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Dramatis Personae

	 

	Elba Kramer

	Pathological liar. Survivalist. Shape-shifter.

	Feral child of military housing and state-run beds.

	Lies to everyone. Especially himself.

	Elder Elba

	Watcher. Shadow. Chronicler of wounds and wins.

	Remembers every dodge, every cruelty, every almost.

	Speaks when the lies get loud.

	The Others

	Matt from Alexandria. Piggy, Elba’s evil stepmother. Craig and Duane, both in trouble and tethered. Edwin with the empty stare. Names that mark waypoints—Petaluma, Governor’s Island, Mascoutah, Montgomery. They flash through like sparks in a blackout. None stays long. All leave a scar. 
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Prologue

	 

	A wise man once said there are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics. But he missed the fourth—organic lies. Those are the lies that start with a small seed of truth and grow into a vast forest of deception.

	Those are my kind of lies.

	My name is Elba Kramer. This is my story.

	Come Lie with Me—The True Autobiography of a Pathological Liar

	These are true stories written to be read in the moment — as they happened, or as they seemed to happen.

	I am a liar. I can't recall ever coming across a truth that didn’t need improvement. My lies aren't just polite ("great meatloaf!") or convenient ("sorry, something suddenly came up"). My lies have staying power.

	I never have a good reason to lie—they spill out whenever I talk about my past or make bold claims.

	But this isn’t a story about lies.

	It's a tale of adaptation and survival. These are stories about an ordinary boy who discovers extraordinary powers. He uses those superpowers to battle isolation and loneliness.

	And accountability.

	Every vignette you read here will either be true, could be true, or at the very least, should be true.

	They all should be true.

	You might begin to see how every setback and disappointment shaped me into who I am. My hope is that those whose lives I've touched will glimpse my essential truth.

	I’ve hidden it well, naturally. It’s what I do.

	This is my story. It’s a true story, drawn only from my own memory. If any part turns out to be untrue, blame me. 

	But know this, never doubt this—all of it really, truly should be true.

	Cross my heart, hope to die.

	 

	 

	
Power I

Go Along to Get Along


	‘64— ‘66

	 

	It took most of a year to settle into the new normal in Fort Walton Beach.

	I knew nobody—I hardly even knew my mother and sister; the steps were a complete mystery to me. But I adapted faster than my sibs—because I was so much smarter.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	He never called any of them by name. Not even in his head. Names are for people that you keep. And he was smarter.

	The basic elements of the new regime were made clear from the start. French was no longer to be spoken in the home (stepfather—English only in my house!). Our natural father had died (mother—Your father is dead—pause—why are you crying?) I started at Wright Elementary under the new Abel name.

	Elba Abel. The rhyme felt awkward and embarrassing. I had read (and loved) the palindrome “Able was I ere I saw Elba”. I thought of it whenever somebody said my new name and grew to hate it.

	There was constant tension in the household, with 3 kids sharing two rooms. There was a bunk bed for the boys, and a separate bedroom for my sister. I called the top on the first morning but was immediately overruled by my stepfather. 

	This kicked off a long-running pattern of preferential treatment. The truth was clear: my stepfather would discipline his son, while my mother took care of my sister and me. She continued to slap and strike out at us, but never laid a hand on my stepbrother. Stepfather regarded us as used furniture and never hit us.

	Elder Elba speaks—

	When you hear ‘always’ or ‘never’, the speaker is usually wrong.

	The beach was my favorite playground. Loose sand between my toes, gleeful screams from the surf, gallons of coconut-scented lotion smeared on my body. I was splashing around near the shore one day and felt a burning sensation on my left leg. It blossomed into agony.

	A Portuguese Man-o-War had wrapped its tentacles around my shin, pumping venom and stealing my breath. A lifeguard saw my distress and pulled me out. His fingers were sliced to ribbons as he worked to remove the ribbons of poison from my leg. He bled for me. He was my hero.

	I was placed into a special track at school and diagnosed with a learning disability. I had two problems: mild dyslexia and frequent debilitating headaches. I was learning to read, but it was slow going—I would see letters flipped and read words backward. It was frustrating as hell.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	It took about 3 years before anyone thought to take him to an eye doctor. The headaches stopped once he started wearing glasses.

	My teacher was a lovely young woman named Miss Hall. She looked like a young Marlo Thomas, all smiles and kindness.

	She smelled like fresh strawberries.

	She challenged me to read aloud, to slow down, and to be kind to myself when I made mistakes. I made some progress, in fits and starts. When she challenged me to memorize The Gettysburg Address, everything changed.

	I copied the text a dozen times. I used a dictionary to understand phrases like “four score and seven years” and “dedicated to the proposition.” I read an encyclopedia entry to learn about the context of the speech. I cannot say that I understood the depth or the importance of the Address, but the music of it filled my heart. It moved me.

	I recited it for her, one-on-one, and received high praise. Then I told her that I could also recite it backward. She asked what I meant, so I started:

	Ruof erocs dna neves sreay oga, ruo srehtaf thguorb htrof no siht tnenitnoc, a wen noitan, deviecnoc ni ytrebil dna detacided ot eht noitisoporp tht lla nem era detearc lauqe.

	Like that.

	She was floored. She asked me if I could write it down backward. I did that. Then I told her that I could also recite it backward from the last word to the first, so:

	Earth, the from perish not shall, people the for, people the by, people the of government that and, freedom of birth new a have shall, god under… 

	Like that.

	Something in Miss Hall changed. She looked at me with wonder, with no undercurrent of pity. 

	She said I wasn’t impaired—I was gifted.

	Even though she knew me only as Elba Able, she told me that I was remarkable. 

	The opposite of Elba Kramer, in fact.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba is still able to read, write, sing, and spell, forward and backward, at full speed, with few errors. Years later, Elba earned his Master of Education degree. He began teaching middle school and used the backward speaking device to entertain the kids. He would set up two overhead projects on stage during the school talent show. He’d write the Pledge of Allegiance on the view foil, backwards, while a student wrote it forward. The competition was judged on speed and accuracy. Elba won in a walk, every time. He told the kids that it was a ‘stupid-human trick’, and encouraged them to be on the lookout for their own natural tricks. Everyone has them.

	My dyslexia never bothered me again. My brain trained itself to see what I was expected to see. For Miss Hall and others, I read faster and more fluently, as the reversals no longer slow me down. For myself, I saw multiple forms of any word, sentence, or paragraph. It became normal. 

	A new normal.

	I dived into the Reader’s Digest volumes that were delivered to my door. I would copy out some of the jokes in Laughter is the Best Medicine and practice telling them to the mirror. Real gems like “I thought illegal was a sick bird” and “The doctor told me to stop using Q-Tips, but it went in one ear and out the other” still make me laugh.

	Marvel comic characters became my role models. The Fantastic Four had all been transformed by cosmic radiation, Spiderman by a radioactive spider. Daredevil had magic radar. Hercules was a demigod and popular with girls.  

	I dove into every issue of Highlights for Children. It was stuffed with stories and poems, paper crafts, star maps and riddles. 

	I followed Goofus and Gallant over the years. Gallant had a superpower of his own—he knew the right thing to do in every situation. 

	I wanted to be Gallant. 

	 

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba’s inner Goofus made that impossible.

	There was a Great Dane that wandered the neighborhood. He was an amiable giant—kids would ride him like a horse. He attended my sister’s birthday party and dropped a mountain of shit on the Slip ‘N Slide. I called him Party Pooper and belted out some lyrics: “Every party needs a pooper, that’s why we invited you, Party Pooper!”. 

	Everyone sang along—even my sister.

	I learned that I had a good head for numbers. Once I moved into the gifted program at Wright, I met Mr. Alred. He taught elementary math, mainly arithmetic. He also tailored lessons for his gifted classes. I was in 2nd grade, but he pushed me hard. I was doing Grade 4/5 math in the classroom and at home.

	I was working on (whole number) long division, and I could see the answer as soon as I saw the problem. It was obvious! Divide 128 by 8, it’s 16. Divide 161 by 7, it’s 23.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba was awarded a BS in Mathematics in 1981 from North Carolina Wesleyan College. The courses did not feel like work.  He said the material was IOTTMCO—Intuitively Obvious to the Most Casual Observer.

	But Mister Alred was not pleased. He insisted that I had to show my work, or there would be no credit. 

	This puzzled me. The work was done in my head. Why should I have to show it? I refused and was referred to the office to get help with my ‘attitude problem’. Mother had to come in to talk with the principal. The adults made a full-court press to force me to comply.

	I was an avid reader of Boys' Life Magazine during this period. It ran a how-to article on the topic of invisible ink. Baking soda and water are used for the ink, while grape juice concentrate serves as the reveal agent. 

	I decided to go along, but on my own terms.

	The homework sheet that night was 20 long division problems. I copied the problems onto a clean page, writing in the answer above the division bracket. Then, I used a small paintbrush to painstakingly (and invisibly) show my work.

	I turned in the homework the next day. Mister Alred was pissed. He reminded me that there would be no credit without showing the work.

	I told him that I did show my work, but I didn’t like the way that it looked. I handed him the grape juice and a wide brush, and I showed him how to see the work if he still needed to.

	The look that he gave me was pure gold. There was a battle playing out in his eyes, in his facial contortions. He took a deep breath, shook his head slowly, and said: “Thank you, Elba. Full credit.”.

	I never had to show my work again. 

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba didn’t force kids to show their work when he taught 8th grade math. Instead, he offered extra credit if the work was shown. Most of the kids took the deal..

	I had figured out how to go along to get along, how to navigate the small space between the letter and the spirit. I had a new kind of superpower. It became my default way of avoiding any challenge.

	Elder Elba speaks — 

	This skill became particularly useful during Elba’s years as an enlisted air force member. There is always daylight between letter and spirit, even under arms. Regulations called for white underclothes and black socks. He wore tie-dye under his tunic and cloaked Looney Tunes socks beneath the black. Small rebellions, smugly satisfying.

	One area where I consistently fell short was athleticism. I was a pudgy kid with bad eyes and soft teeth. I wasn't very coordinated, and I sometimes found it hard to breathe. I knew deep down that I couldn't compete. 

	Sis called me ‘piggy’ all the time—she would ask me how my boy-titties were hanging. I wouldn't remove my shirt when I'm at the beach or the pool. I was ashamed of my appearance.

	Elder Elba speaks —

	Elba still avoids being shirtless in front of other people. His physical self changed as he matured, but he can only see that pudgy kid when he looks in the mirror.  

	My stepbro and sister were quite the opposite. Both were tall, slim, and agile. Both loved physical competitions and were aces in the school gym and on the playground. Similarly, the parentlike creatures were energetic and active. And gorgeous. 

	Picture Eddie Albert and Eva Gabor in Green Acres. That’s them.

	But I couldn’t go along to get along in gym class: the spirit and the letter of their rules both required sweat. 

	I didn’t like to sweat.  

	I skipped a full week using a fake bandage on my left ankle and spent the time reading in the stands, instead. 

	I figured out how to fake injuries in the moment, by throwing myself to the ground and writhing in fake pain. 

	I began forging notes from my mother. The notes said my asthma was acting up or that I needed low-impact activities in the gym due to my medications. It worked well, at first. 

	The gym staff saw through me and started to reject all claims of unfitness. Running laps in the gym became my biggest dread, day in and day out.

	Then I discovered vertigo.

	Mother was a huge fan of Alfred Hitchcock. She took us out to see some of his movies, including North by Northwest, and… Vertigo. I looked up symptoms in the dictionary and encyclopedia. I incorporated those symptoms into my daily life. 

	I complained about dizziness and nausea. I would subtly self-induce vomiting when on a car ride. I’d pretend to be deaf in one ear, then the other. One night, as mom finished her first bottle of vodka, I told her I felt dizzy, like in the movie. I asked if she thought I might have vertigo.

	She said maybe I did. She talked with me about how I was feeling, researched vertigo in the encyclopedia, and called a doctor friend to find out if I needed medication. He told her that no drugs were needed, but a change in daily routine would help. He said that I would outgrow it.

	My mother met with the school administration a couple of days later, and they came up with an accommodation. My new duties in gym class were to take roll, assist with gear, keep time, and help kids with math homework.

	I won.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	He shed his pudginess during his teens but still feels it every day. He’s long regretted his decision to give up on athletics before really trying. It took many years for him to discover his true strength.

	I developed a taste for petty larceny—nothing serious, jonly small things: keychains, matches, loose change. Mother’s purse was a treasure trove. Playdates in the neighborhood became paydays for me. I was never caught. 

	I didn’t form any friendships. I always knew, in my gut, that I would never see these people again. Once I moved to the next duty station, they would be dead to me. 

	They hardly even dwell in my memory. 

	I see lawn parties and barbeques. Birthdays, holidays, ball games, track meets—all hazy, never crisp.

	Orders came down that spring—Governor’s Island in New York. I had no clue what changes it would bring—but I knew that I would get along. 

	I knew how to go along to get along. I knew how to get my own way. 

	I was ready to dive into the next new normal. That’s what military brats were trained to do.

	I was an exceptional brat.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	He got very good at going along, even when it was ill-advised. That’s the danger of mastering a trick too early—you start thinking it’ll work everywhere.

	 


Power II

Never Lonely


	‘58— ‘64

	 

	Most people’s earliest memories form around age 3. My first clear memory is from around then—but nuance muddies the reckoning. 

	I have a mix of dim, clear, and implanted memories. These memories formed after my infantile amnesia faded. I'm not sure which category each early memory belongs to. It probably doesn’t matter.

	Our memories become our truth, no matter their origin.

	Elder Elba speaks—

	Hi there. I’m Elder Elba, the voice that knows the truth behind the lies. I’ll step in when summoned with commentary, corrections, or rare glimpses of truth. I can see through the lies. If Elba lets me, I will work to deepen his truth.

	I can dimly recall my father. He exited the scene during these early years. He was an Air Force officer, a pilot. He was tall, quite dashing, and something of a raconteur. He met my mother while stationed at Orly Air Base, near Paris. She was a French beauty who had grown up in Paris during the occupation. She hated the Germans.

	They fell in love before they fell apart. Their quick trip from lust to loathing left behind invisible scars and memories out of reach.

	 

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba reconnected with his father a few times in later years. They didn’t hit it off.

	My mother was a native French speaker with strong English language skills. She smelled of rosewater soap and citrusy perfume. My older sister and I both spoke French for the first years of our lives.

	We learned English over time. 

	I remember my sister translating Flintstones dialogue into French. She helped me to repeat it back in English.

	Despite this memory, she and I never developed closeness. We treated each other as mutual annoyances and kept our distance.

	Elder Elba speaks —

	His sister died from an overdose in 2002, drugs supplied by her mother.

	I was born on a military base, exactly one year after the Sputnik launch. I was an only child, if you don’t count my sister. 

	I don’t.

	I am told that I was a breech birth, greeting the world ass-first. That seems right to me.

	Mother drank. A lot. This amplified the screaming voices in her head. She was the perfect mother to the outside world. But she had demons in her mind’s closet. She could throw up an emotional wall with a casual glance. She could shut down any conversation. And she would lie. 

	She would always lie.

	My father wasn't around. My mother was emotionally distant. My sister felt far away, too. I have heard that absence makes the heart grow fonder, but it turns out that’s not true.

	I moved many times during these early years. I think I remember things that might be memories I was given. No way to tell, right?

	I was told that I fell out of a 3rd story apartment window when I was age 3 (or so). I was living in West Texas at the time. My mother’s version says that I was playing pat-a-cake on the screen when I tumbled out. My paternal grandma’s version is that I was pushed. 

	By my mother. 

	I do not know which version is the truth.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	He was definitely pushed.

	I was also told that I set fire to an apartment in Kentucky when I was around age 4. This rings true. I have always been fascinated with fire, and I still love to strike matches and watch them burn. 

	I heard that I wet the bed regularly until I was about 5 years old. I don’t remember that. But I sometimes catch a shadowy glimpse—my face pressed into the soiled sheets, my mother spanking me, my sister laughing. That makes me think that it’s true.

	I knew that I had climbed onto a kitchen counter in a Louisiana apartment and wound up with stitches on my scrotum. I still have the scar, but it hurts my neck to look at it. 

	The story goes that I opened a lower cabinet door and used that to boost me onto the counter. I grabbed the cookies that I wanted and jumped down. My crotch met the door in perfect horseback riding position. They told me that I passed out.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba’s son had a similar mishap when he was very young. They were living in a squalid trailer in North Carolina, right off the active B-52 runway. Every takeoff and landing rattled the tin can house. His boy was standing at the toilet one morning—tall enough to rest his staff of life on the rim—when a bomber roared overhead. Shake, rattle, slam! The lid came down hard. It split him like a microwaved hot dog. Elba rushed him to the base clinic. It was crowded. A sign above reception read “Patients are seen in order of need, not order of arrival”. The most urgent case that Elba saw was a young airman with a gash in his leg. He flashed his son’s wound. The airman screamed: “Take the kid!”. The doctor couldn’t do much—only an ice pack and some time to heal. An orderly came in with the ice—a surgical glove filled with a rimy slush. Frostbitten fingers soothed the boy’s crotch for hours. The swelling ebbed in time. But he was left with what looked like a third elbow.

	Mother’s favorite hobby, I've been told, was suicide. She had already been in the hospital for a car crash, an overdose, and alcohol poisoning. All before I turned 7.

	It was common for my sister and me to be locked inside the house for days at a time. We learned to make basic meals and to care for ourselves. She took care of me as I tended to her. But the sense of isolation deepened over time, then morphed into a sense of independence. For both of us, from each of us.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba’s mother continued her series of suicide trips for many years to come. She was never successful. What a shame.

	I can remember my mother raging, always coming in as a storm without warning. I don’t recall my father ever hitting my sister or me. But mother often used flailing fists, hard kicks, and slaps to the face. It didn’t feel good, but it was normal. 

	That’s what mothers do, right?

	The best bet was to hide, to shrink into the background, to say yes ma’am, no ma’am, thank you ma’am. I wore fake politeness as armor to limit the damage to bruising, to avoid being maimed—or worse.

	JFK’s assassination left a deep impression on all of us. Mother was a major fan of the president, and she was deeply enamored of the first lady. She claimed a distant kinship with Jackie. We all tried to comfort her, together on the couch, burning through boxes of tissues. I remember the funeral procession and the poignant salute from John-John. He was only 2 years older than I, and easy to identify with.

	The day after JFK’s killing, I stumbled upon something dead in the woods—a cat. It was the first dead thing I remember seeing. 

	I poked it with a stick to see if it would move. There was no response. I somehow knew, in that moment, that the cat and the president and I and everyone else were created so that we could die.

	Elder Elba speaks—

	Nonsense. He still thinks of JFK when he sees a dead cat, but there is no way that Elba had this insight at age five or six. He’s trying to show off. Poor kid.

	I was living in Florida when the marriage crashed and burned. In those final days with my father, I heard shouting, crying, and slapping. The police visited twice. 

	My father left. I don’t think he said goodbye. I did not see him again for over three years.

	The next morning, we moved in with the guy who would become my stepfather. He was also a military officer, a pilot, and tall and dashing. He had a son my age, only 25 days younger. I hadn’t met either of them before. My mother obviously had. 

	That morning marks my clearest early memory. Everything after that is clear as crystal.

	I embraced this fresh start with optimism, confidence, and independence.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	He was scared spitless.

	That’s when I discovered my first superpower — I could be alone without feeling lonely. I had found a kind of peace in isolation.

	And I was learning how to lie.

	 


Power III

Magical Thinking


	‘66—‘68

	 

	I made the move to Governor’s Island in the summer of ’66. It was a two-year posting.

	The island was an active Coast Guard installation, with about 3,000 residents. It was home to the Joint Services Search and Rescue School. My stepfather would spend the first year rescuing downed flyers in the war zone.  The second year was to be on-island, teaching others how to perform rescue operations—a cool gig, for sure.

	The geography of Governor’s Island is important to this story. It was a magical, protected place in the heart of New York City, situated at the southern tip of Manhattan. It was accessible only by ferry. All riders had to present a military ID. The Manhattan skyline was in full view. Ellis and Liberty Islands were each a little over a mile from my bedroom window.

	A paved path circled the island. It was over two miles long. It featured a wide sidewalk with a metal-fenced seawall. The path was wide enough to handle pedestrian and bike traffic. 

	 When the weather was fine, the path was hopping. The Shore Patrol watched closely. They were ready to help if someone got hurt. They also made people calm when they got rowdy.

	The Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel ventilation building was to the west of the ferry dock. It was a huge, bright white octagonal building. Inside, giant fans pulled vehicle emissions out and brought fresh air in. This system changed the air every 90 seconds. 

	You could hear it moan.

	Castle Williams was on the north side of the island. Castle Bill, so-called by the locals, was built during the Revolutionary War as a harbor defense. It was renovated and expanded over the centuries. It was a circular defensive work made of red sandstone, and an active Army prison up until 1966. The 3-story brick building loomed like a dark threat, casting a warning shadow.

	Fort Jay was situated near the center of the eastern part of the island. The fort was star-shaped, surrounded by a dry moat, then further ringed by a golf course. Historical installations ranged from revolutionary era cannons to Second World War anti-aircraft emplacements. It included housing units for senior commanders. 

	Can you see it? A fucking moat! 

	At eight years old, my new playground included a castle, a fort, a moat, cannons, and even ack-ack batteries.  

	And it was all placed there for me. Only for me.

	Elder Elba speaks ─

	Elba believed in the idea that things happen for a reason. He later learned that this reasoning was wrong. Things happen because they… happen. It’s as simple as that.

	The end of summer was spent exploring and exploiting the island. I met a lot of other kids while riding bikes and clambering up Outlook Hill. I played war inside and around Fort Jay. I acted out battles in my mind. I smoothly shifted from basic to advanced technology as the imperatives of battle demanded. 

	I walked in the soggy moat, imagining it filled with crocodiles and piranhas. I took a tour of Castle Bill and pretended that I was a desperado trapped in a cell, but so close to paradise. 

	I became possessed of and possessed by the island.

	One summer morning, stepbro and sis stood at the seawall. They were counting the windows in the nearby skyscrapers. I asked, “What windows?”. 

	At last, I was taken to an eye doctor. I added coke-bottle glasses to my already awkward look. My headaches became less frequent. My reading speed improved. 

	Glasses are good, don’t you see?
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