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FOREWORD

 


I first came across Les Edgerton through his
how-to craft books, Hooked and Finding Your Voice.
Those books offered a wealth of writing advice. So, when I heard
the author would be a staff member at the Writer’s Retreat Workshop
(WRW), I signed up. No one told me I should bring my seat
belt.

Les shared his tremendous knowledge of
the craft with a passion that
declared: This is how I see
it; you can take what I say and let it benefit you, or you
can ignore it and face the consequences. Yet, through his
bluntness, a kindness and gentleness of heart shined through—he’s
not as good at hiding this side of him as he thinks.

When I found out WRW would be in my hometown
and Les would again be a faculty member, I spoke with a local
writer’s group and suggested they take advantage of the opportunity
to host him. An adjacent workshop would allow the group’s members
to learn from Les without investing the time and money required for
WRW.

The group refused to host him.

The reason was simple: Les was a convicted
criminal.

Les shrugged off the rejection, but not me. I
invited him to lead a private workshop for twenty colleagues in my
home and to stay with me and my family. Les made two unsolicited
pledges.

“I promise not to smoke in your
house.” A gracious gesture for a chain smoker. And, with his
typical self-deprecating humor, he said, “I promise not to steal
anything—big.”

Les does tend to flaunt his checkered
past.

Adrenaline Junkie, however, is
infinitely more than a renowned, multi-award-winning author
entertaining with his life history. Les understands that backstory
matters. It influences the present. So, he journeyed through his
past seeking answers for why he was the way he was. Seeking answers
for his thrill-seeking, devil-may-care, often self-destructive,
behaviors. Seeking a sense of personal peace.

Les once asked me why I thought he felt
compelled to be the best he could be in all his endeavors—legal or
otherwise. He said he lost interest after he achieved the acme,
became bored and moved on to something else. What drove him to
excel, then flee success, only to strive for supremacy in another
field?

Adrenaline Junkie holds the
answers. With nothing held back. With his life-saving humor,
an indomitable spirit, and a fierce courage to expose the ugly and
painful. Like the tough, raw, vulnerable characters Les writes
about in his short stories and novels, he exposes us to a man
fighting against family, society, and his own sense of injustice.
Fighting for a moment—regardless of how fleeting—to feel in control
of his life. And, as uncomfortable at times, as Les’s life
adventure may be for us to witness, we come away grateful he took
us with him.

So settle back. Turn the page. Meet a
real-life, twenty-first-century
Renaissance man. A real-life Adrenalin Junkie.

 


—Marjorie Brody,

Author of Twisted
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A BIT OF A PROLOGUE…

 


When I was incarcerated in Pendleton, we didn’t
have TVs in our cells, only a pair of headphones and a jack to plug
them into. We had an inmate DJ who had a prison music show that was
just for us. Every night at exactly midnight, he’d play the same
song and all of D Cellblock would get quiet while everyone listened
to it and our own private thoughts. At the same time, a train would
pass by and blow its whistle. Every night. The only other sound was
some guy who always sobbed on the tier above me. Usually, when
someone starts bawling like that, all kinds of catcalls ring out,
cursing the guy or making fun of him. Not this guy, not at this
particular time of night. Everyone respected his pain.

The song? Porter Wagoner’s “The Green, Green
Grass of Home.”

I listened to this for my first six months in
the joint. Never missed a night. Midnight. Wagoner singing. Train
whistle blowing. This guy weeping loudly.

And then, one night, we didn’t hear the guy
sobbing. In the morning, after we got back from chow, here came a
bunch of hacks, carrying a body down the tier walk wrapped in a
bloody sheet. It was this guy. He’d cut his wrists the night
before.

 


 


Postscript: A couple of years later, I’d just
gotten my driver’s license and bought a clunker. I was driving down
the road and the song came on the radio. All of a sudden, I was
blinded by uncontrollable tears and had to pull off the road before
I ran into somebody.

Isn’t it funny that at the time of your misery
you don’t feel the emotion, but later, when you’re in a good place,
you do?

And, that’s what this book is about. A lot of
moments in my life—some good and some bad—and how they formed me.
I’ve had a chaotic life and that’s been on purpose. I’ve
consciously sought out as many experiences as I was able to and I
tended toward seeking out dangerous experiences—that’s what
triggers the adrenaline and adrenaline is my drug of choice. This
covers my existence up until about the age of forty. I’ve lowered
the volume across the board, but even so I’ve run across a couple
of early readers who told me they found parts hard to believe.
Well, I promise you this isn’t an account such as James Frey might
write—it’s all true. I’ve discovered that people often tend to
judge others’ lives by their own. If they didn’t do it or couldn’t
imagine doing it, they just can’t accept that some of these things
happened to another. But…they did. I had a good friend, the
now-deceased author Bob Stewart, who read this just before he
passed away. Bob said he bought everything in it except the time
where I went to bed with three different girls. Well, he was right.
There’d been more than three that day. I’d cut a couple of them out
for just that reason. I knew most guys hadn’t experienced anything
like that and might think I was exaggerating. When Bob told me he
didn’t buy that event, I went back and wrote it the way it actually
happened. I knew then that there would be those who wouldn’t
believe some of the things I’d done. So I might as well get down
what actually happened. Sometimes you just can’t win. And the fact
is, I’ve left an awful lot out. And, what I included I’ve made it a
point to lower the volume, not raise it.

One of my wives, after we went our separate
ways, said to me one day: “You just married me for material, didn’t
you?”

Guilty as charged. That’s kind of what I’ve
been doing all my life. On purpose.

Hope you enjoy the read.
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I

GROWING UP

 


When I was eleven, my father walked into his
bedroom and caught me stuffing several of the coins he collected
into my pockets. Most of them were foreign ones he’d picked up
overseas during World War II. I have no idea how I planned to spend
English half-pence or German Reichspfennig coins or if I even
planned to spend them at all. I just wanted them because I thought
I could take them without getting caught. After he put his belt
away, and I pulled my pants back up, my father made me take four of
the smallest coins and swallow them.

“You want them, you’ve got them,”
he said. “You need to remember this. An Edgerton doesn’t steal.
None of the Edgertons have ever been thieves.”

My mother came up while I choked them down and
stood there, tears dripping quietly down her cheeks. She didn’t say
a word. My father was the king of his castle and she was just a
slightly-higher-placed vassal than my sister and me.

She cried…but not this tough,
eleven-year-old criminal. I came close, but I choked down my
tears along with the coins once I saw her begin to weep. I knew in
that instant if I were to begin bawling that I’d become as weak as
her and what that would promise for my future. That I didn’t break
down made my father more angry than my theft.

“I ought to make you eat them all,”
he said.

“I’d like some salt then,” I said.
“And a glass of water.” I knew what his reaction would be. Instead
of being fearful, I felt a power surge through me. I also slipped
into a calm I had never felt before. Fear disappeared, just plain
vanished. He could hurt my flesh but he could never dominate me as
he had the other members of my family. The knowledge I gained in
that instant was my earliest reward for being a thief. It was also
the beginning of a new-found ability to disassociate and go to a
place where emotions vanished into vapor. My breathing became
measured and even, my heart rate slowed.

He cursed and undid his belt again.

The calmer I became, the more enraged he
became.

I was in control, not only of myself, but of
him and the situation. I’d discovered a valuable tool to dealing
with life.

When the coins came out a day or so later, I
reached into the stool and mushed the turds with my fingers,
extracting them one by one. I took the bar of my father’s Lava he
used every day after work and held it under the tap until the dried
swirls of his oil and grime were rinsed off and then scrubbed the
coins with it. For an hour I scoured them until they gleamed and
shone a dull, lucent copper and zinc and aluminum. He never asked
what happened to them and I have them to this day.

So it begins.

 


 


My childhood memories are sketchy. One of my
former wives, Sheila, can remember her third grade teacher, for
instance—me, I can’t remember for sure what state we were
living in when I was in the third grade, much less some teacher’s
name. Especially since I had several teachers, most likely, and
lived in several states hat year. Our family was like the wind,
blowing first here, then there. Home base was my mother’s hometown
of Freeport, Texas, although every couple of years we’d pack up a
U-Haul or cram our latest used station wagon with our few
possessions and head north to South Bend, Indiana, where my father
was from. We were usually cruising on bald tires and almost always
went through a series of flats and car troubles. Everything we
owned would be in the car and my parents spent a lot of time on
those trips figuring out mileage and checking their stock of cash
and worrying out loud if the car would give out before our money
did.

We zigzagged back and forth like that, living
the majority of the time in Texas until I was in the eighth grade
and from then on my family lived in Indiana. Before that, We were
never in one place for more than two or three years at the most,
and even when we lived in one town, we were constantly moving from
house to house. I tried to add it up once, and came up with
thirteen schools I’d attended before high school, and I’m pretty
sure I missed a few. My brother and sisters hated the moves, but I
loved all of them, except when we moved from Texas. Texas was never
boring, but Indiana always was. I found out quickly I could
reinvent myself each time and avoid the social mistakes of the
former school.

In Texas, we lived in the house with my
grandparents. Grandpa Herman Vincent worked as a supervisor for the
Freeport Sulfur Company. In my memory I see him in his yellow
hard-hat and work khakis. What I remember most is that he was
extremely quiet and stoic, especially compared to my Grandma Louise
who was a ball of furious energy. The only other clear image I have
of Herman is of the months before he finally died of cancer, of him
sitting in the bathroom in the tub and my mom sitting on the stool
weeping as she administered his shot of morphine for pain. I don’t
know why they chose that setting for their nightly ritual but they
did. My memory is very clear of walking by the open door and seeing
them so engaged and my mother spotting me, shaking her head
vigorously at me to indicate I shouldn’t be there, throwing a
washcloth over his privates, and shoving the door closed. I assumed
he sat in the tub because the warm water helped sooth him. I
remember thinking it odd that he was nude in the bathtub with my
mother there, but as a little kid you accept things like that. Now,
I’m not sure what to make of that. He wasn’t her birth father, but
her stepfather.

I never recall him complaining or making a
sound. From time to time, a look would come over his face and sweat
would bead his forehead and he’d have to sit down, but he never
made a sound. He was just strong and silent, the way real men were
supposed to be in those days.

Grandma Vincent was a presence in all of our
lives. According to Mom, she’d been abandoned by her husband when
my mom and Uncle Buddy were just little kids. By dint of an iron
will and the strongest work ethic I’d ever seen—besides my own
father’s—had succeeded in opening and running two very successful
businesses: a restaurant/bar and a taxicab company. This was during
an era when such things were almost unheard of for a woman.
Somewhere along the way, she’d met and married Herman, who my
mother always considered her “real” father.

Long before I was born, Grandma had begun her
business as an ice cream shop and then a restaurant, but by the
time I came on the scene in 1943, it had evolved into a drinking
establishment where you could also get a great meal. They served
everything from Texas-sized T-bone steaks to flounder, shrimp and
red snapper to homemade gumbo. Even though beer was the
restaurant’s main moneymaker, it still went by the original name,
“The Sweet Shop.”

Freeport, as well as being a large base for
the shrimping and sport-fishing industries, was also a port for
off-loading Texas gas, oil, sulfur and other chemicals for the rest
of the world. There was a constant stream of Norwegian and Russian
oil tankers, and other international ships, arriving daily to load
products from the Dow Chemical and Freeport Sulfur plants as well
as from the oil refineries from up the road in Port
Arthur.

Trying to raise two kids, Grandma saw the
money to be made in catering to both foreign sailors and the local
shrimpers, many of whom seemed to live for the joys of booze, so
she turned the place into a tavern. Texas’ drinking laws went by
counties, and Brazoria County was a “dry” county, meaning they
could only sell beer and wine. When sailors got as drunk as they
could on suds, they were after harder stuff and the closest place
you could get whiskey or vodka was either in Galveston or Houston,
both about fifty-odd miles from Freeport.

Seeing a golden opportunity, Grandma
introduced a cab service to take advantage of her customers’
thirst. The Star Taxicabs would go out to the docks, pick up a load
of sailors and take them to the Sweet Shop. After gorging
themselves on fresh shrimp, flounder and gumbo and bottles of Jax
and Lone Star Beer, along about midnight or so sailors were ready
for Galveston Island or sometimes Houston, where they could not
only purchase a bottle of hard stuff, but they could continue
partying. Especially in Galveston. It was the honky-tonk capital of
East Texas at the time.

A woman creating a business single-handedly in
the 1920s was virtually unheard of. She worked in both the
restaurant and the cab businesses, twelve to fourteen hours a day,
seven days a week. A short, squat woman, built like a fireplug, she
wore her hair in a net, a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and a
cigarette holder on a chain around her neck. Except for one time,
when my grandfather died, I never saw her dressed in anything but
her white uniform. She smoked Pall Malls and Old Gold Long
filtertips, and with the addition of her holder, you had to be
careful to stay out of range if you didn’t want to end up with a
live ember in your eye or burn scars on your face. She had a habit
of swinging around abruptly with a foot-and-a-half-long lit
cigarette and people would duck. Every once in a while, she’d catch
someone and sparks and cuss words would fly. As well as laughter
from the others not wounded.

She kept a sawed-off Stan Musial-model
Louisville Slugger behind the bar. I watched more than once when,
after attempting to reason with a belligerent drunk to no avail,
she’d reach over, grab the miscreant by the hair, yank her to him,
and crank him over the noggin. Someone would haul his unconscious
body out to the back where she had a weed-grown lot with a trailer
one of the help lived in, and let him sleep it off. Occasionally,
the guy would wake up and stagger back in and resume drinking. As
long as he didn’t cause further trouble, Grandma let him
be.

As tough as she was, there was another side to
Grandma. She fit right in with proper society. I remember when I
was little, once a year she’d take me, Mom and my sister Jo with
her to New Orleans to the department store, Maison Blanche. The
store would be closed to the public that day, open only to Grandma.
We’d sit in a room where we were served tea and cookies and models
would parade in showing various styles. Grandma would pick out a
bunch of dresses for her, Mom and Jo and spend several thousand
dollars. I had to sit there and watch the show with them, but I
hated it. It wasn’t until I was older that I found out they didn’t
close the doors for just anybody. Only high-rollers. When she died,
they found over twenty fur coats in her closet and I don’t ever
remember seeing her wear one. Eventually, my dad made Mom quit
going because he couldn’t pro-vide anything like that. They had a
big fight about it and that was the end of it. I don’t think
Grandma ever went again after that.

Grandma wouldn’t serve Yankees. She’d kick a
northerner right out of the restaurant. Not many people came in
from the north anyway, except a few fishermen after tarpon, as
Freeport wasn’t exactly a tourist town. Yankees had to find
somewhere else to eat, because at the first hint of a nasal quality
to their speech, out they’d go—asked politely at first to leave,
but if that request evoked an argument or resistance, then she’d
get tough. They always ended up leaving. I remember one time she’d
told a Yankee to leave and he yelled that she couldn’t do that. He
said he was going to the police station and file a complaint. Sue
her. Grandma just looked at him and said, “I’ll save you a trip.
The sheriff’s right back there.” She pointed to a back booth,
where, sure enough the sheriff was sitting, easily visible in his
khaki uniform. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

He left.

Grandma always hated the fact that my mom had
married a Yankee. Some people in Freeport wouldn’t even tolerate
Texans from other parts of the state. East Texas is southern, while
North Texas is…almost as bad as Yankeeland. And, to someone from
South Texas, Dallas might as well be in Canada.

Yankees were pretty much hated by just about
everyone I knew in Freeport. Every once in a while, they’d show a
movie with a Civil War theme at the only theater in
town—conve-niently, for me, it was located next door to the
restaurant—and whenever the Rebels scored any kind of victory over
the Union, every man, woman and child in the audience would stand
up and cheer at the top of their lungs. Except maybe the colored
folks up in the balcony…We’d hear a murmur from that part of the
theater but never any boos. That would have led to trouble for
them.

I loved that movie house. Because of my
grandmother’s influence, I was able to land a job lugging the new
movie reels up a flight of steep stairs to the projection room.
Each week, a couple of new movies would arrive, along with that
week’s serial episode, cartoons, and a news reel. And those reels
were big! There’s an old picture somewhere, showing me lugging a
reel up the stairs and all you can see of me are my fingers and the
top of my head. My favorite serial was Sheena, Queen of the
Jungle. It was the first time I remember being sexually
aroused. I was eight, almost nine.

I asked the movie owner to pay me with free
movie passes. My mother made me tithe ten percent of whatever I
made to her church, and this way I got to keep it all.

My sister Jo and I were raised mostly by a
series of black nannies. From my child’s point-of-view, they all
seemed enormous. One thing for sure, they were the Law. That was
the Southern way. I don’t remember Mom spanking me very much, if at
all when we lived in Freeport. She was usually too busy talking to
God. Discipline fell to my nanny. One, I remember in particular,
Inez. I’d guess her weight at about three hundred pounds and I’d
say she was at least seven feet tall, but that’s probably an
exaggeration. A strong woman in personality, as all the women from
my childhood seemed, she was not to be messed with. If she said
“sit,” you sat. Right where you were.

Grandma would have our nannies switch jobs,
back and forth, depending on what she needed. First, one might be a
cook or dishwasher at the Sweet Shop. One job they couldn’t have
was waitressing. That had to be a white woman. Blacks could cook
the food then but they couldn’t serve it. Then, she would be a maid
at the house. Eventually, she became our nanny, at least, some
did.

I think part of the reason we were raised by
nannies is that our mother didn’t really know how to take care of
kids, raise a family. Her own mother—Grandma Louise—had always
packed my mother and her brother, Uncle Buddy, off to boarding
schools. Neither of them had ever spent more than a week or two out
of the year with their mother and stepfather. Grandma was too busy
with work to fret over kids. And, when she and Uncle Buddy did live
at home, Grandma had nannies to take care of them just like Mom did
for us.

One day when I was about ten, Inez came to my
dad at the restaurant . This day, he was driving a cab since a ship
was in port—one of their busier times.

“Mister Edgy,” she said, calling my
dad by his nickname. “I want you to take me to the beach at
Galveston. I think my husband’s there with some gal. He’s triflin’
on me.”

At that time, the beaches, along with
everything else, were segregated. The blacks had their beach, white
folks had theirs.

I didn’t go along on the ride to Galveston,
but I heard about what happened later. It seems Dad parked up off
the beach (whites weren’t allowed to go down on the colored beaches
and vice versa) and Inez went down onto the sand looking for her
husband. Dad didn’t know Inez was packing a nine-shot .22
automatic. When she found her husband—sharing a beach blanket with
his girlfriend—she stood there and methodically put all nine shots
into his “triflin’ body.” Turned him into Swiss cheese. Didn’t even
look at the girl, who, if she was smart, was probably booking it
down the beach as fast as she could truck. What was amazing was
that the guy didn’t die, even with nine pieces of hot lead in his
body. Even more astounding, they stayed married. I don’t think he
messed around on her after that.

And she stayed my nanny.

There was a hearing of sorts. Dad, Mom,
Grandma, Grandpa Herman and a lot of other folks testified as to
her good character, and she was acquitted. The attitude was that
black folks were always shooting and cutting each other and that
was okay. If they messed with white folks, that was
different.

Actually, that was the way most folks, black
and white, solved their differences in those days. People
didn’t call the police that much but took care of things
themselves.

The only black people I ever saw were my
nannies and the kitchen help. Blacks just never made an appearance
in our part of town, nor did Mexicans. Freeport was a sundown town,
meaning people of color weren’t allowed to be in the white part
after sunset unless they had a legitimate job to do. Blacks and
Mexicans lived in their own part of town, which was always referred
to by us as “Niggertown.” I don’t know what the blacks called
it—probably not that—and I didn’t even know where it was. I’d never
been there and didn’t have a clue where it was. I can’t recall ever
seeing a black man or black child. Only my nannies or Grandma’s
cooks, dishwashers and maids. It never occurred to me to question
any of this—it was just the way it was. The more I think about
that, the more it feels really odd. It’s like there were colored
folks in the balcony of the movie theater but I don’t remember ever
seeing them arrive or depart at the theater and for some reason I
don’t even recall looking up to see them sitting there. They were
just…invisible.

 


 


One day after school—must have been eleven—I
was sitting at a table in the Sweet Shop with Grandma, Inez, and
the sheriff, Billy Watson (not his real name). Grandma was chewing
Inez out for her showing me how to take the cap off my pop bottle
with my teeth—chipped a front tooth doing that later.

The pay phone in the back rang and Inez got up
to answer it. It was a call for Billy. I remember nearly every word
of the conversation. “Oh, they are?” he said in his high, skinny
voice. The way he said it, we knew it was something important. “I
better get right out there, stop that.” He hung up and came back to
the table and said, “I believe I’ll have another piece of that
sweet ’tater pie.” Inez got up to fetch it for him. “And, a glass
of milk,” he yelled to her. “Put an ice cube in it.”

I remember thinking it was funny how he ate
that pie—with little, tiny bites and little tiny sips of his milk.
Finally, he finished, pushed back from the table, and announced, “I
got to get out to Bryan Beach quick. They’re beatin’ some nigger
out there, some white boys.” He walked really slow to the door,
went out, and climbed in his squad car and drove off as slow as
could be.

After a few minutes, Grandma got up and said
to Inez, “Well, you better clean this up.” I saw Inez give my
grandma a look and Grandma seemed to get mad. She said, “Well,
Inez, Bryan is a white beach—you know that, child.” Inez just kept
looking at her, not picking up the dishes like she’d been told, and
Grandma didn’t say any more, just fetched her pack of Pall Malls in
front of her, stuck one in the holder she kept around her neck and
lit it.

Later that night, there was a news story about
a black man from Houston they found dead out at Bryan Beach, killed
by “unknown assailants” and then they interviewed Billy Watson who
said there were no leads, but that “they’d get them. It don’t
matter what color a man is in this county, we don’t tolerate
murder.”

I wrote a short story about this which
appeared in my first story collection, Monday’s Meal. I
didn’t understand everything that had happened at the time, but
later on figured it all out.

 


 


When I was about twelve, Grandma let me be the
night dispatcher for the cab company during my summer vacation.
Most of the cabbies were drifters, alcoholics and small-time
grifters who bootlegged whiskey and sold reefer on the side. My
first night on the job, it being slow and all, they were having
themselves some fun. A driver named Teddy started waving a dead
rattlesnake at another cabbie named Lester who was terrified of
snakes and told Teddy so. Again and again. Lester thought it was a
live snake. After several minutes of tormenting his fellow driver,
Teddy tossed the rattler at him. It wrapped around Lester’s neck,
whereupon Lester pulled out a pistol and shot Teddy in the throat.
Killed him about as quick and as dead as it gets. There wasn’t any
question of that. At that point, it looked like my job as the
dispatcher was to get on the phone and call the police, which I
did. I remember thinking the whole thing was kind of
cool.

Lester was acquitted, just like Inez. It was
difficult to draw jail time in Texas at that time, it seems. Unless
you were caught with marijuana. For a heinous crime like that, you
could draw serious time. As for the shooting, the judge ruled it
justifiable homicide and Lester left town shortly after. Probably
didn’t want to tempt his luck, as the man he’d shot had lots of
friends and relatives in town.

By the time I was twelve, I had worked
virtually every job the restaurant offered, from waiting on tables
and serving beer to dishwashing. And if you worked for Grandma and
were related, you were expected to work twice as hard, to provide
an example for the others, meaning the blacks.

Even though my parents were very strict, in
those days, nobody thought about such things as child molesters and
kidnappers so no place was off limits for me. My best friend was
Richard Barnes and we went everywhere on our bikes. We’d go fishing
and swimming in the Brazos River, down by the shrimp docks and we’d
ride out in the country and catch live rattlesnakes to sell to the
local high school. They had an ongoing science project where they
would buy live snakes and extract their venom and sell to labs that
produced anti-venom serum. The going rate was fifty cents a snake,
a lot more than you got for pop bottle empties at two cents each.
You could get a sack full of rattlers easily in an
afternoon.

One time, Richard told me he’d heard if you
grabbed a snake by its tail and snapped it like a bullwhip, the
head would pop off. The first one we caught, he had me hold its
head down with the forked stick we used and he grabbed the tail.
“Let ’er go,” he said, and I did. He snapped it…and the snake
disappeared. Just flat-out vanished. Richard stood there holding
just its rattles. We were both having private little heart attacks.
Carefully, we looked around, trying not to move a muscle. Finally,
he spotted it about ten feet away. Coming toward us. Mad. At least
I imagined it was mad. We didn’t stick around to see if it was
emotional or just confused.

We had an argument later where he maintained
it was true about the head popping off—he just hadn’t held it in
the right place. He wanted to try it on another rattlesnake, but I
talked him out of it. I don’t really think he needed much of
persuasion.

Richard and I and later on Tony Dorman, who’d
moved to town and became one of our little gang, figured out a scam
with pop bottles. We’d go out to the Piggly-Wiggly on Highway 288
where they stacked their empties along the side of the store in
their wooden crates. One of us would be the look out. When the
coast was clear, the other two would run up and grab a couple of
crates each. We’d throw them in our bike baskets and make our
escape.

Later, we’d put the bottles in large paper
bags and take them back to the same store and sell them. Then, one
day, we went to the store and they’d moved the bottles to the back
room inside. That’s when we began going after rattlesnakes in
earnest.

Life was so much different then. There weren’t
as many laws, rules and regulations back then. There was a little
medical clinic a block from where we lived and in the back, by the
alley, they kept a pet alligator in an open pen. They’d feed it
amputated body parts and we’d race home after school every day to
see what they’d fed him that day. There were always bloody bandages
in the gator’s pen. Not exactly something that would be allowed in
today’s sanitized world. It was a thousand times better than
TV.

Richard and I were out by the Dow Chemical
plant and were playing on railroad cars on a sidetrack. I climbed
up on a flatbed full of oyster shells on its way to be crushed and
used for driveways and roads. It was a hot day and I fell asleep
and Richard wandered off somewhere. While I slept, the train took
off and I didn’t wake up until it was a long way gone. I ended up
in Dallas, a couple of hundred miles from Freeport, where someone
from the railroad found me and turned me into the
police.

When my dad drove up, several hours later, I
was sure I was going to get a whipping.

I was right. No big deal. He applied the belt
to me at about every opportunity he had and I was used to
it.

Richard thought the whole thing was hilarious.
“I saw the train take off,” he told me later.

“Why didn’t you yell at me?” I
said.

“It was too funny,” he said. “You
were snoring to beat the band. I figured you’d end up in California
and think you’d landed on another planet.”

 


 


From time to time, I’d shine shoes to make
money. Next door to the Sweet Shop was a honky-tonk named Red’s
after the one-armed red-headed owner who’d lost his limb to an
alligator. Red catered to hard-core drunks and winos, and they were
my best customers. Since kids were allowed in bars, I’d grab my
shoe shine box and head for Red’s and shine as many drunk’s shoes
as I cared to. They always tipped well—at least a dime and
sometimes even a quarter. When you consider that fresh jumbo shrimp
sold for a twenty cents a pound and you could get a Texas-sized
T-bone and all the fixings for $2.95 in the early fifties, that was
good money.

I also caddied at Freeport’s municipal golf
course. The bags were usually bigger than I was, but I loved it. In
those days, there was no such thing as an allowance. If you wanted
money, you figured out a way to earn it. I always tried to make
extra since my mother made me tithe ten percent to the church of
anything I made. I never considered lying to her about the amount I
earned. Lying was the single worst sin you could commit in our
house. I didn’t even want to consider what might happen if I got
caught lying about what I earned!

Richard and I would hunt and fish every minute
we could. I had a pump air rifle and we would ride our bikes out to
some property Dow Chemical had and hunt wood ducks in the marshes
and bayous. We’d just shoot them on the water as they swam. The
property was posted and there was a chain-link fence around what
was probably at least a thousand acres or more, but we just dug a
hole under it and used that. One time, his bike wasn’t working, so
we rode double on mine out to the marshes. For some reason, we got
in an argument and he rode off on my bike, laughing. I told him to
bring it back and he just laughed, so I pumped up my pellet rifle
and shot him in the leg. The pellet buried itself in his calf and
he bled like a stuck pig, but Richard was a tough kid. He just
laughed and we made up and dug the pellet out with the tip of my
hunting knife and went on our way.

 


 


Richard and I joined the Boy Scouts.

My Uncle Buddy gave me his Boy Scout Manual
from when he’d been a scout, back in the thirties, and I read it
over and over, cover to cover, dozens of times. I taught myself all
the knots and spent hours trying to start fires by rubbing two
sticks together—I never could.

After a few months, Richard dropped out, just
before our troop went on a three-day camping trip to Garner State
Park in south-central Texas. It was the coolest place I’d ever
been. We went hiking and explored caves made of crystal. All of us
went home with huge chunks we chipped out of the walls. I kept mine
for years, but somewhere along the way, lost it.

They had a dance pavilion and we got to go
there and it was there I heard my very first rock ’n roll song,
“Maybelline” by Chuck Berry. Before that, all I’d ever heard was
country music on Grandma’s Wurlitzer and classical music on the
home stereo that my mother played.

One of the things we did each afternoon was go
swimming in the Frio River. There was a stretch they had roped off
for use of our troop to swim in. It was shallow for about twenty
feet out and then there was a steep drop-off, which was clearly
marked. “If you can’t swim, don’t go near the drop-off,” our
scoutmaster warned.

I couldn’t swim, but wouldn’t admit that to
anyone. I was terrified of the water, but I didn’t let that stop me
from getting as close to the edge of the drop-off as I could. This
fat kid I’ll call Waldo—I couldn’t stand him; the guy was a born
bully—came up to me and wanted to know why I wasn’t out there
swimming in the drop-off like the other kids who could swim. “I
just don’t feel like it,” I said.

“You can’t swim a lick, can you!”
he taunted. He grabbed me and pulled me with him over the edge. We
both went into the deep water and down, down, down. I scratched and
fought like a wildcat. Somehow, I got my feet on top of his
shoulders, holding him down, and I could see the light at the top
and it looked at least twenty feet away.

I remember thinking, just before I went out,
that this was it. I was going to die. I recall clearly thinking
that at this point my life was supposed to flash in front of my
eyes, and it wasn’t happening. I tried to force myself to make my
life flash in front of my eyes. All I could remember was the time
my sister Jo had fallen on a half-buried coffee can in a vacant lot
we played in and cut her knee.

Somebody pulled both of us out. They gave me
and Waldo artificial respiration and brought us both back to life.
All I remember is that everything was very peaceful, but the other
Scouts said I was fighting like I was on Iwo Jima. I don’t remember
that part at all. They all knew what Waldo had done and were
laughing about it, saying I’d got the best of his fat ass (no one
else liked him either). They told me I’d been standing on his
shoulders, shoving him down, and both of us were down
deep.

Waldo never fucked with me again.

From then on, I would swim everywhere I could.
It seemed to just come naturally to me.

I quit Scouts shortly after that.

One night, as I often did, I set up my pup
tent in our backyard. I loved to sleep outdoors whenever I could.
Around midnight, Richard showed up. I’d told him I was going to set
it up earlier in the day and invited him over if he could. He
crawled in and I could see he was trying his best to keep from
crying. I asked him what the matter was and he told me his
stepfather—a part-time shrimper and full-time alcoholic—had been
wailing on his mother as he often did and Richard attacked him to
try and protect his mom. The guy proceeded to beat Richard bloody.
What really hurt was that his mother took her husband’s side. I
reached over to put my arm around him and give him a hug and at
that exact moment, Dad thrust open the tent flap. He’d just come
home from his shift of driving his cab for Grandma and I imagine he
heard us talking.

He went berserk, screaming at us that we were
“little faggots” and began kicking me in the ribs. Richard scuttled
away, lifting the tent bottom and he was gone. I got another
beating—not a rare thing at all. I later wrote about the incident
in my first novel, The Death of Tarpons.

 


 


Early on, it was discovered I was bright, had
an I.Q. ranging from 158 to 163, depending on the day I took the
test. They had me take it several times. The thing was, I read all
the time. From the moment I learned, I was hardly ever without a
book in my hands. Whatever turns my life took—and it took a few—the
one constant was that I maintained a hunger to read.

By the time I was ten, eleven, I’d read
hundreds and hundreds of books. Before junior high, I’d read all of
Dostoevsky, Balzac, Dickens, Kafka—dudes like that. I gobbled up
books, so many that I ran out of new material at the Freeport
public library quickly. Grandma Vincent also had a terrific
library. She owned such tomes as The Rise and Fall of the Roman
Empire, which I went through at about the age of eight or nine.
Most kids of my acquaintance—boys, especially—weren’t into reading
at all. They might glom onto a Hardy Boys mystery once in a while,
but that was about it, for at least the kids I knew.

Reading caused me a lot of grief with my
father. He constantly made remarks about “sissies who read.” I
don’t remember him ever reading a book and in his spare time he’d
rather be outside, working on a car. I tried to help him several
times, but hated working on cars, more so when it was cold. Much
rather be curled up inside with a book.

Of course I also had to read the Bible. Mom
had us read at least three chapters a day on our own, and then
every night we’d have family Bible reading hour, where she read and
explained what the passages meant. As soon as we’d read through the
Bible, starting at Genesis and ending with Revelations, we’d begin
all over again. We read the Bible several hundred times during my
childhood. We also had to memorize verses each week. I must have
memorized hundreds of verses, but I can’t remember any of them
now.

Being above-average in intelligence and having
read so much created other problems. Freeport Elementary skipped me
from the fourth to the fifth grade. In the middle of the school
year, we moved to Indiana, and South Bend’s Oliver Grade School
didn’t believe in skipping, so back I went. Then, we’d move to
another South Bend neighborhood and I’d go to Measle School and I’d
get skipped again. Then, another move to Monroe School and…you get
the picture. After a while, I just tuned out of school. No matter
what grade they put me in, I’d already read all the books years
before and none of the teachers seemed to really understand them
anyway.

It was easier if I didn’t get skipped in
school anyway. Every time I did, my dad would openly sneer at the
“little bookworm.” He’d talk constantly about “book smart” and
“street smart” and “common sense,” and he made it perfectly clear
he didn’t have any use at all for “book smarts.”

We constantly moved. Dad would have a job for
a while and then quit or get fired. Usually because, as he claimed,
he was “too honest.” I remember a trucking job he said he quit
because the boss wanted him to lie on his logbook about the hours
he’d driven and he wouldn’t lie for any reason, so the guy let him
go. Stuff like that happened all the time.

Most of the time, because of all our moves, my
only friend was my sister Jo, who was a year and a half younger
than me. We fought like mortal enemies about as much as we played
together peacefully. We just didn’t have anything in common. She
hated books and found them difficult to read. She hated school and
I loved it. It was if we were from different universes.

One our houses in Freeport was across the
alley from a Catholic grade school that had a playground. One
summer afternoon, Jo and I were taking turns going down the slide.
Jo got slick at one point and raced around me, stealing my turn.
She was almost at the top of the slide when I grabbed her by her
shirt and yanked her down. When she hit the ground, she broke her
arm. We both knew it was broken—the bone was sticking
out.

Jo started yammering and squalling about how
she was going to tell Mom and Dad on me. I screamed, “If you tell
on me, I’ll break your other arm.” She told anyway. I got one hell
of a whipping for that one. It didn’t help that I threw
pomegranates from our bush at her as she ran screaming. I smacked
her on the back of the head with one that raised a lump. Of course,
she had to tell on me about that, too.

I hated Indiana. When we lived there, I was
anonymous since South Bend was a much larger town than Freeport and
we were poor; I was just another kid there. It wasn’t like
Freeport, where Grandma gave me everything I wanted and we ate all
our meals at the restaurant—I alternated each night at supper
between a T-bone steak and flounder. I’d come by after school with
a group of friends and she’d give them free ice cream cones. Lots
of times Jo and I would ride to school in one of the
taxis.

Being Grandma’s favorite was a constant source
of conflict in our house when she wasn’t around. “She’s spoiling
this kid!” Dad would yell at my mom. “She’s the reason he’s such a
little sissy. He’ll never learn to work for what he wants. She
gives him anything he asks for. She’s just trying to make me look
bad because I can’t afford what she can.”

He’d go on at length. “She doesn’t spoil Jo at
all,” he’d say. “Treats her like dirt, but…little Butchy,
little Sugarman?” His voice would take on this falsetto, I
can still hear today. “He gets anything his little heart desires.”
I knew he hated Grandma. Hundreds of times I heard he and Mom
arguing that he wanted to leave Texas and get away from Grandma.
His version was that she hated him because he was a Yankee and
she’d wanted Mom to marry this rich guy she’d been “pinned to” at
Baylor before she met Dad and married him instead. So,
periodically, he’d get fed up and we’d move back to Indiana. Where
he couldn’t hold a job and we’d be dirt poor all over
again.

In Freeport, lots of people in town knew who I
was, mostly because Grandma was one of the most prominent business
people there. Due to the nature of her business, we were treated
with a double standard. One time, she donated a $50,000 check to
the First Baptist Church for a new building. But the pastor and
elders denied her membership because she served beer in her
restaurant and catered to low-life sailors and
shrimpers.

They cashed her check though…She could attend
the church but couldn’t become a member.

I wasn’t allowed in “nice people’s” houses…but
I often saw the fathers of my classmates down at the Sweet Shop,
trying to pick up women on the q.t. Sinners. And their
judges.

Another lesson on adults and their
lies.

 


 


I don’t remember Grandma ever taking a vacation
or even a day off. Seven days a week she was at the restaurant or
driving one of her cabs. And those weren’t eight-hour days. Even
when her husband Herman died, Mom had to talk her into taking her
white uniform she always wore off and changing into a black dress
for the funeral. But as soon as we arrived back home, she whipped
off the dress and got back into her uniform, climbed in her cab and
went down to the shop to see if there were any fares.

And then, when I was grown and in the Navy,
she met someone. Ray. Mr. Personality. Ray was one of those
good-ol’-boys, who’d done everything, been everywhere and knew
everyone. He’d just come up from South America where he’d worked as
a welder for some international company. At least, that was the
story he told.

Turned out Ray was nothing more than a
fortune-hunter, preying on women with money. He romanced Grandma
right into marriage. There was some uneasiness on everyone’s part,
but in the end, all the adults agreed Grandma deserved a little
fun. When she was diagnosed with cancer, most of the family was
glad she had someone to be happy with in her remaining days. It was
after she died in 1962 that the shit hit the fan.

She left a sizable fortune. A hundred thousand
in cash to each of us five kids, for starters. Even more to Mom and
Uncle Buddy. As her favorite, her “Sugar Man,” she’d always wanted
me to go to medical school and become a doctor and my inheritance
was earmarked for that. There were many other assets. Oil and gas
stocks, two businesses, houses, property. As much as a million and
a half. I was in the Navy, stationed in Bermuda when she died. I
went back to Freeport to be one of her pallbearers.

As hard and tough a businesswoman as Louise
Vincent appeared to most folks, she had a soft side to her. After
her death, two cigar boxes were discovered. One held unpaid chits
from sailors and others who were down on their luck, and the other
contained loans to black people and meal credits. The I.O.U.’s
totaled over a hundred thousand dollars in each and were
uncollectible. It seemed certain she had never meant to collect
them in the first place.

In her will, she had left her new husband Ray
a settlement of $50,000, a fair enough sum for his “services” for
roughly a couple of years. Ray had a different idea. By Texas law,
the surviving spouse is entitled to half the estate, no matter what
the will. He contested it and for the next five years battled the
family in court. It ended when the lawyers for both sides had
exhausted all the assets and at that point the suit was magically
over. Seems like a common lawyerly thing. All that was left were a
few small oil and gas stocks and some fur coats Grandma left to Mom
and some other small assets to Uncle Buddy. The stocks provided an
income of less than a hundred a month and Mom’s religion forbade
her wearing anything as prideful as a fur coat, so the furs just
sat in closets. She finally gave them away to the
Goodwill.

That wasn’t the end of Ray though. A year or
so after the money was gone, Ray romanced another wealthy widow in
Freeport, also terminally ill with cancer and whom he ended up
marrying just months before she died. Again, Ray contested the will
that left him what he must have felt was an unfair bequest. This
time, that woman’s son shot and killed Ray. It was common knowledge
around Freeport what Ray had done to Grandma and this man didn’t
want to go through the same thing our family had, so he took the
logical and sensible approach to the situation.

He was acquitted. The verdict was justifiable
homicide. Different times. Times when some lawyers and politicians
hadn’t completely eliminated honor and common sense.

 


 


Strange is not a powerful enough word to
describe my childhood. Dysfunctional is perhaps a bit more
accurate, but still not quite the word. Fucked-up is the
closest I can get and yet there are still nuances that description
can’t convey.

I guess the principal element that was always
present was my mother’s religion.

My earliest memories are of my mother lying on
my parents’ bed, a mound of yellow tissues piled up—from crying at
her religious “guilt”—and her nose stuck in her Bible. Her eyes
would be puffy and red and she always looked as if she was getting
over a cold since she was forever blowing her nose.

We weren’t allowed to “disturb” her when she
was communing with God. Which was just about every waking minute.
Mom was with God and we were alone. Her body was present but her
mind was elsewhere.

I cannot remember a time when my mother was
anything but the lowest form of excrement on the face of the earth.
This was a given, in her eyes, and communicated to us kids a
hundred different ways each and every day. By extension, we were
dogshit, in the eyes of the Almighty and were told so, continually.
Totally lost, depraved sinners.

She would drag herself away from her religious
readings—which not only included the Bible itself, but an ongoing
blizzard of tracts and other religious writings—long enough to
throw together a meal, many times silently reading the Word of God
at the table and ignoring the rest of us. Since my father was
absent himself because of the demands of whatever job he held at
the time, mealtimes were grim experiences. As a very young child, I
remember my mother’s cooking as absolutely the greatest in the
world, but as she became more and more submerged in religion, less
and less effort went into meal preparation—or housework or anything
else to do with family—until supper became reduced to whatever was
easiest and quickest. She needed every minute she could steal to be
with her “Lord and God.” As noisy, bothersome kids, we intruded on
the time God demanded of her. This life was just a way station on
the way to the really important stuff—whatever awaited after
death.

I raised myself and my sister Jo raised the
younger kids. Mom was always secreted in her room, reading her
Bible and weeping. It was mostly up to Jo to fix the meals and
dress everyone. We all helped clean the house and do the laundry.
It was funny—this was during the week, but as soon as the weekend
came, Mom was up and about. Dad was driving a long distance truck,
so he was usually out on the road until the weekend. As soon as he
arrived home, Mom would be up and about.

The days before TV dinners, Mom invented them.
Her religion forbade any kind of work on Sunday, so on Fridays or
Saturdays, she’d cook up two meals and wrap them in tinfoil and put
them in the refrigerator for us to eat on Sunday. A lot of times
she had Jo make the meals. This way she wouldn’t break the “Lord’s
law” by working on Sunday. For breakfast, we’d just have milk and a
breakfast roll. And then, for lunch and dinner, we’d have those “TV
dinners.” It was always something she wouldn’t have to heat up,
like cold fried chicken or hamburger steaks. Cold meatloaf. I still
can’t stand to eat cold meatloaf!

In Freeport, it got worse and worse. Every few
weeks, Mom would announce that the church we’d been attending was
the “wrong” church—“Satan-inspired” according to Mom—and off we’d
traipse to a new one. And when we attended church, we
attended. With a vengeance. Both Sunday school and church in
the morning, along with the service at night. Wednesday night
prayer meetings. Friday night Bible study classes. She joined every
committee and class. The doors of a Baptist church hardly ever
close. She’d be involved with Young Christians, Young Christian
Parents, the choir, the Bible-study group…you name it. If they had
it she belonged to it. And so did we. Also in most of the churches
we attended, Mom was the organist for services, so we had to get
there earlier than anyone else for her to set up her
music.

When we weren’t at church we were tiptoeing
past her bedroom, on orders not to disturb her when she was reading
her Bible. We also had to read many of the books. John Calvin,
Martin Luther, John Bunyan. Pilgrim’s Progress for “light
reading” along with Paradise Lost and Paradise
Regained. We were reading those books when other kids were
reading My Friend Flicka and similar children’s books. I
doubt if any preacher’s kids got a tenth as much religion as we
did. And every single night, she’d read us chapter after chapter
from the Bible, on top of what we were required to read on our own.
I half-figured other kids didn’t know the English language properly
when they’d say “you should” instead of “thou shalt.”

One of the particularly joyous requirements we
had as kids was to get baptized on a regular basis. Whenever we’d
pick up our King James’s and march to a new church, we’d be coerced
into getting baptized again. The “old baptism” wasn’t any good any
more, since she’d discovered they were a Satanic-based fellowship.
And Baptists weren’t like wussy Catholics with their little
candy-ass sprinkling; no, hard-shell Baptists dunked your body all
the way in. Some bald-headed, fat guy in a white robe would recite
mumbo-jumbo over you, praying to the Lord for your soul, his hand
an iron claw on the top of your head and then whoosh! under
the water you’d go for a three- or maybe a ten-count if he was
feeling particularly inspired and under the Holy Spirit that day.
Everybody in the joint crying because we were all such depraved and
useless sinners and were now going to Heaven.

We’d make every revival within fifty miles.
The preacher would get all the folks worked up and then they’d have
to go on down to the front and be “saved” all over again. Everyone
would be bawling their eyes out, the minister up front screaming
and ranting that we were all going to burn forever in hell, and
away you went, swept up by the group emotion, taking your place in
a long line. Behind Mom. As this was your mom, the person who
formed your little personality and who had pretty much convinced
you that she and she alone had the answer to life and all that—it
was fairly natural that you would buy into the whole scene and hike
on down with her, bawling your butt off, and getting “saved” along
with a couple of hundred other lost souls. It’s a wonder my skin
wasn’t permanently puckered from all the dunkings I went
through.

It wasn’t a nice God we were introduced to.
No, sir, this was a fierce, warlike God, who threw miscreants into
a living lake of fire. One afternoon, I was cooking something on
the stove in the farmhouse we rented on Highway 6 in Indiana and
Mom came up behind me, grabbed my hand, and stuck my fingers in the
flame in the burner. She started crying and said she did it for my
own good—so I’d have an idea of what eternal hellfire was going to
feel like if I didn’t get “saved.” She ran cold water on it
afterwards and then I had to go sit with her on her bed while she
prayed out loud to God to give her the strength to “save” her son
and do what was necessary to do so. Like turning my hand into
shish-kebob.

Then there was my father, who was basically an
atheist. Didn’t have much use for God. God hadn’t been around to
help out when he was a young boy and had to quit school in the
eighth grade and go to work during the Depression. Dad pretty much
pooh-poohed the whole religious thing, made it obvious he thought
Mom had a screw loose.

Even though Dad thought all this religious
junk was in Mom’s head, he would say he respected her right to her
beliefs. Therefore, we lucky kids had to respect them too. It gets
a little crazy inside a kid’s head when you’ve got your two major
influences at odds with each other, both saying we should respect
the other one…even though they didn’t respect or share each other’s
beliefs. Work that out, sometime. I’ve been trying to work it out
all my life and I’m not much further along than when I
started.

Mom got so bad when I was seven or eight that
the powers-that-be, meaning my dad and Grandma and Grandpa Herman,
huddled together and decided my mom the saint was maybe mental.
They shipped her to a psychiatric hospital in Houston where doctors
proceeded to give her electric shock treatments. The doctors urged
Dad and Grandma to give them permission to perform a prefrontal
lobotomy on her and they both signed the document, but at the last
minute, Mom begged Dad not to and he withdrew his
permission.

As it was, the experience completely
transformed her but seems even the electric shocks couldn’t shake
her particular brand of faith in God. So they gave up and shipped
her back home. From then on, it seemed like all the joy went out of
her life and a strange light burned behind her eyes. I can vaguely
remember her laughing before Houston, but never again. To this day,
it’s hard to remember a single time when my mother smiled. My image
of her can only be described as solemn and deadly grim. The
enemy had revealed itself to her and it was everybody she could see
at a given time. She’d beaten the boys in the white coats and
nobody was ever going to come between her and her Savior, not her
husband, or her kids. And they never did.

Shortly before she was sent to the hospital,
she’d happened upon a radio minister by the name of Leroy “L.R.”
Shelton, who broadcast his ministry from Algiers, Louisiana. As a
child, she’d attended this guy’s church when she, Grandma and my
Uncle Buddy lived there before they moved to Freeport and Grandma
opened her restaurant. Somehow, she found this guy again, radio
station surfing, and began listening to his show on Sunday
evenings.

This was The Guy. She embraced his message
with every ounce of her being. He was the reason she went over the
edge. That was when they sent her to get strapped down and jolted.
Now, I understand this guy was running a cult, but then he was just
another preacher-man in my mind.

When she came back, she was a different mom
altogether. She’d passed the test of fire and her faith hadn’t
wavered. They hadn’t been able to beat her. What little time she
may have spent with her family before completely vanished. From
that time on, it was “Brother Shelton,” completely, absolutely and
forever. To the end of time.

She received tape recordings in the mail of
Shelton’s sermons and we had to listen to those every Sunday
night.

This was an especially grim time for my sister
Jo and me. As my dad didn’t believe in the same God my mom did, but
believed in her right to do so (and drag her kids along with her),
he’d drive us all to church and sit outside in the car and wait for
us.

Eventually, my parents’ relationship evolved.
This is where it gets a bit tricky. First, my mother believed she
had latched onto the only true God. Second, my father thought she
was full of shit, mostly because she was a woman and had…well, you
know, that kind of mind. A feminine mind. Third, my
father also felt that even though she was bananas as far as what
she believed in, she had the inalienable right to believe it. Like
he could have stopped her! Fourth, my mother figured out that
although my father was wrong about God, God also told her she had
to obey him as he was the titular head of the household.

As a result, one week us kids would have to go
to church with Mom, while Dad waited in the car. We’re talking
hours here. Since Dad was the head of the household, on
alternative weeks we could skip church and sit with Dad in the car.
It doesn’t make sense to me then and doesn’t now.

I was usually the only one who opted for car
time. Jo usually went along with Mom, even though she hated church
just about as much as I did. She just didn’t want to get on her bad
side. Sitting in the car for three hours with Dad wasn’t a whole
lot better than inside on a hard wooden pew. There was very little
dialogue. This was in the days when my father still drank and
usually he’d be more interested in the bottle he brought along than
the pesky little kid that was bothering him. “Children should be
seen and not heard,” was a mantra to him. And I was scared to death
of my father. Always was, always have been, and am now even though
he’s dead. When he said jump my only question was, how far. Or it’d
get physical. Real quick. Around the age of ten, though he’d still
beat me with a belt or a stick, he introduced a new “discipline.”
He’d sneer at me and tell me a “man” fought like a man and he
wanted me to fight him. When I’d refuse, he’d smirk in
satisfaction, and say, “I knew you didn’t have the guts. Just
remember—if you ever get big enough to where you think you can take
me…you can’t. If I can’t whip you with my fists, I’ll get a
two-by-four. Don’t ever think you can take me because you’ll never
be able to.”
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