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For
  the family . . . the strength and foundation who are the bulwark
  that
  holds the water back in my existence . . .
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For
  the military veterans and family members that have experienced
  the
  Abyss of depression and suicide and had the strength to reach the
  shore instead of slipping below the surface of the water.





 







  
To
  understand another person, you must swim in the same waters that
  drowned them.





  
– 
  

    

      
Patti
      Smith
    
  



 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Table of Contents
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 







  
Author’s
  Note



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Prologue
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 







  

    
Part
    One: The Past
  



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter One: The Struggle
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Two: 1978



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Three: Lessons
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Four: Moving On (Life Continues with or Without You)



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Five: An Incredibly Impactful Loss
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    



  
Chapter
  Six: My Life’s Lessons So Far



 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Part Two: The Future (Also Known as the Gift You Deserve)
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Seven: Inspiration



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Eight: Resiliency is Not an Impossible Goal
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Nine: Change (Determine Where You Place Your Efforts)



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Ten: The Power of Positive Self-Talk
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Eleven: Incorporating Me-time (or We-time) for Mental
  Health



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Twelve: Preparation or Control?
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Thirteen: Differences



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Fourteen: Awareness or Action?
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Fifteen: Don’t be an Asshole



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Sixteen: Your Confidence is More Valuable Than Expert Opinions
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Seventeen: Blessed



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter Eighteen: Lessons Learned, the Final Chapter
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Definitions



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Endnotes
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Chapter
  Quotes (Sources of Inspiration? You decide.)



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Last Words on the Struggle
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    


  
Acknowledgements



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        About the Author
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    
Author’s
Note


 






When I set out to write this book
in December of 2024 I did not know exactly where it would go, or
where it would take me. I had a working title and a belief that the
events that I experienced as a child could be used to bring focus
to
depression and trauma, and to inspire others to develop resiliency.
But, where to start? I admit that I was swimming against the
current
when I started this project. W. Somerset Maugham, the author of one
of my favorite novels, 

  
Of
  Human Bondage

, once
said, “there are three rules for writing a novel, unfortunately, no
one knows what they are.”

  
1
  

  I believe the same
can be said for writing a self-help book, which I quickly came to
understand during this process.


 






Many people like to say they put
their blood, sweat, and tears into something. I cannot honestly say
that. I shed no blood or tears, but I believe that I did shed some
sweat into this labor of love. The first four thousand words came
quickly over a weekend in early December in 2024 and provided the
skeleton for the first four chapters. By the end of that December,
I
had over twenty-one thousand words and parts of twelve chapters
completed. I still had a great deal of work to do to complete this
book. It was a struggle (consequently a common theme throughout the
book). After many edits, partial rewrites, a shuffle of chapters,
and
months of effort the project concluded with the book in your
hands.


 






I wanted to make a compelling
case for others to look at making real change for a positive
outcome
in their respective lives. I hoped that readers would gain tools to
successfully navigate anxiety and depression. An unexpected and
enjoyable by-product became a greater understanding of myself in
the
process. Essentially, I believe I gained insight which allowed me
to
share more of myself than I would have otherwise felt comfortable
doing. Hopefully, best case scenario, my efforts play a small role
in
inspiring those struggling with all the challenges in life to use
their efforts wisely towards overcoming the struggle to seek help.
Worst case scenario, I took one of my lessons learned and set a
goal
to write a book that was published and accomplished it. Regardless,
this has become another road in my journey of self-improvement and
self-actualization. In short, I am glad I put my efforts towards
this
endeavor. The struggle was worth the effort, and nothing in life
worthwhile is gained without effort.


If nothing else, I want you to
realize, especially if you are a military veteran, that nothing in
our past should prevent you from having a future.


 






I hope you find value in and
experience enjoyment from the book!
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Prologue


 







The Abyss. A foreboding word
Merriam-Webster defines as, “an immeasurably deep gulf or great
space” (the ocean's abysses for example) or “intellectual or
moral depths” (such as the abyss of despair).
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The word evokes a visceral response. It also evokes contemplation
and
a search for deeper knowledge and understanding. The abyss to me is
a
compelling concept to try to understand. Hopefully, it is for you
as
well.


 






The watery Abyss is a deep, dark
place from which many never return. A place of broad expanse and of
enormous pressure, which can reach 11,000 pounds per square inch.
The
abyss of despair can feel heavy too from all accounts. It pulls
people into a dark, suffocating existence that can feel like you
are
drowning, prevent you from getting out of bed, or compel desires to
end one’s life. 



 






I have been over the watery abyss
for months at a time from my sea-tours in the Navy. The ocean can
be
beautiful, breathtaking, awe-inspiring, expansive, and unforgiving.
Although I have been over the abyss, I have never been in it,
literally in depths of water that defy my comprehension, or
figuratively as the case of depression. I am thankful for these
absences of experience. Not everyone can say this. Many find
themselves in a deep and dark place daily in their lives, unable to
reach the surface, much less able to reach the shore and its
safety.
A perpetually suffocating feeling of drowning is the existence of
those in the abyss of depression and suicide.


 






Are you in the depths of the
abyss due to anxiety, depression, or trauma? If you are you are not
alone, even if you believe otherwise. Depression seems to run
rampant
in today’s high pace, socially connected society with seemingly few
answers or solutions. It is a place that no one relishes. So why
stay? It is confounding to think, anguishing to see, and no doubt
devastating to experience. I hope this book does some small thing
that allows you to keep your head above water long enough to gain
the
strength to reach the safety of shore.


 







Part One: The Past


 






“

  

    
You
    can’t have a better tomorrow if you are thinking about
    yesterday
    all the time.”
  



  

  

    
Charles
    F. Kettering
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The Genesis for writing this
  book.




  
(Permission to use the photo
  provided courtesy of the Banner Press.)



 






 






 






 






Chapter
One: The Struggle . . .


 






“

  

    
Life
    is 10% what happens to us and 90% how we react to it.”
  




  

    
Charles
    R. Swindoll
  



 






Struggle. It is an interesting
word. It is one we typically do not like to acknowledge when it
comes
to shortcomings or negative aspects about ourselves or our lives.
Yet, we all struggle with something throughout life. Struggling is
a
part of life, like air, food, and sleep. We struggle with math
equations, public speaking, to pay attention in boring meetings,
our
relationships with others, even swimming. We all struggle, but not
all of us come out of the struggle unscathed or even survive the
struggle. Many find themselves unable to make it through the
struggle, and in the most intense cases, succumb to the
struggle.


Are you struggling to keep from
drowning . . . or are you struggling to get out of the water? Where
are you placing your efforts? I believe these three questions are
essential for anyone struggling with life’s challenges, yet all too
often the best answer we can muster up is the wrong one, or the
questions are left unanswered. Many remain in the state of trying
to
keep their head above water, vice getting their entire mind, body,
and soul out of the water. Why do we allow this to happen in our
lives?


I would expect what I have said
in the first two paragraphs to have different meanings for
different
people. I can understand and appreciate that. Some of us easily
accept support from others, gain coping mechanisms, and put our
efforts into the things that reduce the struggle. Others do not or
simply cannot accept the help and support of others easily, if at
all. 



The question of effort is the one
that comes to mind when I hear someone say they are struggling.
Especially in a time where so many people make that very comment.
To
struggle takes energy and effort. When faced with struggle, what do
you do in response? The discussion of where we exert our efforts
will
be discussed later. But first, we will discuss what we struggle
with,
or commonly the sources of our daily struggles. 



But first, allow me to go
backwards before we go forwards. Struggle is nothing new, and
neither
is strength. Years ago, I became interested in my heritage, so I
researched my family tree. I learned a great deal about my ancestry
and from whom I came from. In September of 1890, my grandmother on
my
mother’s side, Alice Jane Nation was born in a small farm town in
Southeast Missouri. At the age of seventeen she married William Asa
Nanney, a man six years older than her in 1907. As a teenage bride,
she lost her first child, Troy, in childbirth, then went on to give
birth to fourteen healthy children, including my mother. She had
her
first child in 1910, and her last child in 1936. 



During her time on Earth, she
struggled through the experience of World War I, the decade of the
Great Depression, countless storms, winters, and hardships brought
on
by being a poor farmer’s wife. She struggled to feed fourteen
hungry mouths before, during and after the Great Depression. She
struggled while nursing one infant after another, while treating
sickness, and running a household with few amenities such as
running
water and indoor toilets. As her children grew older, she struggled
through the experience of World War II, where she watched sons go
off
to war. 



By all accounts, it was a
hard-scrabble life during her youth and into her middle-age years,
yet she persevered and survived her struggles. Perhaps, there were
no
other options in that generation. After all, the lives of fourteen
children depended upon her struggle and her perseverance through
the
challenges and obstacles that life brought upon her. During that
time
in history, one simply endured and carried on as it was the only
thing our ancestors had at their disposal. Survival.


In fact, she survived decade
after decade. She saw children reach adulthood, some of which went
off to war during World War II. She saw sons return from war and
start families. She saw grandchildren be born, such as me in 1972.
Then, great grandchildren. She even saw great, great grandchildren
come into the world. She outlived William, with him passing in 1965
at the age of eighty-one. She carried on for another 18 years
before
she left this earth in 1983 at the age of ninety-two. A life full
of
experiences, hardships, struggle, and I would argue, a life full of
strength. 



It seems that people today are
struggling with constant anxiety, fear, depression, self-doubt, or
several other issues that many find to be insurmountable daily.
Many
are struggling with their finances, their relationships with
spouses,
family members and friends, and their status


or station in life. Regardless,
everyone struggles it seems. To be perfectly honest, I do not
understand how deep depression or deep anxiety limits people to
inaction. Maybe my situation can be described somewhat by George
Bernard Shaw’s famous saying about teachers, “he who can, does;
he who cannot, teaches.”
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To continue that though, he who cannot understand, perhaps writes.
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Alice Nanney with four of
    her children (Date unknown).
  




  

    
(Photo provided courtesy of
    the author from his private files)
  



 







I fully admit the lack of
understanding, appreciation, and maybe even empathy is fully on my
behalf. Perhaps I lack the empathy required to fully grasp or
understand. But I must say that in today’s age where resiliency is
such a popular and powerful buzzword, so many seem to have so
little
resiliency. 





Taking it further, why do people
suffering from depression and anxiety spend so much time and effort
engaging in activities that make their situation worse? Anger,
self-destructive behaviors, substance abuse, isolation, alienating
those that provide love and support. The number of unproductive
behaviors and activities is endless. Many of us find these
behaviors
and activities troubling that plague everyday life. Human beings
are
incredibly adept at learning, adapting, and finding solutions to
problems. It is incredibly confusing to me, an extreme introvert
with
very low emotional intelligence to see someone not find a strategy
out of depression and anxiety. My confusion might sound surprising
to
many of the readers, especially those that know introverts or are
themselves an introvert. 



By many accounts, introverts have
a reputation for depression and anxiety. According to a 2021 Health
Line article, research suggests introversion may play a part in the
development of depression in the presence of other factors,
including
greater sensitivity to feelings and emotions and neuroticism, a
personality trait linked to a tendency toward negative or
distressing
feelings. The article relayed older research that supported this
theory from a 1998 study of 466 college students which suggested
participants with both low extroversion and high neuroticism were
more likely to report anxiety and depression after three
years.
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Although the article was
interesting, it was not thought provoking to me. I do not consider
myself depressed or having more anxiety than others. Have I been
depressed in my life? Absolutely. Do I experience anxiety at times?
Yes, as well, especially in social situations or when I must
perform
public speaking or experience large social settings. I also do not
like to have my photo taken. That fact is often displayed on my
face
in the picture. Why that is the case I do not know. Yet, somehow, I
come out of these situations relatively unscathed, apart from my
own
harshest criticism or episode of anxiety. 



How is this done? Perhaps it is a
skill or mentality that NFL quarterbacks or MLB relief pitchers
must
possess to be successful in their occupation of choice. A short
memory. An unexpected interception or a game losing homerun
surrendered to the opposing batter is not the end of the world, nor
should it be a traumatic event that negatively shapes the lasting
outlook of one’s life. However, there have been cases where these
situations have been a traumatic event, one that resulted in the
decision to take the ultimate permanent solution to a temporary
challenge or problem. One of the most famous is the case of Donnie
Moore.



Donnie Moore was a major league
pitcher, most significantly with the then California Angels who
famously gave up a game losing pitch to the Boston Red Sox in 1986,
preventing the Angels from going to the World Series. The apparent
result for Moore was a deep depression that could not be recovered
from. According to his long-time agent, “ever since he gave up the
home run to Dave Henderson, he was never himself again . . . he
blamed himself for the Angels not going to the World Series. He
constantly talked about the Henderson home run.”
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 Three years later
he shot and killed his wife and then killed himself. Moore could
not
pull himself from the depths of depression, allowing his mental
health issues to take him to depths he could not recover from. In a
profession where failure and disappointment are part of the game,
how
had he not developed resiliency or a coping mechanism that would
allow him to carry on in life? Additionally, how can some people
cope
and adapt, while others cannot. 



In my case, I heard it described
best decades ago when I believe John Mellencamp was interviewed for
a
magazine article. He stated he was either “fine or pissed off”
most of the time. As I reflect, this state of being describes me
well
I believe. I am fine most of the time, meaning I am happy, content,
relaxed, good in all aspects, only to be interrupted by brief
episodes of being pissed off, from which I quickly gravitate back
to
being fine. Maybe the simplicity of my situation enables me to
navigate life without experiencing huge emotional swings and high
peaks and valleys, thus preventing me from spending too much time
in
a dark mental state that lends itself to depression, anxiety, or
self-doubt. 



Or perhaps this outlook belies
naivete or a lack of emotional maturity. I suppose I will leave
that
to the psychologists and human behaviorists of the world.
Regardless
of the foundational truth of my outlook, it works for me. Perhaps,
the simplistic way of thinking works for others that somehow have
been able to navigate life’s challenges without succumbing to the
weight of life’s challenges. Maybe it is strength, or perhaps it is
simply being oblivious of the weight that anxiety and depression
possesses for so many. 



I am sure that my “enlightened”
outlook is viewed negatively by many. I understand and acknowledge
that it is not a state of being for everyone. After all, everyone
is
different in a uniquely different way. Even individuals who fall
within the same personality category for folks that are familiar
with
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, or MBTI assessment, and the
Dominance, Inspiring, Supportive, and Conscientiousness (DiSC)
assessment, to name a couple of popular personality assessments
often
find that they are not exactly like the other


members in their assessed
category. In fact, I believe that members who fall within any
category we can dredge up are significantly different from their
peers. The adage that no two people are the same is true in my
opinion. The differences that are inherent to every one of us is
what
makes understanding the thoughts and actions of people so hard.
People are unique, each with their own motivations, goals, desires,
frailties, and fears.


Another common, and I must admit
confusing reality among today’s depressed and anxious population is
the trend of people suffering from clinically diagnosed (and
personally diagnose) post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD as it
is
well known . The condition or disorder is no longer associated with
military members returning from war. In today’s world where
depression and anxiety are winning the battle of life and death,
PTSD
is commonly offered up as the underlying or significant
contributing
factor. The evolution of PTSD from being associated with military
veterans returning from the violence and trauma of war to becoming
associated with any traumatic event or situation has made the
condition a prominent one within today’s society.


According to the National
Institute of Mental Health (NIH), “PTSD can develop after exposure
to a potentially traumatic event that is beyond a typical stressor
.
. . to include, but not limited to, violent personal assaults,
natural or human-caused disasters, accidents, combat, and other
forms
of violence.”

  
 4


  The NIH relates that exposure to events like these are common,
about one half of all adults in the United States will experience
at
least one traumatic event in their lives, but most do not develop
PTSD.
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The statistics are very daunting to hear, and in my case, confusing
to understand. 



The confusion comes from the
seemingly natural conclusion that half of the world’s populace is
potentially walking around susceptible to debilitating depression
and
anxiety. It would also seem that many are ticking time bombs just
waiting to go off. Perhaps common sense tells us that this is not
the
case, but it does raise a compelling question of why so many people
suffer, while an equal number seemingly and outwardly do not.




Taking the question one step
further, how does anxiety and depression cross the threshold into
the
desire to take one’s life? It is a difficult one to answer as well.
The topic of suicide, which now hits home with greater magnitude
than
previously in my life, will be discussed to a greater degree in
Chapter Four. For now, I will plant a seed so that it can grow so
that it can be harvested later, much like the topic was planted and
took a great deal of time to grow before I allowed


myself to delve into it from a
perspective of empathy and compassion, at least to the degree that
I
have the capacity to.


Getting back to the topic of
struggle and trauma, which has impacted so many people in today’s
chaotic society that it is astounding to comprehend. I am reluctant
to say that I am a statistic in the one half of all U.S. adults
that
has experienced a monumental traumatic event in my life as well.
Fortunately, I am not a statistic in the suicidal thoughts,
suicidal
actions, or suicide categories. It is noteworthy to know that I do
not claim to suffer from PTSD. It just happens that I experienced
trauma at the early age of six. The traumatic event happened
unexpectedly and quickly and turned my life upside down. My
personal
traumatic event was apparently a result of a human-caused disaster
that altered not only my life, but the lives of at least five
others
as well, three of which were immediate family members, with a
brother
losing his life, another brother suffering physical and likely
emotional issues, and a mother that certainly suffered physically
and
mentally from a fateful summer morning in 1978. 



The day was Wednesday June 14th,
and the traumatic event commenced at approximately 4:20 AM that
morning.


 







  

    
Key
    Takeaways:
  



  
	



        

  

    

      
Many
              people lack understanding, appreciation, and maybe
      even empathy when
              it comes to anxiety, depression, mental health, and
      suicide.
    
  


        

  
	



        

  

    

      
Human
              beings are incredibly adept at learning, adapting,
      and finding
              solutions to problems
    
    

      

        
.
      
    
  








Chapter Two: 1978


 






“

  

    
You
    never know how strong you are, until being strong is the only
    choice
    you have.”
  





  

    
Bob
    Marley
  



 






On that typically uneventful
early summer morning in June 1978, in a small town in Southeast
Missouri a small explosion, followed by a larger explosion, and the
resulting raging fire woke many of the residents in that small town
from their early morning slumbers. The event was no doubt a
surprise
in this sleepy little Midwest town located in a county with a
population of just over 10,000 in 1978. Huge events for a small
town
whose residents talk more about the weather and the crops than on
noteworthy news stories. It was very news-worthy locally and made a
small blip in national news. Additionally, it was an event that
would
be talked about locally for years to come. 



The morning made an indelible and
lasting mark on my life and personal journey, albeit in many ways
that were not outwardly apparent for many years, if even at all. It
introduced me to a harsh truth and reality, that of life can be
fleeting and harsh, brutal even. The knowledge gained that day was
one that a six-year-old child could scarcely understand and could
absolutely understand at the same time. The impact was immediate,
and
lasting. I believe that it shaped an aspect of my outlook on life,
albeit not an aspect that brought about any outward manifestation
in
an emotionally traumatic way, but in a practical, even stoic way
that
stays with me even to this day. 



Life is unfair, unpredictable,
and subject to ending in a blink of an eye, or the ignition of a
flame as was my case. More to the point, the events of one’s life
can bring about trauma. The funny thing was, I woke up in the
backyard, having apparently been blown from the house when it
collapsed somehow. Was my survival a miracle, divine intervention,
or
simply dumb luck? I know not, I only know that when I awoke on that
morning, I was clear of the house, and weirdly clear of the chaos
going on around me while still being fully immersed and aware of
what
was going on. Thinking back 47 years after the events that took
place
that day, I wonder how that was even possible. Not only was I clear
of the house, in relative safety from the collapsed structure, but
I
was cognizant, to an amazing extent I felt considering what was
evolving around me, and seemingly free of injuries considering the
circumstance. 



As I think about that morning now
and walk through the gamut of possibly outcomes in my mind, I am
left
dumbfounded. I could have died in one of the explosions, from the
collapse of the house, from the fire, from smoke inhalation, from
physical trauma from being thrown clear of the house, from the
impact
of being thrown, maybe even from shock. Yet, on that morning I
awoke,
took in my surroundings, and digested what was going on. 



The fact that I can recall as
many details is more than a little miraculous to me. You often hear
that people that experience trauma tend to suppress it. I would
think
that suppression is a coping mechanism that allows people to
survive
events through some form of mental avoidance. 



Regardless, I awoke mentally and
physically able to understand that something terrible had occurred,
even if I could not quite understand what, much less comprehend why
something so traumatic could happen.
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A photo of the collapsed
    home that I was thrown from as a result of the explosion.
  




  

    
(Permission to use the
    photo provided courtesy of the Banner Press.)
  



While I sat there taking in my
surroundings, my mother was struggling unsuccessfully to lift the
roof off my younger brother’s leg, where a nail had entered the
flesh. I did not know it at that time, but she had suffered a
serious
injury to her back that necessitated wearing a back brace for a
period in her subsequent recovery while the back and associated
muscles healed. It is amazing that she was able to do anything with
the injury she suffered. My older brother, who slept in a separate
room of the house was killed, presumably without even knowing what
happened. From my understanding, which was what was reported in the
town’s newspaper, The Banner Press. According to the June 22nd
edition of the paper . . .


 







  
The firemen searched the
  wreckage and found Cook’s legs sticking out of the corner of the
  front of the house, closest to the Presbyterian Church.
  Lutesville
  Police Chief Gerald Robbins took Cook’s pulse and told the
  firemen
  he believed Cook had died almost instantly, when the beams from
  the
  roof had fallen on him.
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I find solace, hoping the report
is true. I would like to know that my brother did not suffer on
that
early summer morning. Hopefully, my mother also found peace knowing
that her oldest son did not suffer as she and my younger brother
did.
Anytime a parent loses a child, regardless of the child’s age, I am
sure the sorrow is overwhelming. 



As I was sitting taking in the
events of my surroundings, crying, wondering what happened, I
thought
back to a conversation that our landlord once had with my mother.
“One day I will need you to move,” he said. Sitting there, in my
mind, this was how he was making us move out. I do not know why
that
thought came to my mind at six years old, but it did. I recall
screaming, “why did he do it, why did he do it.” As I look back,
it is obvious that I had experienced emotional trauma on that
morning. I do not know the lasting impact, or even if there was
one.
Confusing to you? It is confusing to me as well even after all
these
years that have passed.


Eventually, an uncle on my
mother’s side was one of the first people on the scene. He lived
close by and was awoken by the blast like so many others on that
morning. Fortunately for us, he decided to come over because he
could
tell the fire was on the street we lived on. When he arrived, he
was
able to lift the roof so my younger brother could be freed from the
nail holding him to the ground. He remained until the first
responders came to assist in the medical efforts and subsequent
transport to the nearest hospital about 45 minutes away. The length
of


time I sat taking in the physical
and emotional devastation before me is unknown. I believe I was in
some sort of daze, perhaps helping me to keep calm enough to not
add
to the chaos that had already unfolded around us. I am sure it was
chaotic enough as it was.


Looking back, I realize how
fortunate I was just to be alive. What are the odds that a sleeping
six-year-old child would be thrown clear of a collapsed house with
no
broken bones, burns, or significant injuries? Was I being watched
over by a guardian angel? Possibly. What else could explain how I
was
thrown clear of the destruction? We lived next to a Presbyterian
Church that was built in 1905. The church was also damaged by the
explosive blast. Maybe the guardian angel had some free time and
took
pity on me on that early summer morning. 
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A photo of the Presbyterian
    Church that I lived next to, and the damage caused.
  




  

    
(Permission to use the
    photo provided courtesy of the Banner Press.)
  



 






Blessed! Lucky? Looking back, it
does not matter to me. Miraculously, I survived the ordeal intact,
and I never put much thought into why. 



The transport to the hospital was
a blur. I honestly do not remember much during that part of the
day.
I do remember crying and being very emotional when I got to the
hospital as I was looking for my mom. I do remember seeing her
getting wheeled into the emergency room and her trying to reassure
me
that it was going to be fine. Somehow, I calmed down, which enabled
the doctors and nurses to perform their evaluation of me. Other
than
a few scrapes and bruises I was fine physically. 



Once again, miraculously I was
fine physically. Some newspaper articles failed to get facts right
I
found. I have copies of the local newspaper, and some reports had
me
being five years old vice six. An article found online through
recent
research reported that I was “treated for burns and fractures,”
which I assure you I was not. Perhaps the details got jumbled up
with
the details of the other victims of the tragedy. The truth is, at
least from what I recall, it was reported most accurately in the
June
22nd edition of The Banner Press . . .


 






“

  
Michael Cook, 6, another
  one of Mrs. Cook’s sons, was given treatment in the emergency
  room
  at Southeast (local hospital) for a small scratch and some bumps
  and
  bruises on the head and released.”
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I do not believe any tests were
performed to determine my mental or emotional state. At least, I do
not recall any. It was 1978 after all and the general philosophy
was
very likely to be if there are no blood or broken bones the patient
gets a relatively clean bill of health, which I apparently
received.
The funny thing from my recollection is that I did not experience
any
outward mental or emotional impacts once I was released to family
that day while my mother and brother were admitted for further
medical care.


I knew I was traumatized to some
extent. I do not know if PTSD was an official, wide-spread term in
1978, but if it were, I am sure I could have easily been thrown
into
that category. But once again, I did not experience any of the
common
symptoms we now know associated with trauma. I have to this day
never
had a nightmare reliving the events of that June morning, now over
forty years later. I do not dwell on that June morning, nor have I
ever. In fact, I went years through my adult life never having any
thoughts on the explosion, the death of my brother, or the chaos of
that morning. I acknowledge that it was a devastating and anguish
event in my life, yet I have never been deeply saddened by the
event
to the point that it negatively impacted my life, my
happiness,


or my desire to keep living my
life. I am not quite sure why that is the case. I would not be
surprised to learn that this lack of impact is not normal. 



Perhaps my emotions are so far
repressed to the point that they cease to exist as it relates to
the
trauma, or possibly I was born with so low emotional intelligence
that events such as these fail to make any outward impact, or I
suppose it is possible that I am simply a sociopath, totally devoid
of any emotion. For the record, I do not believe I am a sociopath,
even if at times those who know me the closest probably wonder at
times.


From my personal observations
over the years, I know that the events played significant roles in
the lives of my mother and my younger brother. My mother lost her
oldest son and suffered a significant physical injury to her back,
fortunately not an injury that led to paralysis. The physical pain
eventually went away and her back healed, but I do not believe the
emotional pain of losing her oldest son never left her.



 
Knowing what I know now, I
suspect she suffered from Pathological Bereavement, also known as
Prolonged Grief Disorder. Pathological Bereavement is defined as
chronic debilitating grief that continues beyond the
'normal'—usually
6 months—grieving period.
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From my recollection, my mother seldom smiled or seemed happy
afterwards. In many ways she kept to herself, never really feeling
comfortable around people in public settings afterwards, even
isolating herself and leaning towards being antisocial. 




These characteristics are typical
of sufferers of prolonged grief according to the American
Psychiatric
Association. The APA symptoms of prolonged grief disorder include
difficulty with reintegration (such as problems engaging with
friends, pursuing interests, planning for the future), emotional
numbness (absence or marked reduction of emotional experience), and
intense loneliness (feeling alone or detached from others).
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Further support for my belief
that my mother suffered from what is today know as Pathological
Bereavement is the traumatic event that everyone experienced that
morning, the death of my brother. Gort relayed in a 1984 paper
that
situations leading to
pathological grief include untimely death, where there is usually
surprise, shock, and no preparation.
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For my mother, I believe the
untimely death of my brother was an experience too painful to deal
with, resulting in a struggle to keep from drowning in her grief.
As
a result, she withdrew from others, choosing to live essentially
the
rest of her life in a similar fashion.


In hindsight, perhaps I inherited
that trait of withdrawing, or being an introvert from her. Perhaps
my
introversion was naturally influenced because of that June morning.
Maybe it is simply a coping mechanism I naturally developed over
time
that has nothing to do with trauma, or it is a natural
characteristic
with which I was born. In truth, I do not really know.


My older brother obviously paid
the greatest cost, his life, and his future. From all accounts he
was
a wonderful son to my mother. He was significantly older than me
(twenty years older) and had a different father than my younger
brother and me. Some would have a difficult time saying that their
sibling was their mother’s favorite child, but I do not, even
though I believe this to be the case. Other family members over the
years made similar comments. I quickly grew to accept it as reality
and did not allow it to dwell on my mind. I understand that this
way
of feeling is not normal or generally accepted, but I moved to
acceptance quickly. Even at a young age, I feel that I was aware
that
my mother had shared twenty-six years with my older brother, so
obviously the attachment and connection were strong. Perhaps my
younger brother and I reminded our mother of what was lost to her
for
the rest of her life. 



From what little I remember of
him he was a good brother. I have no bad memories of him, and I
must
believe that my younger life would have been better with him around
to provide guidance and support as I navigated life in a small
town.
I did not have the presence or guidance of my biological father in
my
life, even though he lived in the same small town that I lived in
for
the first eighteen years of my life. The number of memorable
exchanges I had with my father could be counted on my two hands. He
was just never a part of my life growing up, and I quickly got to a
feeling of acceptance with his loss within my mind on that fact as
well. If nothing else, my older brother was in my life for the
short
six years of my life, so his continued presence would likely have
prepared me for life after the fire and the uprooting of my
life.


I can never truly know though. As
a matter of fact, once he was gone, I quickly accepted the fact and
moved on. Once again, I chalk this up to a lack of empathy and my
low
emotional intelligence. I know that it may sound callous or unusual
to hear for people who are able to share their emotions like those
with high-functioning emotional intelligence. Emotional
intelligence
was a tool I did not possess. Whether because of the side effects
of
the trauma from the fire and explosion, my natural personality, or
a
combination of both, I came away from the situation with low
emotional intelligence and severely lacking empathy.


Behavioralists would argue that
the dominant influence was either nature, or what I was born with
biologically, or nurture, the environment I was exposed to and
experienced up to that point. I suspect I did so because I knew of
no
other thing to do at such a young age. Perhaps it was another
coping
mechanism, a means to perpetual self-preservation in the face of
trauma and death. I do not know how my mother coped with the
events,
or if she even did. I was left this mystery all the way up to her
death. I hope that my mother found the peace she needed. 



She passed away in her sleep in
2009, I would like to think peacefully. It brings solace thinking
that somewhere she and my older brother have been together for
years
now making up for lost time, bringing peace and happiness to one
another. 



As for my younger brother, I
believe he suffered greater emotional wounds than the physical
wounds
sustained by the collapsed roof. He carries around a significant
amount of anger, which manifests itself when he discusses all the
slings and arrows that have been hurled at him and that he has
carried around for decades in his life. Why he harbors these
thoughts
I do not know. We do not exactly have the relationship that enables
an open and honest dialogue, so we do not understand each other I
feel. Whereas I get over things quickly and let them go, harking
back
to being usually fine and sometimes pissed off as my natural state,
he lives a life where he is usually pissed off and sometimes fine
as
his natural state. 



After all these years, the result
is two brothers who could not be more opposed as it is related to
our
general outlooks in life. It is an amazing dichotomy, one where two
young children can experience the same trauma, live the same life,
with the same people around them, in the same environment, under
the
same roof, yet end up so differently as adults. I have put my
efforts
into pursuing lofty goals, personal improvement, formal and
informal
education, and professional achievement. He has put his efforts
into
working a series of jobs requiring manual labor and back-breaking
effort. In essence, he has spent his life struggling. It would not
be
a surprise to know we are not very close because of where we have
put
our efforts over the decades since that morning in 1978. As they
say,
the struggle is real. 



Another reality for me unearthed
itself recently as I researched the event of that morning in 1978.
Our subconscious mind is an incredible mystery in many ways. I
realized this as it pertains to that morning in 1978. I have come
to
realize that deep down, the events of that morning have always been
with me even though I did not know it.


 







The universe is a wonderful and
magical entity that plays wonderful tricks on us I feel. It was not
until writing this book that an example of a wonderful trick
occurred
to me. The time of the event that commenced in 1978 is 4:20 AM,
according to newspaper reports of the day. The funny thing is, as a
long-time early riser I have set my alarm clock for 4:20 AM for
years. I am not sure if this is a coincidence or a subconscious and
divine reminder of that day so long ago. Regardless of whether I
understand the correlation between the past and the present, 4:20
AM
has become interwoven into my existence. The epiphany is just one
of
the many truths I am realizing about myself on this journey of
self-discovery and the search for answers, not only for myself but
for others in the struggle.


 







  

    
Key
    Takeaways:
  



  
	



        

  

    

      
Life
              is not fair. 
    
  

        

        

  
	



        

  

    

      
Life
              is full of consequences. 
    
  

        

        

  
	



        

  

    

      
Death
              is a part of life. 
    
  

        

        

  
	



        

  

    

      
Trauma
              can severely and negatively impact someone’s life.
      
    
  

        






 






 






 






  
	



        







Chapter Three: Lessons


 






“

  

    
The
    only real mistake is the one from which we learn nothing.”
  




  

    
Henry
    Ford
  



  


Life can be seen as a series of
confusing events, difficult struggles, and of lessons learned as a
result. After all, what else is there to life, especially a life so
young. My life obviously changed following the events of that June
morning. Everything evolved in a blur of confusion and uncertainty,
especially for someone so young as I was at the time. After the
fire
was out and the dust had settled, I was cared for by members of my
mother’s immediate family, including uncles and aunts. 



Eventually my brother and then my
mother left the hospital, and we struggled to reconstitute what was
left of our family and some semblance of family life. The situation
and the environment had irreparably changed. I cannot say whether
it
was difficult or easy for me. I might have been numb to the
situation, or possibly had suffered traumatic stress, but I sort of
allowed life to take over and accept the fate that the universe had
bestowed onto me, I think. As a six-year-old child what else could
I
do in this impossible situation that had become my reality? During
the first few months we lived in rental homes, with me wondering
what
was going on and what was next. Eventually after some period trying
to understand what was going on a confusing event occurred that I
still look back as being surreal. It was, however, very much a
common
event that many have experienced over the centuries. The fact that
it
was common was lost on me at that point in my life
though.


As a result of the accident, it
stands to reason that someone or something should be held
accountable
for what could only be described as an overwhelming tragedy. The
surreal event that still stands out in my mind was being ushered to
the front of the court with my younger brother as a lawyer
presented
us as victims (or perhaps evidence) of the tragedy in the
subsequent
lawsuit. I vaguely remember standing in front of several total
strangers in that courtroom feeling very much out of place and
uneasy
as a case was presented to the court. Before I knew what was
happening the arguments being made were over and then we were
quickly
whisked out of the courtroom having completed our part. 



I did not understand at the time
the significance of that surreal event, nor the impact it would
have
on me. In truth, that instance of public theater had little impact
on
me and my family. It was not until many years later that I wondered
how we did not become millionaires because of our collective lives
and futures being turned upside down. I can only imagine the
financial windfall that would come from a lawsuit in today’s
litigious environment where damages get awarded daily for events
that
take place that result in far less damage and trauma than what
occurred on that morning. 



  However, in 1978 the world was a
different place and mental anguish, trauma, and the resulting
depression apparently carried far less weight than today.
Essentially
the financial windfall enabled my mom to buy a mobile home and have
some money left over to get back to a lower middle-class existence
at
best, and eventually a life supported by Welfare and what is now
called the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or
what
was then called food stamps. Once again, I was taught a valuable
lesson. Life is not fair, it can be cruel, and if you are not
mentally calloused, it can eat you alive. Yes, a tongue-in-cheek
reference in response to relying on food stamps to eat was
intended.
If we cannot learn to laugh about life’s challenges, how can we
expect to develop resiliency and survive them? 



  I soon discovered that even with
all the curveballs that life was throwing our way, my personal life
really did not change a great deal for me. We were not exactly
well-off, or even any better prior to the fire than the life we
found
ourselves in. I was still a poor kid living in the same small town
in
the Midwest, going to the same school, just like before. To be
honest, I doubt that the children I went to school with were aware
that I had endured what most would consider a significant,
traumatic
experience. I know that sounds odd to say, especially in a day and
age where everyone has access to everything news-worthy at the
tough
of their fingertips but in 1978, social networking was limited to
the
weekly newspaper (if a town had one) and word of mouth. 



I am sure that the adults of the
community were aware, and the schoolteachers, but looking back it
seems to me that the children were blissfully ignorant of my recent
life events, and I was just another kid in the class. Additionally,
I
never felt as though the teachers or other adults in the community
viewed me as one of the survivors of the fire. It was almost as
though the fire, and the resulting trauma never happened, which
enabled me to go through my childhood blissfully ignorant of the
potential mental impacts. 



In an oddly comforting way, not
being singled out was probably 



a blessing in disguise, at least
for me. It is quite possible that the lack of notoriety aided me in
developing resiliency before I was even aware that it was a thing.
Since I was not reminded of the events, I never had to dwell on
them,
giving them added emotional weight that might have caused me to
carry
that weight around throughout childhood. 



Another valuable lesson was
possibly learned as a result. If you are not forced to relive or
dwell on a traumatic event, maybe the emotional weight of that
event,
and the effort required to survive that struggle is far less. I am
not sure if this is a new or profound concept. I think we have all
heard the old saying that children are resilient. Whether that is
empirically true I do not know, but I expect it may be dependent on
the individual child. I do believe that I was fortunate that the
trauma in my life at such a young age did not drown me with a
mental
burden I could not carry. In fact, I really do not think the trauma
burdened me at all. I am aware that this assertion seems
implausible,
but it is the truth I have come to know.


  I continued with my good fortune
and did not experience grief again until 1983 with the death of my
grandmother, the survivor and mother to fourteen adult children
including my mother. When she grew sicker and sicker and had to be
taken to the hospital many family members were present. I recall
being at the hospital with my mother and watching television in the
waiting room late at night. I recall watching episode after episode
of the Three Stooges, laughing, and enjoying scene after scene of
the
physical humor that the Stooges doled out. I continued late into
the
night as family members waited for news about my grandmother’s
condition. 




Then, out of the blue I recall
crying. I do not know what prompted it. I was watching yet another
episode of the Stooges, laughing one minute, crying the next.
According to Siegal, children exposed to trauma may experience a
range of emotional responses, including fear, anxiety, sadness,
anger, and confusion . . . (and) trauma can impair a child’s
ability to form secure attachments and trust others, which can have
long-term implications for their relationships and interpersonal
functioning.
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With
the benefit of hindsight I can subscribe to Siegal’s assertions.
However, at that point, it was overwhelming and
confusing.



Perhaps the weight of the
situation, or the knowledge that something bad was about to happen
overcame me. To this day I have no explanation for it. My
grandmother
soon passed away after that evening in the hospital. It was a sad
time for the family, and an ending to over nine decades of
presence,
stability, and strength. 



  So, what does a poor child in a
small town in the Midwest with recent traumatic events do? In my
case
I turned to books, and I did so at a very young age. I was very
fortunate that our town had a magnificent library. At that time, I
thought the library was huge with a never-ending supply of books to
read. In my eyes it was the best library on earth. In truth, it was
a
simple small-town library, but one delivering an abundance of hope,
and the promise of a successful future for a poor child in a small
town in the Midwest.


Since then, I have been back to
my hometown many times and have passed by that library building
countless times. I am always met with a sense of wonder by the
small
size of the building that held so many wonderful books, and an
equal
sense of gratitude and appreciation that the small building
provided
a tremendous sanctuary for this small-town kid throughout the 1980s
all the way until I graduated high school in 1990. The small
building
still stands but is no longer the small-town library. I had lost
track due to my time away, but several years ago the library was
relocated to one of the town’s historical buildings, one that was a
small-town college a century ago. I have visited that site once on
a
trip back home. It is a wonderful site but lacks the sentimental
attraction that the small building still has with me to this day.
The
old library building is still there, where once it stood as a
beacon
of hope for me, and perhaps others who saw it as a beacon still
remember fondly, it now stands empty.


  Did I learn another valuable
lesson from immersing myself in reading? I truly believe so. In
today’s world, we constantly hear about people trying to escape
their lives, the trouble in their lives and the reality of their
lives. The problem with these pursuits is obvious to me though.
Life
continues with or without you, and you cannot beat it. In today’s
world information, data, and knowledge is at our fingertips,
meaning
it all can be consumed in seconds to minutes. The escape lasts
minutes before life once again takes over, not hours or days as
escaping into a book once offered. 



  Although unpopular, even in the
age before computers and iPhones, reading offered an escape to
places
I thought I would never see. Reading offered refuge, adventure,
knowledge, and a sense of peace. I very likely did not know it at
that time as I was still naïve in how much of the world evolved and
operated. In the small town I grew up in, the world evolved slowly
and was operated in a relatively predictable routine. Inspiration
from my surroundings was slow in developing and difficult to act
upon. However, inspiration from books was immediately gratifying.
Inspiration was free for the taking.


       
   Biographies were very
enjoyable for me for some reason. I grew to love learning about the
lives of famous people, specifically how they grew from common,
humble even origins to achieve significance in some manner. Trial,
tribulations, and challenges were common themes. Over time I
believe
that resiliency and the human condition of overcoming challenges
were
innate within most of us. Almost anything could be achieved with
goal
setting, effort, and follow through. Looking back, I now realize
that
reading gave me a sense of hope that I would carry as a constant
companion without me even knowing it. 




Reading also became a wonderful
surrogate guardian that I could rely on month after month, year
after
year as I grew into an adolescent and young adult. Being poor with
little to no resources the options for entertainment, enjoyment and
fun are severely limited. In fact, my austere upbringing prevented
me
from enjoying one of the greatest joys in a teenager’s life,
turning sixteen and driving. We had no car, therefore turning
sixteen
was another day of the year for me. There was no rite of passage,
no
new-found freedom, and no status enhancement or improved popularity
for me.



 
At the time it must have been a
crushing blow, but while other teenagers were driving their cars
and
trucks around our small little town, sitting in the lanes, and
cruising the backroads on their sixteenth birthday I was immersed
in
the plight of Crazy Horse out on the Great Plains, experiencing the
greatness of Pete Rose and his march to baseball immortality, and
in
awe of the profound and unbelievable stories that Steven King could
evoke from his small town in Maine. In all, I now believe that I
had
the better experience. It certainly taught me a beneficial lesson
at
such a young age. Make what is available to you valuable to you.
Take
advantage of what you have access to and make it a positive
experience. 



Teenagers are fickle, easily
bored, and constantly seeking the next thing in life. Looking back,
I
remember having a car was not all it was hyped up to be. It was
something the parents could take from you if you strayed from the
path. It was something that required money for gas, which meant
asking your parents for it or being forced to work for it. A sure
source of constant complaints from what I recall as a teenager. A
car
could also be a dangerous temptation for a teenager. The newfound
freedom comes with risks in the way of drinking and driving and
traffic accidents. Both occurrences were prominent when I was a
teenager, which took me to the next lesson. 



Perhaps it was the final lesson I
learned before I sought a future as an adolescent adult was taught
to
me by my mother. She told me two


pieces of information that
resonated with me while in high school. First, she told me eighteen
and out, as once I turned eighteen (and graduated high school), the
expectation was for me to head out into the world. Second, she told
me if I ever got arrested, I would stay in jail because she would
not
get me out of the situation I found myself in. I am sure that these
messages sound harsh. 



Perhaps these messages can even
be seen as lacking empathy, possibly seen by some as shaping me in
a
negative manner. However, at the time it simply provided groundwork
for the environment I found myself in. These two pieces of
information were exceptionally important to know at a very young
age
by someone that had to develop survival mechanisms and a plan.
Ultimately, and luckily for me, I realized that the clock was
ticking, and I had to get a plan together quickly or face the
realization that I might drown in the struggle of a small town that
offered no real prospects for a bright future for a person like
me.


However, what does a poor kid
from the Midwest with limited resources, options and ultimately
motivation do? I did not have the financial resources to go to
college right out of high school. I also did not have the grades,
so
scholarships were out of the question. One last thing was working
against me at the ripe old age of eighteen. I did not possess the
maturity, motivation, or drive to be successful in college at that
age either. Furthermore, my town did not offer many opportunities
in
terms of industry, employment, or outlets to other paths to
success.
Over the course of my childhood, it seems to me that I have learned
all the lessons that life has taught me, making lasting
impacts.


Ultimately, I made the decision
so many other young adults make as they venture out into a life of
their own. The decision ended up being one of the best decisions I
ever made in life as it relates to avoid drowning in a small town
with little to no options in life.
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My future awaits.
  




  

    
(Photo provided courtesy of
    the author from his private files)
  



 






 







  

    
Key
    Takeaways:
  



  
	



        

  

    

      
Reading
    
    

      

        

          

                  
        
      
    
    

      
and
              escaping into books can become a wonderful and
      comforting surrogate
              guardian. 
    
  

        

        

  
	



        

  

    

      
If
              you fear drowning in the struggle of your situation
      it is imperative
              to get a plan together to get out of the water of
      your situation.
    
  










Chapter Four: Moving On (Life Continues with or Without You)


 






“

  

    
Life
    is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance, you must keep
    moving.”
  




  

    
Albert
    Einstein
  



 






How can your own mind put you in
a dark place, and prevent you from moving on? Self-preservation
should dictate that you would never allow this stark reality to
ever
come true. But it does. Why do we allow it? Is it detrimental
self-talk? A tendency towards manifesting a self-fulfilling
prophesy?
Fate as some would have us to believe, or something else. I am not
sure we will ever get the answer to that question since we are all
unique individuals. 



I will offer something to think
about that I recently heard regarding well-being, specifically
spiritual well-being. Wellness has become a crucial part of a happy
successful life in today’s interconnected society. Wellness, like
anything else requires maintenance, or work to sustain. People need
spiritual health to be happy and successful. But, like everything
else that requires maintenance, there is a natural decay if not
preserved. If spiritual health is viewed as a fuel tank, proper
maintenance ensures that the tank is full, allowing us to live a
life
of wellness and happiness. If the tank starts to lose fuel that
cannot be replaced, small stressors and cracks result in wellness.
At
first, they are easily ignored, adapted to, or accepted. Over time,
if the tank continues to lose fuel real problems and challenges
begin
to exist in our lives. Spiritual health declines, impacting every
aspect of our lives to the point where the burden becomes too heavy
for the tank to be replenished. If the loss of spiritual well-being
continues until the tank is depleted, there exists no wellness.
Dark
thoughts and actions result, such as violence, abuse, atrocities,
and
even self-harm or suicide. I have come to believe that the
depletion
of spiritual wellness is just one of many ways our own minds can
put
us in a dark place and prevent us from moving on.


Personally, I believe, but cannot
prove, that decisions play a significant role in where we put
ourselves mentally and even spiritually in our daily lives. Simply
deciding not to drown by getting out of the water, or situations
you
find yourself drowning in can be the solution. It


sounds so easy as I write it
today, but all those years ago the impact of that knowledge and
that
action was lost on me. I lacked the mental maturity, life’s
experiences, and the self-awareness to fully understand how
thoughts
produced actions as it relates to wellness. I just knew I had to do
something in my life to avoid becoming a statistic or an
afterthought
in a small town.


So, in the summer between my
junior and senior year of high school I decided to get out of the
water, by getting out of my situation in my poor little town that
offered very few options. I did this by joining the military, the
U.S. Navy to be exact. Looking back, it was the best decision I and
many others ever made from a growth perspective. It was a “force
multiplier” from an experiential standpoint, and it proved to be a
great teacher of life for both the glorious subjects and the
challenging ones. I did not know it at the time, but the Navy was
to
become a substantial teacher to me as well as a harbinger of
promise
for a future.


Essentially, I chose to stop
struggling in the same water that I might drown in and decided to
get
out of the water. The funny thing is, I now found myself literally
struggling to keep from drowning while in Navy boot camp. I was
never
a good swimmer, even to this day. Strange that I would choose to
join
the Navy but join I did. High school friends were enlisting, to
include a close high school friend named Rob that had enlisted into
the Navy a year ahead of me. When I saw Rob gain success, I saw an
opportunity to change my situation as well. Putting it succinctly,
the Navy offered the best deal as far as a job, and through simple
serendipity and blind luck, also offered the ultimate solution to
getting out of my situation as a poor kid with no other valid
options
as an eighteen-year-old kid. 



The irony of the situation is not
lost on me. Perhaps subconsciously I decided to join the Navy to
get
out of the water, which being my personal situation, so that I
might
face my fears and overcome obstacles. There is an old saying, join
the Navy, see the world. You absolutely will see the world, which
is
roughly 75% water (actually, 71% according to the WorldAtlas)! And
so
away I went to Orlando Florida for roughly eight weeks of boot
camp,
where I quickly found myself with other young men my age from all
over the United States. My world, and my outlook on life expanded
at
an exponential rate. 



I found myself with other young
men that perhaps were trying to overcome obstacles themselves,
seeking clarity, or avoid drowning in some personal abyss of their
own. There were recruits from all over the United States, including
Wyoming, which I thought was funny for some reason. There were
mostly
recruits directly out of high school, like me.
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Navy boot camp, 1990.
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However, what surprised me was
there were recruits who were dropouts from college, grown men in
their late twenties, and a few that were in their early thirties
that
had to get a waiver to serve due to their age. I found myself
wondering what had occurred in their lives that compelled them to
join the Navy so late in life. Looking back, I realize that they
too
had a path filled with obstacles that they must travel, just as I
did. While they were tackling their own paths in the world, I found
myself literally trying to keep from drowning in a large pool of
water in mine.


Many of us are told to face our
fears, or things that manifest anxiety. “It will be good for you,”
we are told. I am sure many of us have heard stories of learning to
swim by being thrown into the water. Sink or swim. Certainly, an
ultimate dilemma that many a young boy or girl faced in their early
years. The Navy has a similar outlook on how to teach swimming it
seemed. On the designated day of the bootcamp schedule the entire
class was taken to the pool and everyone was expected to perform
the
basic swim qualifications. Those of us who did not pass were
remediated, meaning more time at the pool, an extension of the
self-imprisoned purgatory until the fear was faced and the demon
was
slayed. 



Long story short, eventually, I
became proficient enough to pass the swim qualifications, and I
moved
on. Suffice it to say, I am still not a good swimmer, but I learned
how to avoid drowning, which is a handy skill to possess in the
Navy.
I could have learned a valuable lesson all those years ago, but it
was a teachable moment that was passed by because I had not yet
developed an appreciation of how one’s outlook and efforts impact
one’s outcome. I could have chosen to practice swimming to become
very proficient. Sadly, I did not. I merely allowed myself to move
on
from the situation. Regardless, the situation taught me a valuable
lesson. Facing one’s fear and anxiety is essential for growth, even
if it is not appreciated, understood, or recognized at the
time.
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Motivational photo of
    myself avoiding drowning by staying out of the water.
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It was not until many years later
that I gained valuable insight into myself and developed a
technique
that has assisted me in facing fears, challenges, and anxieties.
The
technique has been a Godsend for me. It does not surprise me that
the
insight came from what I consider a game changing book.


The book, Ryan Holiday’s 

  
The
  Obstacle Is the Way: The Timeless Art of Turning Trials into
  Triumph


was a wonderful discovery. Fear of an event or challenge is often
worse than the actual experience. We are often our own worst enemy,
manifesting unpleasantness and struggling through it much longer
than
the time to push through, and move on from the fearful event. A
common example is going to the dentist. Many of us dread going to
the
dentist for days and weeks prior to the visit. In some cases, the
dentist is avoided altogether until it becomes an absolute
necessity,
usually out of persistent, unbearable pain. 



Who can place blame? Going to the
dentist is unpleasant at best, and many times painful, awkward, and
humbling as you are trapped in the chair with no place to go. After
all, you do have a total stranger with his or her hands in your
mouth
asking you questions to answers they understand from your grunts
and
mumbles. I believe we can all agree that we have all had an
unpleasant event at some point in our lives during a trip to the
dentist.


 
Through Holiday’s book I was
able to manifest a paradigm shift in how I approach unpleasant
events
or challenges such as going to the dentist through the simplest
technique possible. I repeat the phrase “the obstacle is the way”
a few times silently to myself and the anxiety I was experiencing
or
feeling subsides, which allows me to move forward. Not exactly a
groundbreaking concept, I know. But for me, it has been very
effective on numerous occasions. The mantra does not take away all
the anxiety, trepidation, or fear, but it summons up the courage
and
strength to take the step into the direction I was previously
dreading. 



Often, it is the simplistic
changes in our outlooks that result in the most exquisite results.
It
is something I wish I had discovered many years ago, perhaps even
on
that day in Navy bootcamp at the pool. The lesson learned was
anything that helps to conquer fear and anxiety is valuable, and
even
life changing. It does not have to be a huge, monumental epiphany,
a
time-consuming effort, or a costly miracle drug that promises to
cure
all ailments and maladies negatively affecting our
lives.


Following bootcamp I moved on and
started to realize something I had never experienced, nor thought
about up to that point. The Navy introduced me to suicide. Growing
up
I did not know anyone that committed suicide, I never heard of
anyone
committing suicide, and the concept of suicide never entered my
mind
that I can recollect. It simply did not exist in my reality, just
on
television specials and within books. All that quickly changed in
the
Navy. 



We now know that suicide is at
the forefront of the leadership across all the military services.
Unfortunately, the trends are more than a little disheartening.
Suicide awareness and resiliency are emphasis areas as a result. As
I
stated before, it is something I have a very difficult time
understanding, from an early age all the way up to today.
Consciously
deciding to take a permanent solution for a temporary challenge is
troubling to wrap my mind around. It is irrational to me. I believe
I
learned at a young age that temporary setbacks, regardless of how
impactful or tragic, can be moved on from, and in my case,
relatively
easily. Tragedies and trauma, while painful, should not prevent one
from having a future.


I am positive that making the
previous statement evokes emotion from many readers. It sounds
unempathetic, callous even. I blame my low emotional intelligence
for
the delivery. I do not intend to be distant, out of touch or
callous.
I fully understand that not all water that potentially drowns is
equal. Some challenges are tremendously challenging and emotionally
disturbing. Likewise, some people can summon up the resiliency
required to face any challenge, while others simply cannot. It took
a
long time for me to come to this realization, albeit still without
a
full understanding why this is the case.


In short, I realize some people
drown in backyard pools and some drown in the equivalent of the
middle of the open ocean. Not all challenges in life have the same
emotional breadth and depth from a fear and anxiety standpoint.
Similarly, some of us are Olympic swimmers in the depths of the
abyss
while some of us cannot even tread water in a backyard pool. I have
learned these disparities over much time through reflection,
experience, and life events.


Much of the growth came being
around the military in various roles over the past 35 years.
Following Navy bootcamp I was in a rather long training program
that
first took me to Orlando Florida, and then to Great Lakes Illinois.
It was while I was stationed at Great Lakes in the early 1990s that
the topic of suicide came to the forefront. 



It was not long before stories of
legend and ghost stories were talked about. Great Lakes can be a
somewhat dreary place, especially in the winter where snow and ice
are prevalent. A common urban legend was how unhappy (suicidal)
sailors chose to use the railroad tracks beside the base to commit
suicide. In short, suicide by train was a thing that was discussed
on
occasion. In fact, it supposedly occurred during the same timeframe
I
was assigned to the base. In doing precursory research for this
chapter, I tried to find articles or reports supporting what I
believed to be true from discussions I had in Great
Lakes.


I did not find documentation
supporting that timeframe, but I did find other articles that speak
to Great Lakes’ interesting history. One 

  
New
  York Times

 article
from 1975 reported the apparent suicide of an 18‐year‐old Navy
recruit (Steven Stawnychy) who died June 3, 1975, after being
struck
by a commuter train outside

  

    

      

      
    
  

the
Great Lakes Naval Training Center.

  
1


There were other details reported that calls the determination of
suicide into question, which falls outside the scope of this book.
The central theme remained that suicide had been introduced, and it
would be a common theme existing in the periphery for the rest of
my
time in the Navy and in my life.


Following training assignments at
Great Lakes and then San Diego I was on my way to my Navy adventure
in the fleet, of sorts. My first duty station was Diego Garcia. If
you are up for a challenge, I would encourage you to try to find it
on a map before you Google it to find out where it is located.
Diego
Garcia is a unique place that offers many unique experiences. Not
many people have been to what was affectionately to some and
disdainfully by others called the Rock, depending upon the
perspective of the person making the assertion. Spending any time
at
all on the Rock teaches you that one’s outlook is important, and I
look back at my time on the island of Diego Garcia
fondly.


For the readers that have given
up and are about to Google the location of Diego Garcia, it is
seven
degrees below the equator in the middle of the Indian Ocean and is
part of the British Indian Ocean Territory, also known as B.I.O.T.
The island atoll is part of the Chagos Archipelago and was once a
leper colony and coconut plantation. For the military, it is
considered isolated duty and is counted as sea time for US Navy
sailors. 
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