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Early Reader Reflections

Having benefited directly from John’s wisdom for years over coffee and around conference tables, I’m thrilled it’s now in print form for others to receive. John learned so many of the golden nuggets he shares through the circumstances of his life, which he relates with the perfect measure of candor, humility, and vulnerability. His journey from doubt to deep belonging challenges and inspires me, and I believe it will do the same for you. 

Jenn Williams, Lead Pastor, Ashley Ridge Church

What Makes a Good Memoir?

A good memoir is not just a recounting of facts from one’s life—it’s a retelling of the moments that shape us into who we are. These stories bring to light the universal questions we all ask: What are we doing here? Where do we belong? What’s the point of it all? And while the answers may be elusive (and perhaps always will be), a good memoir helps us reflect in the right direction—drawing us closer to what makes sense in our own lives, no matter how different they may be from the author’s. 

Breaking Building Belonging, John Johnson’s debut memoir, does all of this and more. It starts by transporting us into a harsh and confusing world—one where our expectations of family, faith, and friendship are challenged. It’s a raw and authentic examination of the ups and downs, the twists and turns that—though difficult to endure—shape the clay of our lived experience into the imperfect humans we are. But even in the mess and uncertainty, there’s a steady movement toward clarity, healing, and a deeper sense of meaning—a reminder that while life may break us, with a little CHIT, it can also build us into something new. 

Unflinching and lyrical, Johnson charts his journey from chaos to resilience to unexpected grace. He explores the voices we hear—especially our own—that either build us up or tear us down, and asks the central question: How will we respond? 

This is the story of a journey—not just of building a life, but of belonging to one. It unfolds with wit, heartache, and a reverence for the absurdity and beauty of survival. This book is not just an exploration of Johnson’s life, it’s a mirror held up to ours—revealing what we inherit, what we lose, and what we dare to become. 

What makes a good memoir? 

Read this book and find out.

Eastin DeVerna, MFA, Author of Samurai Grandpa and The Runner: A Post-Apocalyptic Tale

The old adage “Never judge a book by its cover” reminds us that what we see on the surface often hides far deeper truths. Through John’s vivid recollections, we witness remarkable moments of strength, resilience, and grace woven throughout his journey. We thank God for bringing him through the fire and revealing the beauty of what lies beneath.

Dr. Mary L. Wise, Author, Choosing Faith: Overcoming Fear and Mother to Sons: Love Letters to My Sons

John has an extraordinary gift for uncovering life’s meaningful lessons hidden within everyday interactions. In this heartfelt memoir, he doesn’t merely reflect on these moments; he carefully crafts each insight to ensure readers walk away enriched, wiser, and inspired. As someone fortunate enough to be coached and mentored by John for years, I have experienced firsthand his profound ability to guide with empathy, clarity, and purpose. John’s passion for nurturing those who dedicate their lives to caring for others (teachers, nurses, servant leaders) is evident on every page. If your life’s work is defined by compassion and service, this book offers direct access to John’s unique wisdom, empowering you to extend your own positive impact even further.

Jennifer Maynard, Founder MaynardWorks, HR Leader, Executive Coach

John’s powerful memoir is a testament to his remarkable ability to transform hardship into strength, and darkness into light. With honesty, clarity, and surprising levity, he takes readers on a journey from an impoverished, awkward boy to a devoted friend, husband, father, and true leader. His story shines a light on the grit, faith, and inner resolve it takes not only to overcome life’s challenges, but to inspire and uplift others along the way. John has been a bright light in many lives—and unquestionably, a lighthouse in mine.

Michael DeMonaco, Co-Founder, Partner, Gregor & Demonaco
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Foreword

John grew up on Long Island, New York and the swamps of Florida. I grew up in the rolling hills of rural Pennsylvania. John has triplet younger sisters. I have one older sister. John’s parents had challenges that feel quite foreign to my experience of a safe and steady nuclear family. John spent decades considering himself an agnostic at best. I’m a pastor’s kid who went straight from college to seminary and full-time ministry as an unquestioning follower of Jesus. Also, John’s older than me. He came of age in the 70s, while I am 80s born and 90s bred. (And don’t tell anyone, but we “politic” pretty differently too.) 

Ours is an unlikely friendship. 

Unlikely friendships have been some of the greatest and most meaningful relationships of my life. We often look for wisdom from the people who share our circumstances and perspectives because those are the people most obviously surrounding us, but every now and then, we encounter people and perspectives we didn’t see coming, allowing us to see life in a way we never would have or could have without them. If we’re willing, these are the friendships that will help us grow the most. 

John showed up with his family to the church I lead, reluctantly, but never antagonistically. He showed up curious, which I would learn is one of his signature stances and also one of his most brilliant coaching tactics. And he showed up willing to befriend a young leader who didn’t know it, but who desperately needed someone to see through her facade of confidence and give her space to grow the rough edges of her leadership through encouragement and challenge. Lucky for us, life happened along the way, and we found ourselves journeying side-by-side with our families and our church and our greater community in a way we could not have scripted.  

Everything else I want to tell you about what I’ve learned from John, you need to hear from him. I invite you to lean in as John shares his life and his heart in the pages to follow, because unlike me, he will never preach at you. His offering is an opportunity to learn from his journey, and to listen in to the voices in his mind that might help you recognize the ones in your own mind. 

Jenn Williams















  
  
Preface

It’s Bigger Than UsJenn Williams



At first, I viewed how my story unfolded through a bitter, “woe is me” lens. 

The story I was telling myself was filled with scarcity and trials, with a few opportunities sprinkled in. I followed a powerful human tendency to create my version of the truth. It is the kind of story where we cast those around us into re-imagined characters in the movie of our lives. It is the type of tale featuring a voice in the main character’s head that constantly criticizes, one where he follows that voice down a dark road.

Over time, I have learned how to take these conjured caricatures, misremembered tall tales, and denigrating soundtracks and build upon them to create a better life and, gratefully, discover a more profound Truth. 

I learned to ask myself a few critical questions. 

What if my painful remembered experiences ALSO held abundance, applicable nudges, and life lessons? What if both led me to that Truth? 

What if what I imagined was an act of breaking me down was a journey of building me up?

What if I learned to build that out to a community-level question? 

What if we leaned into our stories together, not just in crisis but as a way of life?

What if this realization that we build nothing alone leads me to an even deeper question? 

What if all we experience, what if The Truth, “is bigger than (all of) us?”

As you meet the people and moments—real and imagined—that shaped who I’ve become, I hope their voices echo into your own.

Some voices build us. Some break us. The ones we choose to follow? They help reveal how we belong—and who we were created to be.

If you stay with me on this journey, may the voices you choose lead you to your Kernel of Truth.


      ***To protect privacy and respect the dignity of those who’ve influenced my journey, many names, timelines, and identifying details have been changed. Many characters are composites—crafted from the real words, actions, and patterns of multiple people across different chapters of my life. These narrative choices are not meant to distort the truth, but to illuminate it with compassion and discretion. 
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Chapter One

Mosquitos | Miseries | Mindsets


The oak fought the wind and was broken, the willow bent when it must and survived.Robert Jordan, The Wheel of Time



Stunod (noun) /stü-näd/ A slang term of Italian American origin, used to describe someone perceived as foolish, stupid, or out of touch with reality. Often employed humorously or derogatorily.

I lay under a tattered sheet that had tumbled too many times through the battered laundromat dryer. Dim streetlights crawled in as shadows across the dingy walls. It was the kind of room today’s filters would label “Eerie Eighties.” 

The rusty mattress springs poked through the worn, stained fabric here and there. They weren’t strategic in probing—just a not-so-Shiatsu attempt to needle-massage my skin. As part of my nightly ritual to fall asleep, I listened to the unrelenting buzz of the mosquitoes around my head. 

It was hot, which made the voracious, hummingbird-sized menaces belligerent. I could almost imagine them with post-Commodore Lionel Richie hairdos, buzzing: “Bzzzz, we’re gonna keep you up all night long…you’ll be tenting with this sheet all night long, all night…bzzzz.”

Even though I was exhausted, I had trouble dozing off again. I made a tent with my knees to keep some distance between their target—my sweaty, rail-thin frame—and the sheet. I carefully maintained the seal between bed and sheet lest one of my foes make it all the way in and get a taste of my flesh.

The nights in Titusville blurred together, sticky and unyielding, indifferent to whatever season the calendar claimed.

In the next room, my triplet sisters—sugar-crashed and sun-tired—slept soundly, their bellies still buzzing from the gas station owner’s generous Now and Later handout. They’d spent the day running wild with the neighborhood kids, never needing a bedtime beyond sheer exhaustion.

On the other side of the house, my mom’s room sat empty—a wood-paneled witness to another night at the Sunsetter Lounge, where free drinks, disco balls, and line dancing promised a different kind of escape.

Across the street, I could hear the lament of a man just as lost and frustrated as I was. I imagined him lying against the back door of the vegetable stand. His perch was a former gas station turned into a miniature farmers’ market where I often traded what little we had for a potato and zucchini so my mom could fry them up for the five of us.

“John, here’s a two dolla’ bill in food stamps; go get me a gagootz and a potato from across the street.” 

The cashiers at both the vegetable stand and neighboring Save-A-Lot looked skeptical when I handed over food stamps. Sometimes they’d ask, ‘Where’s your mom?’ Their tone flickered between suspicion and pity, as if testing whether I’d scamper away or stand my ground. Face flushed, head down, scampering was my go-to move.

They’d usually accept it anyway; their responses varied, though they all seemed to share the same desire to work anywhere but there. One day, a smirk might suggest: “Why doesn’t somebody get a job so you can stop mooching off my taxes?” The next, a quiet nod might say: “I get it, life ain’t easy, but hang in there, kid—it’ll get better.”

Mom waited across the street, cast-iron pan hot and ready. Reusing the grease wasn’t just poverty—it was family tradition; flavor passed from one meal to the next.

As I felt the sting of some of my more enthusiastic enemies through the sheet, the drunken man’s mumble-singing drifted through the screen, an elegy for something lost.

“Ohhhhhhh…you….sar…..din’t….whaaa…ohhhh… whyyyy….arggghhhh…you…never….arrrrrr…ohhhhh”

A lament of mourning? Perhaps? For the pickled condition he was in. For a life he once had. I was unsure which, as this lush-borne lullaby was a regular occurrence as predictable as the train that rattled the floorboards of our ramshackle rental—a place held together by dust bunnies, spackle, and Section 8. I was also never sure if “the” voice I heard each night as the jalousie windows shook and let the winged furies in through their missing panes was the same or a different man. I didn’t know then, but my uncorrected, nearsighted vision may have been why the figure (or figures) across the street were never revealed, no matter how hard I squinted out the window. Whether one or many, the same theme persisted of remorseful muttering and wailing, night after somber night. 

None of that mattered; the voice in my head, the one I nicknamed Sergeant Stunod, just cheered me on as I repeated the fifteen-year-old version of my vagabond neighbor’s song. We were like the worst boy band ever created, moaning, mixing our self-pity into a deafening dirge; the faceless man’s incomprehensible mutterings mingled with my cries to God to show Himself. 

“Why is this happening to me? What did I do to deserve this?” 

This duet was my soundtrack. What my grandmother would call a “Poor Pearl” mindset (always careful to overly dramatize the phrase and make “poor” sound more like “paw(r)” before drawing out the “purl” in her trademark Brooklyn/Italian drawl.) 

Somewhere, Sergeant Stunod was rubbing his hands together, maniacally watching me slip into his shadow world. He could taste victory with each “poor purl” I added to the string I was tripping over. He wasn’t real—but his voice was louder than the man outside, louder than the trains.

Stunod’s taunts and my soundtrack didn’t stop at sadness. It danced next to something darker. Something final.

I didn’t just feel sorry for myself. I wanted it all to end... 

Forever.







  
  
Chapter Two

Colonels | Critics | Captures


I have been bent and broken, but—I hope—into a better shape.Charles Dickens



Before those dark days as a teen in Florida, I had the run of what felt like a thousand acres of woods behind my grandparents’ home on Long Island, New York, bordered by a barren strip of power-line land. This was long before the suburban escape hatch from New York City became overrun with people, and every square inch of land had a house crammed in a plot. 

My play was typical of a late ’70s kid, often solo with my baseball commentator narration underneath my bowl haircut. 

“Hey! Watch this one—Willie’s goin’ deep!”

I tossed the scuffed baseball high into the sticky summer air and raced backward through the tall grass, squinting as the sun caught the ball. It dropped into my glove with a satisfying smack, and I launched into my best Willie Mays spin move, stumbling a bit on the uneven ground near the power poles. I explored the woods, climbed trees, and rode my bike up and down the block with friends until the street lights came on or I fell and skinned a knee or elbow so severely I needed first aid.

There were a few challenges. The other kids on the block had those cool BMX bikes. I had to ride my aunt’s old Schwinn Fair Lady to the school rodeo. The ones with the real dirt bikes would say, “John, I bet you can’t jump this ramp we made with that thing you’re riding!” 

I gripped the handlebars, ignoring the red, white, and blue tassels, and squinted at the stacked cinder blocks and warped plywood forming a makeshift ramp. I imagined myself as Evel Knievel about to jump over the Grand Canyon.

“I can do it,” I’d shoot back, even though my heart pounded harder than the pedals.

I hit it too fast. 

The bike clunked over the edge, landing with a rattle that shook loose a pedal—and what little pride I had left.

Despite these minor incidents, a strong, reassuring figure I later named Colonel O’Truth narrated the Wonder Years-esque screenplay of my early elementary life.

He was always there.

In every tree I climbed, every ramp I dared.

Maybe it’s no coincidence that I imagined both of them, Stunod and O'Truth, as military men. Growing up on war movies and ’70s TV—full of drill sergeants who barked and colonels who steadied—these roles naturally took shape in my mind.

Maybe he showed up because I needed him, not just for play, but to shield me from another voice entirely.

Maybe Colonel O’Truth was a product of protection from the terrifying God I encountered at the Catholic church in the form of statues and crucifixes, or the stories my grandmother and mother were always telling me about how He was going to punish me if I misbehaved.

Regardless of where he came from, the Colonel was a comforting voice. He probably sounded much like Lee Majors as Colonel Steve Austin, Astronaut, a.k.a. the Bionic Man. Steve was someone I pretended to be often, simulating the slow-motion running and right-armed power punches of the limited 1970s TV special effects.

Of course, the slow-motion effects were a pre-CGI era attempt at high-tech storytelling—an almost tragic irony, given that the entire show revolved around the most advanced cybernetic human ever built. In the futuristic world of The Bionic Man, cutting-edge technology meant running at one-quarter speed and making “dit-dit-dit-dit-dit-dit” noises.

I cannot express the sheer joy of obliterating an imaginary Bigfoot with my scrawny, bionic-powered arm—even if Sasquatch, in reality, was just a lime-green couch cushion. The Colonel in my head never failed to hype up the Colonel I was pretending to be; he was there, rallying behind me, whether I was launching off a bike ramp, scaling a tree, or mustering the courage to walk past the terrifying German shepherd guarding the passage to my friend’s house down the road.

Those days were well before Sergeant Stunod started to drown out the Colonel.

In those heady days, everything was mostly right with the world. 

I didn’t compare myself to others. 

I could do anything. 

Be anything. 

I felt that the love I received from my family was pure, unadulterated, and unconditional.  

I wasn’t aware of the abandonment or hurt. 

I didn’t know envy for what others had materially or otherwise. 

I felt that I had a right to exist and be the recipient of belonging, attention, and affection. 

Back then, the Colonel was loud and clear declaring the affirmations every kid deserves to hear—ideally, all their life.

One day—who knows what day or year—after we moved from New York to Florida, the degrading broadcasts started. They were intermittent at first. Soon, they were relentless, drowning out much of the joy and freedom I felt in those crayon-and-cursive-filled years. 

As Sergeant Stunod’s voice grew louder, the world outside confirmed his taunts—the things I encountered under the palm trees and year-round sun, the bullies on the bus, the empty cabinets at home, and the constant reminder that I didn’t belong. 

Anywhere. 

Year after year, the broadcasts of the good Colonel began to be replaced by those of the slimy, scathing Sergeant Stunod, and he told me no one loved me. 

I heard him whisper cruel certainties that felt like unchangeable truths.


You’ll never get married.

You’ll never have friends. 

You’ll never have a girlfriend, let alone a wife.

You’ll never get a good education or job.

You’ll always be poor.

You are ugly.

You don’t deserve to be loved or respected. 

You should give up any creative or artistic feelings that stir in you to write, teach, speak, or lead.

You, happy, at peace, content? 

You’re kidding yourself, son!



With each whisper, my protector was brought to lower and lower levels of the dungeon that was my soul. 

There, he remained for many years, tied up where the light had difficulty getting in.

By the time I was a teenager, the Colonel’s broadcasts had been silenced—replaced by the unrelenting, utterly unreliable static of Sergeant Stunod.

But the Colonel wasn’t gone—not entirely. He was still there, shackled in a cell of my own making, waiting. Even in his silence, he found other ways to reach me. Echoes surfaced in unexpected places—the kindness of a stranger, a mentor’s quiet belief, a line from a book I stumbled upon at just the right time. 

Even when doubt made hearing the Colonel impossible, his message slipped through, finding cracks I didn’t know were forming in his prison walls. Some whispers came from people I would later lose, others from those who would help rebuild me. But in those moments, they were all just distant signals waiting for me to tune in. 

One of the Colonel’s earliest emissaries arrived when I least expected it—a spindly first mate with a knack for adventure and a way of steadying the ship, even when the waters got rough. But that’s a story the Sergeant never saw coming. 







  
  
Chapter Three

Bullies | Blades | Buoys

I’m nobody! Who are you? Are you—nobody—too?Emily Dickinson



The sun leaked in, like it always did—silent, steady, and completely uninterested in my standoff with the mirror. I cracked open the medicine cabinet and stared—as I often did—at the two-inch slot in the rust-tinged metal where the glass shelves should have been. The cabinet was a rectangular box inset into the bathroom wall, meant to house toothbrushes, shaving cream, aftershave, and actual medicine. Mine held none of these. Just roach droppings, scattered like punctuation across the pitted surface. 

Etched above the slot were the words “RAZOR BLADES.” Without a toothbrush or toothpaste to keep me busy, I sometimes stood there, just staring into that hole, wondering what lay behind it. Were there blades in the wall? Left by past tenants? Could I reach them—and if I could, what might I do?

Life wasn’t fair.

I watched those sitcom families on TV—dads who cracked jokes, moms who rolled their eyes with love, and kids who never seemed to go to bed angry or hungry. It was like watching a live broadcast from another planet. Not just because of what they had—but because they never had to think about not having it. I knew I didn’t belong in that world, not as a guest star or a background extra. That wasn’t self-pity—it was just the kind of math the world seemed to do around me. While other kids at school stressed over pop quizzes, I was wondering if the lights would still be on when I got home, or if dinner would be another greasy government cheese and potato concoction.

When I got up in the morning, the question of ‘what to wear’ never slowed me down. I only had a few outfits, and most came from the ‘Big S’—my nickname for the Salvation Army, like a secret code to mask the shame. Some shirts buttoned on the wrong side, and more than once I heard, “Are you wearing a girl’s shirt?” Mom said I looked handsome and that it was “da style,” but what I wanted was to blend in. Not to be Alex P. Keaton, but maybe Skippy—awkward, harmless, someone nobody noticed long enough to laugh at. The Big S rarely had anything boys my age hadn’t already shredded through. 

So, I wore what was left: threadbare jeans, mismatched shirts, and whatever shoes still had soles. Hygiene wasn’t much better—if I had a toothbrush, I wasn’t using it right. My crooked teeth made me easy pickings. My school nemesis had braces—wealth you could wear on your face. Every punch I threw was dodged with ease—he moved like a pasty white Muhammad Ali in slow motion, but just fast enough to humiliate me.

I sported warts on every finger of each hand, and on my eyelids and nose. I was slow to develop, and I would glance around at the mustachioed-athletic boys, wondering why God decided to leave me prepubescent for my entire life while they likely asked themselves, “What team is this guy playing for?” in the unenlightened vernacular of the day.

I had to take the bus to middle school because walking or biking was too far. And every morning, two kids waited for me at the stop like vultures—one big and broad-shouldered with that square-jawed swagger, the other twitchy and sharp, with a greasy mop of blond hair and a mustache he was far too proud of.

They towered over me, but their clothes were just as worn out—threads hanging from their pant legs, dirty shoes, stained t-shirts. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe they saw something in me they hated in themselves. But I never learned where they lived or what their lives were like. I was too busy surviving.

The California Test of Basic Skills sorted us all into phases. I was always in the Phase 4 and 5 classes with the rich kids. My bus stop bullies were likely in Phase 2 or 3—far from my academic world, but never far enough to leave me alone.

The bigger one’s voice would cut through the noise of the bus stop, loud and mocking. His pet parrot would chime in, always playing the part of the hype man, always ready with an echoing comment and sneer. “Hey, Tim, is this your boyfriend?” he’d ask one of the other kids, making sure to get a laugh at my expense. Tim was a preacher’s son, bigger than me, but too hesitant to intervene. He sometimes talked to me at school but kept his distance when the other two were around. Self-preservation. I couldn’t blame him.

Tim was a friendly enough kid who tried to befriend me. That didn’t last long. I’m not sure whether it was the bullies at the bus stop, Tim’s parents, or Tim himself who ended our friendship. It seemed to flounder after only a few awkward visits to their bus stop adjacent church parish residence. It was hard to believe in a God who was supposedly watching over me when even the preacher’s son didn’t want to be seen standing next to me.

Not everyone was cruel in junior high school. Some kids would slip me money for pencils or paper, but they were nowhere to be found when the bullies circled. They knew better than to get involved. Sam and Billy weren’t the kids you wanted to be on the wrong side of.

These bullies tossed change into the urinals just to see if I or some other desperate kid would fish it out. The money appealed to me because I wanted to sell the free lunch. If I could “scrounge up” 25 cents and keep the milk, I could trade what passed for food pyramid nutrition for a “milkshake.” This concoction was nothing more than ice, chocolate syrup, and a low-fat dairy-adjacent liquid, but it made me feel like one of “the rich kids” when I drank it.

“Hey (rich kid!), I’ll trade you this Mexican pizza and my sides for a quarter if you let me keep the milk.”

The kids I called “rich” lived in houses about the size of my in-laws’ bottom-floor apartment today. They weren’t actually rich—just middle-class, back when the gap between classes didn’t feel like a canyon. A few of these NASA-job-parented kids were my friends (or at least tried to be). But it was hard to hang out. Most of them lived near each other in the same subdivision, while we lived on the other side of town. Our car rarely had gas, and we had no phone to coordinate plans.

Still, credit to Mom—she got me there a few times.

One friend invited me to his pool, where I taught myself to swim. After a few visits—and after confronting the mortal fear of water passed down from my grandmother—I managed to dog-paddle my way to the edge. In truth, I was probably more driven by the fear of embarrassment than the fear of drowning. As kind as those kids were, though, the logistics made friendship impractical. I needed friends who lived closer.

Just down the road from the bus stop and my house sat the town marina.  

I admired a family of kids who lived on a sailboat there. They were just as kind as “the rich kids,” and their home could go anywhere. They had the run of the marina and food in their little fridge below deck.

“Hey, Kip, do you think we could make peanut butter and jelly like we did the other day?”

"Yeah, John, I bet we have some cocoa and sugar too—we can get some ice and also make a milkshake!”

Kip spoke my faux milkshake love language fluently.

Kip’s sister was a seventeen-year-old girl, full of angst and not interested in talking to any of us at any time. His older brother was a rugged bodybuilder with chiseled features and that long hair 80s dudes sported when they were too cool to read X-Men comics. He was about as different from Kip and me as you could get. Kip’s youngest brother was a chubby, freckled-faced kid like the kid from The Sandlot, with an unshakable belief that, at 11, he knew everything worth knowing. He wasn’t the type to ask questions—he was the type to make pronouncements. If you mentioned a video game, he had a better way to play it. If you quoted a movie, he corrected your memory of it. He had the swagger of a preteen Cliff Clavin from Cheers, rattling off obscure facts, half-truths, and outright fabrications with complete conviction. Even when he was wrong—especially when he was wrong—he doubled down, as if sheer confidence could bend reality to his version of events.

Their sailboat was clean and well-maintained, but it was not going to be reviewed by Robin Leach on the Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous or featured on MTV Cribs. Kip and his three siblings had two parents and ate dinner as a family every night. One night I recall waiting on the back deck while the family ate together in the cabin below. Kip came out to the deck, avoiding my eyes.

That boat felt like magic—a floating tree fort like the one I had on Long Island.

So, when Kip came out, I expected he might be holding a plate and sporting a smile; instead, his hands were empty, his eyes hung low, his voice quiet:

“Dad said you can’t wait out here. You need to come back tomorrow.”

I nodded.

Swallowed hard.

One comment. One closed hatch. That’s all Stunod ever needed.

See? Even the good ones get tired of you. You don’t fit anywhere for long.

His voice didn’t yell—it didn’t need to. It just moved in and made itself at home.

As I stepped off the boat, I stared down at my dirty shoes and the warped planks beneath them.

But then—something steadier. The Colonel.

It wasn’t Kip who sent you away. He still wants you around. You know that.

And I did. So the next day, I went back.

As a father of three young men now, I understand Kip and Tim’s dads more than I ever could back then. The kids your children spend time with help shape who they become—and how they see themselves. Those dads were steering their boys away from whatever it was they thought I represented. From the outside, I probably looked like everything they were trying to avoid.

Neither one really got to know me. And I don’t blame them. Back then, it would’ve taken a determined kind of patience to dig through all the awkward to find the real me.

This wasn’t the era of open-hearted conversations and emotionally intelligent fathering. TV dads welcomed the oddball next door. Real dads barely spoke to their own kids—let alone someone else’s.

Kip, though—Kip was different.

Like the channel markers clanging just offshore, he was a signal of safety in waters I didn’t know how to navigate. He popped in and out of that sailboat hatch with a smile and an idea. He was patient. Present. He didn’t ask for explanations. And maybe he sensed that my more-than-likely clinically depressed emotions could only handle so much closeness before pushing people away.

He was a few years younger, but we were kindred in all the ways that mattered. I was too awkward for the older kids; he was too sharp to hang with his little brother. We met in the middle, where the forts were palm fronds and cardboard, the weapons were sticks, and the language was milkshakes and trust.

Kip wasn’t just a friend. He was a buoy. A reminder that survival didn’t have to mean suffering—that you could float, laugh, explore, even dream.

Kip gave me a portal to somewhere else when I needed a way out of the bus stop gauntlet and the cafeteria free-lunch grind. Looking back, the Colonel still sent messages through the static, nudging me toward Kip’s voice. Sergeant Stunod wanted me frozen in shame. The Colonel nudged.

Go. Hang out. Be the kid with a friend, just for a little while.

After Mom pawned my bike, Kip walked with me.

When I was hungry, Kip fed me.

When I needed to talk, Kip listened.

He didn’t even know he was doing it—but Kip was laying down breadcrumbs to a different life. His voice didn’t boom like Lee Majors or command like the Colonel. It cracked mid-sentence like Peter Brady in When It’s Time to Change, but it still carried Truth. 

And I followed it.

Despite Kip’s efforts, the Colonel’s voice continued to fade. Because by then, Stunod wasn’t working alone.

He’d found himself a duet partner: my mother.







