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PROLOGUE




As the plane began its descent I was an emotional
disaster.

I sat, wringing my hands, nearly overwhelmed by the
enormity of it all. Here I was, traveling to connect with the
person I had dreamed of meeting since I was old enough to speak:
the person who I had been told throughout my life was dead. I had
almost given up; almost accepted that I would never, ever see my
Mother. But after 38 years, I was finally going to meet her for the
first time.

Flying makes me nervous anyway, but as the wheels
touched ground I could barely stay in my seat. My wife, Tiffany,
kept a concerned eye on me but she had learned long ago that when I
was in the midst of in-flight anxiety to just let me work through
it. She knew when I needed my space.

My half brother, Marshall, had contacted the local
news media (something we had all agreed to), so I had the added
jitters associated with knowing the event would most likely be
filmed and broadcast. My eight-year-old daughter, Tatiana,
scampered down the gangway. I followed, holding hands with Tiff,
still shaking. As we left the gate, I received a phone call from
Marshall saying that Fox 11 News was waiting, along with Mom, and
that they were at Baggage Claim. This was it: the moment I had
waited for my entire life.

The baggage area was accessed via revolving doors.
These doors were automatic, with sensors so you didn’t have to push
on them. I had only been exposed to a door like this once before,
in Vegas. I looked through and could see a reporter, cameraman,
Marshall, my half Sister Gynene, Mom’s husband Gary, and of course…
Mom, waiting expectantly. She looked beautiful. I wanted to hold
her more than anything.

But I had to get through those stupid doors
first.

Someone went ahead of me, and I followed. The person
exited the other side and the doors stopped. I knew they were
automatic so I just waited for them to start moving again.
Unfortunately I wasn’t far enough forward to trigger the sensor, so
there I was, being filmed standing like a doofus, outwitted by a
revolving door while my long-suffering mother and captivated family
waited anxiously. Everything in that instant seemed to halt. I
stood taking in the sight of Mom, with her effortless smile and her
gorgeous white hair, hands clasped near her heart in anticipation,
and I thought about the strange, impossible journey that had
brought me to this moment in time.

 



CHAPTER ONE:

 THE BEGINNING

 


My Dad was an intense man, downright scary at times,
and deeply religious.

There came a point in our lives where every other
phrase out of his mouth was “praise God.” He stood about 5’5” and
had a stout build. His face was lined, and his hair was thin and
mostly gray, styled in a kind of mushroom/bowl cut. He didn’t smile
or laugh terribly often, and when he did, a set of half-broken
teeth were exposed. Over the course of his life he swore that if he
had absolute faith and concentrated hard enough, he’d be able to
grow a whole new set.

The older he got, the more his teeth decayed.

Dad had given me the name Yakimoki—later he told me
it meant “impetuous”—but mostly he just called me Moki. Dad was
Shihan Calvin Neilson. I later found out that “Shihan” is a rank in
martial arts, but Dad used it as a first name, not a title.

In my very early years, I had blond, curly hair—we’re
talking almost Shirley Temple-caliber curly. And I can say without
too much hubris that I was a cute kid. Dad would later tell me that
when he took me to the local Chinese restaurants, the waitresses
would fawn over me, scoop me up and take me into the kitchen. Dad
also told me that I wouldn’t be cute forever. That always ticked me
off.

Apparently I was a pretty lively little tyke. Dad
claimed that when he took me to see a Bruce Lee movie I stood up in
the seat and yelled at the screen: “Kick him in the crotch!”

I don’t remember that. In fact, I have only a handful
of memories clustered around the age of five, living with Dad in
Oklahoma:

First, a birthday at Dad’s dojo (for the uninitiated,
a martial arts training facility. Like the Cobra Kai dojo in the
original Karate Kid, just without the sleeveless uniforms
and emphasis on leg-sweeping). I received a toy—a front-end loader
with an electric motor, and I thought it was absolutely
amazing.

Second, sitting on the mats in the middle of the
dojo, crying as if it were the end of the world. One of Dad’s
students came in with a big paper grocery bag, and he pulled out
the most gigantic teddy bear I’d ever seen. It was bigger than I
was. It was white, with big, round, perfect eyes and an everlasting
smile. That teddy bear would be my steady companion for many years.
Over time the cottony faux fur turned a dingy gray, the smile’s
stitching came undone and one eye worked loose and became lost, but
I loved it just the same. I loved it as I loved Dad:
unconditionally.

Third, I woke up in a room where I slept with Dad, in
the dojo, inconsolable due to a nightmare—of a horrific
Frankenstein-like creature that had risen to peer up and over the
edge of the bed. I yelled to Dad, who slept next to me, that there
was a monster under the bed. He said that was impossible; there was
no bed. We were sleeping on the floor.

Finally, I remember flying in a plane. I think Dad
was with me. What I remember most is puking. A lot. The plane was a
little twin-engine job, and for a while Dad had a picture of me and
the pilot—a guy with dark hair and a thick mustache—standing in
front of it. To this day I have no idea who that guy was.

And to this day I still hate flying.

That picture, along with one of me sitting on the
mats in the dojo with my curly hair, and another of the outside of
the dojo—where the words “we are opposed to communism in every way”
were painted—were the only photos we possessed. Dad, I would later
learn, almost never allowed his picture to be taken.

 


* * *

 


We left Oklahoma in what I thought for the longest
time was a military truck. (I found out later that it was a covered
pickup with long, fold-down seats on either side of the bed,
similar to what Army trucks have in back.) This was around 1977/78.
We had left behind everything; just picked up and, as my Dad would
have said, “skedaddled.”

We ended up in Albuquerque, New Mexico, where we
stopped for a very practical reason: the truck broke down right in
the middle of the street.

Dad sold the truck, but Albuquerque wasn’t where he
wanted to be. We got another crappy vehicle with expired tags. Now,
one thing that Dad really excelled at was art. He used some of his
art materials to craft a tag for the vehicle (it looked pretty
authentic until you got up close) and we headed toward his intended
destination: Tombstone, Arizona.

If you’ve never been to Tombstone, I recommend you
go; it really is a fascinating little place. Anyone who’s up on
their history (or has seen the absolutely awesome Kurt Russell/Val
Kilmer movie Tombstone) knows that this is where the
infamous gunfight at the OK Corral took place. To this day, “The
Town Too Tough to Die” presents itself as a wild west boomtown,
complete with wooden boardwalks, hitching posts, Wells Fargo wagons
and building facades. I don’t know if they still do it, but back
then they used to dress up in period costumes on Sundays (or maybe
it was once a month) and stage gunfights in the street.

It wasn’t long until we got rid of the clunker, and
we soon found ourselves in an apartment complex. There, Dad
basically served as the maintenance guy/all-around handyman in
exchange for a break on the rent. I must have been six or seven by
this time.

Dad would walk around to all kinds of businesses and
offer to paint signs, murals, create logos, you name it. Wherever
he went, he never let me out of his sight. He got a job for a while
where he transformed what seemed to be an old theater into a kind
of attraction, creating a hallway/tunnel entrance that resembled
the rocky adit of an underground mine. Me and some older kids got
to help out, creating the whole thing out of chicken wire and paper
mache.

Somewhere in the midst of all this, I had started
asking about my mom. Did I have one? If so, where was she? Where
was the rest of the family?

Dad sat me down for one of his serious talks. We had
a lot of serious talks. Usually after I got spanked with Dad’s belt
or, if I had really screwed up, a ping pong paddle he kept around
for just such a purpose. We had other serious talks too, but those
came later, becoming more and more outlandish and fantastic the
older we both became. The first “Mom conversation” went something
like this:

Mom and Dad were on a plane from Mexico, flying into
the states. They worked for the government, doing search and
rescue. Mom had a cyst on her ovary, and it exploded, killing
her.

I wanted to know what she was like. Dad said she had
long black hair, down to the heels of her feet. He said she was the
only person he knew who could whoop him in martial arts. She was
Spanish, he said.

I asked what her name was.

April, he told me. Pronounced “Ah-breel.” April
Salvez.

I was deeply saddened that I would never get to know
Mom; never see her or hear her voice or feel her embrace. I often
imagined what she must have looked like, how she must have acted.
What a completely badass martial artist she must have been. Dad
told me that one day, we would travel to South America, and venture
into the Amazon Rain Forest, and there, deep inside the misty
jungles we would find a forgotten land—a land of square trees and
golden frogs. And there also we would find the Cave of the Seven
Winds. And inside the cave, I would be reunited with the spirit of
my Mother.

I thought of that cave often. I imagined myself
entering and seeing a beautiful woman in a long white dress, with
black hair down to the ground. I imagined that in this magical
place, even if Mom was a ghost, I could run to her, wrap my arms
around her and hold on tight, while repeating over and over again
how much I loved her.

 


* * *

 


One day, while I was “helping” the workers on the
theater entryway, I looked around to find that Dad wasn’t there. I
asked some of the guys where he had gone off to, and they didn’t
know. Moments passed, and I started to panic. What if something
happened to him? What if the people he was afraid of came and took
him away? Or worse?

Part of me was horrified at the thought of Dad not
being around anymore... but a small part of me was curious, too:
what would it be like to just go off on my own, to run and never
look back? To have adventures like Tom Sawyer… it sounded tempting,
to be sure. But how could I ever find the Cave of the Seven Winds
by myself?

It wasn’t long before the part of me that was scared
of a life without Dad overpowered the curious side, and I cried and
cried. I loved Dad so much; to my young mind and heart his word was
gospel. His presence was all-encompassing. His knowledge was
infinite. He was my world.

Ten minutes or so later Dad was back. He had run out
to grab some supplies, and whoever was supposed to watch me and
tell me where Dad was had gone off to do something else (that guy
probably got a serious ass-chewing). I was greatly relieved. But
the seed of curiosity had been planted, and throughout the rest of
my time with Dad, there would come moments where I would imagine
life without him.

He continued to go from job to job. Sometimes it
seemed like we were okay on money, and sometimes it seemed like we
were completely broke. We stayed in a trailer park for a while. Dad
drank coffee like it was, as he would say, “going out of style,”
and one of his favorite things to eat was burnt toast. I mean
burnt. If it didn’t come out looking like a flattened
briquette, he’d send it back.

In the food joints we frequented, Dad would draw
caricatures of the other regulars. The manager actually started
posting these drawings on the walls. Dad would give each person a
nickname. I found out later that he had done the same thing with
his students in Oklahoma.

For whatever reason, Dad had stopped teaching martial
arts. I think he just wanted to continue laying low, and starting
up another dojo would have drawn too much attention. He had taught
me some basics, though, starting with, you guessed it, “Kick ’em in
the crotch!”

He offered to teach me everything he knew, but at
that age, I really wasn’t interested.

 


* * *

 


At some point around this time Dad planned an
“operation” with what I later realized were either military or
ex-military folks. Dad once said that if he had 40 well-trained men
he could take over the United States. The mission they were mapping
out was aimed at stealing a WWII-era plane, which they wanted to
fly to Mexico. Don’t ask me why anyone would want to steal an old
junker of a plane and fly it to Mexico, but that was the plan. I
was even going to serve as a decoy. I’m sure Dad had an exit
strategy for me, but I don’t remember what it was.

For whatever reason, the operation never
materialized. But just the idea that he was planning it made me
feel uneasy. I was seeing a side of Dad that was disturbing, a side
that I would be seeing more of: the anarchist, non-conformist,
militant side. I didn’t know exactly why it troubled me, but it
did. I think on some level I might have known even then that I
disagreed fundamentally with his point of view.

 


* * *

 


A year or so passed, and Dad became increasingly
eager to spend time away from people, away from civilization. He
wore his belt buckle to one side (I think it was the left) and had
me do the same. I didn’t notice at the time that everyone else wore
theirs in the middle. I would ask about that later.

At one point we stayed at a place out in the desert
called the Double U Ranch. This may have been where I rode a horse
for the first and only time. By “rode,” I mean I hugged it tightly,
got bucked off immediately and busted up my arm, thankfully without
breaking it.

We had a kind of rustic little two or three room
cabin that we stayed in, and one night, Dad came in from standing
outside, looking up at the stars, very excited. I had taken out all
of my toys from a big footlocker that we traveled with, and was
playing happily with all my favorites (including my Six Million
Dollar Man action figure, the one with the “bionic eye,” where you
could look through the back of his head, and my Evel Knieval—with
motorcycle!) and had them spread all over the place. Dad told me
that I had to come outside at once.

I went out. He pointed up to a cloud formation and
asked if I saw it. I didn’t know what "it" was, but he said the
clouds formed a Christian Fish. It was a sign. Now you might think
that a manifestation of the Christian Fish would presage some
religious event, but according to Dad it meant that an alien
spaceship was on its way to pick us up, and to take us to a place
far, far away.

At roughly seven years old, who was I to argue? Like
I said, Dad’s word was gospel. Aliens? Awesome! I get to see them?
And ride in their spaceship? SO cool! I ran in and started packing
up all my toys. I had that footlocker full again in no time. I was
so excited to see the aliens. I asked Dad what they would be like,
if they were nice or mean, what their ship looked like, if they had
beds we could sleep on, etc. He mainly told me I’d have to wait and
see. So I went out and I waited.

And waited. And waited.

Hours later Dad would tell me to go to bed, that the
time hadn’t come; not yet, but it would.

The aliens never came, but something else had
manifested that night: the first hairline crack in the dam of my
Dad’s seeming infallibility. My unshakeable faith in him was upset,
even if only slightly.

An idea began taking shape after that; the notion
that maybe, just maybe, not everything Dad said was gospel. Maybe
he could actually be wrong.

And if he was wrong about that, the obvious extension
of my line of reasoning would become:

What else might he be wrong about?


CHAPTER TWO:

 EXILE

 


I’m not sure what sparked it, but sometime in late
‘80, early ‘81, Dad decided to check out from society altogether.
Kind of like Superman retreating to his Fortress of Solitude,
except we ended up in a desert and not the Great White North.

The nearest town was roughly five miles away.
Gleeson. The swath of land that Dad staked a claim to was in the
middle of nowhere, off of a small dirt road, near a few cattle
farms. We had a single pop-up trailer to start off with. With that
and a healthy supply of beans and rice, we started two years of
seclusion.

Mostly the days were scorching-hot and the nights
would chill to the bone. For a while we had cats and dogs. I
vividly remember picking quills from the mouth of one of the dogs
after it had apparently tried to eat a porcupine.

Dad would beat the dogs sometimes, and eventually
they ran away. I always blamed him for their departure, feeling
that they left to escape his abuse. Maybe they made it to one of
the nearby farmhouses.

Something else Dad had during that time was guns.
Three of them, if I remember correctly. Rifles. At least one was a
bolt-action he called “Big Bertha.” “No Trespassing” and “Private
Property” signs were posted everywhere—Dad and I spent a great deal
of time building a fence, with wooden posts gathered from nearby
abandoned mines. He fenced off a large section of land, posted the
signs, and we strung rusty barbed wire. Dad called the land his
compound.

We bathed once every few days, undergoing something
Dad described as a “cat bath”—you filled a small plastic tub with
soapy water, stripped down, and washed with a washcloth. No such
thing as shampoo or toothbrushes.

When food became scarce, we’d ride our bicycles into
town. Sometimes Gleeson, sometimes farther into Tombstone. For a
short period of time we had a two-seater bike that we could both
pedal (Dad usually ended up doing most of the pedaling) and then
later we had two separate bikes. Those bike rides were something I
dreaded. There was one hill that was a lot of fun to come down on
the way out, but a real pain in the ass to work your way up on the
way back. Often, while pedaling for what seemed like an eternity,
I’d fantasize about cars giving us a lift back home. Once I even
daydreamed that Jimmy Carter gave us a lift in his limo.

Flat tires were fairly common. So were flash floods.
The floods would leave patches of soft dirt in the low spots on the
road, easy areas to wipe out in.

Sometimes we’d end up being out late, and we’d have
to walk several miles, due to either a flat tire or road
conditions. Quite often we’d just look at the stars.

There was one night in particular, where the full
moon was out, and we were walking our bikes home. We stopped, and
Dad pointed out a snake track that crossed the road in the soft
dirt ahead of us. The track was nearly a foot wide, and it slalomed
from one side of the road to the other, disappearing into the
desert. We wondered at the size of snake that must have made that
track. I imagined a leviathan, a rattlesnake with a head the size
of my old footlocker and fangs as long as sabers.

 


* * *

 


There was a printer in Tombstone, and for several
months Dad put together a small newspaper. We built a newsstand out
by the dirt road, and I’d sit there for hours, waiting for cars to
pass by so I could sell them a “souvenir paper.” Sometimes Dad and
I would draw caricatures as well.

There were two police officers who would sometimes
visit. Dad seemed to get along with them, but he also told them
that if anybody came after him, he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot first
and ask questions later. He said he just wanted to be left
alone.

At night Dad would tell me stories. Some of them he
made up, and some were memories (though with Dad it could be really
difficult to tell the difference). I, of course, wanted to know
more about Mom, and one of the stories Dad told was that he and Mom
were doing Search and Rescue somewhere (he might have said it was
Mexico, I don’t remember). He said they were driving at night along
steep mountain roads to go and rescue someone, and he lost control
of the car. The vehicle veered off of the road and they headed
straight for a drop-off and sudden death. As the car’s front tires
cleared the edge, they came to a sudden stop. He said Mom was
resting her legs on the dash and her legs went through the
windshield, slicing the skin to ribbons, but they had both lived
because a length of barbed wire strung between two wooden posts had
gotten wound up in the car’s front axle and arrested their
momentum.

Another story Dad told was that one night he woke up
while I was sleeping, as he heard the struggling of a car’s motor.
He said he went out to the dirt road, where he greeted an old man
wearing pristine white gloves (the old man would not shake his
hand). The geriatric motorist was driving an antiquated “wind-up”
car that had broken down. Dad said he pushed the car as the old man
got in and it started up… and as Dad watched the man drive away,
both he and the car disappeared into thin air.

He said that on some nights you could still hear that
sputtering motor on the road outside.

Dad also spun the ongoing adventures of Jack, John
and Buckwheat… three kids who snuck into a haunted house. In each
telling they would face some new, scary, fascinating challenge.
They fought animated suits of armor and escaped rooms where floor
tiles would fall away one at a time into a bottomless abyss.

My favorite story, and the one that scared me the
most by far, was a variation of what I later learned to be a fairly
popular spooky story: Bloody Mary. In Dad’s version, there was an
old fishing village with an abandoned lighthouse on a nearby
promontory. At night kids would sneak in (always in a pack of at
least three—it was important never to attempt it alone), and
proceed to the lighthouse keeper’s quarters, where there was a
small bathroom. There they would stand before a mirror with a
candle next to their face and say “Bloody Mary” 13 times and if
they made it to 13, legend was that Bloody Mary would appear. Out
of all the times the kids went to the lighthouse though, none of
them said the words 13 times; they always got too scared and ran
away.

Until one night, when some drunk teen decided to go
and perform the ritual alone. Moments later, the entire town heard
his scream. The town’s one police officer showed up and ran into
the room, where the teen lay on the floor, except he was no longer
a teenager: he was a white-haired old man, and he was close to
death. He motioned for the policeman to lean closer, and when the
officer did, the aged teen whispered something into his ear, and
then breathed his final breath.

Throughout the rest of his life, the police officer
would not tell anyone what those final words were, and in time the
secret died with him.

This story fascinated me, scared the bejeebers out of
me, and frustrated the Hell out of me. What were those final words?
Like so many other secrets Dad kept, he would never tell.

He did encourage me to come up with my own stories,
though. Which I did. Mostly I would jump on the Jack, John and
Buckwheat bandwagon, offering up my own versions of their
adventures. I was a ghostwriter in the universe Dad had created,
but it exercised my creative muscles. I look back on those times
now as the early fostering of my imagination, and I have to say,
those recollections in particular are pleasant.

My “schooling” also took place during this time.
While on our bike rides, Dad would make me go over my addition,
subtraction and multiplication tables. I absolutely stunk at math.
At night I would read books—kid’s stories. Even at that age I knew
I wanted to write. I pointed out a name on one of my
books—“Whitman”—and asked what it meant. Dad said that was the
publisher. I asked what a publisher did and Dad said, “they’re the
ones who make the book.” From then on I told Dad I wanted to be a
publisher when I grew up.

There were a series of adventures that first
year—close calls with spiders, scorpions, at least one centipede
(or was it a millipede? I still don’t know the difference) and
snakes. There was one in particular—not a monster snake like the
Kraken-esque serpent from our night under the full moon, but a big
one nonetheless, a rattlesnake that took up residence under our
trailer. Dad drug it out with a rake, which he had me press down on
its neck while he took off to grab something. I didn’t hold down
hard enough and it wriggled out from under the rake and was
slithering into striking distance when Dad arrived and chopped off
its head with a machete.

Later that night, Dad cut it up for food, and we
found that there were baby snakes inside. It was a mother
(obviously) and had apparently thought the space under our trailer
would be an ideal spot to give birth. I actually felt sorry for
it.

There were old mines to explore as well. And explore
them we did. The tricky thing about the mines was, you could be
walking and not realize that there was a vertical shaft until it
was nearly too late. Some of those shafts were deep enough that if
you dropped a rock you could almost count to ten before you heard
it hit bottom.

As I’ve hinted at, the years we spent out in the
desert weren’t all bad. Even though, for the longest time, they
ranked up there with “periods of my life I really could have done
without.” As I’ve gotten older however, I’ve truly learned to
believe that things happen for a reason. All of the hardship I’ve
described thus far, and everything I’m about to describe, as bad as
it got, even when I thought it couldn’t get any worse: I still
believe it all happened for a reason.

 


* * *

 


Time passed, and Dad’s demeanor seemed to change. He
grew angry with increasing ease and frequency. He felt certain that
the planes which flew overhead were taking pictures of us. He felt
like the government was closing in once again.

Sometime after our first year out there a group of
military or ex-military men came and trained with Dad. They stayed
there for a few days. Dad spoke again of how he could take over the
United States with 40 well-trained men. The group that had come out
to train numbered less than ten, but it was still enough to make me
worry about the path Dad had seemingly chosen for us.

He spoke more and more about how corrupt and
communistic the government was, and about how it was a sign of the
end of days. Armageddon. Dad read me passages from the Bible daily,
and Revelations was his favorite section. He equated world events
and politics with the opening of the Seven Seals. To him, it all
made perfect sense. I didn’t know what to believe... but I did know
that I didn’t want the world to come to an end, whether we’d be
saved or not.

Our food supplies dwindled. Dad got creative, and
particularly excited when we found a beehive at the entrance to a
nearby mine. He fashioned “beekeeper suits” for us, taped his
machete to the end of a martial arts “bo” staff, and cut down the
hive to get at the honey. My beekeeper suit wasn’t exactly
bee-proof, but I only got stung once during the whole ordeal. And
the honey was actually pretty good.

Not everything we scrounged from the desert was so
agreeable, however.

For a long time we ate what he called “mesquite
beans” (I don’t know what the proper name for them is… they looked
like pea pods that grew on the thick bushes—I can actually taste
them as I write this. If I never eat another one for as long as I
live, I’m really okay with that). And we cut the buds off cacti,
removed the needles, peeled them, and ate those. A word of advice,
if you ever eat the bud of a cactus, no matter how diligent you are
about removing the needles, there will always be some left. Trust
me on this.

Our water reserves must have run out around that time
as well, because Dad and I took empty milk cartons one night and
rode out to one of the nearby cattle ranches. We filled the cartons
from the water tanks used for the cattle’s watering troughs. Dad
said it was mineral water, and that it was fine for us to drink. I
thought it was just about the nastiest water I’d ever tasted.

We drank it for several weeks. I was not having much
fun at this point. We were in the middle of a sun-scorched desert,
going hungry, drinking water meant for cows, and Dad was determined
to take down the government, and take me along for the ride. I
really didn’t think things could get much worse.

I was wrong.

Remember that dirt road, where Dad built the
newsstand for us to draw pictures for passersby? Well one day, a
car pulled up to that stand. Dad went to the hill overlooking the
road, and for some reason, at the sight of this person, Dad
freaked. He became hostile. He got one of the rifles. I was
freaking out at this point too, but that was just the
beginning.

Dad handed me a gun as well.

He said that he was going to talk to the man out by
the road. He told me that I was to go the top of the hill, lie down
in the dirt, and point my gun at that man, and watch the two of
them through my scope. He looked at me with that intensity I had
come to know and respect and fear, and he said that if he gave me
the signal—arms up, palms facing outward—I was to shoot that man in
the head.

I said I didn’t want to, but Dad said it was “kill or
be killed.” All I knew was that I didn’t want Dad to die, and so I
went to the top of the hill as Dad went out to the road… and I lay
down on my belly and put the man in my sights.

Dad approached the stranger, rifle in hand, barrel
pointing skyward, shouting. He ordered the man to walk to a wooden
post not far away, what he called a checkpoint. The man complied.
Dad and the man exchanged words that I either didn’t hear or can’t
remember. I watched carefully, agonizingly, waiting for Dad to give
the signal.

He never did.

The man returned to his car and drove off. I took my
eye from the scope and sat, numb and overwhelmed by the entire
experience.

To this day, I still don’t know whether or not I
would have pulled that trigger if Dad had given the signal.

I can’t even express how grateful I am that I didn’t
have to find out.

One thing was for certain though: that event changed
everything. I didn’t know it then, but a sequence of dominoes had
started to fall, and my life would never be the same.

 



CHAPTER THREE:

 LEFT TURN AT ALBUQUERQUE

 


Sometime after the incident with the motorist, Dad
and I were in Gleeson, at a friend’s house. It must have been
around Christmas, because I remember going out with the man and his
kids, weeks before, to chop down a Christmas tree.

We were standing in the front yard. I think we were
getting ready to leave, when several police cars pulled up,
accompanied by a military Jeep and some men in camouflage BDUs.

Two policemen approached and immediately grabbed me,
holding me by the arms. Dad raised his hands as the policemen said
they were placing him under arrest. Dad looked at me, saw that
there was no way out, and put his hands behind his back to be
cuffed.

I was yelling and screaming and crying, and the
policemen tried to lead me to one of the cruisers, but I kicked and
dragged my feet, and one of the officers said that if I didn’t
cooperate, they would have to put me in handcuffs. I resisted less,
and they finally got me into a police car.

From there on out it was a bit of a whirlwind: Dad
was taken to jail, and I eventually went back to stay with the
friend whose house we were at when Dad was arrested. I’m sure they
kept me at the police station for quite a while and asked me all
kinds of questions, but I don’t remember the specifics.

At one point the people I was staying with drove me
out to our desert dwelling so I could pick up our possessions. The
place had been picked clean. On top of that, it had been shot by
what seemed like a small army. Our trailer looked like the Bonnie
and Clyde car. The whole place was wrecked, and the few photos that
I cherished—me sitting on the mats at Dad’s dojo, me standing in
front of the small airplane—were gone. In a very short amount of
time, my life had been turned upside down, and the one constant, my
Dad, had been taken from me.

I found out much later that the year Dad was arrested
in Arizona was 1982. The arrest was for assault with a deadly
weapon. For the longest time, my belief and my recollection was
that the motorist was identified as an off-duty police officer, but
having gone through the legal records, that doesn’t seem to be
true.

I do know that it wasn’t long before Dad was out of
jail, awaiting trial. I was happy and relieved to have him back,
but I was also scared that he would be sent back to jail for a very
long time.

During that period we stayed with a person who I can
only assume was a court-appointed custodian. Maybe he was a parole
officer, I’m not sure. Either way, it wasn’t long (probably less
than a week) before Dad made his move. He told me one night that we
were leaving, and that we wouldn’t be coming back.

We took what few possessions we had and fled to
Albuquerque, New Mexico.

 


* * *

 


Shihan Calvin Neilson and Yakimoki Neilson
disappeared. Dad, at some point, procured someone else’s driver’s
license. Someone by the name of Fred Bissonnette. Dad told me that
we’d be using different names for a while, because if the police
found us, he would be taken away and locked up forever. The
government, he swore, was behind it all.

Dad got his picture taken at one of those passport
photo places. He put his photo over Fred’s on the driver’s license
and re-laminated the card. Poof! Shihan Calvin Neilson was now Fred
Bissonnette.

Shortly after, Dad said: “Okay, you need to go by a
different name. You can pick any name you want.” Well now, that was
kinda fun! I could pick any name I wanted... “Sparky,” or
“Slaphappy” or “Captain Destructo!” Or maybe something more subtle,
like “Baron Bonecrusher!” No, that wouldn’t work. I needed a normal
name. After all, we were trying to blend in.

Well, my absolute favorite cartoon character at that
time was Mickey Mouse. I told Dad that the name I wanted was
“Mickey.” Dad agreed. I was on cloud nine.

I had to write the name several times to get used to
it. Only problem was, I wasn’t the world’s greatest speller back
then. I spelled it M-I-C-K-Y. No ‘E.’ How convenient it would have
been if we’d watched the Mickey Mouse Club, where they spell it for
you right there at the beginning of the show. But no, I got it
wrong and it stuck, and I use that name, with that spelling, to
this very day.

I still have a suitcase with “Micky Bissonnette”
written on it.

 


* * *

 


Things were rough for a while. I remember Dad
stealing candy bars, and instructing me to shoplift as well. The
difference was, I actually got caught. Dad chastised me in front of
the store clerk for being dishonest and promised a harsh
punishment. Once we left the supermarket of course it was a
different story: he admonished me for getting caught.

Despite the early struggle, it wasn’t too long before
Fred and Micky Bissonnette started scratching out a pretty decent
living. Dad drummed up work painting signs, murals, banners;
anything art-related. Odd jobs here and there at first, but as time
went on, more and more projects came our way. We became active in a
local Mormon church, and for the first time I made some friends my
age. I was actually having some fun.

But the lying part didn’t come easy to me. I hated
it, and I told Dad over and over again that I that I was tired of
pretending to be someone else.

Maybe that act of taking on another persona, and my
ability to do it convincingly was what gave Dad the idea to take me
into a local TV production company for an open audition.

I read for the guy who ran the place, and apparently
I nailed it. He said his company did local commercial work, and
that we should call and check in from time to time.

Dad called routinely, and before long it actually
paid off! I read for a few different things, and even landed a
non-speaking role in a commercial for the local power company. My
part was a kid in a school play, putting on an Abe Lincoln beard in
a mirror backstage. It was one of the most exciting moments of my
young life. I was going to be on TV! It seemed that things were
really looking up.

Not long after that I auditioned for a McDonald’s
commercial. They liked another kid better, but they liked my voice,
so we did dialogue replacement. It was an interesting experience
seeing the final product—my voice issuing from the mouth of a young
black actor.

Even Dad caught the acting bug. He and I answered a
casting call for the movie Red Dawn (awesome movie by the
way. If you haven’t seen it, you’re missing out on some classic 80s
cinema—“Wolverines!”). Dad read the part of the grocery store clerk
in the scene where the teens are loading up on supplies before
going into hiding. As you may have guessed though, we didn’t get
the parts.

Evidently the money that came in from the commercials
and the money Dad had saved from doing his art projects was enough
to start up a little business. We opened an office in a strip mall,
where Dad advertised that we could make everything from logos and
business cards to signs, brochures and camera-ready art. We even
had copy machines! The shop was called “Destiny Art Creations”—we
could meet all your art and advertising needs! Dad even took on a
few employees. He didn’t pay them, of course—they got a commission
off of work that they brought in, but the business was actually
doing okay. Not well enough for us to have our own place though—we
slept in a back room.

I made friends with the employees and I was thrilled
to be interacting with people on a daily basis. Even better, I got
to join the Boy Scout Troop that was sponsored by the church. I
started working on merit badges. I even went on a few camp-outs.
But more importantly, I was associating with kids my age. Social
interaction was something that I desperately needed to work on. The
mockery and lampooning that kids frequently engage in, good-natured
or otherwise, was completely lost on me (and to be completely
honest, that’s something that hasn’t changed all that much—I enjoy
good-natured “smack talk” with friends, but for the most part
people who interact with others almost solely through ball-busting
and disparagement bug the crap out of me). Despite my unfamiliarity
with adolescent rapport, I met a few kids who I started to consider
real friends. We even made up our own clubs: the Star Wars Fan Club
and the Indiana Jones Fan Club. We had secret codes and
everything.

Anyway, the highlight (and as it turned out, the
lowlight), of my Boy Scout experience was the Jamboree—a kind of
uber-camp-out with numerous troops coming together for several
days. We got to work on merit badges, dress up like Indians, tell
ghost stories... all kinds of fun. I especially enjoyed the “Indian
leg wrestling,” where one kid would lie down in the center of a
ring, and the other kid would lie next to him, head facing the
opposite direction. Both kids would lock their arms, raise their
legs nearest to each other two times, and on the third, slam their
legs together and, just like arm wrestling, try to pin the other
guy’s limb. For a kid my size (I’ve always been smaller than
average in both height and weight), I did really well.

The “lowlight” I spoke of happened during the part
where I was supposed to learn to swim. Dad took me to a pool a few
times when I was really little, and to say I disliked it would be a
huge understatement. I just remember screaming a lot. Anyway, Dad
thought it would be okay if I joined the other kids who had lined
up to jump off the deep end.

I jumped, and immediately started flailing like a cat
in a bathtub. This of course had the effect of causing me to sink.
I fought my way back up just as one of the Scout Leaders tried to
assist by extending the pool skimmer, which he hit me in the head
with. I went back under, and I remember thinking to myself this
is a really stupid way to die as I started taking in
water. It was then that one of the braver kids caught me under the
arms and hauled me up. They laid me on my back and I spat water
out, but I was okay.

Dad had watched the whole thing and hadn’t moved a
muscle. He later told me that God was watching over me, and that he
knew I’d be fine. I remember thinking to myself that God hadn’t
shared that info with me, and that I could have used some help.

At any rate, for the first time I was living
something that had started to resemble a normal life. But the more
I spoke to the other kids and learned what a “normal life” really
was, the more I realized that I was kidding myself. Dad and I
weren’t normal. Our lives weren’t normal. We were impostors; liars
and pretenders and somehow that made it even worse. I wanted to go
to school. I wanted a normal family. I wanted to tell people the
truth.

But that was not meant to be.

I bugged Dad repeatedly to tell me again what had
happened to Mom. There was a part of me even then that wondered if
he wasn’t telling me everything about the circumstances of her
death, especially when he found it so easy to lie about so many
other things. After all, both of our lives at that time were based
on fabrication.

The shadow that seemed to pass over Dad so frequently
settled on him once again and he sat me down for another of his
“serious talks.”

He said, with complete conviction, as he always did,
that he and Mom were flying from Mexico to the United States. This
was the same as what he had told me before: that she had died
during the flight when a cyst on her ovary ruptured. But this time
the rest of the story was different. They landed and Mom was alive,
but as they deplaned, when Mom stepped onto the tarmac… Dad got
teary as he said “the government assassinated your mother.”

This was a lot to take in. I was old enough now that
I started to question things, and I wondered (to myself) whether
this could possibly be true. Did the government really just go
around shooting people? I didn’t know what to think. The more I
thought about it though, the more I wasn’t entirely convinced.

Dad’s revised account of Mom’s death was unusual, but
as far as “unusual” goes, something he told me later really takes
the cake.

For many years both Dad and I wore our belt buckles
to the left side. As a kid growing up, I thought it was normal. As
I interacted with other kids more often, I realized that everyone
else wore their buckle in the middle. For a while Dad told me (and
others who would ask) that it represented our religious and
political beliefs. One night, Dad told me the “real” reason...

There was a black planet, he said, located behind the
sun. There were aliens from this planet, and they walked among us,
posing as humans. They were evil, and they had worked their way
into our government infrastructure, into powerful and influential
positions throughout the world. The belt buckle we wore on the left
side was a sign to others who knew of the aliens that we were
believers as well.

I asked if there was any way to tell when someone was
from the black planet.

“Only one way,” he said. “When you look in their
eyes, you can’t see your own reflection.”

Naturally, this scared the crap out of me. For the
next several days I stared into the eyeballs of everyone I knew
just to make sure I could see myself in there, and I did the same
thing to people we’d meet for the first time. I’m sure I must have
freaked more than a few people out—“Hello sir, nice to meet you.
Why is your kid standing two inches from my face scrutinizing my
eyeballs?”

 


* * *

 


Have I mentioned how much Dad loved his coffee? Every
morning, he and I would hit up McDonalds. I’d get their breakfast
and Dad would have his coffee. He made friends there; one of our
friends was an old guy who’d had a stroke. He had trouble
remembering words sometimes. He’d get frustrated and slam his fist
on the table, but Dad was always patient, and would calm him down.
And eventually they’d figure out together what he was trying to
say.

I remember Dad telling our friend one morning that
we’d be going to California. Dad talked about going to all kinds of
places, so I didn’t think much of it at first. But then he told the
church we were leaving, and told me to share the info with my Boy
Scout friends. I protested, of course, but Dad said I could join
the Scouts in California; that our lives would be even better.
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