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Chapter One
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I’m going to tell you my story, my curse. You won’t believe a word of it, and in a way, that's the point. To confess my sins and clear my conscience without fear of repercussions, without judgment. Call it ego, call it guilt, I don’t really care. I don’t give a fuck about you or what you think of me. In the end, the only thing that matters is our words and how we use them.

You don’t want to read the ramblings of a madman in a white room, so allow me to set the stage for you. I’m sitting at my desk, a ball of anxiety wrapped in the degradation of my mental faculties. Forty-seven years old, and my mind hasn’t given me a moment of peace in my entire existence. Scarred and wounded, never experiencing relief.

The walls of my office are closing in around me. The grinning skulls of the Crimson Ghosts, from my Misfits action figure collection, are watching from their displays in anticipation. Hungering for the horror.

They see you too, you know. Their eyes are knowing and judging. I see you, and so do the Forgotten.

A thick cloud of Naga Champa incense lingers. Danzig 666: Satan’s Child is playing on the turntable.

Five fingers cross

Around your neck

The more you live

The more they take

The more you breathe

The more they want

The distant, muffled sound of cars outside my window, break through the blaring guitars, thumping bass, and cataclysmic drums. Kashmir at my feet purring, as Madchen sits in the window keeping watch over the neighborhood.

I need to start early in life, so you understand the choices I made later. Without the pain, without the desperation, things might have ended differently. Hell, things should have ended differently. Would have, if I wasn’t a piece of shit. I might still be safe, and so might you.

#​

[image: ]


WE HAD A SIXTH-GRADE school program called Book-It. I participated weekly, devouring any book I could get my grubby mitts on. This was the early nineties, and I didn’t have a television in my bedroom yet, so books became my preferred method of consuming stories. I quickly graduated from books for children to adult books. I skipped the Young Adult genre completely. I didn’t have time for childish things. I wanted something that would make me feel, experience it.

I read Dickens, Poe, and Bradbury before graduating to the likes of Stephen King. My teacher didn’t know whether to be impressed or appalled when I did a book report for The Tommyknockers.

Books held a special power that other forms of media could never replicate. I love movies, but would much rather watch something written for the screen than an adaptation of a book. Though my desire to watch anything coming out of Hollywood diminished greatly in the past twenty years. I know old man yelling at the clouds.

One fateful day, our teacher, Mr. Rick (or was it Mr. Holly, maybe it was Rick Holly), announced that our class would be participating in the Young Authors program. We were asked to write a story. My young mind circled with possibilities, a creative spark being set free. I felt something deep inside for the first time. I felt alive.

I rushed home, a raw excitement building throughout the day. At dinner, I couldn’t wait for my mom to ask that question that mothers always ask. Hoping Robert wouldn’t put his two cents in.

“What did you do at school today?” She asked.

“I have the option to write a book for Young Authors, and I think that I’m going to do it. If you finish a book, they are going to have it published in a collection, and the school library will keep a copy.”

“That’s all you need, something else keeping your brain from the real world and stuck in some fairy tale. When are you going to grow up and live in reality with the rest of us?” Robert’s voice carried a raw tone that stung deep in my chest.

My mom chimed in, “What’s so wrong with him wanting to write a story? I think it would do him some good, and give him a new hobby.”

Robert looked at her with an expression that asked, Are you stupid? His formerly muscular frame, now devolved into fat rolls and jowls, turned him into a caricature of a person. There were no human emotions in that man, to which I could attest.

“The damn boy does nothing but sit with his head in a book, or his eyes glued to the TV screen. He needs to start taking school seriously, and he has football, wrestling, and baseball to concentrate on. He already has plenty of hobbies.”

Hobbies that Robert decided I would have. Anytime I liked something that he didn’t, the anger would build in his body language. I never understood how a man could carry so much contempt for his own son, his only son.

My mom shrugged off his tirade, but her voice rose. “You know he doesn’t like sports, maybe this is a hobby he will be interested in.”

Robert slammed his fist on the table, vibrating the dishes. The hate in his eyes couldn’t be hidden. His face glowed red and deadly. “He’s not going to be some art school liberal; he needs to stop being so weak and toughen up. I didn’t always enjoy sports either, but I toughed it out like a man. This boy needs to learn how to be a man.”

I dropped my fork on my plate and stared into his eyes. He recoiled slightly at the intensity. This was the first time; it wouldn’t be the last. Looking back now, I recognize the expression in his eyes that day; it was fear.

“You know I’m sitting right here, don’t you?” I asked with my own brand of not-so-subtle hatred.

He quickly broke eye contact. “Shut up and don’t backtalk me if you know what is good for you. I had a shitty day, and you are begging for the belt. If you write your little story, I don’t want to hear any excuses why you can’t go to practice. Maybe you will get this fantasy out of your head and grow up.”

My mom stood up from her place at the table. “Why do you always have to be so mean to him?”

“I’m ashamed. He does nothing but daydream all day long. He will never amount to anything and will probably still be living off me when he’s an adult. He can’t follow through with the simplest tasks. Hell, he can’t even finish his homework.”

His words had the same effect as a slap across the face. I stood from the table, rushed out of the kitchen to my room. Robert yelled at me as I stormed out of the kitchen. “Get back here, you little shit, I wasn’t done talking to you!”

I was done listening. I raced to the top of the stairs and slammed my bedroom door behind me, then sat on the edge of my bed and cried.

I just wanted him to understand and accept that I was different from him and that I would never have the same interests. He wanted me to stop living in a fantasy world, but refused to see that aspiring to be a professional in sports was even more of a fantasy. Hell, I wasn’t good enough to play for a high school team.

In the end, I won, and I wrote that story; it turned out juvenile and unreadable, an uninspired rip-off of Tom Sawyer. I added vampires to the mix because why not? At that age, I thought I had written a masterpiece.

What ensued was an obsession with writing. I penned many short stories and three novels during my school career. None of them were what I would consider readable. I wrote them because I had to, not because I wanted fame and fortune. It was a compulsion, almost an addiction. It was the only time I felt as though I had any purpose in this world.

Sometimes it felt as though my pen were guided by some unseen hand. I believed I heard voices, telling me their stories, as if I were channeling spirits from some other world.
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WHEN I WAS A FRESHMAN in high school, I took Robert’s gun from his closet. I kept it in my room for a couple of months before he noticed it was missing. I don’t know why I took it, to be honest. I’ve asked myself that question many times throughout my life and have never come up with an acceptable answer.

Was I planning on hurting myself? No. I suffered from depression, sure, but the thought never entered my mind. Plus, I was smart enough to make sure it was unloaded, and I didn’t take any bullets. I knew where they were though.

Did I plan on killing someone else? No, but I have to admit, the capability was there. There was a piece missing in me somewhere. I recognized that even then. Though I never put any thought into the subject. Never made any plans, even unconsciously.

Ironically, he found the .38 because I quit the football team. Of course, I didn’t tell him I quit, just stopped going to practice. Instead, I sat across the street from the high school in the cemetery. My notebook on my lap, and a cigarette between my lips, as I poured my insecurities and depression onto the page. Sometimes it felt as though I left my body, and could feel the stories flow into me. This lasted about two weeks before my father found out I quit the football team. He went on a rampage.

While I was at school, he tore my room apart, leaving it looking like a crime scene. My mom was concerned about the gun and wanted me to see a psychiatrist. Robert, on the other hand, seemed more concerned that I had the book Helter Skelter, a collection of Fangoria magazines, and tapes from bands like Megadeth, Morbid Angel, and Cannibal Corpse. Instead of talking to me himself, he took me to my grandparents’ house and dropped me off. Typical Republican, he never took an ounce of responsibility. Much easier to find a scapegoat.

I was committed to a psychiatric hospital. It was there that I learned what a complete joke the mental health system in the United States was. If you are honest with your therapist, they become “worried.” You have to learn how to play the game and anticipate what they want you to say. Once you know how to read them, they’re easily manipulated. Just like everyone else.

I spent weeks telling them the truth, and they refused to let me leave. They told me I was being dishonest and making no progress toward recovery. Finally, I just lied and told them what they wanted to hear. I was released within days. I guess that was where I first mastered the art of lying. You will never meet a better liar than me, and that’s not pride talking, more like shame (or disgust).

When I got out of the hospital, I spent the majority of my time with my grandparents. I couldn’t look Robert in the eyes. My grandparents in contrast, were the kindest souls I knew. I couldn’t rationalize the fact that he was raised by them. The first night home, my grandfather sat across from me and engaged me in conversation. Something Robert had never thought to attempt.

He was a lean, serious man, a hard shell to crack. A veteran of WWII and carried himself through life with military discipline. He was the type of man that visited the same barber weekly, to keep his buzz-cut neat and orderly. A man that still folded his clothes to inspection standards, decades after he served. He wore a strict, grim expression, that was subdued by his innate kindness.

“Boy, what the hell were you thinking?” My grandfather asked.

He peered at me through the lenses of his glasses with his stern soilder’s eyes, which carried a rare look of disappointment.

“I don’t know.” I dropped my head, gazing at the carpet. That was my go-to answer for everything.

“You know we’re here for you, right?” My grandmother asked. Her face was streaked with tears. I hated letting them down and proving I didn’t deserve the pedestal they had placed me upon. Proving I was nothing but an utter failure.

“It doesn’t matter what I do; nothing is ever good enough for him. He won’t let me find myself, and what makes me happy. He won’t take the time to understand why I like the things I do. He can’t talk to me like a human being.” My voice shook with an undercurrent of anger.

My grandfather, patient and calm, asked, “What are you interested in?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess, I like writing, and I like music.”

“Have you ever thought of playing the guitar?” The question seemed innocent enough at the time, but looking back, it was an attempt on his part to pull me out of the abyss. Maybe if I would have grasped his hand in that moment everything to come could have been avoided.

I shrugged and kept my gaze downward in shame. “I don’t know anything about playing an instrument. I’ve never even took piano lessons. Isn’t it too late?”

“No, it’s never too late to learn a new skill. If you are interested, we can get you a guitar, and I’ll pay for your lessons. You need to spend your time doing something you enjoy. It’s not good for you to lock yourself in your room alone all day.”

“What if I start and I don’t like it. What if I’m no good at it?”

“It doesn’t matter if you are good, if you are enjoying your time. That’s what is truly important. Don’t waste your life on things that make you miserable. If you don’t like it, then find something else you do like. You don’t have to limit your life to only one path.”

My grandfather was a man who lived by his own advice. He had recently retired and spent the summers at Indian Lake, north of Troy, out on the water in his boat fishing. That was his passion in life, and he spent his last years enjoying it. I think he enjoyed the solitude of the lake, more than the act of fishing. He would never admit that, though. I spent two more summers with them at the lake before I started working. Those were some of the best days of my life.

I took him up on the offer and got my first guitar. For the first few weeks, the only thing I produced from it was unmelodious noise. I wasn’t swayed, though, and kept the guitar with me as I watched television or sat on my bed. Within three months, I had learned several songs and started writing some of my own. My notebook started filling with lyrics, instead of stories. That same guiding hand seemed to influence the riffs and lyrics I wrote. Melodious sequences came to me in flashes of unnatural inspiration.

#​

[image: ]


I STARTED A BAND, AND my writing continued to shift from fiction to music. It was a slow transition that was brought on by more ridicule. Starting with my band-mate, Adam. We stood in my garage. Adam’s drums were set up in the back, flanked on either side by a pair of amps—my Sunn amp on his right, and Lizzy’s Ampeg on the left. The garage door was open on this day, letting the ruckus of our music assault the neighborhood.

“Why are you always carrying that notebook around?” Adam asked.

I stopped and looked him in the eyes, trying to figure out if his question was coming from a place of curiosity or degradation, before I shrugged. “I like to write stories.”

He scoffed and lit a cigarette, offering me the pack. I took one.

“You should be concentrating on writing lyrics and riffs, man. Stories aren’t going to make you rich and famous; music will. We’re in a renaissance for heavy music, and this scene is about to explode. Labels like Earache are sniffing around. We’re bound to get caught up in the signing spree, and we need songs to take us to that next level.”

I pointed at the stacks of notebooks on top of my amp. “I’ve written three albums’ worth of material already.”

He took a long contemplative drag on the cigarette. “Then write some more, man. The more songs we have, the more chance we will break out.”

Lizzy, spoke up. Her dreads outlined her square rimmed glasses. “Dave puts more effort into this band than either of us. There’s no reason to ride him because he wants to write some stories on the side. I think it’s pretty cool.”

Adam shook his head, long blonde hair whipped across the room, as he exhaled a cloud of spectral smoke. “It’s not cool, we’re a metal band. What do you think would happen to our image if it got out that our lead singer was a writer? That’s for nerds, and I know you aren’t a nerd, Dave, but labels and fans won’t be as kind.”

Lizzy snapped back, “Dude, have you ever heard of Anthrax? What about Metallica? King Diamond?”

He gave her an annoyed but curious look. “What’s your point?”

“Do you realize how many of their songs are based on stories or novels? Among the Living is based on a Stephen King novel, The Thing That Should Not Be is based on Lovecraft, Misfits’ entire career is based on horror fiction.”

“Fine, whatever, just don’t be surprised if we get overlooked.”

“You don’t know half as much as you think you do.”

“And you do?”

“It appears that way.”

It was around this time that Robert arrived home from work. His car pulled into the driveway, and I heard him slam his car door as he got out. Within seconds, the front door to the house slammed so hard it shook even the foundation of the garage.

The door that led to the house opened abruptly, and Robert leaned his head out. “David, get in here.”

I shot Lizzy and Adam a knowing expression and made my way into the house. As soon as I closed the door behind me, my dad was in my face.

“God damn it, David. Get those fucking losers off my property. I don’t want to come home to delinquents smoking in my fucking garage. I should put you out on your ass.”

“We are practicing.”

“I don’t give a shit what you are doing. You have no right to bring those scumbags into MY garage. This is my property, and you don’t just bring whoever you want over here. I can smell the smoke on you. If my garage smells like smoke, it’s your ass.”

Without a word, I returned to the garage, shoulders slumped, slamming the door behind me. “Sorry guys, we’re going to have to call it here.”

Adam and Lizzy exchanged glances, and nodded. They gathered their stuff and started out. Adam turned to me one last time before leaving. “Think about what I said.”

The more I heard the nagging from Adam, the less I carried my notebook with me. Writing stories became less and less important to me over time. Soon, it became a chore to write anything at all.
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MY PARENTS’ FIGHTS escalated and eventually led to a divorce when I was sixteen.

My mom found a good man who treated her right and remarried. She deserved to find happiness, and I’m grateful she did. It couldn’t have been easy to be married to a monster.

Robert married his girlfriend, whom he met online on the BBS he ran. That’s what caused the divorce. My mom saw his message to this woman: I love you.

I ended up with two step-brothers and three step-sisters between the two new spouses of my parents, all younger than me. It cemented me as the black sheep of the family. The fucking scapegoat.

A few weeks before I graduated, my sister asked me what I was going to do after school. I jokingly responded that I was going to be a rock star. That led to one of the last times I spoke to my father in years.
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