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It does not matter what you bear, 
but how you bear it.


			—Seneca











			Dedicated to my father, wait for me in heaven.
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Co-Author Note


			This book is the product of a year of interviews between Tom DeBlass and his co-author. Memories are imperfect; everyone knows that. Everything from small details to specific dates and orders of events may get changed, completely unintentionally. Tom has accumulated more memories and relationships in his years than most people do in a lifetime. There’s simply more to remember.


			Every story in this book was recalled, retold, put down on paper, reviewed, and likely rewritten. That’s a lot of steps, and in any one of them details can be lost in translation. We’ve done our best to get everything right, keeping the spirit of the story intact. All of the big moments and events are correct. But some of the smaller details may not be. In places where we came up short, the fault lies squarely with the co-author. Stories are messy and imperfect. So is telling them.


			


			









Prologue


			I pull up to the sidewalk. I won’t be here that long. I never honk, not wanting to wake up the neighborhood this early, plus it would just seem rude to my rider. Instead, I send him a text message.


			Here.


			The screen door opens up; a dog barks somewhere down the street. The real working class have already left for their jobs in the city, but moms in Jersey are still running their kids around to get them fed and ready for the buses.


			I like this time of the morning, just after dawn. You can get a lot done this time of day, when the world is still bleary-eyed. I’m no exception. I got a full four hours of sleep. It’s a good average for me. I’ve struggled with insomnia all my life. I don’t know why I like mornings; they’re actually hell for me. One of the many ways I make my life harder than it needs to be.


			My car door opens with a dull latching sound, and a little bell rings somewhere to alert me that someone is getting in. The old man takes short, precise steps so as not to lose his footing. He’s dressed as casually as me, gray sweatpants and a hoodie. I briefly feel the cold draft from outside pushing into the heated comfort of my truck. You have to work to be physically uncomfortable in this thing. Heated seats, dual AC, everything adjustable. Plenty of room, plenty of buttons to dial everything in. It’s a bit much, but I think I’ve earned it after driving shit cars for so many years. Plus, I spend a lot of time driving, and I’m frequently in pain from one thing or another. A comfortable car makes all the difference.


			The old man slips on the step up and winces in pain. My eyes shoot down to his feet. He has really bad feet. I regret admiring my truck for a second. But he recovers quickly.


			“I think it rained last night,” he says, to shift the blame for his slippage.


			I just grunt an affirmative and sip my coffee. I wait for him to get settled in, then we roar off in my tank of a truck. It’s a twenty-minute drive to our destination. Most days we talk—mostly small talk, but sometimes meaningful stuff. It’s all meaningful, really. It’s not always the conversation but the time that matters. Who knows how much time we have left?


			“The kids wanted to come over this weekend,” I say.


			“Sure. Deb was going to try her casserole again.”


			We both laugh. It’s an inside joke that her casserole is terrible.


			“Naw, I’ll talk her into pizza,” says the old man. We’re at a point where I don’t even ask about the kids coming over; I just say they’re coming and they do. They love the old man, and he loves them. It’s important to me, enough that it’s not worth telling them anything more than they need to know about him. Does anything else really matter? He’s a good grandpa, that’s all they need to know.


			My dad goes quiet and browses around the interior. He blinks a few times at the onboard display, trying to make sense of it all. He looks at the ugly metal dog tags hanging off my rear-view mirror. Finally his eyes drift on and land at a small stack of papers in the middle seat. Even from a distance, they look official, with small fonts and dense paragraphs. My dad is smart and a little nosey at times, and he plucks the papers up and flips through them.


			“What’s this?”


			“It’s, ahh, a contract. There’s this thing called ONE FC—”


			“What kind of contract?” he says in his thick Jersey accent while reading.


			“There’s this thing called ONE FC—”


			“For a fight?”


			“Yeah, these guys from—”


			“Ahh!” he says while pointing at the paper. “ONE FC. I’ve heard of them,” he says as his eyes keep skimming through the contract.


			“What are they, like the Chinese UFC?”


			“No, Dad, they’re based in . . . in . . . they’re not Chinese, Dad.”


			He waves his hand dismissively, which is good because I don’t win many geography arguments. “I thought you weren’t ever fighting again.”


			“I changed my mind,” I say truthfully, but maybe a little defensive as well.


			“Changed your mind,” he repeats with a nod. He lowers the papers and looks at me. “So you’re going to fight in China? When?”


			“Hong Kong, in October.”


			“Where?”


			“Hong Kong.”


			“I thought you said it was China?”


			“No, you said it was China. I’m saying Hong Kong.”


			“Aren’t they the same thing?” Dad says with an annoying tone.


			“I dunno, I think they’re different, technically.”


			Our voices are raising slightly.


			“But you’re fightin’ Chinese people?”


			“Maybe, I don’t know. They have fighters from everywhere. Could be a guy from the U.S.”


			We’re both waving our hands in the air by now to punctuate our sentences. There’s a brief pause as I pull up to the parking lot.


			“All right,” he says, bringing the conversation to an abrupt end. He waits for the truck to stop and then climbs out, still holding the stack of papers.


			I lean over and call out to him, “Hey, I need that back.”


			“I’ll bring it back,” he says while walking. He notices my perturbed look and repeats himself with a more convincing tone. “I’ll bring it back.”


			I sit back in the car, wondering why I let him walk away with what I’m supposed to read until he gets back.
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			Twenty minutes later, I see him walking out of the building and back to the car, albeit a little slower. His limp is gone, or lessened. He opens the truck door and slides on in.


			“That’s it, then,” he says. He eases into the seat and sinks low, his gut popping out comfortably, and he sighs. I look at him, amused, and say, “Comfortable?”


			He doesn’t answer. Instead he takes a rolled-up and wrinkled stack of papers from his pocket, something I’m sure was my nice, neat contract that I need to fax back to ONE FC this morning after class. He slaps it on my lap like it’s a newspaper with a shocking headline.


			“It’s a province.”


			“Sometimes I think you’re a province,” I joke.


			It fires him up, and he motions with his hands excitedly at the contract. “No, smartass, Hong Kong. It’s what they call a province. It’s like Puerto Rico is to us.”


			“Is that so?” I decide not to bust his balls about it too much. I can tell when he’s just repeating something, probably from the lady he flirts with in the clinic. I pull out of the parking lot. The day is officially begun, the sun is out, and the streets are filling up with some latecomers to work.


			“I think it’s a great idea, you fighting again.”


			“Oh yeah, coming around, huh?” I say it playfully, but Dad’s mood shifts abruptly.


			“Yeah, well, you know, Tom . . .” He takes a breath and continues. “You still got a lot of fire, and I, uh, think you could put together another run.”


			I smile, a little touched by the sentiment. “Well, as long as my Dad believes in me. I need to introduce you to some people on Reddit.”


			“What’s red it? No no, it doesn’t matter. Thomas, look. I mean this.”


			I take my eyes off the road and look at him, surprised to see his eyes watering up. I wonder if it’s just the medication, if it makes him more emotional. After all, we’re just talking.


			“I have a lot of regrets; you know that.”


			I just nod, and he continues. “And I never . . . I missed a lot when you were coming up.”


			Reflexively, I say, “No Dad, it’s not your fault. You gotta understand—”


			He motions me to stop with his hand. “No no no, listen. I can own that. I missed a lot of your life, or I was in and out. You know what I mean.”


			We start talking over each other. I tell him, “You were dealing with your own demons—”


			“I feel like I don’t even know your story. I mean I got some stuff, but it’s like there’s whole parts missing, you know?”


			We drive in silence for a few seconds. I wonder if the outburst is over, then scold myself for thinking about it in that way. So many parents in this world don’t give a shit about their kids. Here’s my dad telling me he wishes he could know more.


			I clear my throat. “Well, what do you want to know? I can tell you.”


			He takes a second. “I wanna know everything, the whole thing.”


			We pull back up to the house. The truck stops, but he stays in his seat.


			He speaks again. “I have questions, things I never asked. Things I should have known.”


			Another long silence as we both process the moment. I finally take the offer. “I’ll be here tomorrow, same time. It’s a twenty-minute drive there and back. I’m an open book for that time.”


			He nods without looking at me. “Okay, okay. I’d like that.” He turns and places his hand on the door but stops to say, “What time on Saturday? With the kids?”
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			I drive to the gym for my morning class, in deep thought. It’s strange for my Dad to want to know my story. He was there for the whole thing. I’ve talked to him nearly every day for my entire life. What he remembers is another story. My father was always there, and yet often somewhere else. It’s not hard to explain, but it’s not easy to understand either.


			I go about my day like normal, taking some comfort in my routine. Class, rolling, mitt work, cool-down. The physicality, the self-inflicted harshness. I’ve always found release in pain, in ordeal. Adversity is important, suffering is important. For so many things in my life that never truly got solved, I learned that endurance was the next best thing. It’s a lesson I learned from my parents, both father and mother.


			I finish the last classes of the evening. Walking to my truck in my shorts and sandals, I smell like dried sweat, and the cold Jersey air feels amazing to my overheated body. I drive home, still under the influence of the euphoria of jiu-jitsu and hard physical activity. I wonder what my life could have been like without it, even though I know the answer. It would have been bad, it’s just a matter of how creative I can get in my head. On a scale of one to my father, how bad could it have gotten? I love my father, warts and all. I don’t just love him, I accept him. So it doesn’t bother me to acknowledge that his life could have easily been waiting for me had I not made some key choices.


			I walk in the door, and my kids tackle me with laughter and excitement. The best feeling in the world, better than all the medals, all the DVD sales, all the black belts. My daughter asks, “Can we go see Grandpa tomorrow?”


			“Oh, ’course,” I say, and they throw their hands up in glee, then pepper me with a hundred questions and stories about their days.


			


			









Chapter 1


			I pick my Dad up Monday, curious if he will even acknowledge the conversation from last week now that the weekend has passed and the grandkids came over. He didn’t mention it at all when I dropped them off or picked them up. People get emotional, especially with some methadone in their system. My father is like me, he’s passionate. God knows I’ve said some things in the heat of the moment. Men in particular are exceptional at spectacular displays of emotion, followed by denial that it happened at all.


			Still, some part of me is hopeful. Maybe he will remember; maybe it wasn’t just a one-way confession that he needed to make, only to disregard later. Maybe he actually needs this, to hear his son’s story.


			He slides into the car in his grey sweatpants and sweater. He looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I appraise him carefully as we start our drive. We have some small talk for the first fifteen minutes. We talk about my son, how he’s getting big, how he’s learning this or that. My father seems a bit distant. His voice trails off once or twice.


			We pull up to the clinic and he leaves the car with a mumble that he’ll be back. I sit in the car alone, disappointed. It triggers some powerful memories, none of them good. My father always loved me growing up, but for many important moments of my life, I can’t find him when I search my memories. If love is a series of chemical reactions in your brain, whatever power they have over you pales in comparison to the chemicals of addiction—a cocktail of compulsion that leaves you passed out, in and out of consciousness for days when your kids are graduating junior high or something. I guess it felt like when push came to shove, the chemicals always won. Maybe this is the wrong way to look at this, but it feels like they won again, by making him say something he didn’t mean, or meant but didn’t plan to follow through with.


			I sit in silence with my own thoughts in the truck for a long time until I hear a clicking sound. I snap back to the now. My father is trying to open the door, but it’s locked. I let him in and he proceeds to bust my balls.


			“UFC fighter locking his doors now?”


			“Trying to keep you out.”


			He gives a laugh, although I was only half joking. I start the truck and stew for most of the drive home.


			“So where do you want to start?” he says abruptly.


			“Start?”


			He stares at me for a second. I’m not sure who should go first.


			“The talking! The story! You had the whole thing in here with the crying,” he barks out.


			“I had it? You were the one with all that.”


			“It was you, it was me, whatever. Let’s get this thing started.”


			“It was definitely you.”


			He grunts a noise I can only interpret as a tacit admission of guilt but keeps right on going.


			“I mean, I’m not asking for a fucking biography here. I mean I was there.”


			“So no, like, ‘I was born on this day.’ Nothing like that.”


			He waves his hand dismissively, “What’s there to say?”


			He goes quiet and moves to scratch an itch on his head. His eyes fall to the floor as two decades of complicated memories flash in both of our heads.


			“What’s there to say?” he repeats, less convincingly now.


			We awkwardly agree to begin during another time, unspecified but clearly well after my childhood. It’s just as well. Truthfully, there is everything to say about how I grew up. And as for my father’s claim that he was there for the whole thing:


			He was, and he wasn’t.
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			I come from a family with its share of hardship on both sides. I’m talking about generational tragedy.


			My father, Tom senior, is a good man but a complicated one. He was everything a good father should be. He came to school things, he kissed my Mom, he was a hard worker. My dad was affectionate; I always felt loved.


			He didn’t fit the profile of a typical alcoholic, if there is such a thing. To this day I get odd looks from people when I tell them I had a great dad and, in the next breath, say he struggled with addiction my entire life. My father using wasn’t a different man as much as he was no man at all. His drugs of choice were all downers, and he would just sort of fade away. Some people get loud and belligerent under the influence, but my father was more likely to pass out on a couch for a few hours and then walk around in a haze. He was remarkably self-aware about this. On more than one occasion growing up, he explained to me that he was an alcoholic. What’s more, he didn’t use it as an excuse. He would apologize later for things he said and did while under the influence.


			Many alcoholics split themselves into two people. They tell themselves they are a good guy. It’s that other guy, the one with the drinking problem, that’s the monster. Or maybe the booze is the monster, inhabiting your body and forcing you to do terrible things. My dad wasn’t a coward. He took responsibility for his addictions.


			With that said, there are no good addicts. First off, his addiction didn’t end with alcohol. Over the years, my father struggled with narcotics of all kinds. Some of it was pills, to cope with injuries that caused him pain. There’s no excuses for what he did. But there’s a difference between excuses and reasons. My father suffered a severe vertebrae injury when I was young. As the breadwinner in the family, he had to work. Period. He did what he had to do. People were far more ignorant of the dangers of painkillers and opioids back then. They were easy to get, and just as hard to quit.


			He was strong, mentally and physically. All the men in my family were. My grandfather was a mountain of a man. He may have been the source of the DeBlass temper, or maybe just the last known inheritor from his own father. He would run people off the road who’d cut him off. He would drag them out of cars and manhandle them while my Dad looked on in the passenger seat. This behavior would land a man in a court today, but then it was a minor event in the life of a New Jersey resident. He was stronger than my father, and my father was stronger than me. They both had the kind of strength that doesn’t come from doing three sets of ten on a gym machine. Their strength was from living hard. They weren’t toned or jacked, but I saw my grandfather bend a railroad spike with his bare hands one time. And my father, I remember watching him one night getting progressively more drunk as the hours went by. He went into our backyard where there was a pile of bricks. I mean actual bricks used for construction. I remember him propping one up on a chair and shattering it with a punch. And not just one, either; he could smash several bricks if he had enough to drink. I remember being in awe of that as a child. Now, the memory is more conflicted. What kind of pain would a man have to be in to do that to himself?


			My father began drinking when he was twelve, and his father was a functioning alcoholic as well. They lived in an era when alcoholism was barely acknowledged. There were few books, fewer treatment centers, and no hotlines. Alcohol was the socially accepted way to cope. I got hints over the years that my father . . . let’s just say he had plenty of things to cope with.


			You might think a man like this wouldn’t tolerate weakness in a son. But, again, he wasn’t the typical alcoholic. When I would come home crying because the neighborhood kids picked on me, a sober Dad was always there to comfort me. I was free to cry around him. He would do what every Dad should do: get on one knee and wrap his arms around me. He’d tell me it was okay, ask me what happened, and do all that good-Dad stuff that I try to do with my kids now.


			In reality, I know my Dad wasn’t really two people. That’s something that children of addicts just sort of need to believe sometimes. Separate the man from the addict. My father was a good person. But he was a complex person. Mentally strong and yet hopelessly addicted. Tender with his son, but able to smash bricks. Not surprisingly, I had many of these same traits from a young age.


			My mother, Debra, was on the other side of the DeBlass coin. She was then and is now the strongest, toughest woman I’ve ever met in my life. Sometimes I think she deserves a book more than me. My childhood wasn’t always easy, but it paled in comparison to hers. Debra was born in East Orange, New Jersey, a mainly black neighborhood. And by “mainly” I mean Debra was the only white girl in her high school. Savvy history readers may note that Debra would have been in the correct time and place for the 1967 race riots in New Jersey, and she was. But that was almost a footnote in her life story. Debra’s mother was born and raised in an orphanage. With no family of her own, I can’t blame my grandmother for not being a stellar parent. She married an alcoholic, and the two had a turbulent marriage. My mother was kidnapped when she was five or six and wasn’t reunited with her family for years. Her kidnapper was none other than her own father, a severe alcoholic himself. He took not just my mother but her infant brother as well. You might imagine that Debra’s mother would have moved heaven and earth to find her children. But she never really made a serious effort to find them.


			With a mother who wasn’t coming for them and a father who could barely keep himself together, Debra raised her little brother like a son. She never was able to be a child. Her father would sometimes take them to a bar and leave them in the car until morning while he would get drunk. Adversity, even tragedy, was normalized for my mother. But instead of breaking her, it caused her to develop a sort of pathological sense of kindness and empathy. She would do anything for me, her son. What’s remarkable is that she would probably do those same things for strangers.


			Years later, my mother developed a rare condition called trigeminal neuralgia, which causes excruciating pain in the face from even the lightest touches. If you can, imagine being a little kid and watching your mom putting makeup on, and then she abruptly cries out in pain and collapses on the floor like a wounded animal. It was a regular occurrence growing up for me. It was completely unfair that such an amazing woman would draw the short genetic straw. But, if anything, it made her more of a hero in my eyes. Debra learned to live with it. She didn’t complain; she didn’t quit on life.


			They were an interesting pairing, Tom and Debra. They were so different, and yet they both understood hardship and struggle. It’s an odd thing to be united around, but it worked in our family. People ask me sometimes why my mother didn’t leave my father on account of his addictions. The answer is that my mother had lived with flawed people her entire life. She didn’t have a recognizable version of normal that most people have in their families. But also, she truly loved my father through it all. And she still does.


			It was largely the same with me. Every day I saw suffering in my home. My father’s drinking and depression. My mother’s fits of pain. I settled into the role of peacemaker and comforter almost from the time that I could speak. It was a lot to put onto a child, too much. When I was about four years old, I saw my Dad overdose. He was splayed out on a carpet, and my mother sat in front of him, trying to wake him up. When it was clear that he wouldn’t, my mother let out a wail of pain and began sobbing. We thought he was dead. This happened more than once when I was a child.


			Around the second grade a teacher began to remark that I wasn’t like the other kids. Even back in the ’80s, it wasn’t hard to diagnose me as depressed. My school referred me to some sort of psychologist. I’ll never forget the first and only time I met with him. By the end of our session, he literally had nodded off to sleep.


			I never saw a professional again, but the depression didn’t go away. I remember sitting outside my house on the curb, praying every night that my father would stop drinking, that my mother would be cured of her pain. I would sit by myself under a streetlight and pray.


			This was the family I was born into. Surprisingly, I was generally a nice kid. Unfortunately the neighborhood I grew up in was anything but nice. New Jersey in any decade isn’t Disneyland. But in the early 1980s, it was probably one of the least desirable places to live in the country. There was a terrible recession; unemployment was above ten percent in the U.S. New York City was the most dangerous city in the country and had some of the highest murder rates in the Western world throughout the decade. It was ground zero for the crack epidemic. On the doorstep of all of this was New Jersey. My neighborhood wasn’t a war zone. People weren’t dying on the streets. But tough times breed tough people. And tough kids. If you weren’t a tough kid in Bayville, the other kids would make you tough.


			I was always the runt of the neighborhood. I was the four-year-old trying to play with ten-year-olds. Half the kids I grew up with had their own family issues. But whereas I was a nice kid, a lot of the older boys were not. Even well-behaved boys will beat the shit out of each other for fun. But a ten-year-old from a broken home may do it to release anger from issues he doesn’t even know about yet. And who do you think he’ll target? That’s right, the smallest kid on the block. That was me.


			I feel like the first several years of my life was other kids beating the shit out of me. If you can, imagine a five-year-old getting in fistfights with eight- and ten-year-olds. When you’re five, advanced kids your age will be able to do things like walk up and down stairs and stand on one foot. When I was five, I got my first concussion.


			I remember very clearly this kid who tortured me in the neighborhood. I don’t know what his problem was. But, like I said, it was 1980s New Jersey, so it could have been anything. Broken home, addict parent, or maybe just born bad. Like most kids, he was probably five or six years older than me. He wasn’t the only bully, but he’s the one that I remember. There was this sand pit at the end of our block where the kids would all hang out. They would throw me in, jump on me, and hit me. They made me eat dirt or smashed my head against trees. Me, a five year old. A kid like that can’t even process complex emotions yet.


			One day a bunch of us were “playing.” We didn’t have slides or monkey bars. So we reverted to basic boy stuff: we found rocks and threw them at things. Of course, we eventually started throwing them at each other. In the beginning, we just threw them at each other’s feet. But, being boys, we were hardwired for warfare. Before long this kid, who already had a hard-on for me being the smallest and weakest target available, was gleefully throwing rocks at my face as hard as he could. He was a little serial killer in the making; he legitimately got off on watching me be terrified. I remember being on my hands and knees, asking him to stop as he searched for another rock to throw. The pretense of any sort of a game was gone by then. He wasn’t even throwing them at me as much as he was just dropping them on my head at point-blank range.


			I had some sort of realization that this kid would not stop; he would keep doing this forever. If I survived today, he would just be there tomorrow and the next day. It wasn’t fair. Suddenly, I was standing up with a rock in my hand. A big one. And not a smooth rock like you find on a river in the country. This was a jagged lump of wrecked New Jersey concrete, the kind of rock that scraped up your hand just by picking it up. As my bully closed within arm’s distance, I threw a haymaker at him as hard as I could. The punch alone might have rattled him. It hit him directly on the ear. But with the rock of Jersey justice in my hand, it did quite a bit more than that.


			His ear exploded, a combination of the cartilage being burst by the blunt force of the rock and the skin being torn open by its jagged edges. Instead of swelling his ear up, all the fluid the body sent to the ear to protect it gushed out. It was clearly the kind of injury that was out of our league, beyond what we should have been inflicting on each other. Of course, I had literally had a concussion two months before and none of the kids seemed to give a shit. But the graphic nature of what that rock did to this kid’s face was probably a little bit more than we had seen so far in our little Jersey block.


			Everyone froze for a few seconds to register. Well, except for my bully. He regressed from whatever age he was back to a toddler, screaming bloody murder. He crumpled to the ground and curled up in a pitiful little ball of dirt and blood. That’s what he probably was anyways, just a frustrated toddler at heart. I’ll never forget the other kids staring down at this bully, now crumpled on the sand, holding his ear. He had lost one hundred percent of his power. He could come back the next day and try and hurt every single one of us, but he would never be the same. One you’ve seen a person shrunken into the fetal position, that’s all you’ll ever see when you look at them. His hand was caked with blood and dirt, and more blood was steadily dripping out, making more of a mess by the second. They looked from him up at me. A paradigm shift occurred for everyone in that sand pit. Don’t mess with Tom anymore.


			I was never bullied again. It was a powerful lesson for me. Bullies have to work hard. They’re in the business of fear, and you can never let up in that business. But a bully only needs to get beaten once, and if it’s bad enough and enough people see it, they lose that power forever.


			


			









Chapter 2


			We pull up to the clinic after a few moments in silence. Perhaps we’re both having a gut-check moment. I’m not telling him these stories to twist the knife.


			I try to throw him an easy out. “Hey, you know, we don’t have to talk about these things.”


			No reply.


			I continue: “It’s not to make you or anybody feel bad. You know that, right? You were a good Dad. You are a good Dad.”


			He stares down at the floorboard and nods to himself. He says softly, “When I showed up.”


			I don’t say anything. It’s almost like he’s having a conversation with himself that I don’t want to interrupt. We sit in the parking lot in silence.


			“You’re showing up now,” I finally say.


			“Yeah,” he replies with a shaky voice. He abruptly opens the door and steps out, leaving me alone with my thoughts while he heads into the clinic. Maybe this was a mistake. I realize that I’ve always told my parents about what happened to me, but not always about how it felt while it happened. Maybe in some ways, I never thought much about it anyways. The feelings, that is.


			He returns to the car and lets out a sigh. “So what happens next?”


			“Umm, where were we? Maybe right before I met—”


			“I wanna know it all. Every minute,” he says firmly.


			“Yeah, I know. I just don’t want you to think—”


			“Hey, look at me.”


			I look at him, and he slowly lifts his finger and points at the ground.


			“Every. Minute.”


			[image: ]


			My Dad may say he wants to know every minute of my life. But he doesn’t. Just like I don’t need to know every moment of his. There are some things that no one needs to know; they would only cause more pain. I’ve come to peace with what happened to me, but that peace didn’t come overnight.


			I was seven years old when it happened. He was thirteen. He molested me just one time, in his room. It’s hard to understate how unprepared an eight-year-old is for sexual activities. I had no real understanding of sexuality, certainly not the particulars. But more than that, I had a limited understanding of emotions of any kind, and I didn’t even have the words in my vocabulary to understand or vocalize what happened. What I did have was the most damaging thing: a very simplistic understanding of morality. What happened to me was complicated. A child, who was very likely himself being abused, abused another child. It’s hard to say what level of culpability, or even understanding, he had of what he was doing. These are the types of things that legal systems and even philosophers would struggle with. But my seven-year-old mind couldn’t discern any of this. Instead, I went into emotional retreat, one that would last well into my adult life, for years. To this day I think of that child who molested me. He was a victim; he was in his own emotional retreat from someone else.


			But he still did it, and I was never the same.


			In the immediate aftermath, I felt enormous guilt and shame. I read stories about Sodom and Gomorrah from the Bible. God had destroyed entire cities over homosexuality. A narrative emerged in my mind about what we had done, not what he had done to me. Molestation was something that the creepy old man down the street did. Having it done to me by another young boy confused me. I didn’t know what to call it, how to describe it. I was seven years old.


			For these reasons, I told no one.


			Boys typically become aware of sex between the ages of ten and twelve. I was considerably younger, and the idea of sex was always wrapped up in the context of this terrible thing in a dark corner of my mind. As I approached high school, I was dating frequently. I was athletic, I had a personality, and I wasn’t ugly. It was enough to clear the low bar for teenage relationships.


			I had sex with a girl when I was very young, maybe fifteen. Then another girl, and another. I developed a bit of a reputation amongst the girls at school, and it was a good one. I was an experienced guy relative to other boys. I treated women kindly, because of my saintly mother. And most importantly: I didn’t tell anyone. I was a no-drama guy. No slut-shaming, no vicious breakups, not even locker-room talk. I had been hiding my sexuality since I was eight, and it continued.


			As this happened, I discovered another effect from being molested, the one that would be the hardest to be free of for the rest of my life: I had difficulty feeling intimate with girls. When I was a teenager, boys and girls were falling in and out of love at the drop of a dime, soaring into the heights of passion on Monday only to end the week in a downward spiral of mistrust and despair about their partner’s activities. I simply could not. I had three girls tell me they loved me in high school. I couldn’t love any of them, even if I wanted to love all three.
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