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Originally, when I started writing this, it wasn't meant to be a book or to include stories of other fathers. I was writing so I could share the details of my story, and one day my son would know all the things that went on from my perspective. I wanted him to know this wasn't the life I had planned for him. It's important to know the reasons why his mother and father weren't together growing up and why he had to go back and forth between parents. I also wrote this because I got tired of telling the same story over and over. I was just going to write it all down, and whenever the topic came up, I was going to put it on a website so people could read it. While I was writing, it became therapeutic. When I realized that I was at 80 pages in my small notebook telling my story, I thought, 'Wow, it's basically a book.' I decided I might as well make it a book. 

I co-created a support group for fathers that were going through similar complicated situations. I thought about their stories, and the idea came to me that this book should be about sharing our experiences. I talked with them about my idea and asked them if they would be okay with me sharing some of their stories in my book. The guys thought this would be a great book and wanted to contribute to it. Some of the guys are in tough custody battles and want to be careful what they say publicly; unfortunately, many fathers like us have had to worry about what might be used against us. I'm at a point where whatever happens will happen, if my thoughts, feelings, or actions are used against me. I'll handle it the best way I can.

I believe fathers' rights aren't talked about enough. You hear people talk about equal rights for women and minorities, but not enough for fathers, and that's something that impacts so many lives. Currently, the laws and court system don't do enough to help fathers or broken families. A lot of times, it has to be an extreme situation for a mother to lose custody and the father to be awarded full custody. Many fathers can do all the right things and are fully capable of having equal custody, but they don't get it. In Ohio, when a child is born to married parents, BOTH parents AUTOMATICALLY have parenting rights over the child. When a child is born to unmarried parents, a biological father DOES NOT HAVE ANY LEGAL RIGHTS to the child until he seeks them through the juvenile court. It's unfortunate that fathers can’t have equal parenting rights automatically. It's almost like being guilty until proven innocent, but the only thing you're guilty of is being a male. You're considered a lesser person when it comes to parenting.

A bipartisan effort is underway in the Ohio House to make sure moms and dads who split up can get equal time with their kids from the beginning. Co-sponsored House Bill 508, which would force family court judges to presume equal shared parenting is what is best for kids. Rep. Thomas West (D-Canton), vice president of the Ohio Commission on Fatherhood, said, "When you have both parents that are going to be shared from the very beginning, equal time and place, and equal decision-making, they're not going to be fighting over that kid." West also said, "they're both going to come to the table, hopefully a little bit more responsible and making decisions that are best for all parties."

The Ohio Judicial Conference, which represents Ohio's judges, opposes the bill, as does the Ohio Domestic Violence Network. According to ODVN, "HB 508 prioritizes equal decision-making and parenting time above all other considerations of a child's well-being, including exposure to domestic violence and child maltreatment." NPO Ohio and the bill's sponsors strongly disagree. Rep. Rodney Creech (R-West Alexandria) said, "This bill is for good parents. It's not for parents to have drug and alcohol addictions, abuse, or neglect. This bill is for parents that want to raise their children together, but separately." "Parents shouldn't have to spend $90K–$100K to get their own kids."

I'll use some examples and see how ridiculous it is. In 2023, even though an adult woman has never done anything wrong, she wouldn't be allowed to automatically vote. She can petition and pay legal fees first, just to possibly have the same voting rights as men, and even then, it's not guaranteed to be equal. People would be outraged at the sexism. Or how about a Black person who pays taxes just like everyone else, hasn't done anything wrong, but isn't allowed to get a driver's license because they're Black. They can petition and pay legal fees to possibly have the same rights as everyone else. Most people would be outraged by racism and discrimination. There would be outrage from many people if a person who was raped had to pay the person who assaulted them when they were the victim. Or a person who was wrongly shot by someone would have to pay the person who shot them for 18 years when they're the victim. I could use so many different examples, but hopefully you get the point. When it comes to fathers, it's acceptable for them to get screwed over, and there's not really outrage when there's clear discrimination with unjust rules for many that haven't done anything wrong. People will protest outside of Supreme Court justices' homes at the thought of overturning Roe v. Wade. But won't say anything about fathers' rights. How many family situations would've turned out better just by having equality with parents?

A lot of people don't know about all the struggles fathers go through. You might never fully understand the thoughts and actions of other people in their situation. It's always easier for people to say what they would or wouldn't do in a situation when they're not going through it. Hopefully, there's less judging and more understanding when people read and think about these stories. All of us sharing our stories have dealt with tough situations, and our intentions were to be good fathers for our kids and still hope for positive outcomes for us and others in the future. For many years, I've heard and seen people go back-and-forth about the child support system. Moms who have had bad experiences with dads who don't want to be in their kids' lives and don't want to pay child support will say they like the way things are set up and that it's fair.

Fathers who go into poverty, lose their license, have a hard time keeping up with child support payments, and have a hard time with their bills on top of not having a fair parenting schedule and parental rights will say that changes need to be made. We should be able to agree that there's a difference between fathers who clearly want to be involved and those who don't want to be involved. They should not be put in the same box. The best approach would be to look at each situation on an individual basis. Not a cookie-cutter system. The fathers in this book are just small examples of guys who wanted to be involved and wanted to be good fathers, but unfortunately went through situations that ended up holding them back. Many never have a chance to have the same rights as mothers, and fathers are stuck with many disadvantages; it's an issue that needs more attention. As you read this book, I hope you will learn some things and have a different perspective on fathers and the way they are treated sometimes.

* Some areas in the book, in my sections, are somewhat of a journal style of sharing my thoughts and feelings at the time I wrote them. Sometimes I go back and add things to certain parts. I really wanted to be authentic so you could understand the struggle of this fatherhood experience. Most of the other stories in the book have been edited for clarity and to get to the main things they wanted to share.
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​Growing Up
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One of the things I wanted to make sure I did as a parent was not to have my kid(s) grow up like I did, not having parents together and not knowing how things ended up that way. I’ll be 37 years old soon, and I still don't know what happened with my parents. I didn't meet my dad until I was 7 years old.

My mom says my dad claimed he had a vasectomy and couldn't have kids, even though she knew it was his. My dad says he was told it wasn't his; a couple people thought it was a guy named Marvin who was my father. Honestly, my dad has always seemed like the type who never wanted kids or marriage and just enjoyed the bachelor life. My mom had my sister at 16 and my brother at 18, then had me at 31. We all have different dads, so I could see either version being believable, but I've always believed my mom. She's always been consistent, and my dad once said, "Well, even if what she said happened, at least I'm here." The way he said it sounded like I was just trying to fulfill my obligation, not that I was passionate about being a father.

When I was 6 years old, I remember being at an appointment with my mom and playing with a toy in the lobby, and my mom pointed over and said, "That's your dad." He was a big, dark-skinned guy in a brown coat, reading something. I was young and didn't really have any thoughts about it; I don't remember ever having thoughts about a father before that. Growing up, the men in my life daily, was my great-grandfather Herman, who was my favorite person. We did a lot of activities together.

My brother Isaac was around and took me places with him sometimes. I also had my mom's boyfriend, Moe, who was basically my father because of the active role he played in my life. He lived at the house, and we did family activities together. He, my mom, and I would go bowling, to Cedar Point, take trips, etc... Moe taught me about sports, how to tie my shoes, and how to ride my bike, and he would light fireworks for me on the 4th of July. He taught me about the birds and the bees, and when Herman died, he taught me about death. In 1992, during a tornado, we were in the basement. He was going over what to do in emergency situations. He showed me how to fix the car and make repairs around the house. I learned a lot from him. I knew he wasn't my dad and didn't call him that; I just knew him as Moe. A few of my close friends had the "traditional family," but most of my friends didn't have a father that lived with them, so the concept of a father wasn't something I knew well or had questions about when I was young. I watched TV shows like The Cosby Show and Full House. I don't remember thinking about the role of a father and calling someone dad. I just knew what I grew up with daily. I think I was around 9 or 10 years old when my mom and Moe split up after being together most of my life.

He stopped by to visit a few times, but I didn't see him again after that. I'll never forget the things he did for me. I met my biological father at 7 years old; I don't remember anything about it—where it was, what his reaction was, what my reaction was—nothing. I just know I was 7 years old when it happened. I remember I was starting to spend the weekend with his parents, getting to know my grandmother and grandfather. The first activity I did with my grandmother was go to the movies to see The Little Rascals. She started to fill the void after Herman died in 1994. I really don't remember spending much time with my dad the first couple years he entered my life. He took me to some college football games and to the barbershop. I rarely went to his apartment and spent less than 5 hours with him every other Saturday. 

My relationship with him was a lot different from Moe's; I didn't have a connection with my dad, we didn't talk much, and he didn't teach me anything. My dad and grandmother helped pay for my Catholic school tuition; they got me all the things that I needed and wanted. As I got older and started to learn more about families, I felt envious of some of my friends who grew up in a "natural family." A mother and father together with siblings around their age. If it weren't for my best friend Marco's family, I would have no idea what a "natural family" atmosphere was like. Having brothers and sisters around my age, eating dinner together, going on vacations together, taking family photos, and other things I'll always be grateful for them accepting me, basically, as their adopted son.

From birth until I was 13 years old, I lived with my mom; I would see my dad every other Saturday or when he came to my games sometimes. My mom wanted to move out of town when I was going into the 8th grade. At first, I was on board with moving, but then I wanted to stay in Toledo. I thought maybe staying with my dad and grandmother could be good. I was getting to the age where I was talking back to my mom more and was taller than her. I look back now and think how mature I was to bring up the idea; it wasn't my mom or dad making that decision proactively. But they went along with it. From 13 years old to 18 years old, I lived with my dad and grandmother; it was a lot different than staying with my mom. She was laid-back. We pretty much always got along, even though I had my moments of talking back.

When my grandfather died in 1998, my dad moved in with my grandmother to help her out, even though she could stay by herself. She was a retired nurse but stayed active with church activities and worked part-time taking care of a lady with Alzheimer's. My dad and grandmother were strict, but I did learn valuable lessons from my grandmother that I'm not sure I would have gotten from my mom. I learned about finances, the importance of saving money, and balancing a checkbook. I learned how to tie a tie. I was required to make my bed, but with my mom, it was optional. My mom would iron for me, but I had to iron mine and my dad's clothes. In some areas, my grandmother was cool and strict, and vice versa with my dad. My grandmother was usually cool with me going out, but strict on phone time. My dad was strict about me going out, but cool on phone time.

My dad, even though he provided for me, and we lived together, we weren’t close. It's almost like we didn't live in the same house. I stayed upstairs in one of the bedrooms, and my grandmother stayed in the other. My dad had his room in the basement; there were times he would come up and tell me about a game that was on, but he wouldn't invite me to watch with him. He would watch by himself or with his friends; only once in the 5 years that I lived there did he have me down to watch a game with him. It was to criticize me after I didn't score any points in my basketball game; I was 0-3 with 6 rebounds. He wanted me to watch college players and learn from them.

There were a lot of rough moments there; sometimes it was embarrassing. The 5-year-old boy next door had more freedom than I did, and I was 14. A lot of times I was cooped up in the house, not being able to do things with my friends. One Christmas, I was with my sister at her family's house, really enjoying myself. He called and said, "It's time to come home." We were all disappointed that there was no urgency to leave. I just sat in my room like a prisoner. I had a lot of those moments. Indirectly, it helped me focus on my future when I graduate and finally free. I went to the library to check out career and college books, focusing on what I wanted to do. I became really interested in broadcasting and started focusing on that. I found out that the school across town had a student radio station, and I was able to go there half the day for those classes. My junior year, I spent the mornings at my regular high school, then went to broadcasting class in the afternoons at the other high school.

My senior year, I spent the morning hosting my own show at the school radio station. I was good and became a favorite with people who listened. In the afternoons, I would go to my regular high school for some classes. In high school, when I was allowed, I always worked 2–3 jobs; I rarely asked them for anything; I bought things on my own; and I kept putting money in my savings account. I played some sports. I was a pretty good kid; like all teenagers, I had moments where I did things parents might not like, but I wasn't bad. Most of the time, they treated me like I was. It was starting to get to me my junior year. That's when my depression started, and a couple times I had suicidal thoughts. Sometimes I hated life there. I was never good enough for them, even when I did all the right things. 

There was a time my team had a track meet at the University of Michigan on the same night as the big rivalry basketball game between the two most popular teams in the city. It's a game a lot of people go to. We got back late, I think around 10:30 p.m.; U of M is an hour away. The next morning, my dad tried to trap me for no reason, saying, "What if I said someone told me they saw you at the Scott-Libbey game last night?" My reaction was like, "You know nobody said that, and I know nobody said that. It could easily be proven where I was last night. Hundreds of people watched me, and my relay team win our race in record time. Thanks for asking how it went."

I was so annoyed with those types of things. I was in a teen group called (Top Teens of America), and I wrote an essay for our local chapter. It was about the No Child Left Behind Act, and I won first place. I worked hard on it; researching and writing are things I really enjoy doing. My grandmother, instead of saying congratulations, basically accused me of plagiarism, like I wasn't capable of writing something that good. I was insulted and disappointed. My teacher, who was also my football and track coach, helped me with proofreading it. They would spread rumors about me to friends and family. One of my dad's friends that lives in Tennessee would call the house sometimes; we'd talk, and one time she said, "You don't sound bad like your dad makes it seem." I was shocked and wanted to know what he was saying. She told me, and I also found out similar things from our barber. Those were just the ones I knew about; it could've been more.

My grandmother did the same things. One night, coming from the bathroom, I overheard her on the phone talking with the mom of one of my best friends. They rarely ever talk, so it was odd. What caught my attention was hearing my grandmother say something false about me. I stood there and listened to all the lies she told her. The next day, I called him and wanted to clear the air. I had a feeling that was going to keep his mom from wanting him to hang out with me. I thought after our conversation that would be good enough and things were fine. But I guess my grandmother's false stories worked because we never spoke again. We had a close friendship, basically like brothers, for 14 years, which was destroyed by my grandmother. The negativity there was becoming too much, but I was getting close to graduating in less than 6 months, and I would be free. I was already 18 years old, so technically I could leave, but that wasn't the plan yet.

One day, standing in the living room, I shared good news with my dad about being accepted into a broadcasting program. They would pay for broadcasting school if I finished my school year in their program taking dual classes at the university. It was a great opportunity; he didn't say congratulations; he just said, "You need to focus on something else besides broadcasting." I was annoyed; that's what I wanted to do for a living; it's a respectable career, not some reality TV gig. A couple times in high school, he said to me, "You better work on getting a scholarship somewhere, because I'm not paying for school." So, when I did, I still got no support. I had to give them a decision quickly. I shared the letter with my school counselor; she thought it was a good opportunity and wanted to make sure I wanted to make the change. I knew what I wanted to do, so I left my school and entered the program to finish out the school year. Right before that, on a Saturday when my grandmother and dad were at work, I packed my clothes and a few other things, called a cab, and then moved to my sister's apartment. 

Even as we were just a few houses away after I got in the cab, I felt so free and happy! No more mental and emotional abuse. There was a physical moment when my dad was 6'2" and 250 pounds, while I was 5'7" and 130 pounds at the time. We were in the hallway, and he started punching me hard—maybe five times—when he got mad that I did something he didn't like. I never told anyone that until now. I was looking forward to not having to deal with them anymore. I left them a note letting them know that I needed to move out and that I would call to explain soon. Of course, they did not like that decision. I eventually called the house and spoke to my grandmother briefly. I asked to talk to my dad. She said he didn't want to talk to me unless it was in-person. I didn't have an interest in that at the time, and we didn't talk for two years after that.

I stayed with my sister for a couple months. One day, my grandmother called my sister and said some things about me leaving. Then my sister and I had a brief falling out. I didn't want to be distracted by drama while trying to finish school. Once again, I packed up my things and moved in with Marco's family until I graduated. I was feeling a little down, like I kept losing family and it was my fault, but the lack of support was holding me back from great things at the time. Talking with Marco's mom helped me feel better, and she understood where I was coming from. I knew what needed to be done, and I don't regret those decisions. 

From then on, I was happy and doing well. I finished school, and Marco's parents had a joint graduation party for us. We also took our senior pictures together. Their support at an important time in my life meant so much to me. After looking into the different broadcasting school options in the United States and internationally, the most intriguing options I considered were in Dallas, Los Angeles, Southfield, Michigan, London, and Sydney, Australia. I was nervous about going international and not knowing anybody. I decided that Los Angeles was the most unique option. Plus, my mom and her husband lived in Anaheim and had other family friends in California. The first 6 months I could do my apprenticeship part in LA, then I could do my class work mostly online from Toledo and some class sessions at UT. The goal was eventually to move to Los Angeles full-time.

Most of 2005 was a great year for me; I was happy in life. My first 18 years weren't terrible; they were good, and I'm grateful. A lot of kids don't get to grow up like I did; there were voids and tough times, but those experiences helped get me where I am now. I would've loved to have had a better relationship with my father and have him be more supportive, but unfortunately, there were things he wasn't good at. When I lived with him and didn't live with him, I never heard him say he was proud of me for doing something well. He never taught me any valuable lessons like I got from Moe or even my grandmother. 

I often hear people say things like, 'If the father was around, the kid(s) wouldn't be in so much trouble.' Or people I know who grew up without a father say they could've learned lessons from a man instead of a woman if he was around. I've been saying for years that just because a parent is there doesn't make them good. I always give my dad credit for being a good provider, but everything else he wasn't good at.

Having a bond and being supportive is important. When you're constantly being negative towards your kid(s), eventually it becomes harmful, and a lot of damage can be done. I had reached a breaking point when I became an adult and decided not speaking to my dad and moving on with my life was the best thing for me. It felt like my dad was only interested in getting to the finish line when I turned 18, and financially he fulfilled his obligation. So, when I turned 18, I moved on. I wasn't a burden for him anymore; he was free, and I was free. No more holding each other back. It's how I felt.

"Family isn't always blood; it's the people in your life who want you in theirs: the ones who accept you for who you are, the ones who would do anything to see you smile, and who love you no matter what."

-Maya Angelou-
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In January 2006, I joined the International Churches of Christ (ICOC). It's large worldwide, but our local church had about 50 people. From 9 to 19 years old, I grew up Catholic. I visited my grandmother's Baptist church many times. When my sister was Muslim, I went to service at her mosque a couple times, and I also visited other churches when I stayed at friends' houses sometimes. So, I'm familiar with different religions. Being in the Toledo Church of Christ was a different experience for me. The people really care about being in each other's lives and helping each other spiritually; not that those other churches don't, but I feel like the ICOC takes it to a deeper level.

A month into being in the church, I started to like a woman named Nicole. Nicole was one of the people who invited me to Bible Study before I joined the church. We developed a friendship over the next 5 months and were close relationship-wise, although we never officially became boyfriend and girlfriend. I think other people in the church knew we were close, like a couple. The church encourages dating with different single members. They call them "encouragement dates." I went on a few different dates, even though I knew I liked Nicole. Having conversations with my discipler Paul and the minister Ryan, I felt they were kind of holding me back from making things official with Nicole. They wanted me to keep going on dates with other people. I didn't enjoy going out with people I wasn't interested in. They didn't say it, but I think they like having people date the women that guys weren't interested in, so it would help the single ladies not feel left out. It was weird for me to be on a double date with Paul and Nicole and be with someone else, knowing I liked Nicole.

I think it was in the middle of May when Nicole and I were in her car at her apartment complex, and we started doing sexual things. During it, she stopped us and was upset that we ended up doing that. She went into her apartment, and I left. I was disappointed in myself and went to Marco's house to talk about it with him. He wasn't in our church, so he didn't understand why we were so disappointed. I also told another person I had become friends with, he was in the Detroit ICOC church. I didn't want to tell someone in our church; I didn't want them to split us up over what I thought was a one-time slip-up. After that, things went back to normal; we didn't tell any leaders in our church, even though I think she wanted to. I thought it was a moment of weakness, and we wouldn't make it a habit.

Sometime in June, we started to have those encounters again, and they became more frequent on different occasions. We kept it going until the end of July. We made the decision that our last time would be during our trip to visit her parents in Dayton. We couldn't keep living a double life. We got a hotel the night before we were going to stay with her parents. After being there for a few days, we left. Her sister was going to finish the summer working at Cedar Point, so we dropped her off there. We were eating in the car at Burger King, and her body was feeling weird. At the time, we didn't know it, but she was pregnant. I think a week after that, she told me she was pregnant. I was shocked and asked if, she was sure. She was pretty sure. We went to an appointment, and it was confirmed. We knew we were going to have to tell the leaders in our church about it.

At the time, the minister and his wife were out of town. I told my discipler Paul, and he said he would set up a meeting with the minister, Ryan. She and I were adults, so we shouldn't have worried about what the church thought; we didn't need their permission for anything. But we were in a church that is involved in people's lives, sometimes more than it should be. They like to make sure people do things the "Biblical Way." Since we weren't married and had sex, that would be an issue. Nicole and I joked that we shouldn't go to church anymore to avoid them and not face admitting what we were doing. We didn't know what to expect, but I felt we'd get through this together. Besides not knowing what the reaction would be when we told people she was pregnant, I was excited about planning for our baby. She got a baby book, and we sat in the park reading through it and talking about our plans. My roommate was getting married and moving out, so we planned on her moving in when we got married. We talked about me getting up to take care of the baby at night since I am a nighttime person.

She was nervous to tell her mom, so I said I'd tell her. At the park we made the call, her mom was on vacation in New Jersey. Nicole talked to her mom for less than a minute, then handed me the phone. I started talking to her, and she said, "So, what have you and Nicole been up to?" I came right out with it; I said, "Making a baby." She thought I was kidding. I said, "Nope, Nicole's pregnant," and said, "Nicole's turn to talk." I gave the phone back to Nicole. It was a funny moment. I think her mom was shocked but excited. Her mom liked me at the time, so our interactions were always good. I told a few of my family members; they weren't thrilled at first that I got Nicole pregnant since I was only 19, but they were supportive and eventually excited.

When we finally met with the church leaders at Ryan and Karin's house, it was Nicole and I along with the minister, Ryan, and his wife Karin, and two other church members, Ray, and his wife Latrice. Ryan said, "We're going to get details about what happened and figure things out from there." I wasn't expecting it to be an interrogation, but that's basically what it was. We were split up. Nicole, Karin, and Latrice stayed in the living room, and Ryan, Ray, and I went to the basement. She had to tell her side to the women, and I had to tell my side to the men. At the time, I had so much on my mind, plus, not expecting the pressure of an interrogation, I mentioned some things we did but didn't remember everything. Sometimes I have a hard time explaining details on the spot, which is why I like to sit down, think, and write when I have time to focus on details and explain them like this. Nicole remembered more than I did and mentioned more.

Eventually we went back into the living room, and they wanted to see if our stories matched. They wanted to know everything—when, where, how many times, and what was done. As we were talking about it, they started getting on me about holding back because I left things out. I didn't hold back, not because I didn't want to be open about it; I just really didn't remember all the things we did. Some of the things she said when it was brought up were a reminder for me. At one point, things started to get ridiculous. 

They attacked my character in every way. Karin said something that still pisses me off now: "Since you're doing these sexual activities and not being able to remember doing them, maybe you shouldn't be around kids." That's the most disrespectful thing ever said to me. Just because I don't remember every sexual encounter, I had with an adult woman who is 4 years older than me, I shouldn't be around kids like I'm a pedophile. I used to watch their son Justin; was she going to accuse me of doing something to him to keep me away? That thought crossed my mind. Karin said, "I remember everything I've done; you should too." I was thinking to myself, 'We’re all different; we all don't think and do the same things.' 

So, after no progress with our living room discussions, I don't remember why Ryan, Ray, and I went back to my apartment, and we continued in my living room. I don't quite remember those discussions, but they were basically more about attacking my character and throwing out all types of accusations. Ray said, "You defiled your sister in Christ." All of it was ridiculous and insulting, but furthermore, it was getting further away from the focus of my family.

It went from Nicole and I planning our future together to a nightmare of splitting us up. As Ryan and Ray were walking out the door, Ryan asked me if I was going to be okay alone. He and I had conversations about mental health, his anxiety and other things, and my suicidal thoughts when I lived with my grandmother and dad. I said yes and closed the door. Just by him asking me that, it seems like he knows they were wrong in how they handled this. Ryan told us not to contact each other until the situation was resolved if we cared about getting right spiritually. I couldn't do it; it was making me miserable, not knowing what was going to happen with us. A day or two after those discussions, I went to her apartment to try to talk to her, but she wouldn't do it. Another time, I went to her job and begged for at least 5–10 minutes to talk, which she did. I said, "This is ridiculous; this isn't normal; people don't start families off with interrogations and are forced not to talk." I voiced my displeasure about what Karin said to me, and she agreed with that part. But she basically did whatever they told her to; she was a people-pleaser throughout the situation when it came to them.

One night, I told my friend Tiffany, who was in the Cleveland Church of Christ, about what was going on and the lack of progress. Things weren't handled well, and they weren't listening to me; they didn't care that it was time to focus on a baby coming; they only wanted me to repent their way. Since Ryan asked me to stay away while things were unresolved, Tiffany invited me to come there and talk with her minister, who is a psychologist or therapist. I don't remember his exact title. I figured I might as well try. Marco's dad, who is like a father to me, said, "Son, I don't know why you're going there or what you expect to accomplish. They're all in the same system and think the same way." Even though I knew he had a good point, I still had to try. I just wanted to get some closure and focus on becoming a father. I stayed with a couple in the Cleveland Church while I was there. I called Nicole's mom, with whom I had a good relationship at the time and let her know what was going on and my concern that they were controlling Nicole in a negative way. I mentioned we might need help getting through this situation. 

While in Cleveland, I was with Tiffany's family, who really liked me. I had gone on a date with her before and made her an encouragement card, something I did for every lady in our church. I think they saw me as a potential partner for Tiffany before they knew about the Nicole situation. I think Tiffany felt that way as well, and I must admit, deep down, part of me probably felt she could be better for me than Nicole. But I was committed to seeing what I would build with Nicole from the moment we became close. I know it had to be awkward for Tiffany to be brought into this type of situation, but she was an amazing friend who was willing to be there for me in a time of need. She was probably hurt a little bit.

I went to church with her family, and after that, I met with her minister at his house. He wanted to know about me and how I grew up, so most of the time was spent on that. I don't remember how long we talked, but it felt like an hour at most; it might've been less. I remember, after I was done, feeling unfulfilled that anything had been accomplished. One, because it seemed to go by so fast, and two because we spent very little time on what I came there for: to discuss my situation with Nicole. I remember him mentioning how the way I grew up contributed to where I'm at now and having certain challenges with my parents. It was very generic, didn't make sense, and had nothing to do with my current situation. It felt like he wasn't really interested in being involved.

He had a conversation with Ryan about our discussion and, I guess, told him completely different things than he had told me. While I was at Tiffany's, her dad was talking with Ryan and handed me the phone. Ryan said he talked with the minister in Cleveland, and based on the conversation, as well as the conversations I had with them, I was disfellowshipped from the church. He read me a couple scriptures; I don't remember which ones; they were about disfellowship; I think one was (2 Thessalonians 3:14): "Take special note of anyone who does not obey our instruction in this letter. Do not associate with them, in order that they may feel ashamed." 

According to Ryan, the minister in Cleveland said something about me being a pathological liar, and Ryan said, "I have to protect the church from you." He also mentioned not liking that I went to another church with this situation; it made him look like he wasn't capable of handling it. I didn't care about not being in the church anymore; that was the least of my problems. I didn’t care about Ryan's ego. I was annoyed by what the minister in Cleveland told Ryan. I opened up to him for help, and he wasn't honest with me about his thoughts. I didn't understand how he could even come up with that; everything I said about how I grew up and the situation with Nicole was 100% fact. In the little time we did spend on the conversation about the situation, I talked about what I could recall, just like I did with Ryan and the others. But to be fair, I'm going off what Ryan told me; I don't know what their conversation was; I never talked with the minister in Cleveland again. The situation kept getting worse.

After my conversation with Ryan, Tiffany's dad was talking to me. I think he was mad at me. He felt I hurt his daughter and put her in a tough position, which I understand. He might've felt I led her on; I think Tiffany mentioned to her discipler Sheri in the Cleveland church that she had an interest in me. Sheri was the one who set us up on a date to go with a few others to Cleveland earlier in the summer. I had also given Tiffany an encouragement card at the time; her dad didn't know that was something I did for every woman in our church, married or single, young, or old. So, I think he started to look at me as a bad guy who led his daughter on. That wasn’t my intention; I enjoyed our bond and the conversations we had. We both knew I was basically with Nicole, and even Nicole knew about Tiffany and our friendship. I don't think Nicole totally liked my friendship with Tiffany; she joked about how she could turn into a crazy jealous girlfriend quick. I always wanted to be on the same page with them.

So, from Tiffany's dad's perspective, he looked at me in a negative way, even though it's not totally accurate. Karin looked at things from the perspective that I can remember all my sexual encounters, so you should too. Ryan looked at it as an inconsistency in talking about my encounters with Nicole, and because I wasn't willing to admit to things that they thought were true, I couldn't be trusted. I'm still confused by the minister's perspective in Cleveland. I had never been to a therapist before, but I knew that was an odd session. I think the fact that it was a rush job didn't help; we didn't even spend a decent amount of time about the subject of the meeting. I'm someone who tries to look at other perspectives, whether I agree with them or not. So, I can at least try to understand where they're coming from, even though I disagree with them. Kevin (Marco's dad) was right about the Cleveland outcome. I just wanted to be with Nicole, not beg them for forgiveness. Even though things didn't end well, I don't regret my time in the church; I really did enjoy the fellowship with everyone. But the ICOC has done a lot of damage to people; you can read a lot of different experiences from people on the internet. The original founder has done a rebrand as ICC, but it's basically the same structure. I sometimes reach out to people when ex-members share their stories, and I let them know about mine. They are humble people, and unfortunately, most of us were taken advantage of in different ways.
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​What Did I Get Myself Into?
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After being removed from the church and Ryan telling the members they shouldn't interact with me, I started to research and analyze what I got into. When I was in the church, I briefly read about the history and read stories from former members talking about their negative experiences in the ICOC. Back then, when I read it, I kind of thought they sounded like bitter people, but I didn't put much thought into what they were saying. So, this time I wanted to go into it with a more open mind and wanted to give deep thoughts about how this church was started, the type of person the founder, Kip McKean, was, etc. 

I investigated the practice of the church and how they treat current, former, and potential members. I started to write a report on my experience in the church and what I learned from my research. I tried to be as fair and objective as possible; I didn't want to come off as bitter because I wasn't. My perspective was more of a concern; I spent many hours for a week or two working on it. Not only did I put a lot of time into doing it, but I also spent maybe $100–$200 on the expenses of making many copies at FedEx and giving out copies to people. Looking back, I probably should've just done it on a free blog site. It would've saved a lot of money.

I was also able to talk with former members so I could get their accounts of their experiences. I wanted to get to know them and see what type of people they were. The ICOC would label these people as lost, bitter, rebellious, or whatever negative spin they put on it. That wasn't the case, though. I had a few great conversations with a former member of the New York Church of Christ; his name is Giovanni. He was one of the humblest people I've ever talked to. He wasn't bitter; he was more sympathetic towards people who are so devoted to a flawed system. I felt the same way. Even in my report, I mentioned pros and cons because I don't think everything about the church is bad. Honestly, I still believe they do some things a lot better than most churches; that's what I like about them and why I liked being a part of it. But there is a problem when you are led to believe, "Our church is the only one that does things the right way according to the Bible."

Even while I was still in the church, I did have some moments of thinking, as much as I like it, do I really want to stay in it and keep doing certain things? For example, I remember being in a Bible study with a student in the dorm lounge, along with the minister, Ryan, and another member, Nate. I was sitting back watching those two basically tag team this guy, trying to convince him that what his current church does is wrong and what we do is right. I felt uncomfortable not only for him but for myself, thinking I don't like pushing people like that. Although I do believe there are a lot of churches that don't really care about the spiritual well-being of members like the ICOC does, I still don't think it's right to hassle or pressure other people who don't do it the ICOC way. There were a couple times I was kind of arrogant towards some of my family members who are Catholic, like I was previously. I would talk up the way we do things and talk down the way they do things. I didn't like being that person. I remember Nicole being that way with her brother, who is Pentecostal. I also remember during my final Bible study with Ryan, right before I got baptized and joined the church, he said he loves his mom, and she's a good person, but unfortunately, she's going to hell because the Methodist way isn't leading her spiritually the way the Bible wants us to live. I was shocked. I had never heard anyone say that about their mom; it should've been a red flag, but I was intrigued. I knew they were very serious about serving and pleasing the Lord.

When I finished my report, I gave it to family, friends, classmates, a guy who was doing Bible studies with the church but didn't join and left some around campus since they recruit there a lot. I sent one to Nicole's parents, hoping they would finally understand what's going on. It didn't have much effect on them besides asking Nicole, is she in a cult? and is she okay? I had a hard time wanting to mention the church as a cult, but according to some professionals that study cults, they said there were cult-like symptoms in the structure, so I used it. Nicole said she's fine, and her mom left it at that. I always say to people that it's like asking a drunk person if they had too much to drink and if they're okay to drive. and they say they're fine. Just because they say they're fine and appear to be, that doesn't necessarily mean they are. It's better to go further to make sure.

Nicole's sister Natalie also read it and called me; fortunately, I finally got through to someone close to her who understood my points and saw that what I was saying was both reasonable and possibly concerning. She said she would try to talk to her; I don't know if she did or if it had any effect. I doubt it because nothing changed. I think they gave Nicole my report; she read it and was dismissive about it. I remember having a conversation with her, and she didn't believe I wrote it; she also claimed she looked into the church. But I'm sure it was like I did previously, not really having an open mind and being objective. I worked hard on it, and it was a very serious issue. She didn't care about what I had to say or that the church was influencing her to be a single mother. I couldn't believe this was the woman I wanted to marry.

Before all of this happened, we had conversations about what we wanted for our future individually and together. She was looking forward to getting married eventually (most likely to me), hopefully having two kids, a boy, and a girl, and if possible, being a house mom, and a wife willing to base her life around her husband's career. Marriage and family were important to her, but now it seemed like none of that mattered. I started to wonder if I had made a mistake by being with her. 'Did I get to know her enough?'  We were around each other almost every day for 6 months; most of the time it was with fellow church members doing various activities, and many times alone having sexual interactions. There were times we hung out, did activities together, and had conversations, but maybe it wasn't enough. I'm responsible for allowing myself to get into those sexual interactions with Nicole; we both had our moments of initiating the encounters. I should've been stronger; I could be wrong, but I feel like Tiffany wouldn't allow those encounters to happen if I were with her. I also feel like the conversations I had with Tiffany were a lot deeper about everything; at the time, I had never had that many great talks with anyone. I looked at Tiffany as a female best friend, and after all this happened, I started to think maybe I ignored the signs and chose the wrong woman. I'm not trying to diss Nicole; she's a good woman, and I know she wanted to be a committed woman of God. But everything I thought about her as someone I wanted to marry was starting to look wrong because of this situation.

I think Nicole gave my report to Ryan and Karin, or at least told them about it. That led to them telling Nicole things like, "I'm a wolf in sheep's clothing." She shouldn't trust me or talk to me; she did a lot of things they told her to do, but even she said those comments were extreme. It reminds me of Donald Trump going on attack mode against the media, Democrats, or anyone who criticizes him. In the ICOC, when people call out the things, they do that aren't positive, they tell members it's "spiritual pornography" and they shouldn't look at it. It's their version of ' fake news.'  They don't want people to learn things for themselves and know about the flaws of the system.

It was a tough challenge during that 9-month pregnancy, fighting so hard to be there every moment like I wanted to be. Unfortunately, I was rejected for basically all of it. My interactions with Nicole were very inconsistent; sometimes she'd talk to me, sometimes she wouldn't. There were times I had to beg and plead for her to allow me to be involved and enjoy this experience. Occasionally, she would be nice and throw me a bone. I wanted to be there for every appointment she didn't want me to go to or "they" (The Church) didn't want me to. One thing I had constantly pressed for was being at the ultrasound appointment so we could find out together whether we were having a boy or girl. After many times being unsure about letting me come, she finally agreed, and we went together. I remember we were sitting in the lobby and there was this little girl playing, and I said, 'She's so cute; maybe I want a girl now.'  I've always said we're having a boy. It was one of the few happy moments I had during all of this. We were talking about family; we were together, and we got to experience the amazing moment of seeing our baby for the first time. The past couple months had been hell dealing with so much. When we were in the room, we were joyful to see the baby moving around and finding out it was a boy. After the appointment, we spent some time together, which felt good. We hadn't had a day together like that since we were in the park discussing our future together as parents.
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