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Chapter Zero:

Introduction
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This book is dedicated to the memory of Angela Palmer. 1980 - 1984.

Some people never get the chance to write their story.

Before I get into what this book is and why I have written it, I must first give thanks to those who have supported me along the way. Writing this book would not have been possible without encouragement and friendship. The very same circumstances that have allowed me to write this in earnest, are the same circumstances that have sometimes tempted me to put a gun in my mouth. At times, I have questioned whether or not I should even write this book, or if I should just give up on absolutely everything and everyone I love. Without very real emotional and psychological support along the way, and non-judgemental ears to listen to me, none of this would be possible, and I doubt very much if I would still be alive today. Without further ado, allow me to get on with my minor acts of adulation, so I can tell you what this book is about.

Firstly, I must thank the Creator. Without the Creator, there could be no creative spirit, and no acts of creation. I thank the Creator for the dreams, visions, and psychedelic experiences I have had. Without those, I never could have done any of this.

Second, I want to thank Katz. Katz has always encouraged me to explore my creative side. Through Kats, I have learned compassion and to always look on the up-side. She never lets me stay bitter or sad. She sees beauty in all life, and has taught me that kindred spirits do exist. Hugs and squishes.

Third, I want to thank Gary. We're total opposites in almost every possible way, but he has been an amazing friend, and has acted as a part time therapist on my behalf. He's the closest thing to family that I have. Like a family member, he can be a pain in the ass, but the support, encouragement, and friendship make it all worth the price of admission.

Fourth, I want to thank Joe. Joe's quirky and dark humor are things I can relate to on so many levels. Joe, I don't talk to you half as much as I should like, and I like you less than half of what you deserve. Every single thumbs up on a shared idea or piece of art has been the difference between continuing on, or just figuring that no one will give a shit either way. I still keep the Elvis bust on top of my fridge. Please, remain nerdy.

Fifth, I want to thank my mental health therapist, Arlene. Arlene has been my psychotherapist for about six years now. Psychotherapy and spiritualism don't always mesh that well together in the field of psychological practice. Arlene has had the patience to sift through my odd expressions of what I suffer from and how I have progressed, as I sometimes go on about spirit, meditation, karma, and various other quirks of my belief system. Thank you Arlene for rolling with it enough for my mental health to improve as a result of our interactions. Without you, I would feel as if there were no one to talk about my spiritual health as it concerns my mental health. Thank you Arlene, for allowing me to bridge those gaps. 

Finally, I want to thank Fred. Fred was a kitty cat, and a furry, little guardian angel. Fred kept me sane while I lived in that big, Lewiston apartment, by myself. I had to give him up when I moved up north. Where ever Fred is, I wish him eternal purrs and cuddles. If whom ever has Fred now reads this book, please get him chicken flavored treats and tell him it's from me.

I have written this book for three reasons. The first reason is to tell my own story, as best as I can remember it. My telling, and coming to grips with my own story has been of the utmost significance to my own growth and recovery. Telling my story puts many of my own demons to rest, and has freed up space in my mind for creative pursuits and happier times.

The second reason I have written this book is to remind those that suffer that they are not alone. I have read works such as The Scarlet Letter, Lucifer's Child, and A Child Called "It". What those books have confirmed in me, is that much suffering and trauma can often go unseen, as much of my own suffering was not seen by anyone other than those causing it. It is my intent to allow those who may have suffered in similar ways to know that, not only are they not alone, but that things also CAN get better, Some measure of recovery is possible, if one works hard at it. How much recovery is possible, I think depends on how willing one is to look at the unpleasant, and how hard one is willing to work at their own recovery.

The third and final reason for me to write this, is to offer my own strategies for dealing with so much of the damage that can come out of our being exposed to malevolence. I also share ideas that I believe are conducive to reducing our own sufferings, as well as those of others whom we may come into contact with. It's a very diverse world, and not everything works for every one, but for some people, it feels as though none of the conventional means or methods work as intended. I have had to adapt to my own, unique limitations and abilities along the way. So for those who feel as though none of the trite stuff is working, I want to offer encouragement for those looking to create their own values and way of being. I don't believe that any one is too unique to have a good or meaningful life. Whatever we choose, it doesn't have to make sense to others. It need only make sense for you.

This book will show what values I was programmed with early in life, how they effected me, how I worked my way through them, and what conclusions I have come to by the time I have finished writing this. This book will detail my specific sufferings, and what I have done with them after the fact. It will also show how even the least of us can accomplish something of value. I hope to show that, no matter how you've suffered, if you are insistent upon finding your own, personal truth, you can create meaning in your life. But only you can do the work.

I'm not writing this for sympathy, and I'm not writing this to get back at any one who I feel wronged me. But, I will not leave out details to protect anyone either. I will tell my story as I remember it, without embellishment or reservation. By the end, I hope to have woven together a series of narratives that show that anyone who puts their mind to it can grow past their sufferings and their own limitations, by discovering their authentic selves. The world places many expectations on us, and some of that matters, but, in the end, only you can discover what your true self is, and what part it can play in this world. Namaste.
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Dead, Retarded, Vegetable

––––––––

[image: ]


"I have discovered the great ray that first brought life upon the earth"

- Dr. Frankenstein

––––––––
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The year was 1975 and everything sucked. Rod Serling and Susan Hayward were dead, and a 1974 Ford Mustang could not be ordered with a V 8, due to the fuel crisis. Also in the year of 1975, a male child was born to a pair of lower-middle-class parents in northern New England. Their names were Robert and Alice. They were forty years old at this time. He worked in a Fire Stone retread plant. She was a stay-at-home mother. Both had a former marriage, but this was their first child, and this was ultimately the only child of their respective second marriages. According to the mother, before and all throughout the pregnancy, the doctor continually warned that if they tried to have a child, things might not go well for various medical reasons. But, the mother was insistent and the father was willing to participate in conceiving that child. 

Thinking about that in this very moment brings to me the realization that the first consequence of my existence would be as a risk of disappointment to my parents, in or out of survival. Some things never change, I guess.

But, yes, the mother wanted to have a male child and to name it Steven, a name she would later reveal she thought meant "martyr". The father was presumably, possibly, merely present. I do not know. For all I know, he could have been ecstatically pleased with producing offspring. I have never been told either way, or I do not remember. I never heard my father say "I love you" or "I'm proud of you.". Then again, I never knew I wanted that until much later in life. In any case, I don't know my father's motivations from that time.

So, the child survived pregnancy and was born, all fucked up. First off, the birthing itself was difficult, resulting in a large subdural hematoma on the top of the head. Ruptured veins caused the flow of blood to pool up on top of the brain, creating pressure between the skull and the surface of the brain. The blood also accumulated on top of the skull, making the child look like one of the cone-headed aliens from a certain, popular movie. Doctors suspected the resulting pressure on the brain would most likely cause serious brain damage. It was predicted that the child would most likely end up in a vegetative state, or at best, the child may survive but would be extremely retarded. Neither of those two things happened.

Upon medical examination, it would be revealed that there would be a second problem as well. There was an abnormality in the lungs, a "web of flesh", which covered the entrance to the throat. This obstruction allowed for the inhaling of air to function relatively smoothly, but exhaling would be supremely difficult. This caused the infant great duress in breathing and meant that the risk for sudden death while sleeping would be increased exponentially. This would require surgery on the lungs to be corrected, but there was an additional issue.  There were no surgical instruments small enough or precise enough to perform the surgery the child needed. The infant would have to be at least one year old for the surgery to be performed. 

Doctors insisted that no matter what, the prognosis could never be cheery. This child would end up either retarded, a vegetable, or dead. Smothered in brain blood and suffocating slowly by holding its breath for too long of a period at a time, the child was slated to struggle for survival but ultimately succumb to death. Wait, isn't that all of us? Am I missing something here? Fortunately for the child, all of these projections would end up wrong. Upon turning a year old, the surgery was to be performed and was ultimately successful. Additionally, the child would render a state of being neither retard nor vegetable. Child: 3, Expectations of others: 0.

In my mind's eye, I'm picturing a blue-skinned, pointy-headed, under-sized infant gasping for air. Wow, a little, blue alien, totally unique in its suffering, yet somehow absolutely determined to live. Even the one other medical case of an infant born in Germany with the same lung obstruction did not get the added, bonus feature of also having the subdural hematoma. Even as an ego-less infant, I can't just do the same thing as someone else. I always need to be different for some reason.

So, the child grew, strangely. The physique was not so strange, as he was a rather handsome, blond-haired, blue-eyed child. None of that would really stick, but it was an ordinary enough beginning. What would not be ordinary would be the relationship of the child with its' perceived, outside reality. Firstly, the child was not prone to talking. All of its siblings were at least twelve years older and it was really as if the child were an only child, despite having more than six siblings. Each came from a different mother or father, depending upon which previous marriage they had came from, to begin with. In the child's mind, a sibling was a sibling, regardless of whether or not it had both parents in common, however, he did not experience his siblings in that way. 

Each of these siblings was an adult in the eyes of the child, and so he treated them as such. From his own perspective, he did not have brothers and sisters to fight and play with. He instead had multiple fathers and mothers, all of whom were so entranced by this strange child that they made sure it would not have to speak for itself. He need only point to what he wanted and it would be attained if indeed it were attainable by his guardians' meager means. Not until the age of four would he say his first word, "Papa". I bet that pissed Mama off.

"It" and "he" now become "I". My sense of self is made of memories, and my memories start here. When I was four or five or so, I and some of the family lived on waterfront property in a very rural area called Thomas Pond, in South Casco, Maine. It was a lake in my mind, though it was really only more of a pond that was just big enough to qualify as a lake in the minds of those who don't care about the technical distinctions. 

I remember that the portion of the pond in front of our house was clear of reeds and lilies, while the water in front of one of the neighbor's houses a few doors down was occupied by a mass of lilies, reeds, and other plant life growing in the water. Theirs was nice to look at and there were lots of cool bugs and frogs to be discovered, but the area of water in front of our place was clean and ideal for swimming. We had a dock connected to the ground onto which one might walk down to find a spot from which to fish or to dangle one's toes in the water. Some short distance out was a wooden float, partially suspended by large rectangles of some sort of foam-like plastic that felt like fiberglass. In my mind, we had the best property on the whole lake. My starting years were idyllic. 

I remember that ducks would come by and, in the morning, before I even went outside, I would be asking someone for some bread so I could go outside and feed the ducks. Depending on how much bread was left, that request was either granted or denied. Sometimes it amounted to removing the heals from the loaf and nothing else. Nobody seemed to want the heals of the bread loaf. No matter what the amount of bread was, I would not break it up until I was outside and could see how many ducks were coming. It was usually around six or eight or so. I would then take the bread and divide it up so that, theoretically, each duck could get an equal share. Of course, it never really worked out that way. I would try to toss out the bread in such a way that every duck could get a piece, but, the more aggressive ducks would always get the lion's share of the bread. Any mother ducks, however, would make sure to secure some for their babies and would even shoo other ducks away from the babies as they tried for their share of free food. I really loved the ducks.

The backyard where the lake was seemed to have a decent-sized lawn and also had an area with picnic tables and tall trees for shade. There was some sort of a concrete barbeque pit with an iron grill on it. Sometimes, during the summer, my grandparents on my mother's side would come to visit and would bring along with them some of my cousins. It was usually fun, if not forgettable, and always seemed to have a holistic quality about it. I enjoyed that everyone seemed to be enjoying each other, even if I tended to enjoy my own space. I would participate, but more than anything, I found myself in awe of the entire experience. At moments like these, it felt like life was an arrangement in which everyone gathered together to make merry. For some reason though, I never felt like I wanted to be a part of it. I felt like I would be absorbed into it and lose myself. But I did enjoy observing.

During one of the visits, I and several others were just chilling out on the wooden float. I knew the water was far over my head, and would always float out using a tire's inner tubes since my father worked at a tire retread shop and had plenty of access to tires and tire accessories. Everything was fine and tranquil, until under the stress of all our bodies, and with having been on the water for several years, the float snapped into two pieces. Some people fell into the water, but they were swimmers. I didn't fall off, but the event shocked me. There I was, in sheer terror, staring into the deep of the water. I think this experience has made me apprehensive of water. I love looking at a body of water, but being in one or on one tends to bring up some anxiety at times.

One summer, those sorts of visits just stopped. I think it was about the time my grandparents stopped driving. Presumably, they no longer trusted the 60's VW Van or the old 60's Plymouth to make the journey, and with such low incomes, getting a newer car was just not feasible. Grammy lived on social security retirement, while grandpa "Bill" had his meager pension from serving in World War 2. We would still go out a couple times a summer to visit them, but they never came to South Casco anymore. 

During some of the winter, I would get much of my socialization through my sister Connie's husband, a brother-in-law that I, for some reason, insisted on thinking about as an uncle. Her husband, Dennis, would take me out to the frozen pond for some ice fishing. We rarely caught anything of any value, but it was an experience. 

Before even getting to the lake, several poles, a chainsaw, and a case of beer would first have to be somehow attached to an old snowmobile. This is an old snowmobile from the year 1980, which meant it was most likely made in the 1960s. It has no suspension of any kind and the engine is started by a pull-rope and crank-shaft. Additionally, the clutch was either broken or non-existent, so that it was always in a forward gear and it had no reverse gear. There was a special procedure for getting started on this trip. Firstly, so that the snowmobile would not immediately run away once started, the back of it had to be propped up on something so that the tread no longer made contact with the ground. An upside-down, five-gallon bucket would do. Once the all-important gear was loaded into the compartment underneath the seat, I was instructed to sit at the rear of the vinyl, bench seat, which was all torn up, revealing the yellow foam substance underneath. 

While I sat and waited, I would have the luxury of an old pillow that I would insist upon using. Dennis would yank at the crank over and over in an attempt to start the machine. It would never start easily and the throttle and choke would constantly be adjusted from underneath the small hood that concealed the engine compartment. Several minutes and potentially a full beer later, the machine would finally start, choking on too much fuel while the exhaust bellowed out great puffs of blue and black smoke. 

What a glorious thing to be a part of! A fickle machine roaring to life at the touch of a magical red-neck mechanic, the sort of man who took things apart and put them back together again, for the mere fun of doing so. I think I fell in love with machines right about then, especially the kind that drinks fuel and belches out smoke, using very analog, mechanical methods. This is a process I would grow to understand and love intensely. At the grocery store, I would ride in the shopping cart, pretending to assemble an engine out of the various grocery items. I would compare the shape of each item to the closest thing underneath the hood, and I would put the part where it seemed to belong in that structure.  

After getting on the machine and giving the engine a few revs to clear itself out, Dennis would let me know to hang on to him because this rig now had to come down to ground level. He would shake the rig from side to side until it finally dislodged itself from the edge of the bucket. it would come down with a crash that felt like it knocked some of the wind out of me every time, even though I was sitting on some extra cushioning. In terms of physics, the rear of the bench was the worst part to sit on, but I doubt either of us understood that or had even given it any consideration. Thud it went and off it sped as I held on for dear life, literally breathless from the impact. Only at the hands of Dennis did I learn to respect machinery.

Once we got to a certain distance out on the ice, the snowmobile was abruptly turned off and would eventually slide to some distant stopping point. Once it did, Dennis would make sure I was some distance away as he took out a chain saw, and would then start the chainsaw using nearly the same process as that of the snowmobile, and using just as much beer. Once the chainsaw was started, a small, square hole would be carved into the surface of the pond. I'm not sure how big the hole was, but it wasn't nearly large enough to fit my body through, so I was not particularly scared of it. Still, I was kept at a minimal few feet of distance. 

I suppose, perhaps, going home to Connie and saying "I accidentally drowned your little brother under the ice." was not something Dennis wanted to experience. Or perhaps, he had legitimate concern for my well-being. Either one would work to keep me alive, so good enough. I think even then I preferred to trust a person's pattern of behavior over any words or claims. I trusted not the person, but the pattern, based on predictability.

Dennis would put a line in the water with a neat, somewhat realistic-looking lure at the end. He would drink beer and I would drink Sunkist orange soda. We both got very cold and would usually not catch anything other than a cold, but it was time well spent. I had a very active imagination and must have asked endless questions, but I don't recall Dennis ever getting annoyed. He listened to what I said, didn't mind engaging ideas on their own terms, and would always try to answer my questions as best as he could, even when they were incredibly bizarre. I was about five and highly inquisitive.

I would ask things like,  "What is the earth made of? How many stars are there? Where do people come from? Where did God come from? Why are people different? Why is there only one me?", and on and on I would ponder and ask.

I also liked to tell stories and liked to pretend to be every possible sort of person or creature. With the patience of a saint, he would entertain my thoughts and queries. I still value the memory of those experiences.

At some point, my father handed me an old, rusted set of tools in a small, green, rusted metal case. There were several bicycles in the front yard that no one seemed to ride, there was an old snowblower, and a homemade lawn tractor that my father had built out of spare parts. I now had tools and could see the connection between them and the nuts and bolts that protruded from most mechanical things. I discovered that I like nuts, bolts, and screws and the joy of taking things apart and putting them back together again. 

I made sure to only mess with things that no one was using so that I wouldn't get in trouble, and for the most part that seemed to work. However, I was not permitted to work on cars, perhaps because I was only five. Still, this didn't prevent me from pretending to be an engine block when I was riding in the cargo section of a grocery cart. I would pretend to be the block and that each item that got put in the area with me was some part of the engine.

As for indoor activities, I had plenty. I loved mechanical things. I found myself quickly drawn to the H.O. scale model trains. I would make the train go round in the dark with its little lights on. I loved the click-clack of the little wheels and track. I loved the smell of the electronics inside the transformer switch which served as an analog along which throttle inputs could be controlled. An older brother, Jason would sometimes help me set up the train or set up objects around it to enhance the mood of the play. Jason and I would spend good amounts of time playing with train sets. 

About this same time I also discovered a love for tiny, metallic toy cars. I would end up collecting them in a pair of five-gallon buckets over a period of about a decade. I eventually had a large, plywood board, drawn on with markers to make streets, parking lots, bushes, and various landmarks. Jason did all the marker art.

Moving on to other forms of entertainment, drive-in theatres were still fairly popular at this time as well. Sometimes on the weekend, some of the family would pile into my father's old van and head out to see some flicks. From the comfort of lawn chairs or other improvised seating, one could watch a wonderfully dreadful B movie about zombies, aliens, or slasher-style serial killers. I loved these bloody, messy, gutsy, poorly acted-out films. I coined the term "the walking dead" as a small child, long before it ever turned into a TV series. I was always excited to see another "walking dead" movie or some creepy alien that uses human skin as a puppet to lure its victims. I think the imaginative movies at these theatres fueled a lot of my early imagination and inspired me to think of even more crazy things of my own.

Saturday mornings meant TV, which meant Smurfs, Looney Toons, and eventually The Snorks. Of course, we had an analog TV and no cable. Hell, we didn't even have UHF signals yet. There were no channels above thirteen. The channels we could get were six, ten, thirteen, and sometimes eight, depending upon the weather. Every time we changed a channel, it meant grabbing onto a metal pole with a wooden handle that came down through the ceiling. One would then rotate the wooden handle to orient the multi-length antenna into a direction capable of picking up that particular channel. There was an art to getting the antenna into just the right position. I was too short to reach it, so I needed the help of an adult if I was to change channels. 

During the afternoons, I would watch Dark Shadows, the original black and white TV series version. I quickly gained a taste for shows about vampires and other, "children of the night", a 1931 Dracula reference. These themes never gave me any cause for concern. I've always found dark and spooky-themed things somehow comforting, like a home away from home. Maybe, perhaps, even then I sensed my own sense of difference with others, and perhaps saw monsters as my kin. We could all be freaks together, though I doubt that I had the articulative skills to express it that way at that time. It seems that we as humans can act upon things subconsciously without having any conscious awareness of those items, nor did I have the ability to articulate those ideas in any way.

This portion of life was full of curiosity and imagination. Everything around me seemed to have a sense of narrative about it. I came to understand that objects are more than their simple configurations in the material realm. I also learned that despite any subconscious significance of an item that may play out, I discovered that oftentimes objects, places, and even events are in and of themselves not significant, but, rather, the story behind those items was what gave them their sense of significance. I didn't have those particular words for it, but I think I understood it, implicitly perhaps, even if only subconsciously.

The house was there, not only because someone built it before we moved in, but the living room and master bedroom portions were built by my father as add-ons, after the initial purchase of the house, to make room for the size of the family about to move in. There were tall willow trees lining the property on either side between us and the neighbor's houses. They were all neatly rowed, because someone planted them there with intention, and carried that intention to fruition. These things existed because someone had an idea and made it happen. You can have an idea and materialize it in reality? You can think of something and make it happen? My mind was blown by such an idea. Where do things come from? It turns out, people get ideas and follow through until the idea manifests itself in reality. I could by no means articulate this verbally, but I think on some level I understood the concept.

But, then, I learned something even deeper. Out in the vast pond, near the western side, was a small island. This island, which probably measured no greater than fifteen by thirty feet was to become the start of a legend in my own mind, the legend of Big Arthur. You see, this little island consisted of a large bump and a pair of smaller ones at the end of the larger bump. Out of the larger lump grew a small tree.

One might say the shapes could resemble something, and so a narrative was formed. Mother would regale me with tales about the sleeping giant, Big Arthur. Big Arthur was a giant, cruel and vindictive. He hated children and would eat them for breakfast. He had a long, black beard and would pick his nose, only to wipe the boogers off in his beard. If he was hungry and had no children to eat for too long a period of time, he would instead eat the boogers out of his beard, in total desperation, and then he would rage and destroy everything about him because he was so angry at being forced to eat his own boogers. 

The story goes, that Big Arthur lays sleeping on the bottom of the pond, his fat belly and man-tits rising above the surface of the water. In a fit of rage, the giant had been tricked into going into the water, where he tripped over a rather large fish, fell onto his back-side, and was knocked unconscious by a blow to the back of his head. He had been lying there for so long that a small tree was now growing out of his naval. 

According to legend, only the cries of naughty children could wake the sleeping beast and cause him to rampage the land once again. If I was to be certain that Big Arthur would not rise from the deep of Thomas Pond in South Casco, Maine, I was to be certain to be good and keep my fussing and crying to a minimum. My love of narrative was now my straight-jacket but was no less fascinating. Years later, I would learn that the tale of Big Arthur was a narrative analog for my mother's abusive father. 

Despite my love of monsters, cartoons, and strange stories, I hated the dark in real life. Mostly, I hated the intense dreams and images that would come while sleeping in the darkness and would sometimes linger after waking. I would have disturbing dreams and experience frightening imagery frequently. This is the beginning of my relationship with dreaming. The dreams and images I would experience were not in themselves scary, most of the time, but rather, their impact was felt so deeply that I think I felt that they had some sense of importance, even if I didn't know or understand it. Intense, repeating dreams were the norm at this time. I had three dreams that would occur over and over again.

In dream scenario one, I am on a tricycle, trying to pedal away from a giant monster behind me. This monster has the body of a giant spider and the head of the Howdy Doody puppet from the Howdy Doody Show. The tips of the legs would stick into my back so that I couldn't get away. I would try to scream, but no sound would come out. I could not even breathe. I would awaken terrified after a few moments of futile struggle. 

I found puppets terrifying. In my second repeating dream, I would lay on a table. From above, the two-headed alien from Sesame Street would appear above me. Instead of saying "Yep yep yep, telephone!", it would instead bellow out, "Yep yep yep, yep yep, EAT YOUR GUTS, EAT YOUR GUTS!"! I would lay on the table, paralyzed in terror, as the two-headed puppet descended, grew teeth, and started to gnaw away at my stomach flesh. My guts would burst open and blood sprayed everywhere, while the Swedish Chef would dance around, chanting, "Put the kid, in the pot, cook it up! Yum! Yum! Yum! Bork Bork Bork!".

My third repeating dream I used to refer to as the "Bent Knee Dream". In this dream I would bend down, kneeling. As soon as I did, a saw would come out of the darkness and saw my leg off just above the knee. The leg would go into a paper bag which would be stapled shut, and then spin out into utter darkness, against a background of red grid squares. I think I knew on some level that if I gave in to the pressures around me, I would lose the ability to navigate the world. If I bowed, if I knelt, if I gave in, I would lose my very self. I did not want that to happen, and I started to form a rebellious streak. I had no idea how dangerous that would be in the environment I would find myself in, but that's a story for later. 

This was my dream life at the age of five. I saw ridiculous puppets dancing all around me, chanting their mantras and acting upon their own delusions, to my very detriment. I already knew on some level that some things weren't right. I just couldn't articulate it yet, but it did surface in my dreams every night. How is it that our subconscious can know things and tell us things that we don't even know that we know?

After protesting the dark enough and after telling everyone about my scary dreams over and over, I eventually got a nightlight. This caused the intensity and frequency of the dreams to diminish some, but the situations and images remained fairly potent, even when I slept with a soft light nearby. Still, Jason installed it for me, and it was a much-appreciated gesture. But these strange, repeating dreams would still return, night after night, even if slightly reduced in intensity.  I will elaborate on this more in a future chapter.

These were my formative years. They were full of existential wonder. As a five-year-old, I was seeking to know the answers to things most people don't seem to even think about. I was asking things like, "Why am I here?", "Where did God come from?", "Why do people act this way?", "What is the Earth made of?", "How does Dracula feel inside?", "Is he a freak like me?", "Am I a vampire?", "Am I a monster?" "Will people come after ME with torches and pitchforks, just because I am different?". There were the thoughts of my five-year-old mind.

It was also a time of terror. I saw people around me acting in ways that seemed bizarre to me. I had frequent nightmares as I tried to figure out what was going on around me. I wasn't afraid of monsters, vampires, magic, the devil, or God. I was afraid of most people. I felt like I could understand the motives of vampires or monsters, in the context of fiction. 

Understanding the monstrous qualities of humans was something I had yet to attain. I could only experience it in metaphor until such time as reality itself would reveal the monsters that live in each and every one of us. For now, I had wonder and terror in perfect juxtaposition to each other. It was wonderful. it was magical. It was terrible. it was frightful. It was life so far. 
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Chapter Two:
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A Bad, Bad Boy

"I'm tired of being what you want me to be,

feeling so faithless, 

lost under the surface.

Don't know what you're expecting of me,

put under the pressure of walking  in your shoes.

Every step that I take is another mistake to you."

- Linkin Park, Numb

––––––––
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This chapter will pick up where chapter one left off. This will follow a timeline outward and forward, but after the end of this chapter, the perspective will shift back to the point where chapter one leaves off. The events in this chapter are based on my perspective in those moments, not my current evaluation of them.  For now, let's move forward from chapter one. The purpose of this chapter is not so much to lay out a timeline, though that is part of the process, but, rather, it is an attempt to track the beginning and emerging patterns of a situation that would develop over time.

I want to make clear, that the purpose of this chapter is not to assign blame or guilt. I still work on forgiveness within myself because I know that hanging on to it all would be toxic and would do more harm to me than anyone I was hostile or bitter towards. Rather, what I want to highlight here is a series of events that established a narrative inside me, one that still has effects to this day. This is a thing I am still and will likely always be working on. My purpose here is to illustrate how I came to believe what I did about myself.

After the fact, I bear all responsibility for what I do with the information I was presented with. It is incumbent upon me, to make my own determination as to how I should regard the events I experienced and how I should conduct my views and actions. The responsibility is all mine but the blame of others or myself does nothing to further my case. With that in mind, here are some things I experienced and the conclusions I came to as a result.

I'm not sure exactly when this event takes place, but it would seem to be somewhere around the age of four to five. All I know or remember is, I was standing in front of the back door from the inside of the house. I can see the dust floating around in the air through the God-ray of light coming through the rectangular window. I am thinking, rather, I am told that I am bad. I want to go outside to play, but I can't because I am bad. No one has explained to me how I was bad. I asked my mother to tell me what I did wrong. However, I get no direct answer. I am instead told that I "know what I did wrong.", but I really, genuinely, don't. I don't understand social norms; I'm fucking five! I have no clue why I can't go outside and I can't decipher why the parent I am talking to is becoming exasperated with my questions. 

If I am bad, and I am trying to figure out how. Wouldn't it benefit everyone if I were informed so I can watch out in the future? Apparently not. Instead of learning what behavior was "bad" so that I can avoid doing it, I am instead told that I am the bad element. Even if I forgot, wouldn't it be expedient to remind me a few times if needed? No. Instead, I learn, "I am bad.". I want to know what I did, but no one will tell me. It is expected that I just know. 

I asked Mother about this a few years later. She denied the situation ever happened, told me to shut up, and that I was a liar. When I insisted that it happened, I got a spanking. Fuck up, get a spanking. Ask questions, get a spanking.  This is the first spanking I remember vividly though I don't think it's chronologically first. This is not intended to be an argument for or against spanking, but it is intended to illustrate that it was handed down as punishment without context. I'm not told what the guidelines are but will be punished for violating them. Even asking what guideline was violated is cause for more punishment, as is bringing up the punishment in any future context. This is a zero-sum game where neither person could gain any foot-hold., but it would continue for quite some time. 

I remember the spanking board well. It was carved out of a piece of wood that had a knot in it from a branch at about the three-quarter point of one side of the long end. The other end had a grip carved into it. The whole board was made from a three-inch by one-inch slat of wood, maybe two and a half feet long in total.. The square edges were sanded down as were the rest of the surfaces. All that smoothed out wood was then varnished and kept in a smooth, polished state. It was a work of art, yet an instrument of torture. My father had all the skillsets of a contractor. He most likely would have made this instrument of torture and pain. However, knowing him as I did later, I really doubt he was at all enthusiastic. He probably just didn't want to be stabbed in his sleep for defying Mother's wishes. I'll talk more about that later. For now, I'm experiencing my first spankings.

Five to ten whacks across my bare bum were enough to send agonizing pain all throughout. I was told if I didn't cry, the punishment would not be as harsh next time and that I would be given something to really cry about if I didn't stop.  There was no "not crying" afterward. I just didn't have that much stoic strength, yet. Still, it was only about the third most painful instrument used for corporal punishment within my own experience. Spatulas and switches were much worse, in terms of applicable pain.

Trying to recall the first spanking, I don't think I quite got the very first, but one of the first.  I don't remember a lot of the details, only that it involved some form of potty training gone wrong. This was something I struggled with in pre-school. A special child counselor had to be brought in to assist me because I was apparently terrified of pooping on a potty. I remember my counselor's name was Carol and that she seemed like a sweet lady. She had me throw balls of clay into the toilette and flush them away, pretending that they were poops. 

However, when it came down to the real deal, it was far more terrifying and hard to get me to perform correctly. Oftentimes, Mother would designate the responsibility of corporal punishment to another sibling.  I was caught playing with a plunger in the toilet instead of trying to poop. Apparently, I caused some sort of mess in doing so. I could almost never stay on-task it seemed. Jason was assigned to spank me this time. As he tried to spank me, I let loose and took a shit all over him and myself. Well, they got me to poop. This pattern would repeat for a while. I would be designated a punishment and I would not know what for. More often than not, trying to figure it out would just get me into worse trouble. So, I had no choice but to resign to the fact that I will sometimes be punished for no good reason. Sure, I could "accept" that, but it did nothing to lessen the resentment over time.

Before too long, I found myself in a strange new kind of place. First I was introduced to preschool. Preschool was a strange enough event in which multiple children were thrown together, seemingly at random. But, at least in this environment, there was some balance, consisting of activities both indoors and out, learning time, playtime, nap time, and so on. I am told that some days after preschool, when I was asked how my day was, I would typically respond with, "Eat snack, take nap, go home.". You know, all these years later, that still sounds like a great plan.

Now I would be introduced to Sunday school. This was an altogether different game entirely. This didn't require that I get up as early, but it did destroy the paradigm of being able to sleep in and relax on Sundays. Rather than a balance of inside and outside activities, everything would be inside. Rather than a balance between fun lessons and time for free play, the experience would instead be completely institutional. I heard all kinds of neat and terrifying stories about an invisible, imperceivable, all-knowing, and all-powerful figure called God. 

This God figure was able to create the entire universe in six days by merely speaking, but lost control of everything because a snake told naked people who didn't know they were naked that they could be like God if they ate from this one tree that God told them not to eat from, even though God could have easily removed the tree. Because they ate from this tree, they would now die, but not right away, eventually. Because this was the case, they were kicked out of paradise and denied access to the tree of life, which could remedy the situation, and which was also in the garden with the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Instead, the man and woman were cast out, there would be hardship, hard work, pain, and death. 

Complicating matters, every human was purported to have a soul that had been tainted by this process. This soul, tainted with sin, would go to a fiery hell where it would be tortured forever and ever. Fortunately, God had sent his only son to our planet to be tortured to death, come back to life, and go back home forever so that humans don't have to suffer in hell, but only if they believe and repent. The Sunday school teacher emphatically stated repeatedly that our hearts were "black with sin", and needed to be purified by faith. The concept of original sin is introduced. Once again, I am bad, sinful, wicked, and in need of rescuing from an authoritarian figure. Apparently, even God thinks that I am a bad boy. Maybe I wanted to believe in God back then, but this version was a fucking asshole! 

By the time I was nine, my parents, some siblings, and I were living in a different house in Westbrook. In this instance, I have no idea whatsoever what I could have done wrong. I'm not saying that I didn't do anything wrong, rather, that at that time I had no clue what it could have been, and once again, no one would tell me. It was "obvious". Mother had enrolled me into a private, religious school. She told me that when children were exceptionally unruly in "biblical times", that they would be stoned to death if they were found to be too unruly and un-Godly. 

I was instructed that if I did not correct my behavior(mind you I still had no idea what it was), that I would have to go outside and pick the stones with which I would be stoned to death. The threat of execution by stoning certainly kept me on my toes and made me nervous, but provided no answers as to how to avoid any of the punishment. I tried at all times to never express myself, for fear that by chance I may reveal something to be punished. I didn't want my family to throw rocks at me until I died, and I lived in constant fear of that happening. 

So, this was my nine-year-old existence, comprised almost entirely of existential terror. I was a constant wreck, always waiting for the punishment I knew was on its' way. Thanks for unsainting me you fucking assholes! Now I hate your God and YOU! Sometimes mother would ask me, "You don't really love me, do you?". I would always lie and say "Of course I love you!". I feared what the punishment would be if I didn't lie. I had to be a liar to save myself. I had to tell the one person I feared and hated the most the lie that I loved her, every fucking day. Once again, I am bad. I am a liar. I deserve the punishment, and it can never change.

At this point, I started to consider that maybe I really am bad, but I still have some doubts. To me, it seems that people, not actions, are judged to be good or bad. I have, in my own mind, been convicted of this several times by those who hold authority over me. However, there were still doubts. Feeling that I am unable to effectively play by the rules of the game, I seek out other games to play, a safe refuge, a place where I can understand the rules, and, if I can play effectively, I can win. I would find this world in games. Whether a board game, video game or another kind of play, I would seek it out if it meant a world in which I could set out to do something and be successful or recognized. Still, even if I failed, at least I understood why, a benefit not afforded me in "real life". Real-life was a big shit sandwich that I had to take a big bite of, every single day, some times multiple times per day.

At around five years old, I had become mildly interested in video games, thanks to exposure to the Atari 2600. A few years later, I would also play games on the Atari 5200. I played games from time to time, but they were a passing amusement. They did not yet occupy my conscious mind outside of the experience. They were merely a pleasant diversion. By the time I was thirteen, I would receive an original Nintendo system for Christmas. This was amusing as well, and more immersive, as the games were quite a bit better(most of them), but the thing that would cement my relationship with games was soon to come, and several nails would be driven into the coffin of familial relations.

At the age of thirteen, I found myself at the booth of the kitchen in the thirty-foot trailer we were living in while the house was being built. Sitting across from me was my mother. She was uttering the same phrase over and over again, in varying tones.

"Devil boy!  Devil boy! Devil boy! Devil boy! DEVIL  boy! DEVIL  boy! DEVIL  boy! DEVIL  boy! Devil  BOY! Devil  BOY! Devil  BOY! Devil  BOY! DEVIL BOY! DEVIL BOY! DEVIL BOY! DEVIL BOY!", she repeated, each time varying the emphasis but increasing in volume.

No matter how much I implored, begged her through tears to stop, mother continued, "DEVIL BOY!  DEVIL BOY!  DEVIL BOY!  DEVIL BOY! ".

Eventually, my mother tired of this, but I was left sobbing uncontrollably.

"Just fucking stop crying!", Papa bellowed, likely just sick of the whole thing.

Perhaps Papa sensed that my reaction was the only reason for the continued, abrasive speech. Perhaps he sought to end it by toughening me up, but it somehow came out as, "Just stop fucking crying!". "Well, fuck you too papa!", I thought to myself but kept silent. At least the crying had stopped.

Somehow, this seemed to work and I stopped crying, for a very long time. I was slowly learning what I thought were the rules of this human existence. The rules for me were simple in that world; I'm bad, I have no way to not be bad, even God knows how bad I am, I'm going to hell, and I better not cry about it. The rules were simple; I was always wrong, deserved any punishment I got and had no way to reverse or undo this condition. My ego was now really solidifying around the idea of identity, the identity of being a bad, bad boy for which there was no hope of redemption.

While attending the religious school and its accompanying church, everything I loved would come under attack. Something to understand about this situation was that many churches exhibited forms of cult-like behavior due to being associated with and taking directives from coalitions that spelled out very specific limitations as to what things are acceptable and which things are not. This realm of what was acceptable and what wasn't covered every possible subject from consumption to media, art, activities, extracurricular activities, who may or may not marry whom, what music not to listen to, what books to not read, and this narrative challenged and banished anything that did not agree with it completely. 

However, the application of these initiatives was sporadic and not enforced evenly across the board as there were always exceptions, very convenient exceptions. These exceptions were always taken by those above you but could never be decided by you. This was, in effect, a religious form of authoritarianism, masquerading as goodwill. If you control the flow of information you control thoughts, and if you control thoughts, you can control actions. If you control people's actions and words, you remain in power. It seemed that it was always about tribal power. 

The religious education systems that perpetuated these particular narratives always sought to create division between those on the inside and those on the outside of the experience. A phrase constantly reinforced was, "In this world, but not of it.", a notion reinforcing difference for the sake of justice. Whomever you can otherize you can dehumanize. The terms were "Christian" and "secular". Those were the tribes along which the poles were aligned. There was no room for the individual. Rather than being an individual, you were instead subsumed by the tribe. As an enforcer, one could make exceptions, but as the subject of enforcement, you were left at the mercy of the whims of those who enforce. It was a fucking tyranny. I didn't know those words back then, but I do now.

My new reality was horrifying. I would seek escape and would find it in games. Games gave me the opportunity to practice agency, to be my own person in some fictional version of the world. The coalition that my church listened to would constantly deride video games, but the hypocrisy of home yielded a slight advantage in this area. Since my mother and some others in the family also played some video games, they decided that some video games were fine, so long as the cover art wasn't too provocative. 

Still, now that I lived in video game worlds instead, whenever I was "bad", instead of receiving a spanking, I would lose video game privileges for a period of time, usually about a week. During these times, I would have no safe place to be, so, instead, I would practice drawing, and this would be safe, for a while. In this world, if anything was good, religion would come along and take a shit on it. I would be asked to clap and cheer at this, even when it hurt me deeply and profoundly. I must celebrate the destruction of all that I love. I must learn to love self-destruction. Self-harm was a way to virtue. Pain and self-destruction were my gods, and I was my own devil. You can call me, "Devil Boy!".

In my teen years, I was able to earn an allowance by performing household chores such as doing dishes, vacuuming, sweeping, and mopping. I would earn $10 a week doing these things. This equated to forty or fifty dollars a month to spend any way I liked. Video games were thirty-five to fifty dollars each and I could buy one a month if I so chose. This also allowed me to rent games as well as movies from the local video store, or to buy comic books, which I also enjoyed immensely.

You see, in the "real world", I was just an evil kid, bound for hell with no hope. There was no possible way I could ever do right. Whenever I got a thought or hunch that I might have some goodness in me, parents, teachers, or church would spring to life with an out-of-context scripture verse, debunking any ideas I had about my own worth. "Our righteousness is as filthy rags, it is impossible for man to please God, let alone some foolish child." "How dare you try to be good? You're not good until I say so! Now go outside and pick a branch so I can spank you, damn ignorant child! I will teach you the truth, even if it kills you!".

However, in the world of video games, I'm not automatically doomed to failure and punishment. In a video game, I can actually succeed. In fact, not only am I not an automatic failure, I am the hero. I am the one fate has chosen to correct so many wrongs. Whether I am stopping Dr. Wily's robots from taking over the world, or if I am Link, setting out to defeat the evil Ganondorf and rescue princess Zelda, this is a world in which, yes, I may fail, but in which failure is not guaranteed. If I act correctly, I will attain the goal. If I fail to act correctly, I may get an extra life or a continued option. I may even have to start the game all over again. But, in all these cases, I am allowed to try, to make mistakes, to learn, and to eventually succeed, through hard work and devoted effort. Here is a game, I am not an evil failure. I am a good person, living out the hero's journey. This is in total opposition to the "real world", in which I am but an evil piece of shit, totally powerless to change himself or his destiny. In a game, I hold destiny in my own hands. If this is the case, why would I ever want to live in reality? Fuck the "real world!" It's all total bullshit. I would rather play games. My rebelliousness starts here, in secret.

I was able to purchase a subscription to a magazine that was then called "Nintendo Fun Club", but would later be rebranded as "Nintendo Power". At the time, this was the coolest thing I had ever experienced. I could get this magazine that was full of game tips, strategies, sneak-peaks into upcoming titles, player reviews, cool contests, and other wonderful things. I looked forward to every issue, and to buying and playing the games I discovered an interest in along the way.

An issue of this magazine held a contest in which the first ten thousand people to buy a full year's subscription would get a free copy of a brand new video game, "Dragon Warrior". I had already spent most of my money on something else, so I got an advance on my allowance and did my chores for the whole next month without asking for money. This supplied me with the money to get a one-year subscription right away. I eagerly waited to see if I had won. 

A couple of weeks later, I received a package in the mail, along with a letter informing me that I was one of the few lucky enough to win a free copy of this best-selling, or at least heavily promoted game. I had won in the real world for once! But my victory was to be so short-lived. I was standing in the kitchen that afternoon, just home from school, opening the eagerly awaited package. Just seeing the word Nintendo at the top of the return address was all I needed to fill my being with excitement.

Suddenly, Mother comes into the kitchen to see what I'm doing. I must have been talking to myself as I opened the package. I was probably saying stuff like, "Cool, this is awesome! Yay! I won!". I told her that I had won a new game through a magazine contest. She immediately snatched the game from my hands and made a comment about how evil the cover looked, then proceeded to walk over to the fireplace on the other side of the room, and tossed it into the fire. In absolute shock, I watched my prize burn up in front of me before I ever got any chance to claim it, and I had sacrificed my entire next month's allowance to attain it. 

But, if I showed emotion or objected in any way, I would be punished, so I seethed, silently, and did my chores for a month with no new game and no pay. I got to keep the magazines though. Big fucking whoop. I could never try to love my mother anymore. I told myself I didn't have to love her. And I never believed her when she said she loved me, not after that. I would still tell the lie, but inside, she was all but dead as far as I was concerned. She took the one thing that was most sacred to me and burned it right in front of me, all because of her paranoid, delusional religion and her sense of righteousness.

I hated her. I wished she would die. I kept hoping she would slip on a wet floor or have a heart attack. I had fantasies of dumping a toaster into the bathtub with her. Better yet, there were guns in the master bedroom closet. If I could find even one bullet, I could end all of it. I thought about that all the time, but I also knew that no one would be by my side. Sure, I could be free from her if I killed her, but no one would believe me. I would just be another statistic, another kid who played games and murdered a parent. I would be proving their lies right, so I could never take my revenge.

People liked to accuse me of living in a fantasy back then. Sure, I lived in a fantasy, but it wasn't a video game fantasy. It was a murder fantasy. It could never come true if I were to win in the end. I had to fight my battle another way. Home was hell and family was a place of war and torture. I gave up on family right then and there. As my game burned, so did my wrath, and I had to swallow every last, bitter drop of shit that came with it. As my hatred became more pronounced, I started to hate myself more and more for hating others. There was no self-love, no love of others, and no one loved me. It was all a fucking lie. A lie meant to make me subservient to monsters who taunt and inflict harm for fun. Even God hated me. I knew because the Bible told me so. My only clue that the world might not really be this way would be found in the great stories, but I would not discover that for a long time yet. For now, I lived in a world of hate and torture.

I was now repressing so much anger, I was sometimes finding myself literally banging my head against a wall at the slightest frustration, for which I would be punished by having my video game privileges taken away, the one place I could always escape the existential torture of being. This would usually happen at school when I was working on a frustrating task such as a math problem or a concept that I wasn't fully grasping. Adults claimed that video games were making me violent, so now, my collection would be sorted through to determine what games I should or should not play. None were taken away or destroyed but I was simply forbidden from playing certain ones. It was just like the story of the garden of Eden.

In my head I imagined God saying, "Don't eat from this tree, but I'm going to leave it right here, then punish you if you eat from it. Toodles!". 

Most of the time I would comply, but once in a great while, I would sneak a forbidden game when everyone else was away. This lasted a few months until the rule was forgotten about, then I was able to play all the games in my possession once again. There was always some evil, new taboo to be preoccupied with, which would replace the previous craze.

With access to video games being unreliable under such circumstances, I started gravitating towards drawing pictures more than ever before. I had been drawing pictures ever since I could remember and in the past, I had made a few comic series about anthropomorphic turkeys named Jerkey and Lurkey, who explore and go on grand adventures. This time around I decided to draw my own comic book series about a vampire hunter, inspired by the Castlevania video game series. I would take a notebook and lay it down the long way, draw and color the picture, then flip the page up and draw on the next one down. This was a lot of fun. I was always getting in trouble for working on my drawings, even though my homework was done. The teachers didn't care that my homework was done. They just didn't want me drawing. This church believed that art was dangerous. In the school, there was no art program in any grade.

Similar to the plot of the games, in this comic, the brave hunter would have to face down Count Dracula to save humanity from total destruction. I decided that in order to defeat such a frighteningly powerful character as Dracula, this hunter would need some help. This is no ordinary vampire and the usual tactics of garlic, crosses, and stakes would simply not be enough. This vampire hunter would need Holy power to defeat one so evil and powerful. With this thought in mind, I imagined that the vampire hunter might need a Holy artifact or relic of some kind. It also seemed like a Holy prayer would be a good device for triggering the artifact's Holy power. I thought this was all bullshit, but made for a compelling story, and I thought it might please those around me.

With this in mind, I decided to go to the library of the Christian school I was attending. After a lot of searching, I found a book full of Jewish prayers, written in the Hebrew language. I thought this was perfect. I chose a Hebrew prayer of protection as the set of phrases that would activate the Holy item in my story. I drew the comic series accordingly, having the hunter go on an epic quest to find the Holy artifact and the Holy prayer that would activate it. After traversing the countryside and Dracula's castle, the hunter was able to use the Holy relic and the prayer to weaken Dracula enough for a mortal to fight. Ultimately, contact with the relic and further utterance of the prayer allowed the hunting warrior to finally subdue and stake the evil vampire, ending his rule of tyranny and death.
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