couldn’t answer.  “Get out of there and go take a shower.  Then sit on the steps.  I don’t want to look at you.” I could barely move. 

She continued, “You’re no good, you animal you.  You’ll never amount to anything because God’s going to punish you, you mother-killer, for how you treat your mother!  Just remember:  every dog has his day.”  She and Toy then walked off to the front room to watch T.V.

As I slowly got off the floor and walked upstairs, I said, “Thank you, Mom.”  I wanted her to know how much I truly appreciated being allowed to get out of that closet.

But my appreciation did not last long.  As I took that shower, I realized that I was beyond recognition as anything that resembled a human being and had come close to total emotional and mental collapse.  She was too much to fight against.  She had too much power and too much control over me.  Totally exhausted, I leaned against the shower wall with the warm water cleansing my body of urine, spit, squashed roaches, sweat, and tears.  The water from the shower would take all of this filth away from me and wash it down the drain.  But the only fluid that would not go away with the shower was my tears. They kept coming in a steady stream even as the shower washed them away.  My tears were silent cries of desperation, of soulful death, and of hopelessness.  Cries that no one could hear.  Cries that no one cared about.  Cries that were useless.  I was alone in Hell and was close to reaching my breaking point. 

But somehow I must go on, in spite of her power and without the help of that cruel monster of a God she threatened me with, if by some remote chance he even existed.  One day I will be out of here.  One day, life will be good.  I will leave this insane asylum by going into the Army, even though I was only 17, and my mother wouldn’t sign papers allowing me to join.  But today, I will be happy that I am, at least for the moment, okay.

The tears stopped.

A few days later, I changed the birth date on my birth certificate to read February 16, 1950, which made me 18 rather than 17 years old.  I proceeded to sign myself into the Army without my mother’s permission.  The forged certificate worked without a hitch.

However, just before I signed the paper, I made a mistake and told the recruiting sergeant that I had forged my certificate.  I didn’t want to lie to him, for I had respected him a great deal.  But I still wanted to use it to join the Army because my mother wouldn’t sign me in.  He told me that since he now knew I wasn’t 18 that he couldn’t sign me up.  He said that I could go to another recruiting station and simply not say anything next time about forging the document.  But he also suggested that since I only had 5 months till my birthday, it would probably be better to wait until I could enter legally.


I went home in a very serious state of mind and decided I would not remain home much longer.  I was going into the army one way or another.  I told my mother that she could take her choice: either she could sign me up legally or I would simply run away and sign myself up under a false name and never again see her in my life.  I wasn’t playing any manipulative games this time.  And she knew I meant what I was threatening. 


She agreed to sign me into the Army under the condition that I would obtain a high school GED once in the Army.  I immediately agreed to the terms and was signed up the next day.


At the recruiting station, just before she signed the final papers, she paused, looked at me, and then turned to the recruiting sergeant.


“If Frank gets killed in Viet Nam, will I be held legally responsible?”


I couldn’t believe it.  I thought she was going to say something sentimental.  She had to humiliate me to the very end.


“No, Ma’am.  Once you sign those papers, he’s Uncle Sam’s responsibility.”


She picked up the black government pen, reached for the papers, and finally signed them.  After years of daydreaming and waiting, I was finally free of her.  Thank God.  I had finally made it out with my sanity somewhat intact.

Life, I thought, should be an easy and pleasant road from here on.  But little did I know that the effect of my mother’s treatment were far deeper than I could ever know at 17 years old.  Life would be anything but easy, for my mother’s impression upon my soul had shaped my attitude towards intimate relationships, expectations of others, emotional vulnerability, and conflict resolution.  It created barriers to my pursuit of that very life of healthy love and intimate relationships, both of which were greatly needed and desired but would prove to be so very elusive.

But giving up was not an option.

VIET NAM
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I was going into the Army now, and in 1968 Viet Nam was at its worse.  But even with the risks I would be taking in Viet Nam, I owed a lot to the Army and appreciated its availability.  For Uncle Sam was my favorite relative and one of my only realistic options after escaping a sick mother and the ghetto in which I was raised.  Where else was I to go?  My classmates at Southgate High would continue their education by going to college and avoiding the draft.  But then, they probably didn’t mind living in their rather safe neighborhoods with their relatively pleasant and supportive parents.

I couldn’t even finish high school at home, much less think about college.  And remaining in the poverty of Watts was like remaining in quicksand: after a while, there would be no way out.  But I would never forget or dismiss the loyalty and emotional bond I had with Watts; nor would I ever forget the gross social and economic imbalances found between Watts and neighborhoods just a few miles away.  No, I would never become a white Uncle Tom. 

I had no money to buy food or to get to downtown Los Angeles, and wondered how I would get there.  The night before I was to leave for the Induction Center I asked my mother for some money for food and the bus fare.  Two or three dollars would be fine.  My mother refused to give me any money at all because, well, in her own words, “Now that you’re on your own, you should be able to take care of yourself.”  Luckily my brother Eddie felt sorry for me and knew I had no way to get to downtown L.A.  He was home on leave from Viet Nam and gave me a dollar bill for bus fare to get to the induction center.  

So I left early the next morning.  No one was awake when I left at about 4AM so I just silently said goodbye to everyone.  I took my brother’s bus fare, and my lead pipe that had protected me whenever I would leave the house, and began the walk to the bus stop to catch the Number 92 bus for downtown.  It was an odd feeling to leave that morning, for both sadness and fear gripped me as I was leaving the familiar surroundings of home.  It may have been a sick home that I had many times dreamed of escaping one day.  But now that the day of escape had arrived, an inexplicable sadness came over me as I quietly closed the door behind me, careful to not wake anyone with my departure.

But an hour later that sadness turned into such an intense feeling of freedom and liberation as I sat on the near-empty RTD number 92 bus, riding through the early morning darkness towards the Army induction center in downtown Los Angeles.  I had only my trusty pipe by my side as the bus made its journey to downtown L.A.  It was the same pipe that I had carried as a protective weapon ever since I was jumped by Pollard and his gang a couple of years before.  I knew I could depend on absolutely no one for help, except my lead pipe.  In my pocket I had only the change from the dollar my brother had given me for bus fare the night before.

Most people going into the Army during those times were afraid of ending up in Viet Nam – a land I would soon be volunteering to visit.  But to me, the future was wide open.  I had said goodbye to an entire lifestyle and was about to enter another.  But then, as I sat on that bus, my excitement for my liberation was replaced by raw fear.  I became overwhelmed with panic and desperation as I began to know and feel total loneliness.  I was scared of this unknown world I was entering, and desperately missed my mother, brother, and sisters.  Was I doing the right thing?  For the first time in my life, I was physically, spiritually, and emotionally alone in the world.  I didn’t know what was worse:  being at the wicked hands of my mother and under her demented control, where I at least belonged somewhere, or being totally by myself in a world where no one would care or even know if I lived or died on this bus I was riding.  But I knew deep down that it was better to leave for the unknown, rather than remain in the familiarity of madness that existed at home.  That bus ride gave me incredible feelings of both excitement and fear at the same time.  And the knowledge that leaving a horrible situation at home was worth the fear I was experiencing helped me overcome the self-pity that was beginning to overtake me.

Having my name erased from the Medicare card and welfare system that I so despised had no mixed emotions.  I was simply happy and quietly relieved that my name would soon disappear from my mother’s Medicare card.   I sat there on the bus recalling a time, during a ride home from school, when Mr. Cassatt reminded me that after I spent three years in the Army, I would qualify for G.I. Bill.  I categorically told him that I wanted no part of any more welfare from the government, to which he replied,


“Oh no, Frank.  The G.I. Bill is not welfare.  That’s part of what you work for while in the Army.”


“Well, I don’t care.” I replied, “I still don’t want any part of anything that even resembles welfare.”


(Of course, three years later, after I left the Army, I didn’t hesitate to apply for the G.I. Bill at East Los Angeles College and California State University, Long Beach.)

The draftees at the induction center were rather cowardly as they stood in line complaining about everything under the sun, and wondering why they didn’t escape to Canada instead.  God forbid that they actually end up in Viet Nam fighting for their country.  But they could cry all they wanted.  I knew what I was doing and I knew I was in the right place.  Perhaps I didn’t agree with the politics of the war, but I felt a slight sense of duty that had to be fulfilled.  And on top of that, I had already lived through a war with my mother; I was already used to it…or, at least, so I thought.

But probably the biggest reason I went gladly was a combination of escaping my home situation and wanting to be a paratrooper, where I would be part of the most elite fighting unit in the world.  For, having been raised in Watts, being able to fight well was a value to me, even though I was a terribly poor fighter.  I was pretty close to a white Muhammad Ali in the boxing ring, but a coward in street fighting.  When it came to street fighting, my motto was very simple: “It’s better to run away from a fight than die for nothing.”



Frank in 1969, 1 year after leaving home in the 101st ABN DIV, A Shau Valley, Viet Nam
In high school, Mr. Dennis Cassatt and I discussed the immorality of the U.S. involvement in Viet Nam.  As a result of those discussions, and of the book he wrote on the subject, VIET NAM: A MILITARY EXERCISE IN FUTILITY, I knew very well that our efforts there were misguided.  But what was I to do?  Leave the country?  Martin Luther King never left the country.  He marched in the streets, was beaten, was jailed many times, and was finally killed standing up for what he believed.

But I was certainly no Martin Luther King.  Rather, I was an impulsive 17-year old who needed a quick sanctuary and found it in the U.S. Army rather than in the streets.  My need for that sanctuary far outweighed my anti-war convictions.

Somehow, during my teenage years, I had developed an intense hatred for strong authority figures.  Maybe it had something to do with my mother and father.  But the Army was a very bad place for me to gain this remarkable introspective insight, for the Army was full of authority figures.  By the time I had gotten out of the Army, I had accumulated 13 disciplinary Article Fifteens, seen the rank of Private First Class three times, and hit a first lieutenant simply because he had touched me in an angry and authoritative manner.

In basic training at Fort Ord, California, I was in trouble all the time for either talking back to drill sergeants, or refusing to call an officer “sir”.  It didn’t make sense to me why the drill sergeants and officers could treat us trainees like garbage, or, “maggots” as they referred to us, and we were supposed to return that kind of treatment with absolute obedience and respect.  Respect for what?  I never respected my mother for treating me like garbage and I wasn’t about to respect those Army egomaniacs.

But I couldn’t just walk out of the barracks and go sleep on the railroad tracks like I did when I was living at home.  They’d put me in jail for being AWOL.  In the Army, I was at their mercy all the time, 24 hours a day.  Oh great!  What did I get myself into?

As a result of my insolence during basic training, I did more push-ups than anyone else, did more KP than anyone else, ran more laps than anyone else, and dug more 6x6x6 holes than anyone else.  But my resistance was high from years of conditioning.  And my will was never broken.  When I broke a rule, I did it with the knowledge that I could take the consequences.  Those Army Drill Sergeants didn’t know the first thing about breaking one’s will.  They never handed out effective punishments.  They only concentrated on inflicting physical pain.  Big deal, I thought.  The more push ups or running I do, the stronger I will become.  They call that punishment?  Not only is physical pain very temporary, but it’s quite constructive.  It was really more a game to me than anything.  My mother could show this Army a thing or two about how to break one’s will.

In the beginning Army food, to me, was better than anything I had become accustomed to at home.  At least it was free of spit, urine, and roaches!  In the mess hall, while my fellow trainees continually complained about the “terrible” food that was served, I felt as though I had died and had gone to Heaven.  The food was absolutely and magnificently delicious: fresh milk, eggs, meat, vegetables, sausage, and potatoes.  I consumed everything with enthusiastic fervor.  Everything but the potatoes, that is.  My mother’s mashed potatoes infested with roaches and spit had given me a definite aversion to potatoes.  But everything else was great.  I simply couldn’t understand why everyone complained so much.  But after three years in the Army, and after I had tasted civilized food in various restaurants, I started to realize that the Army food was not as great as I had first thought.  



Frank in 1969, 1 year after leaving home in the 101st ABN DIV, Viet Nam

Being a paratrooper about to be assigned to a Ranger unit with the 101st Airborne Division in the highlands of Viet Nam was a very special feeling.  As part of one of America’s most elite units, I felt indestructible.  Back in jump school, we were told that now that we were Airborne, we didn’t need to worry anymore.  Bayonets would simply crumble upon, and bullets would bounce off our chests.  We were AIRBORNE INFANTRY!  Nothing could stop us. We were invincible.

As a fully indoctrinated and gung-ho Airborne 18-year-old, I was ready to serve my tour of duty in the Republic of Viet Nam.  I went home on leave to see my mother and sisters just prior to my departure for Viet Nam.  Eddie was home from the Army as well, because he had just gotten his Honorable Discharge and was about to go back to Australia where he would marry a girl he met there while on R&R from Viet Nam.  But then, as I was ready to leave for L.A. International Airport to begin my tour in RVN, the Battle for Hamburger Hill filled the headlines.  The 101st Airborne Division was engaged in a bloody battle in the A Shau Valley that I was about to join.  Suddenly, I felt that I was going to be dead before the week was over, and I knew it.  On my way to the airport, I silently said goodbye to everything that I had known.  I knew the sights that I was taking in on the bus ride to the airport down Century Blvd. were the last sights of L.A. that I would ever see.  I was filled with the certainty that I was soon going to die in Viet Nam.  But I was truly ready to die a hero’s death.

But as it turned out, my life was spared many times.  And my attitude towards war and killing changed dramatically as my Army indoctrination was about to meet reality.



Frank in 1970, 2 years after leaving home in the 173rd ABN BDE, Viet Nam

Throughout my three-year stay in the Army, I maintained contact with my mother and regularly sent her money from my paycheck out of a sense of duty and loyalty.  I found myself actually missing her and forgetting about the abuse I endured under her reign.  If her treatment of me was brought up during one of my visitations while I was on leave, I would simply dismiss it as something that had happened in the past and should just be forgotten.

One day, when I was home on leave from Viet Nam, my mother told me that Toy had actually run away.  She also started to apologize for having done some of the things that she did when I was living at home.


“Just forget it, Mom.  I wasn’t an angel either, you know.”  I tried to reassure her.


“Yeah,” she said with a solemn look on her face, “but at least you and Eddie never walked out and deserted me.”


“Well,” I was sounding embarrassed now as I remembered the many times I had walked or ran out of the house on her, “if you remember…”  She knew I was referring to my own guilt.


“Yeah, you left sometimes, but only for a little while.  You always came back.  You knew we were a family and had to stick together.  But Toy…” she just shook her head in sadness.

I played the Temptations’, “Runaway Child, Running Wild”, for her in order to let her know what my sister, Carol, would be experiencing on the streets, and that she would surely be coming back. But it didn’t work.  She only got more depressed.


“Well, don’t worry, Mom.  She’ll be back.  Just give her a few days.”


“No.  She’s run away many times since you’ve been gone, but this time she’s gone for good.  She’s gone to the authorities, Frankie.”


“What. I don’t believe it.  Toy went to the authorities?”  I was really shocked.  It was hard for me to visualize Toy with enough gumption to actually go to the police against her mother.  I didn’t think Toy had it in her to do what Eddie and I were too cowardly to do: DEFECT.


“I know, Frankie.  It’s hard to believe.  With all that you and Eddie went through here, you guys had plenty to put me away.  But you two never went to the authorities.  We’ve been through a lot as a family and kept all our dirt at home.  But Toy, she’s sneaky, rotten, and for herself.”


“Well, don’t worry, Mom,” I wanted to console my mother, “if your social worker talks to me, I’ll stand up for you.”  I had fallen back into her clutches and was behaving in the manipulative manner to which I was accustomed.


“Thank you, Frankie.  Eddie said the same thing.  I knew I could count on you two.  Toy wants to have Tina taken away from me.  But she doesn’t know that we’ll stick together as a family as we always have.  We might say hateful things to each other sometimes, but when the chips are down…”


I wonder if Toy felt as trapped as I did when I was on the porch of the South Gate Police department a few years before.  I knew I couldn’t win against my mother and the rest of the family who would stick together and make me look like a liar.  And now it was Toy out in the cold facing my mother and the rest of us liars whose purpose was to keep my mother safe.


The last time I saw my mother, until just before I was married, was when she called the police on me for being a few days AWOL.  She apologized for calling them, but said that she didn’t want to get into trouble for harboring a criminal.  That was the last straw.  Why didn’t she just tell me to leave.  Why did she have to call the police?  After all that I had endured at her hand, I had never called the police on her.  Now, with just a slight threat to her safety, she didn’t even hesitate to call the police on me.  I decided to leave her for good.  This time I would never ever see or make contact with her again.  And with the exception of showing off my bride to her a few years later, in 1974, I have kept to that promise.

I left her house for my brother’s apartment in Huntington Park.  Eddie was now married.  For the very first time in our lives, we started to talk about the perversion that went on at our house as if we were finally friends.  Eddie, a 21-year-old and his younger brother, a 19-year-old, finally started to actually shift the blame of a perverted childhood to our mother.  We spoke with an openness and sincerity that we had never before in our lives even attempted.  It felt so fantastically wonderful to know that Eddie’s feelings coincided with mine about things and events that had occurred during our childhoods.  We were even thinking and feeling in similar ways when we were undergoing the same punishments and manipulations under our mother.  Eddie was finally a friend who seemed to have made it through our little holocaust in that house in Watts relatively unscathed.  Or, at least, if he did have scars from the past, they weren’t very apparent on the surface.

Toy, on the other hand, was a basket case.  Our mother had completely broken her.  The few times I saw her after she had run away were very uncomfortable experiences.  Toy’s eyes showed the same mental anguish that I had seen I her mother’s eyes many times before, while her behavior showed definite emotional disturbance.  I felt sorry for her.  She had to put up with our mother’s treatment all by herself when I left for the Army.  I could only imagine what that poor little girl must have gone through alone with our mother.

But I didn’t really want to know.  And I didn’t really have very sensitive feelings for my sister, Toy, at that time.  To put it bluntly, I didn’t care about her.  I am ashamed of that now.  And I am saddened by the thought that, when I brought Blanche, my future wife, to see her at one of the group homes where she lived, she got so excited to see me, that she told all the girls at the home that “her big brother was coming to see her.”  I am saddened because I couldn’t wait to leave that group home to never see her again.

But at that time, my heart was hard toward my sister who had been such an effective instigator when I was at home.  I had gone through many days of perverted punishments because of her.  I was now incapable of showing much sympathy for her predicament.  She was a runaway child, running wild, and I didn’t care.  I was in a different world altogether.  Toy gave me the creeps, and although I felt sorry for her being alone with our mother, I did not care enough for her to find her and give her emotional support.  I was a paratrooper.  I was something to be proud of.  And I was serving my country in Viet Nam.  Toy was simply getting what she deserved.

According to the L.A. County Sherriff who reported her death to me years later, Toy lived her entire life either on the streets as a homeless woman, or in psychiatric hospitals.  She was totally abandoned by Eddie, her mother, and by me.  She would eventually be murdered at the approximate age of 47 by an unknown assailant who beat her to death in the streets of Los Angeles.   Since visiting her at the Group Home when she was about 15 years old, I had nothing to do with her, until I was informed of her murder.  But it was now too late.  Knowing that I might have made a difference in her life but did nothing to find or help her has been one of the most regretful events of my own life.

During my first month in Viet Nam, I attended a Christian service where the sermon blew me away, so to speak.  I don’t remember whether it was a Protestant or Catholic service, as I attended both.  But I do remember the Chaplin telling us that we didn’t have to worry about whether or not we were going to heaven.  He told us that after our tour of duty was over, we’d all be going to Hell anyway, so it really didn’t matter what we did there.  I just shook my head and thought to myself in frustration, “What’s the use of even trying if Hell’s all we have to look forward to anyway?”

I underwent more training and was assigned to L Company, 75th Infantry, which was a Ranger unit attached to the 101st ABN DIV.  We would go out on Recon missions with only 5 or 6 men in our Ranger team.  Being in enemy-controlled triple-canopy jungle with only 5 or 6 guys might seem a little dangerous but was not as scary as it sounds.  Because those six members of our Ranger team were people all six of us could count on.  We operated as a well-oiled and well-trained unit that trusted each other more than we ever trusted anyone in our lives.  Later I volunteered to be transferred to a Line company of the 2/327th Infantry of the 101st ABN DIV so I could see more combat.  I didn’t really care about living or dying but wanted to see as much combat as I could.  I found it was more dangerous to be in the jungle with a platoon of 30 guys than it was with the Rangers because 30 guys humping through the jungle are a lot more noisy and clumsy than a small team was.



Frank, in the middle, as a simple grunt with the 101st ABN DIV
Six months later, on 23 December 1969, after our squad made face-to-face contact with a small group of Viet Cong soldiers coming into the village for food, a grenade went off about 10 feet in front of me while I was laying in the prone position firing at the group of VC.  At first I didn’t notice the grenade explosion because I was concentrating on the muzzle flashes of the VC as they were firing back at us.  When I was wounded by that grenade just one-eighth of an inch above my eyeball, I was serving with the 2/327th Infantry Battalion in the rice paddies near Phu Bai.  At first I thought my eye had shattered because of the amount of blood that poured out.  I lay soaked in rice paddy filth looking up at the flares that were lighting up the night sky when I realized that my eye was still intact, I was overwhelmed with thanks.  But I had no one to thank, for I didn’t believe in God.

Later on that night, as I laid with my own blood all over me, I looked at the stars above and thanked God for sparing me again.  I had not been acting in a very Christian fashion and had in fact denounced God for all the pain and suffering I had witnessed.  When I was younger, I became a rather pseudo-sophisticated agnostic and had many philosophical arguments to back up my ignorance and incomplete understanding of His Word.  Now, on this night two days before Christmas, I was ashamed.  I felt like an unappreciative child who rebelled against his father for the most petty of reasons.  God wasn’t responsible for this war.  Men made this hell.  I volunteered to come here.  No one forced me.  God was not responsible for my childhood, my mother and father were.  I asked God for his forgiveness and didn’t know that he had granted me his forgiveness right there and then.  I thought of myself as much too unworthy to even ask for such a thing as “forgiveness”, but did it anyway.

On that night in December of 1969, I unknowingly became a Christian as I sat, of all places, in a grave with dead bodies next to me, and with an M-16 assault rifle at my side.  A seed had been planted within me, but I was a child and still had a lot of growing up to do.

TRANSITION
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In between tours of duty in Viet Nam, I spent some time on the East Coast where I started dating someone who I thought I actually loved.  Her name was Naomi and she lived in a middle class suburb of Philadelphia.  As we started to see more and more of each other, I considered telling her of my childhood because I felt she had a right to know about the past of the person she was getting serious about.  I began by telling her of my little sister, Tina Marie, and was amazed at her reaction when I told her she was half Black.  She said that she didn’t hold my having a Black sister against me but that her parents “wouldn’t understand”.  Therefore, she reasoned, it would probably be best if I didn’t say anything about Tina Marie to them.  At that moment, my look of anger against her was instant.  I told her that I would tell her family and anyone else about my little sister with pride.  And if they didn’t like it, then I would want nothing to do with them.  I realized that if Naomi had that kind of attitude about the only real love I had known during my childhood, I would never be able to tell her about the perversions that went on at my house.  So, I told her, like I told everyone else, that my mother had died while I was in Viet Nam.  I also told her that I was not going to keep my little sister from anyone, including her family.  I let her know in no uncertain terms that I didn’t like her comment about not “holding my little sister against me”, and she apologized pretty quickly.  Sometimes, I don’t think white people understand how their words are racist even when they are trying to be nice and accepting.

During that winter of 1970-1971, when Naomi and I saw each other every day for two months, I decided I didn’t want to return to Viet Nam.  I asked my brother, Eddie, if he wanted to go in my place.  Eddie had been out of the Army for two years now and was in the middle of a ruined marriage.  We were both in the same Army units in RVN, but at different times.  He missed the excitement and power he had when he was in RVN and desperately wanted to go back.  His civilian life was in shambles and he accepted my offer to return to Viet Nam in my place.  He would go as Frank D. Jimenez and would report to the 173rd Abn. Bde. with my orders and uniform.  So, because I, or rather, Eddie, had a 30-day leave before having to report to Fort Lewis Washington, he felt like he was on R&R again as he spent over a thousand dollars going to Hollywood every day before his reporting date.  Eddie seemed to have almost a suicidal death wish about him.  How many people would accept such an offer of going back into a combat situation as a civilian with a unit like the elite 173rd Airborne Brigade?

But he never got the chance.  Naomi and I broke up shortly before Eddie was to report to Ft. Lewis.  I gave Naomi my Purple Heart as a memento of me, and called Eddie from Philadelphia to tell him I had changed my mind and the switch was off.  I was no longer going to allow him to go to Viet Nam in my place.  After all, now that Naomi and I had broken up, I had no reason to stay stateside any longer.

Of course, he became extremely mad at me for reneging on our deal, especially since he had spent over a $1,000 as if he were on R&R in Hollywood.  But I held all the cards, namely, my Army order, and called all the shots.  Most people in the United States in 1971 would have considered the two of us rather insane.  Here we were fighting over who was going to go back to the jungles of Viet Nam; jungles that the two of us had already experienced to quite an extent.  But then, neither one of us had anything in the United States worth staying for.  Perhaps in the back of both our minds, we thought it would be a good idea to die a hero’s death in some God-forsaken mosquito-infested jungle.  After all, did we really have anything to look forward to after Viet Nam?

One night, while we were laying in ambush on a trail inside Nguc Ngot village, we heard screams, and then silence, and then laughter.  Our Chieu Hoi (Kit Carson scouts were ex-Viet Cong who changed sides and became our “advisers”) told us that the laughter and talking were VC, not villagers.   So we picked up our gear, quietly went to the hooch from where we could only hear screams and crying now.

When we arrived at the hooch, we found a young VietNamese girl who was trembling and crying in an uncontrolled frenzy.  Our Chieu Hoi told us she had been raped by seven Viet Cong who had left just minutes ago, and to leave her alone.  The screams we heard earlier belonged to her and her family who watched their little girl being raped.  We left that hooch with the girl, her parents, and her grandparents hysterically crying.  Now it was time for us to find her assailants.



This is a very similar hooch to the one where the 7 VC were engaged in a drunken a party after raping a girl.
We heard a group of men laughing and drinking in another hooch about a quarter of a mile from the family we had just left.  Our Chieu Hoi told us that they were indeed the ones we were looking for.  We asked him if he was sure they were VC, and if there were any civilians inside.  He assured us there were only VC partying inside the hooch.  So we quietly formed an L-Shaped ambush on two sides of the hooch and opened up with machine guns, grenades, and a LAW rocket launcher.  About 10 seconds after we opened fire on the entire hooch, the whole building was destroyed along with the seven NVA soldiers who were getting drunk inside.  We slowly entered the rubble and shot each of the dead bodies to make sure they were dead.



The fate of the 7 VC who raped a 14-year old girl and then had a drunken party
I had previously learned from movies that killing another human being was traumatic to one’s soul.  However, throughout my two-year tour of duty in the jungles and lowlands of Viet Nam, I never felt such a feeling.  I was able to kill the enemy with no feelings of remorse whatsoever.  It was as if those who we killed were not even human.  Perhaps that is why we referred to them as “gooks”, “dinks”, or “Charlies” rather than as “people”.  But killing these dinks who raped this little girl was not done with my usual cold attitude.  It was done with a vengeance.

Although the feeling that came from killing those who did this horrible thing to this young girl, who was about 14 or 15, was overwhelmingly satisfying, no amount of retaliation or justice would ever restore this girl to who she was before.  She had been hurt for life.  

The next morning as we lined up the seven bodies for our intelligence officers to study, the girl’s Viet Namese father, heavily sobbing, came to the dead bodies and mutilated them even more than they were already mutilated screaming obscenities in VietNamese.  We did nothing to stop him from taking his grief out on the dead bodies, except sympathize with him and apologize for not getting there earlier to maybe stop his daughter’s horror.  But at least this father and his family knew that those who attacked his daughter would never again hurt his little girl.

After the Army, the first thing I learn to do was drive a car.  After spending three years in the Army, I had managed to save a grand total of $300.  Actually, I didn’t even save that.  $300 was the amount of my last paycheck.  But I went into the first used car lot I could find, told the salesman I had $300 to spend on a car, and bought the first car he showed me.  He asked if I wanted to take it out for a test drive.


“Well, yeah.  But would you mind driving it out of the parking lot.  I don’t know how to drive.”  He looked at me in disbelief.


“Maybe it might be a good idea if we sign the papers first.  Why don’t we go inside, then, after you’ve bought the car, I’ll show you how to drive it.”  So we went into his office in order to close the deal.  When we finished, he drove the car to a back street and explained where the brakes, gas pedal, and gear selector were.  After a few minutes of instruction, I felt confident enough to drive it myself.

I somehow managed to get the car on a main street and decided to drive the rest of the night in a straight line because I was afraid to do anything else with the car.  One week later, I totaled my first car into a Mercedes Benz.  With no drivers license and no insurance, I thought about leaving the country rather than having to spend a lifetime paying for the Mercedes Benz I just destroyed.  But the owner never pressed the issue and I was never stuck with a bill I could never pay.  I suppose his insurance company simply considered me the flake that I was and paid for his damages.  I was spared.

I had better luck with girls, or so I thought.   Upon being released from the Army, I started to date on a regular basis.  I wasn’t looking for a permanent relationship because I didn’t think one was even possible.  Even though I wanted to be in a meaningful relationship where I cared for someone, and that someone cared for me, I didn’t want anything to do with the word “love”.  I had learned in the past that love made one weak and vulnerable.  And I was intent upon not becoming weak by reason of emotional folly.  A friend of mine in Viet Nam loved a girl only to find out that she jilted him while he was away.  Consequently, he volunteered for every dangerous mission that came along.  He felt he had no reason to live.  He finally got his wish and was killed “in the line of duty” according to official records.  However, as far as I was concerned, he committed suicide over a girl.

So I had a new girlfriend every week.  Sometimes I would have two or three girlfriends at once for different times of the week.  I just went from girl to girl and dropped them just as fast to avoid getting too deeply involved.  It was much easier for me to be the one to say goodbye before they did; that way, I could never be rejected.  It was not just emotional cowardice, it was something much deeper than that.

One of the more serious injuries that I had developed from my mother and father had nothing to do with physical or sexual abuse.  It was the injury to my soul that I was worthless as a person, regardless of whatever feats or goals I might ever accomplish.  Having several girlfriends might have appeared to be every guy’s dream.  But to me it was really a nightmare.  What my soul really craved was loving acceptance of who I was as a human being.  But I had no idea as to how to pursue that soulful need.  It was easier to be charming, funny, and personable to find something that appeared to be love.  But like all fakes, it was temporary, superficial, destructive to others, and worst of all, empty and void.

I started working for L.A. County Department of Parks and Recreation in December of 1971, and started college at the same time.  But I also enjoyed my work as a recreation leader at Ford Park.  


Ford Park, February 15, 1973: a day chosen by God especially for me.  I was flat broke, as usual, out of cigarettes, and working at Ford Park on the eve of my 21st birthday.  I remembered when I was a young child, my father had promised to give me $1000 when I reached 21.  Now that I was about to get there, I was quite broke.  But my father in Heaven was about to deliver to me a gift much more valuable and long lasting than mere money.

THE OTHER SIDE
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An L.A. County in-service for County Park employees was being held at the park where I worked.  I was not part of the workshop; rather, I was responsible for keeping other parts of the park open for the public as well as helping to set up for the workshop.  There were one hundred or so county employees involved in the arts and crafts in-service.  That also meant that there were girls to find as dates.  The fact that I was flat broke at the time made no real difference in my flirting practices.  In fact, my being broke even helped matters.  Most girls, I found, didn’t like a male who came on too strongly.  And since I had no money, I wouldn’t be able to ask any one out tonight anyway.  However, I could set the stage for future encounters with the prettier girls.  If I was friendly with one or two of them, but didn’t ask them out tonight, they would simply think of me as a nice guy who for some reason didn’t ask them out.  Next time we met, however, we would no longer be strangers and a date was then virtually assured.


So I made rounds to two different rooms and looked for the prettiest girls in each.  One could hardly flirt with two girls in the same room.  The first girl was participating in puppetry in the auditorium.  We talked for a while, with both of us flirting with the other.  When I parted without asking for her phone number or a date, she looked at me in a very awkward manner as if to say, “Aren’t you going to ask me out?”


But I left her in the auditorium with the confident feeling that I had just put a future date in the bank to be withdrawn when needed.  I made my way to the next room where some county employees were involved in hammering nails into wood in the form of various designs and then painting the heads of the nails afterwards.


My eyes were drawn to a beautiful blue-eyed vivacious girl with long and slightly curly brown hair who was having a really good time pounding nails into her project.


I just stared at her and wondered what her name was.  She had one of the most genuine smiles I had ever seen.  And she looked so innocent just sitting there pounding away.  I finally approached her and started a simple conversation.  She was very friendly, outgoing, and easy to talk to.  After a little while, however, I had to get back to work; after all, I wasn’t getting paid to set up my social life.  So I left her in that room as I had left the girl in the auditorium earlier.  I now had two coins in the bank.


Near closing time, around 10 P.M., I noticed the girl who was pounding nails earlier in the lobby.  She looked as though she wanted to talk to me.  So I went over to her and made small talk again until two Park Patrolmen came into the building.  She greeted one of them very warmly and ignored me as the two of them re-counted their days at Long Beach State College.  Apparently, they had both gone to school together.


Oh well.  Easy come, easy go, I thought as I left the two of them together.  I didn’t have any money anyway to take her out.  So, with my sour grapes attitude, I went outside and left for the baseball diamonds to shut off the lights that lit up the fields.  I expected everyone to be gone by the time I got back to the office.  I thought I would lock up, get on my 450-Honda, and go home to my apartment.


To my surprise, the girl with the beautiful smile was still there.


“What happened to you?” she said.


“Oh, I just had to turn out the lights.  Besides, you were busy with that other guy.”


“Oh yeah.  He and his wife were in one of my classes at college.  It was nice seeing him again.”


His wife?  That was a refreshing bit of information.  Here I was getting jealous over nothing.  What am I saying?  Why was I getting jealous in the first place?  I didn’t even know this girl.  I didn’t even know her name.


“Here, let me walk you to your car.”  I said as I made sure the office door was locked.  I was beginning to get a little nervous.


“Okay,” she answered, “What’s your name?”


“My name?  My name is Frank.  What’s yours?”


“Blanche.”  She said as we started walking toward her car.  I looked at Blanche in the night against the street lights.  She looked so pure, healthy and unblemished.  I felt something different about this girl.  She wasn’t one of my run-of-the-mill pick ups.  This girl had class and a gentleness about her that gave me chills.  Yeah, right, it probably was in anticipation for the stupidity you were going to go through when marrying her.  What was I saying?  I just met this girl.  My chills were probably due to the cool night.  

Finally, we had arrived at her brown Pinto station wagon.  Why I asked her for her number is beyond me, but I did.  I didn’t have any money to take her out.  What was wrong with me?


“May I call you?” I asked.


“Sure.”  She replied, “Just remember to use the area code ‘714’ rather than ‘213’ because we live in Los Alamitos.”


“Where’s Los Alamitos?” I’d never heard of the place.


“Well, do you know where the Naval Air Station is?”


“What Naval Air Station?” I couldn’t tell her that, as an ex-paratrooper, I hated the Navy.


“The big station in Los Alamitos.  I live near it, in a big green house on Pine Street.”  She paused as she saw confusion on my face.


“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll give you directions when you call.”


“Okay.”  She got into her car and I caught a glimpse of her beautiful legs.


“Well, see you later.”  I said as she started to back up.


“Bye.”  She waved goodnight to me and started to drive away.


I felt weak as the red tail lights of her brown Pinto faded into the night.  Maybe it was because I was hungry.


The next day was my 21st birthday.  I tried to call Blanche at the number she gave me, but couldn’t get a connection.  Apparently, there was no such number.  My brother’s wife thought it was funny.


“Ha, Ha.  She gave you the wrong number.”  She thought it was really hilarious.  I didn’t.  It must have been a mistake.


On Saturday, the 17th of February, I asked Al at work if I could get off early to look for this “Blanche” in some city called Los Alamitos.


“Sure, Frank.  I don’t want to stand in the way of romance.”  Al was very easy going.


So I found a map and looked up Los Alamitos.  I remembered Blanche saying that she lived near some naval air station on a street named Pine.  I found three different Pine streets near the Naval Station in Los Alamitos and decided upon the Pine that was in the middle of the three.  So I put my motorcycle uniform on, which consisted of my army field jacket, that showed off my 101st and 173rd Abn. patches, my combat infantry badge and jump wings, my beanie, and my tank goggles.  Now dressed for freeway driving, I got on my bike, and headed for Los Alamitos.


On the way, I remembered that she said she lived in a big green house.  This shouldn’t be very hard, I thought.  How many big green houses could there be?  Travelling at about 100 miles per hour, I arrived in Los Alamitos in about 15 minutes.  I found the Pine street that I was seeking; now for the big green house.


There must have been five billion big green houses on that street.  Now what should I do?  Go on a house to house search?


I spotted a man watering his lawn.  I rode my bike towards him in the hope of finding out if Blanche lived around there somewhere.  I stopped the engine, raised my tank goggles onto my head, and approached him.


“Excuse me, sir, but do you know if a girl named ‘Blanche’ lives around here?”  The man stopped his watering and scratched his head in thought.


“Is she a college girl?” he asked.


“Yes, sir.  She is.”  I replied as I remembered her saying that she went to Long Beach State.


“Well, yeah.  She lives right there.”  He pointed a few doors down the block.


“Thank you, sir.”  I parked my bike on the street and walked to the front door of the big green house he pointed to, rang the doorbell, and waited in suspense.  What if she gave me the wrong number on purpose?


“Oh, hi.”  Blanche answered the door.  It was the right house alright.  She invited me in while I marveled at her beautiful legs.  She was wearing a very, very short white skirt that looked more like a long T-shirt.  And with her barefooted long legs, she looked quite sexy.  I had a hard time keeping my eyes away from her legs.  But then her hair was beautiful to look at also.  It was long and draped over her shoulders.  Her face was highlighted by her Tahoe-blue eyes.  Blanche was BEAUTIFUL.


“You’ll have to excuse the way I’m dressed.  My sister and I just got back from the beach.  I was just going upstairs to change out of my bathing suit.”


“Oh, that’s okay.  You don’t have to change.  You look fine.”  I was lying.  Actually, she looked great.


There were two highlights of our conversation.  First, giving me the wrong number was indeed a mistake, as I knew it had to be.  And secondly, she was about to go into the hospital for knee surgery.  This second point was a highlight because she started to naively draw attention to the knee on which the operation was to be performed.  I thought that was fantastic.  It gave me the chance to stare at her beautiful legs without her thinking I was some perverted animal.


Although her legs were driving me a bit crazy, I was about to form a different kind of relationship with a girl that would forever change my life.


Blanche and I started seeing each other on a regular basis…like every day for two weeks.  When I started to think about her during all of my waking hours, I knew that something seriously special was happening and I needed to make a decision.  I could not allow myself to get too involved with this girl, even though I knew I was actually doing what I thought was impossible: falling in love.  If she ever found out about my sick childhood, she’d want nothing to do with me.  Who would want to be around someone who was part of such a perverted environment as a child?  Especially a girl like Blanche.  Blanche had grown up in a middle class family with a stereotypical middle class mother and father.  She would be appalled at my childhood.  She would probably think of me as being soiled.  Somehow, I was going to have to break up with her.  I decided to wait until after the surgery.  I simply didn’t have the heart to break up with her while she was in the hospital.  So I decided to wait until she was out of the hospital at which time I would just quietly fade away…


But it wasn’t that easy.  During her stay in the hospital, I bought her a little statue with outstretched arms with an inscription that read, “I love you this much.”.  This was my way of hinting to her about how I felt.  And since it was a birthday present, I didn’t feel that I was risking too much in the way of a possible rejection.


She gladly accepted the gift, and indirectly indicated mutual feelings for me.  After that, I visited her at the hospital every day and one particular night. On that night, I had arrived too late and visiting hours were over.  However, having been in the Army for 3 years, I knew that rules were made to be broken.  So, with my motorcycle goggles hiding my unshaven face, and beanie covering my head, I snuck around the back of the hospital to find her room.


Squeezing between the bushes and the hospital wall, I peeked into a number of hospital rooms to see if I had stumbled across Blanche’s room yet.  I had to make sure I would be crawling into the right room.  I certainly didn’t want to sneak into the wrong hospital room and give some poor unsuspecting patient a heart attack.  One of the rooms I passed took me by surprise.  There was a very old man propped up close to the window looking out into the darkness.  As I went past him, only inches from the outside glass, our eyes met and we startled each other.  His eyes widened as I’m sure mine did.  I just smiled, waved, and proceeded across his window.  He didn’t move.  He just looked at me with his eyes wide open.  I hoped he wasn’t in the hospital for heart problems.


Finally, I found her room.  Quietly, I pulled back the curtains and climbed in.  She was a bit shocked and embarrassed at my entry.  I only stayed a minute or two, kissed her goodnight, and then left out the same window.  I avoided the room of the old man whom I’d startled previously as I made my way back to my bike.


After Blanche was released from the hospital, I decided to risk telling her about my childhood.  If anything serious was to come out of our relationship, she was going to have to know the truth about me.  I didn’t know how she was going to take it, but she had to know before we went any further in our relationship.  If she wanted out, now would be a better time to find out than later.  I remembered how Naomi thought it was shocking for me to have a sister who was half black.  Naomi certainly wouldn’t have been able to handle my childhood.


But Blanche was not Naomi.  Even though the closest she had ever come to a Black person was in her Black Studies class at Long Beach State, her attitude was quite different.  She thought it was strange that I would even think of her having a hard time with the idea of me having a sister who was half black.  She never could understand the whole concept of racism.  To her, even though she lived in a white middle class neighborhood, judging people by the color of their skin was quite ridiculous.


But knowing about 17 years of perverted existence, I thought, might be enough to scare her off.  I had to find out.



We were sitting in my little apartment one day when I finally told her of some of the punishments my mother unleashed on us and how we existed under prison-like conditions.  I took a deep breath and waited for a response.  Would she look at me with disgust and make some excuse to go home?  Tears began to form in her eyes, as she began to cry uncontrollably.  What did I do?  Did I come on too strong?  Was she crying because she felt she was in over her head and stuck?


“What’s the matter, Blanche?” I softly asked.  I didn’t know what to think.  Why was she crying?  What did I do or say to make her cry?


“I’m just imagining the man I love actually going through that alone…and I just wish I could have snatched you out of there.”  It suddenly dawned on me that she wasn’t crying out of disgust for me, but out of love for me.  Blanche was crying FOR me.  I had never had anyone cry FOR me before.  I had fantasized, when I was in Viet Nam, that someone would cry for me as I went off to war but that was just a fantasy.  This was real.  And it was a marvelous experience.  She didn’t think I was vile or a liar; she actually believed me and was angry with my mother.


She continued to cry while I hugged her.  I felt like a heavy burden was lifted from my shoulders and that a deep dark secret was finally out in the open.  My future wife was feeling genuine pain on my behalf, and I had found someone who I could trust.  God had given me a tender human being after a long and bitter road.


After 17 years of hatred, perversion, violence, sexual, mental, and physical abuse, I had been given a flower of a woman who epitomized unconditional love.  After 4 years of drugs, prostitutes, killing, vulgarity, and fornication, God had delivered to me a guardian angel whose understanding and care was unparalleled.


I had finally found that elusive condition called love.


Now that I had told Blanche about an aspect of myself that I had feared would turn her away from me, she had decided to tell me about an aspect of her life that she was afraid would turn me away from her.


“Frank, there’s something that I have to tell you about myself that’s a real important part of me” she paused.  “I don’t know how you’re going to accept this though…”


Oh, no, I thought.  What’s she going to tell me?  Was she a prostitute in the past?  Does she have children on the side?  Is she really a man in disguise?


“Go ahead, Blanche.  What is it?”  I asked in anticipation.


“I have a major love in my life and I’m afraid I could just never do without it.  I guess I want to ask you to accept this one part of me like I’m accepting you.”


I started to get nervous.  What was this girl talking about?  Did she have another boyfriend who she wanted to keep on the side?  I certainly didn’t intend to go into a relationship with her AND somebody else.


“What do you mean, ‘a major love in your life’?  I asked.


“Oh, no, silly.  It’s not another man.  It’s people who are mentally retarded.  I work with them; and I really love them a lot.” she waited for my response.


“Is that all.”  I was shocked at the triviality of her deep dark secret.  “That’s no big deal.  What am I supposed to ‘accept’?”  I didn’t understand what exactly it was I was supposed to be accepting.


“Well, I know you know I work with the mentally retarded, but I don’t know if you know the extent of my involvement.  It’s more than just a job to me.  It’s a major part of my life.  And I could never give it up.”


“Well, I wouldn’t expect you to give it up.”  I answered in relief.  I was just glad she wasn’t going to ask me to accept something kinky.


“You mean you don’t have a problem with that?”  Excitement was filling her voice.



“Of course not.  I think that’s great.  Just don’t expect me to become all that involved in your work.  But you can certainly do whatever you want.”  I thought it was ridiculous that she would have thought I would be upset over her working with people who are mentally retarded.  But then again, we still didn’t completely know each other.


“Oh, that’s great, Frank.” she said as her face lit up with a bright idea.


“Would you do me a big favor?” she continued, “Would you come to a spaghetti dinner tomorrow at Hope School so that you can meet some of my friends?  Then you’d know why I love them so much.”


“Well, wait a minute…” she had taken me by surprise.


“Oh, please, Frank.  It would mean so much to me.”


“Well, okay.” I gave in, “Tomorrow, huh?”


My first experience with people who are mentally retarded was rather traumatic.  I went to a fundraising dinner where there were hundreds of very loud and happy people walking all over.  It was more a New Years party atmosphere than it was a dinner.  I had retarded people greeting me with big smiles and big hugs everywhere I went.  I wasn’t used to touching people and I definitely felt uncomfortable being attacked with hugs and smiles at every turn by complete strangers who I considered to be very strange.


But I saw Blanche with a big beautiful smile on her own face as she quite naturally hugged everyone who approached her.  There was such an air of pure and innocent love in that huge auditorium that I could easily understand how Blanche was part of it and why she did not want to lose this very genuine love in her life.


Blanche and I finally found a table to sit at among the mass of people walking about, eating and playing music.  Jim Gallagher, one of Blanche’s friends who was mentally retarded, sat down across from us.  Blanche introduced us to each other and mentioned that she and I were engaged to be married.  Jim didn’t like that news at all.


“No.  You no marry Bwranch.  Me marry Bwranch.  Me got job now.  Me marry Bwranch.”  Jim was serious.


I just looked at him in shock.  I didn’t know what he was talking about.  His sister, Patty, explained to us why he was so upset.


Apparently, his mother had told him that people got jobs before they got married.  So he couldn’t marry anyone until he had gotten a job.  Consequently, he went out and found himself a job as a custodian.  Now, he thought, he was qualified to marry Blanche.  To him, I had no business marrying his soon-to-be bride.


Blanche came to my rescue.  She thought it was “cute”, and in a calm and sensitive voice explained to Jim Gallagher that she still loved him but that she loved me in a different way.  Jim’s feelings were still hurt though.  In fact, he held a grudge against me for quite a while and even refused to take part in our marriage ceremony.  A few years later, however, things mended and we became pretty good friends.  Whenever we saw him he and I would tease Blanche as partners about her cooking.  I kiddingly tell him that I do all the cooking at home and that Blanche can’t cook at all.  He always agreed with me and told Blanche every time he saw her that she should learn how to cook.

Blanche and I were married on the 4th of January, 1974.  And my Best Man was, very appropriately, Dennis Cassatt.  I was so proud of marrying such a beautiful and well-adjusted human being that I just had to show her off to my mother, whom I hadn’t seen since she called the police on me for being AWOL from the Army.  My new and beautiful wife thought I was silly when I asked her to dress up in a really fancy bridesmaid’s dress and come with me to the Crenshaw area, where my mother had since moved.  I was not introducing my wife to my mother.  I was showing my mother what a wonderful prize I had won.  She would be able to see that her punishments of the past didn’t work.  She didn’t turn me against women by her deviations, like she had so hoped.  I had married a jewel of a human being and was now going to flaunt her.
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My mother and sister, Tina Marie at about the time of my final visit

I dressed in a suit and brought my beautiful princess up to my mother’s door.  I had not seen my little sister in years and would soon see her at 9 years old.  My excitement was building so much more than I had anticipated.  We were at my mother’s door and I worked up the courage to knock.

“Who’s there?”, came a familiar voice from the other side of the locked door.

“Frank.”  I waited for the door to open, but it stayed closed.

“Frank who?”  She was being ridiculous now.

“Your son, Frank.”

“I don’t have any sons.  I only have my daughter, Tina Marie.  Go away!”

“Open the door, Mom.  This is Frank.  I want to introduce you to my wife, and I want to see Tina Marie.”

I could hear the bolts and locks opening, as she finally opened the door, but just a little.

I saw my little sister, Tina Marie, standing behind my mother, and my heart almost stopped as I remembered how much I had loved her.  But she looked at me with the same look that I had given “that man” many years before.  I knew immediately that my mother had twisted Tina Marie’s mind against me, and that Tina Marie feared me as a terrible half brother who was up to no good.  I knew then that I had lost Tina Marie forever.

I introduced my new wife to my mother who now had the door opened about 10 inches.  I felt very proud and like I was winning our final battle.  I had escaped the Beast and had married Beauty.  My mother was alone, at least as far as Eddie, Toy, and I were concerned.  She might have won many battles in the past, but she had very decisively lost the war.  Or did she?  I was the one who was walking away from my little sister.  Blanche and I went back into our car and drove away together.  This would be my final encounter with the woman I had called my mother.  And at the same time, I came to the sad realization that this would be the last time I would ever see my little sister, Tina Marie.

Blanche was still recuperating over the bad news that she had received shortly before our marriage: that the surgery on her knees had not been successful.  My new bride was in a constant state of arthritic pain, and I felt very frustrated at not being able to do anything but give sympathy.  Then, I brought up the fact that I was once interested in science when I was younger and that I had read many chemistry books during prolonged periods of punishment at home.  Although the books were written in the early 1900’s I still showed an aptitude for the subject.  Perhaps there was a biochemical answer to chrondromalacia patella and I could find it!

Our hopes soared in the thought that maybe, with me getting back into the field of chemistry, I could find a cure for degenerative joint disease. So with strong determination, we made a “joint” commitment to make a massive effort in understanding the biochemistry of the knee and osteoarthritis.  Through the years to follow, we would spend lavishly on chemistry equipment, chemicals, and rats in the quest for a biochemical cure for osteoarthritis.

BIOCHEMICAL RESEARCH
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BLANCHE
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The first few years of our marriage were a bit rough though, as I still did not accept our marriage as a permanent union.  I still felt, in the back on my mind, that this marriage, like everything else I had known, was temporary and doomed to end in an eventual divorce.

But our love for each other grew and our love for the Lord grew as our first years together drew to a close.  We had decided to not have biological children for a variety of reasons.  Blanche had a bad back and a career to pursue while I wanted to end the Jimenez genetic strain, just as my brother had by getting a vasectomy.  My father and mother were both terrible parents and I didn’t wan to take the chance of becoming a carbon copy of them.  I had read in magazine articles, and had learned in basic psychology courses that it was very common for abused children to become abusers themselves.  I told Blanche, before we were married, that if I ever hit her, for whatever reason, we would get an automatic and immediate divorce because I did not want to re-enact my father’s behavior towards my mother.  So to ensure against having children, I too underwent a vasectomy, just like my brother had.  We decided we would adopt in the future if we ever changed our minds.

I found that the habits I had learned at home and in Viet Nam were not easy to shake.  I had regressed a few times and found myself being tempted in the direction of marijuana and girls again.  Although I had never cheated on, beaten or cursed my wife, I was still causing her pain.  Suddenly, a horrible realization occurred to me.  I started to realize that I was emotionally abusing my dear wife.  Was I going to allow myself to destroy our marriage?  A marriage that I was once convinced was made by God?  I still believed that God had sent me this beautiful and wonderful guardian angel and I knew I had a choice of either denying a problem existed, or doing something about it.

I chose to ask the Lord to help me overcome my weaknesses and started to pursue His Word.   With His help and continual guidance, I was able to overcome my learned behaviors and treat my wife like I had always dreamed of treating her: like a queen. Every time I found myself becoming tempted to look at a particular pretty girl at college, I would, at that moment, pray to Jesus for His strength, because I certainly couldn’t do it alone. I was still considering our marriage as a temporary relationship.  I, with the help of my Lord and the love and patience of my wife, was able to overcome my temptations as I started to consider my wife and me as a permanent couple.  I was not, in any way, going to re-enact my father’s treatment of my mother.  With the Lord at my side, I was going to break that cursed cycle.

Summertime means vacation, at least to teachers and their students.  And after teaching chemistry and physics for nine months to high school students, a vacation is well received.

“Have a nice day, Blanche.”  My poor wife was about to leave for work; she, being a counselor for the developmentally disabled, did not have the luxury of a nine-month work year.

“Thanks, Frank.  You too.  What are you going to do today?”

“I’ll work on the furniture and maybe cut some wood.”  I was making some surprisingly beautiful bedroom furniture out of ash.  I probably wouldn’t get to cutting and splitting firewood for the winter until next week, but maybe I’ll be able to cut a little today.

“Okay.  Well, bye.  I’ll see you tonight.”  She got in her car and left for work.

Today was going to be a beautiful day.  Towering dark green ponderosa pine trees that covered our six acres in Southern Oregon as the gentle summer morning breeze carried the fresh scent of pine needles to our front door highlighted the crystal clear blue sky.  Our three dogs and three cats played with each other in the 150-foot driveway that led to the street.  We all stood there bidding our temporarily farewell to Blanche, who had to leave our little paradise for something called a job.

“Don’t worry, Chewy, she’ll be back tonight.”  I was consoling one of the dogs who looked at her disappearing Subaru with sad eyes.  I was right, of course.  Tonight, my beautiful wife would be home to enjoy an evening swim in her pool against the background of a colorful sun setting behind the distant mountains.

But now she’s gone and I’ve got to get to work in the garage on the furniture.  The pleasant music of singing birds and swaying ponderosas will have to be traded for the sound of the jointer and radial arm saw.  But only temporarily.  Perhaps during lunch, I’ll set up the computer on a picnic table under a Doug fir and play a game of chess with Sargon and allow the birds to cheer my win – or drown out my loss.

My bright yellow 14-foot C-Lark looks almost majestic as it sails its way across the crisp mountain lake and will look even more majestic after I learn to use the colorful spinnaker that will add to its speed.  Blanche is sitting on the grassy shore sunbathing with the forest behind her, and waves to me as I make a pass with the sailboat.  I wave back.  She looks so at ease and natural lying there on the beach.  Out here, sailing on the lake, the silence is broken only by the wind against the sails and the bow cutting through the water.  There are no worries, no tension, and no anxieties.  Only thankfulness.

Thank you Lord for all that you’ve given me.  Thank you for my wife, my career, my home, and my love for you.  Thank you for my students at school and thank you for the child you promised us.  I don’t know when our adopted child will arrive, or how many you have planned for us, or even where they are now, but I know you’ve got a perfect plan for us and I thank you for it.  I also thank you for allowing me the chance to be a father so unlike my own.

The child or children you will bless us with will never experience the torment and hell that abusive parents can unleash.  For I have learned about that hell firsthand and will not allow it to be repeated.  With your help and guidance, Lord, our children will grow and flourish in a peaceful and loving home environment that will not destroy, but rather nurture their development so that their own individual potential in education, art, athletics, and personality will be fully reached.  We will reinforce and morally support our children to the extent that their self-concept and feeling of self worth will see them through difficult periods of peer pressure.  
And lastly Lord, thank you for seeing me through the early years of my life when I philosophically rejected you.  Even though I abandoned you, thank you for not abandoning me.  I survived my mother’s concentration camp with my emotions and sanity intact….or at least somewhat intact.

My thoughts are interrupted as the wind is starting to pick up.  My sailboat starts to lean into the wind while increasing in speed.  The water is being pierced by the bow more intensely now as I start to lean out of the sailboat in order to keep it somewhat level.  Sailing is not just a time for reflection, but it is also a time for having fun.  But right now, it seems like reflection is in order: reflection how an abusive childhood can affect a marriage.

Those psychologists who tried to convince me that I was a likely abuser, never interviewed the decent parents who were abused as children.  They never took into consideration the power of God in their studies.  How many parents, who know what it’s like to live in an abused environment, become very loving and understanding parents to their children?  That sort of study has yet to be done. I wonder:  since most criminals in prisons have brown eyes, does that mean brown-eyed people have a greater probability of becoming criminals?  Of course not.  How many brown-eyed people are out of prisons and living law abiding lives?



Blanche, Brian, and Frank

With the myth of abused turning into abuser shattered, Blanche and I began our lives together, with both of us considering our marriage made, blessed, and supervised by God.  We took up residence in Sacramento where I finished my degree in Chemistry, and Blanche obtained her Masters in Counseling.  I had finally realized that this marriage was permanent.  I mean, REALLY PERMANENT.  I would love Blanche forever.

Blanche told me that if she had known me during my Viet Nam years, that she would have had nothing to do with me, and that she was glad she met me after I left the Army.  Although I was very passive in my response to that statement, it affected me quite a bit.  I did not know how to respond in a calm and healthy manner to her rejection of a major part of my life.  So I chose to simply not respond.

She did not approve of displaying my medals on our walls because she was very much against the whole Viet Nam experience and did not want to be reminded of how I participated in the war.  Again, I did not know how to respond to something with which I adamantly disagreed.  So throughout our marriage, I never responded to her attitude and my medals remained at the bottom of some box in the garage.  Without ever telling her, the rejection I felt by her words and her attitude about what I considered to be my honorable service to my country deeply affected my own attitude towards her, and I began to resent so many things about her.  My big mistake was that I never discussed this with her.  I instead allowed my resentment to grow and show itself in simple everyday things, like taking the trash out, washing the dishes, or picking up things around the house.

From my perspective, Blanche had become highly controlling and I hated it.  Of course, had I been more assertive in healthy discussion, her controlling nature may never have developed to the extent that it did.  But I was not.  Instead, I revolted against what I perceived as her controlling personality just as fervently as I revolted against my mother’s control.  From Blanche’s perspective, I had no clue as to how to consistently be a good husband, and played emotional games against her that I had learned while growing up.  We became entangled in a vicious circle.  The more she was controlling, the more I would emotionally detach and rebel.  And the more I rebelled, the more controlling she became.  

But now a decision needed to be made.  We were thinking of adopting a child.  If we did that, then our marriage would have to be forever, and I had better get the idea of divorce out of my mind.  So I walked in the forest on our 5 acres in the mountains of Southern Oregon and made the decision to not only adopt a child, but consequently to stay with Blanche forever.

BRIAN AND TONY

(Back to Table of Contents)
So on August 4, 1985, our son Brian was born.  I received a telephone call from the nurse at the hospital near Portland who told me that I was now the proud father of a beautiful little boy.

“Little boy?” I asked.  I didn’t know why, but I was angry that our child came out to be a boy, and not a girl.  I was by myself at home and got off the phone yelling at God.

“I ask you for one thing, a little girl, and what do you do?  You give me a boy!  Would it have been too difficult to give me a little girl?  I didn’t want a boy.  I specifically asked for a little girl!”  I was yelling at the ceiling and was completely surprised at my reaction, for I had no idea of why I was acting the way I was.

I then walked into my study and, in tears, took out the picture of my little sister, Tina Marie Wilson.  Through the tears, I said goodbye to her.  Then I instantly realized why the Lord gave me a son, and my tears stopped.  Even though I didn’t know it, I was hoping to replace my little sister, whom I had lost many years ago, with this new adopted child.  But the Lord had a wiser plan.  Had He given me a girl, I would have loved her because she was a replacement of the sister I lost, which would have been a very wrong reason to love someone.  But there can be no mistake with a boy.  I would love the little boy because of who he was, not because of the sister I no longer had.  So I was able to truly give thanks at that moment to the Lord for the son he had given to Blanche and me.

We brought Brian Christopher Jimenez home on the 6th of August, 1985.  Both Blanche and I independently wrote a letter of appreciation to Angie, Brian’s birth mother.  Blanche’s letter was more typical of a simple thank you letter, expressing her appreciation to Angie, and reassuring her that her child would be in good hands with his new parents.  My letter was a little more involved:

I became more attached to Brian than I was to Blanche and cared for him constantly.  Blanche would want to get a baby sitter so that we could have time alone, but I would have no part in getting a babysitter.  We would take Brian everywhere we went, and Blanche, understandably, resented this a great deal.  There was no end to Blanche and my disagreements on Brian’s upbringing.  For example, Blanche wanted Brian to sleep in his crib and not be rocked to sleep, even if he cried himself to sleep.  I could not bear hearing Brian cry himself to sleep and insisted that I would hold Brian at night.  I wanted his first year of life to be as peaceful as possible.   This and similar attitudes towards Brian caused serious divisions between Blanche and me.  I considered Blanche too hard and cold in her methods of raising Brian, and she considered me too lenient with Brian and spoiling him too much.

A couple of years after we adopted Brian, we adopted his little brother, Tony.  Tony’s birthmother drank alcohol during her pregnancy and Tony was, as a result, born with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome.  He displayed mild autistic behaviors and drove Blanche and me even further apart because of our differences in how we felt he should be treated.  Blanche favored drugs to control his behavior, as well as standard Behavioral Modification techniques, and I was very much against these courses of action.  I objected and insisted upon treating him as we treated Brian, but with more patience.  I remember one counseling session where Blanche told the counselor that, “After the pecking order has been set throughout our marriage, Frank now wants a say in how our marriage should operate.”  

“Pecking order?” I asked in surprise.

I had given Blanche whatever she wanted during our marriage out of love and out of a desire to please her.  I was shocked to hear her interpretation of that behavior as a “pecking order” where she was the head of our home.

As our marriage became less and less of a marriage Blanche and her mother told me that between Viet Nam and my childhood, I had no chance of becoming an emotionally healthy husband. Blanches mother said she felt our marriage was doomed from the beginning.  I resented those words with a passion, and my attitude towards Blanche became even more unloving.  But since I loved and respected both Blanche and her mother, their words and their opinions tore very deeply into my soul.  I never told either of them but they were probably right.  I had no business being married.  So we separated and I took two books to study how to be a better husband.  Blanche filed for divorce a day or so after I was gone.  I was surprised about her filing, but understood.  There was, however, a bright side to her filing for divorce:  at least I didn’t have to read the two marriage books she gave me.

So after 15 years of marriage I found myself divorced from the lady I once considered a blessing.  Yes, she was controlling.  But that was no excuse for me to shut down emotionally to her.  I simply did not know how to respond to her controlling attitude in a healthy manner.  I had successfully defeated a bad childhood, survived two years in Viet Nam with elite Airborne units, successfully graduated from California State University at Sacramento with a degree in Chemistry, and was able to obtain any job for which I applied.  My ego drove me to believe that I could certainly defeat some marital problems without much effort.

But I was foolishly blinded by ego and pride.  For the reality is that those techniques I used to cope with an abusive childhood might have allowed me to survive that period of my life, but they were techniques that were no longer needed or appropriate in a healthy relationship.  Deception, emotional withdrawal, relational independence, lack of trust, fear of emotional dependence upon another, and other forms of self-preservation efforts were certainly required to survive child abuse and war, but are not necessary in healthy and loving relationships.  In fact, those survival techniques that I had developed as a child were just as destructive for a healthy marriage or relationship as they were successful in an unhealthy environment.
A high school football coach does not talk to his sweet 7-year old daughter in the same way he yells at his football team just after a loss due to lack of effort.  In the same way, a conscious decision must be made to discard the old methods used to survive a sick relationship, and replace them with healthy methods to be used in a loving relationship.  And these healthy methods must be learned from a healthy source, otherwise, the cycle of destructive relationships will continue, and there will be no end to misery.

So at the ages of 3 and 1 ½, Brian and Tony will be raised in a split household as their parents ended up getting divorced.  And now, for the first time in my life, I considered suicide as I fell into the deepest depression I had ever experienced.  I had resigned from my teaching career in order to work on a marriage that was now gone.  I was in debt with no way to repay it.  I had started a business that my wife had told me would surely fail.  I had already failed miserably as a husband.  The one person who knew me best, Blanche, wanted nothing to do with me.  And now my two sons would be raised with divorced parents.  I remembered my greatest desire as a teenager:

Once I crossed the tracks and was in Southgate, a secure feeling of safety poured over me.  I started to walk along the grass in front of homes on the way to the school to provide some relief to my feet, which weren’t used to concrete and asphalt.

Inside one house I passed, I saw a father, mother, and children gathered around a color T.V. as I glanced through their curtainless window.  They looked so peaceful, calm, and full of love from the sidewalk, that, after many years, the image is still with me.  Their living room was dimly lit by the television and glowed with the most beautiful feeling normalcy and serenity.  A steady stream of tears flooded my eyes.


“One of these days,” I said to myself, “I’m going to be in a home like that where I will be the father and will make that kind of family warmth happen..”  I took great consolation in the fact that my current situation was only temporary, and that I would make it better in the future.  But that didn’t stop me from crying as I looked at that warm family enjoying Sunday night together. (See the Chapter titled, The Sawdust Pit)

I would never be able to provide this safe, loving, and warm household for Brian and Tony.  I don’t even have a house anymore, for I gave it to Blanche in our divorce.  What is left?  Nothing.  I had enough of this thing called, “life”.  It was time to end it.

I thought about the effect my death would have on Brian and Tony.  As I sat there on the edge of the freeway I-5, with my car broken down somewhere between Redding and Sacramento in the middle of the night, I realized that they would already have identity problems being Black raised in a white environment and adopted.  They may someday feel as though they were rejected by their birth parents.  How would they deal with the fact that their adopted parent committed suicide?  Would they feel even more rejection?  I couldn’t take that chance.

I decided right there and then that I would live, and devote myself to being the best father that I could be to my two sons, even if it meant as a single parent.  I would get through this divorce in one piece.  And I would put all that I had in this new business I had created.  One day, the hopelessness of this night would be but a dim memory, replaced with the fulfillment of fatherhood.  Yes, I could see very clearly now:  I would focus on doing that which is pleasing to the Lord, work hard to create a successful business, and devote myself to my two sons.  I had hope once again.

It was ironic that Blanche and I gave life to two children whose futures could have been pretty bleak had we not adopted them.  Yet it was the love of and by these same two children who gave me the gift of life and a renewed desire to live and become a father who would nurture and protect them.  I may have failed as a husband, but that didn’t mean I had to fail as a father.

God’s grace is never-ending.

And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. (Romans 8:28)



My sons Brian and Tony, with my granddaughter, Alyssa 

A BUSINESS ENDEAVOR
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JOHN AND LORENE
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John and Lorene, with whom the Lord has blessed me as Surrogate Parents

ELIANA
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My wife, Eliana
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Nicole, my daughter through marriage and spirit
TINA MARIE
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Tina Marie’s family, Liz, Frank, Jessica, Tina Marie, and Derrick

CHOICES AND GIFTS
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Choice #1: Hope or Despair?

It is too easy to feel and embrace an overwhelming sense of despair when we are met with continuous disappointments, with continual abuse from the person or persons who have control over our well-being, and with a seemingly unending series of catastrophes that .

Choice #2: Perseverance or Capitulation?

Choice #3: Courage or Fear

Choice #4: Appreciation or Resentment

Choice #5: Love of One’s Children or Love of Power

Choice #6: Love of Wife or Love of Control

Gift #1: Hope

Gift #2: Never say die!

Gift #3: From Watts to Viet Nam

Gift #4: Appreciation

Gift #5: Chemistry

Gift #6: A Business Endeavor

EPILOGUE
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In the Book of Genesis, Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers because his brothers were jealous of him.  From there, Joseph ended up in a dungeon, and led a pretty miserable life for a while.  But during his plights, he never turned his back on God.  Many years later, he eventually became the Second in Command of all of Egypt and had almost unlimited power.  As fate would have it, his brothers, had to go to Egypt one day, and come face to face with the brother they thought was probably dead.

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “Perhaps Joseph will hate us, and may actually repay us for all the evil which we did to him.” 
So they sent messengers to Joseph, saying, “Before your father died he commanded, saying, 
‘Thus you shall say to Joseph: “I beg you, please forgive the trespass of your brothers and their sin; for they did evil to you.”’ Now, please, forgive the trespass of the servants of the God of your father.” And Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 
Then his brothers also went and fell down before his face, and they said, “Behold, we are your servants.” 
Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in the place of God? 
But as for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive. 
Now therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones.” And he comforted them and spoke kindly to them. (Genesis 50:15-21)
“But as for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good…” This one verse provides a summary of this entire book.  My mother meant her actions for evil, but God took those actions and made good things happen from them.  As a result of spending untold hours and days alone in closets or on steps in solitary confinement in the ugliest of circumstances, God allowed me to create an entire business that requires strong intellectual focus and concentration.  During those times of solitary confinement, I studied Chemistry, Physics, and Mathematics in my head and in my thoughts, rather than on paper.  I mapped out geometric proofs, algebraic equations, and trigonometric problems all within my head.  Today, that skill has allowed me to map out literally millions of characters of code and logic in the making of highly complicate computer software.

A negative outlook on life in a sea of abuse can be disastrous and self-destructive.  Therefore, one must maintain a positive attitude, whatever the circumstances.  (And, please, don’t ask, “How can I find something positive in this or that?” because that statement itself is part of a negative outlook).  For someone who came from a beginning of some pretty serious ugliness, God has made it so very easy and natural for me to look on the bright side of things. Life, it seems, would be very bleak indeed if one concentrated upon the negative.  In just about every event in life one can find both good and bad aspects.  Why anyone would choose to look for and dwell on the bad aspects is beyond my understanding.  There is definite and real hope in every situation where one might find one’s self.  We should not allow our immediate circumstances to dictate our happiness.  Some of the Apostle Paul’s most productive and satisfying years were spent while he was in prison.

Whenever I eat food today, I eat it with an appreciation that relatively few people in this country can comprehend.  God allowed me to have a few years of distasteful eating circumstances, but has replaced those few years with a lifetime of appreciation and excitement for a well-prepared dinner that is not only tasty and healthy, but also clean and nourishing!  

Creativity was one of my most useful tools that was in a continuous state of development.  I did not just sit and take punishments, I played chess on the walls in my mind.  When my mother did not allow me to do my homework, I worked math problems in my head and studied German and English on the way to school.  In order to survive days of solitary confinement, I sneaked caches of books around punishment areas.  I was not crushed when I had to spend nights outside.  Instead, I began to prepare for those times.  I found that by sucking water sprinklers, I had a virtually omnipresent supply of drinking water when I was forced to the streets.  Although I was certainly not very happy, I was also not totally discouraged by bad times.  I found positive attributes in my circumstances.  And finding positive aspects of a negative environment sometimes required very creative thinking.  If nothing else, the fact that I was driven to think creatively was a positive end in itself.

Another helpful trait that God nourished and developed from my prison-like home was an ability to learn new concepts and skills on my own.  Given a book on a particular subject, I feel I can learn virtually anything this world has to offer.  I learned how to rebuild car engines and other aspects of auto mechanics, how to sail, computer programming, house building techniques, philosophy, history, income tax preparation, mathematics, and chemistry from books.  It is somewhat refreshing to know that the many hours I spent studying chemistry as a teenager being punished were not wasted.  Instead, those hours developed into a career as a chemistry and physics high school teacher.  And as I already mentioned, a lot of what I focused on led to my current business of computer programming.

In some respects, it was more difficult recounting some of the incidents described in the previous pages than it was actually living them.  At the time, I didn’t have the luxury of reflecting upon what a terrible situation I was in.  But now, after many years of somewhat normal and healthy living, I know what life is supposed to be like.  I now have something with which I can compare my previous lifestyle.  And that comparison is drastic and somewhat frightening.  During the writing of “Control”, for example, my heart began to race with fervor and my palms became increasingly wet with nervous perspiration.  More than once, I had to pause to catch my breath as I realized in amazement and awe the depth to which human beings can descend in their treatment of each other.  Every single night, without exception, I went to sleep with nightmares during the writing of some of the more intense chapters contained within this book.

But this is not be mistaken as a request for pity from the reader.  For I make absolutely no attempt to solicit pity from anyone.  As was already mentioned, pity is a useless emotion that breeds weakness and depression.  Pity has no place in healthy living.  On the other hand, awareness and understanding breed education and, as a consequence, possible social change.  It is awareness that I hope to convey to the reader: awareness that not all abused children grow into abusers themselves, as popular psychological theory would have us believe.  Rather, that the so-called “cycle” of abused turned into abuser is by no means inevitable and can be broken if an individual is so willing.  Even if breaking that cycle cannot be done alone, there are people who can help if the desire to change is there.

It cannot be overemphasized that an abused person, whether that person was a rape victim or a victim of an evil and perverted parent or spouse, is not a person at fault.  There is nothing, absolutely and categorically nothing, that a victim could have done to warrant the abuse inflicted upon him or her.  The blame lies totally with the abuser.  At one time, I felt partially responsible for the insane manner in which my mother carried on.  For we children gave her plenty of reasons to be angry with us, just as all children give their parents reason to be angry with them one time or another.  The issue, however, is the MANNER in which she dealt with that anger.  She chose to unleash violent and perverted abuse rather than healthy parental guidance and discipline.  And, in the specific case of my mother, she did not even need to be angry to inflict her various punishments upon us; she inflicted her punishments almost as a need for power and control.

There are some personality traits that are not only traceable to my mother, but also have been life-long impediments to healthy living.  For example, my distinct aversion to and resentment of dictatorial authority figures is something that I have always had serious problems with.  I do not seem to have any problems with supervisors in general, it is only with those who are inflexible, dictatorial, and who try to control my behavior with their egocentric power.  I have a very definite aversion towards controlling women, which was a major part of my divorce from Blanche, and comes into play sometimes with Eliana, for she too can be a bit difficult at times.

But if I am overly hateful to dictatorial controlling people, I am balanced by a sensitivity to those who are oppressed and to whom injustices occur.  I am a firm believer in standing up for what one believes.  This trait, however, was probably developed and nourished by living in Watts, a racially oppressed city, during the sixties, as well as rebelling against a controlling mother.  Children who are oppressed hold a very special place within my heart, as I am sure they hold in most people’s hearts.  I have never, and shall never in the future, turn my back on the oppressed, especially if the victim is a child.  No matter what the consequences may bring, it is not part of who I am to look the other way, or not get involved, if I know a child may be in an abusive environment.

As a final section, it seems only appropriate to summarize the methods I used to survive an abusive environment.  What follows is simply an outline of how I functioned during those years.  I have no idea as to how I learned to function in the manner described, for I never consulted with anyone about my predicament.  I never spoke to adults, peers, counselors, social workers, or my brother or sister on the subject of family problems or how to cope with them.  So the methods described below are not meant to be well-researched techniques for surviving a sick and abusive home environment.  They are not meant to be “right” or “wrong” methods of survival; they are very simply the methods I used, from trial and error, that worked for me in my own unique situation.

I never gave up completely.  There were times when the will to continue was difficult to maintain, but I was always able to eventually find it.  There was no obstacle that could not be overcome somehow.  And, if I did not have an immediate solution, I would simply put it on hold for another day.  The ultimate in giving up is the contemplation of suicide.  And suicide never even entered my mind, except on that deserted freeway during my divorce from Blanche.  But usually, suicide was not even something to partially consider.  (Although, I do remember one time, in the Army, after I had taken some drugs, that I did in fact consider suicide.  I remember thinking to myself that it was probably due to the drugs and if I still felt suicidal in the morning, after the drugs wore off, then I would re-consider the idea.  Luckily, I was a procrastinator. In the morning, I was quite thankful that I had procrastinated killing myself.  It was the drugs after all.  I’ve often wondered if I would have ended up killing myself as a teenager had I been into the drug scene at that time.)

I avoided all forms of emotional dependency upon my mother.  Instead, I made the most of the time I had away from my mother while at school.  I never became bitter or jealous because of the better conditions experienced by my friends at South Gate High School, and I certainly never complained to them about my plight.  I simply considered my home situation normal for me and just another obstacle to overcome.

My own self image was rather high because I was determined to succeed at something my mother could not destroy.  The something that I chose was academics.  No matter what she did, she could never take away the knowledge that I was accumulating in my studies.  Not only were my studies something to hold on to, but they also opened up doors at school that allowed other students and teachers to have an academic respect for me.  So, with my studies, I accomplished two major feats simultaneously: first, I was able to hold on to something intangible and therefore safe from my mother’s clutches, and second, I was able to gain academic respect at school.

I did not feel obliged to automatically love my mother simply because she bore me in childbirth.  I felt a definite LOYALTY towards her, but no LOVE.  I was aware that my mother was not deserving of love and consequently felt no guilt in hating her.  My hate for her, however, has since faded into apathy.  It has also faded into a realization that my only real solution to putting an end to her impact on me was to simply forgive her, as I have been forgiven my sins.  Holding on to resentment against those who mistreated us in the past does nothing but degrade our soul.  Forgiveness, even if it is unilateral forgiveness, is the only real solution to overcoming the effects of abuse.  And if one finds it hard or even impossible to forgive any particular person, then pray every day for the ability to forgive that person until you sincerely can.

Many times, I was able to recognize the effect her behavior was having on me, my brother, or sister, and would fantasize how I would do things differently if and when I had control of a household.  In fact, when we were very young, Eddie and I would make a game out of seeing which one of us could think of the most lavish ways of making our future wives happy.

And, finally, I found a subconscious surrogate parent in the children’s program host, Sherriff John and, later, in a High School teacher named Dennis Cassatt.  I had a continual reminder of what life could and someday would be like.   And my little sister’s father, Clarence, was a role model of the kind of father I saw that was good.  I had HOPE.

But if I had it to do all over again, today as opposed to back in 1967, with all the advances in the social services that have been made in the interim, I would not attempt to try to cope with such an environment alone.  There are so many caring and sensitive counselors, teachers, and social workers who can be of such immense help to a victim, that it seems senseless and quite unnecessary to carry the burden of abuse alone.  But that is only conjecture.  Perhaps if I had it to do over again, I would still do it alone.
But I would not be alone, and I was not alone, even though it felt very lonely.  The poem, “Footprints in the Sand”, by Mary Stevenson, has always held a special place in my heart, for I was protected by our Lord every day of my childhood and every day I was in Viet Nam, even when I had rejected Him and wanted nothing to do with Him.  It was the Lord who allowed me to survive relatively intact, not my own actions or attitudes.  We must always remember that all that we have, including our intellect, our creativity, and our Will are gifts from the Lord.  I exist to glorify God.  And He allowed me to exist through a childhood and Viet Nam against incredible odds, so that He may be glorified, not I.  I only pray that the rest of my life does not disappoint Him.  

If God is good, and if He is omnipotent in his power as the Creator of our Universe, then why does He allow bad things to happen to innocent children?  This is a question that has troubled both Believers and Non-Believers alike.  The answer, I believe, is really very simple.  They happen because this is a fallen world.  And in a fallen world, ugliness and injustice are commonplace.  But God is ultimately in control and His perfect justice will come to pass one day.  Believing that with all our heart is what is called Faith. And in the meantime, when bad things happen to us, we must seek His healing, because no one else will do.  Yes, of course we should get counsel from those who can guide us into a normal lifestyle, but in the end, it is His loving hand upon which we must rest.  And it is only through Him that we can truly forgive those who would bring harm to us, thus cleansing our soul of bitterness and hatefulness.  While people may certainly intend to harm children, as our mother did to us, God can use that for His glory and turn it into something good (Genesis 50:20).  We may or may not see it soon enough for our own satisfaction, or even in our lifetime, but it is nevertheless true.

Let us use that which has been dealt our way, not as an excuse for failure, but as a reason for success.  Let us choose to honor God Himself by reaching out to those in similar circumstances for the purpose of reminding each other that we are not locked into a life of behavioral maladjustment, but rather can choose to use the pains of our past to enrich our life and those around us in an abundance of appreciation, loving kindness, and thankfulness.

My reflections on an abusive childhood are finally over.  It is time to once again remove those memories from my conscious to my subconscious mind.  They shall never be totally forgotten though, and I am glad about that.  For as I look at the gifts the Lord has given me in my sons Brian and Tony, my granddaughter Alyssa, my sister Tina Marie and her family, in my wife, Eliana, and my daughter Nicole I am thankful that my past experiences are a constant reminder to me of how really and truly blessed I am to have them all.  I shall always love my family as the priceless treasures they are.  And I shall always appreciate and be thankful for the realization that life is now what I always thought it could be: something beautiful and very worthwhile.

Today, I don’t run as fast as I did when I was a teenager running through the Projects.  However, I have a Porsche that moves faster than I could ever run back in those days.  And sometimes, when I drive it as fast as I can go with its top down, the wind blowing against my face reminds me how free the Lord has allowed me to be of the emotional prison in which I was captive as I am touched by His invisible hand.  I am as free as the wind blows, and it feels good.

Praise God.
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