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    “The proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days in trying to prolong them. I shall use my time.”


    Jack London
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    “Live a grand adventure, so to tell a great story!”


    North Sonoma Coast, California, Fire Captain, 4412












To my beautiful grandson, S. J.


Live long. And prosper. Become one with the Force, so the Force will always be with you. Be happy. Be happy now. Be good in all things. Reach out and step up to the great beyond. And when feeling down, look up in the sky… up, up, and away.


You’ve made me laugh, given me untold joy, and reconnected me in ways I can never express. As the saying goes from Hook, one of your father’s and my favorite movies when he was young: “to live will be an awfully big adventure.”


To my executive director, Kathryn Estey, “Mrs. C,” my longest relationship with a woman that hasn’t ended in death or divorce. In our nearly twenty years together, we’ve attempted to do our duty for God, country, and the world-at-large. I miss our coffee times.


To my Privilege of Youth brother Paul Brazell, the smartest person I’ve ever known.


Lastly, to “B,” I do hope you are most happy. “A & F.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


THIS PROJECT WAS TOTALLY UNPLANNED. It literally came out of the blue. It was my fastest yet deepest writing to date. Being a hopeless romantic, part of this book is a haunting love story on various levels, with many threads. It is a story of an unexpected, overwhelming chain of events that, for me, required deep introspection on how I came to a crossroads in my later years.


Within the book is a spiritual journey about how one can be damaged yet redeemable.


It is a self-help book of sorts with the message that no matter what is happening in the world around us, within the confines of our heart, where no one else can see, we are all human. That we falter. That we fall facedown, and that at times we may lack the will to get back up, afraid to endure yet another blow.


It is a story about the circle of life. That we have to rise. We must face ourselves and our challenges. That we can only do as best we can. That we learn. That we strive to become better. And above all things, that we are all worthy and deserve happiness until the end of our days.


I thank you for taking this journey.


I truly hope it makes an impact on your inner heart and leads to a more fulfilling life.










Chapter One THE DEEPEST OF WELLS
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LATE DECEMBER 2020, MONTE RIO—RUSSIAN RIVER, CALIFORNIA—





STANDING OUTSIDE, I’M FREEZING. Even with thick gloves the tips of my fingers are numb. My upper body quit shaking minutes ago. As much as I pace to retain heat, I can feel my body beginning to tense up and shut down. It’s only a matter of time. My lower back stiffens, and the deepened calluses on both feet are beyond excruciating.


I’ve fought for years to bury so much in too many areas and at infinite levels. And now I feel exposed. I can’t hide things as well as I used to. In the past two years, unexpected events have burst my “hurt lockers” wide open.


I’m a master of masking in plain sight. I had to learn to do so before kindergarten. I’ve buried so much for decades upon decades—insecurity, unworthiness, chasing others’ approval, the fear of not being good enough, and above all, the dread of abandonment. As of late, I feel from deep within, in order to try to keep my hypersonic life from spinning out of orbit; in the middle of COVID World, my mask is overt. On the outside, my eyes smile, but behind the cloth, where no one can see, with every step my internal pain is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced.


For me, it’s never about the physical pain; that I can take. That I can switch off—or at least, used to. As I became older, I seemed to have little to no control over the psychological fallout from my past.


I haven’t felt this intense freezing-like sensation since I was a child, surviving in the basement that was used as a garage as Mother’s secret, enslaved prisoner.


The only thing that keeps me from submitting is my private trigger. My very own deeply embedded molten resentment against myself.


And yet, today of all days, I crave positive human connection. Any connection. That no matter how bloody, disgusting, hard-charging, into-harm’s-way my lifestyle may be, today I need to believe that I’ve accomplished something that mattered. Some minuscule thing that can relieve someone else’s pain. It would go a long way to help me feel cleaner.


Behind all my layers, I long to feel cleansed.


On the outside, I am overly kind and courteous. I have a quick, razor-sharp wit and enjoy making others burst out in laughter from an unexpected joke, even when I’m under extreme duress. Of all things, I pride myself in being of service to others.


I have my reasons.


Yet today, deep within my hidden bunker-core, I feel disgusted with myself. I’ve unexpectedly become lost. I feel thrown away as if I were radioactive garbage. My heart is completely shattered. I had completely lowered my guard, and now I am beyond broken.


Today, I’m sixty.


Unlike those who have regaled me with celebratory stories of cruise-ship adventures or trips to high-end wineries, for the past three birthdays I’ve chosen a different path.


Even while mourning two unexpected losses, and as painfully crushed as I am, I fully realize how damn lucky I am. The mind-blowing adventures I’ve been allowed to experience are straight out of a meshed version of James Bond meets Mission Impossible meets Jack Bauer from the series 24.


Or how I’ve always been phenomenally blessed. How many—so many—people I’ve barely known, folks I’ve never met, have prayed for me. Or how my cherished son, Stephen, whom I named after my father, and his wife, Cyndel, named the most precious, adorable child in the history of the universe, in part after me.


Instinctively, I rub my rear back pocket that contains my father’s legacy.


Without thinking, I retrieve Father’s badge. Even though I haven’t studied it in years, I’ve carried it all over the world. Through the hundreds of top-secret missions I flew for the Air Force, the birth of my son, thousands of in-service trainings I presented, for decades of time entertaining troops in war zones, and hundreds of calls, I proudly carried my father’s badge.


He was fifty-seven. Homeless. All alone, wasting away in a hospital for months before he passed, I think to myself as my vision stays locked on the towering redwood tree landscape.


“And, today, you did it, you survived,” I growl in a quiet whisper.


For, like my father before me, I became a firefighter.


I cannot believe that toward the end of my life’s journey, I’d have the opportunity to drive mammoth fire engines, be a part of historical wild land fires, be trained on the science of cutting any vehicle known to man to extricate trapped victims, rappel off cliffs, or load dozens upon dozens of folks close to death onto a helicopter. And I certainly never dreamed I would wear a red helmet that identifies me as a captain within my dedicated volunteer fire district of The Sea Ranch on the rugged coast of north Sonoma County. And I never imagined that I’d be able to serve at my beloved Russian River in Monte Rio, which at times is so insanely chaotic that it resembles something straight out of the Wild West.


I proudly gaze at the Monte Rio fire station. “And today, you’re here, on your birthday!” I state to myself.


I fully know I should have died several times at the hands of my deranged mother. Toward the end, before my unexpected dramatic rescue, my secret Superman inner-strength core was spent. I just wanted it all to end. Years later as a young adult, Mother unknowingly confessed to me her plans to kill me during the summer of 1973. The “only” problem, she droned, “was where to hide ‘It’s’ body.”


I survived all of that in part because of my disgusting past. Besides masking pain and swallowing humiliation, I adapted myself to survive by any means possible. I had to learn to think, execute, and constantly plan ahead while—above all—never lowering my guard.


As a grateful adult, for well over thirty-five years I have proudly dedicated my life’s work to try to relieve the pain of others. I so loved making others unexpectedly, over-the-moon happy. But my efforts came at such an enormous cost.


I wasted so much. So much of life’s precious time.


I easily gave away too much. I somehow allowed myself to be used and then tossed away. I could have done better. I should have known better. I should have seen things before they exploded in my face, leaving me more psychologically battle damaged and scarred.


To end up alone, only to fume at myself.


And yet, after everything, I’m still here. Amid my imbedded dysfunctions, in my pathetic, pity-party, heart-shattered existence, life moves on. Like billions of others, I’m simply trying to do my part in the middle of a frightening War of the Worlds–like pandemic.


Even with all the escalating craziness that I can only imagine becoming worse, I feel God has granted me yet another opportunity. A final blessing. With His will, if I get lucky, clean myself off, step up and out of my pit of despair, I just may have enough summers left to leave a physical legacy for Stephen, his wife, and more importantly, my grandson.


I need to move on. I need to find my place. I just might have enough time to live my remaining days in internal peace. All I need to do is take care of me.


My high-squeal pager suddenly erupts. “Monte Rio Fire… 5400… 5435… 5481… Cal-Fire on order, air ambulance notified… nonresponsive subject, possible Code Blue at…” [image: ]










Chapter Two DAMAGED GOODS
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IN A SLOW, CRISP VOICE, I deliberately stated to my dispatch center, “Control 2… 5435… clear and available. Thank you.”


A flash of a second later, a direct female voice speedily chirped, “5435… Control 2, showing you clear and available.”


I quietly released my grip on the microphone rather than let go with my usual quick snap. I then gently replaced the device back in its holder, thus ending my call, making myself and the firefighter teamed with me accessible for any upcoming incidents.


I glanced over at the firefighter sitting next to me. He was so young. He seemed bewildered and overwhelmed. His breathing was still hyper and labored, which showed me he cared. I dared not engage. I felt it best to give him some space in our cramped, rumbling apparatus: Rescue Squad.


After a few seconds, the young man inquired, “Is it always like that?”


Because the firefighter was obviously shaken from his first Code Blue, which involved long, intense cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR)—that unfortunately resulted in the victim not surviving—I spoke in a soft but reassuring tone. “It’s—ah—they’re always different. There’s a lot of moving pieces on those calls,” I stated with a nod.


I could sense from his gaze that he seemed to crave more information. “Okay, here’s the thing,” I instructed. “By the time we get toned out, minutes have already passed, the R.P.—”


“What’s that?” the young man interrupted.


“ ‘Reporting person,’ the individual making the call to 911. They’ve most likely discovered the victim, maybe even tried basic CPR themselves. Then they make the call, explain the incident, confirm the address…. We get our pre-tone, jump in the Squad, drive to scene, make room for the ambulance, grab our gear, make entry, move the victim to make space for the paramedics. Then there’s barking dogs snapping at us, in these tiny infested condemned cabins, screeching family members, freaking out, blocking your way…. Seconds become minutes. It all racks up.” The young man nodded. “Seconds count.”


“It ain’t like the movies,” the young man joshed as he turned away to stare outside. After a few beats, he inquired, “So, how many have you—?”


I shook my head.


“Five, ten—twenty—?” he probed.


“Yeah,” I caught myself. “Twenty-ish.”


“And do you—remem’—?” The young man dug further.


“Yeah!” I snapped. “All of them.”


Thankfully the inquisitive firefighter became still for a few moments.


As I continued to drive carefully, part of me processed my experiences—the gurgling sounds, the dark red gelatin oozing from a victim’s mouth. Eyes that suddenly snapped open while applying compressions to a victim’s chest. And on one call, I was first on scene, literally dragging the person—my neighbor—by his ankles in the middle of the night through a set of narrow hallways to make room for the swarm of rescuers who fought to revive him.


When put together, it all seemed too much.


The firefighter broke in. “And how do you deal with it all?”


“Squire,” I exhaled, “truth be told, probably not as well as I probably should have. Everyone’s different.” I stopped myself before slipping into my darkened past. “Best advice I can give you is don’t swallow. Don’t bury it. Talk it out. Get it out of your system.”


“Okay, man, okay,” the young man unconvincingly agreed.


“No!” I strained. “I mean this. You start swallowing, burying things, it becomes habitual, and soon enough, especially in this job, it can, it will explode into other areas of your life. Without meaning to, it will affect others around you. Others that truly matter, those you truly love. You become closed off. In the end, well—”


My exhausted brain yelled out. What the…? What are you doing? Get a grip. Back away. Shut the door! Not here, not now! In my weakened state, for just a flash, I visualized my unexpected loss.


She was beyond gorgeous, with such inner beauty. The energy and sincerity of a glowing child. Long, flowing, well-kept blond hair. Unwavering smile and piercing eyes that could melt the sun…


I caught myself. I shook my head as a sign of self-reassurance. “I’m just, ah—saying, in life there are so many potholes, so many dark wells that you can easily fall into. And some holes are hard to crawl out of. And by the time you do, if you do, life, your life, has passed you by. It’s gone. They’re gone. They’ve moved on.” I felt myself tense up. In a near-choking voice I croaked, “You’re not even in the rearview mirror.”


The young man seemed to understand. He nodded in agreement as he had hours earlier when telling me about a “he said, she said, she did, he didn’t” trivial argument with his girlfriend.


I flashed a smile. “We always seem know that we’re angry. But half the time, we forget what really made us upset. What exactly triggered it. Trust me, it ain’t worth the time, your life’s time and energy.”


I paused, absorbing in part my homespun advice. I then pushed further. “I’m not trying to butt in, but you need to call your lady and work it out, set things right. Don’t let it fester. Never go to bed upset. Don’t swallow. And, whatever you do, never let ’em feel your pain; don’t transfer it to those you love.”


The man smiled. He seemed genuinely relieved. “You sure know a lot!”


Without hesitation, I chimed, “Young man, what I know is too little, way too late. Besides, any idiot can dole out advice. It’s working through it that truly matters.”


Hours later, in the still blackness of the late evening, I stood outside, sporting a thick jacket and wearing gloves, but I constantly shook from the low-forties temperature. I puffed on my prized cigar. The highlight of celebrating my sixtieth. Ever so slowly, I felt my lower back tighten into a taut coil.


It reminded me of the exact pain I had when I was a small child existing in the blackened basement.


I tried to avoid the sensation by deflecting, thinking of something, anything to escape my increasing, wrenching pain. I half hobbled over to the worn bench resting just outside the fire station. I sat on the edge and leaned forward, hoping to loosen the pressure.


I fully knew my physical pain was partly the result of my age, and all the extreme, over-the-top things I’ve endured. But well before COVID World, it became more triggered from my seesawing, fogged mind. Especially as of late, my past seems to jump into my everyday life just as it had hours ago when dispensing my ever-so-stellar, worldly, simpleton’s advice. Sometimes, when I’ve listened to myself as I’ve lobbed out pearls of wisdom, I railed at myself for not heeding my own counsel.


The simple words Don’t swallow kept rattling inside my head. Out of nowhere, I thought of a person whom I haven’t given a mere notion to in years, about whom my beloved foster mother had exclaimed, “Absolute evil!”


Mother.


With decades of time and a most unique perspective on life’s roller-coaster journey, I don’t think she ever had much of a chance. If anybody ingested pain, humiliation, and constant berating, it was Mother.


Even as a preschool child, I understood and saw firsthand Mother’s internal battle. At the time, my two brothers and I couldn’t help but hear Grandmother’s shrilling voice erupt from the phone receiver that Mother would place on the kitchen table. At times, when Father was away at work, even in the late afternoon, Mother was so saddened that she would still be dressed in her worn pink robe, hunched over, clinging to her half-filled glass of straight vodka.


Like a boxer being pummeled by an overwhelming opponent, Mother would take Grandmother’s hits. With every insult, Mother’s eyes flinched while she rocked her alcohol-swollen face from side to side. Even with her liquid courage, Mother could hardly escape her own mother’s spewage.


“You’re going to hell in a handbasket. Those children of yours are nothing but hellions; if you don’t get control of them now, they’re going to rule the roost, just as you and your brother tried to…. You’d think with all the hell you’ve put me through, you’d show a little bit more respect and heed my advice. Since the day you were born, I always knew you’d be nothing but trash, pure trash. Let me tell you something, you think you’ve got it bad, well, back in my day….”


Nothing seemed to please her. Not even one of Mother’s prized Christmas dinners. “Well, if anybody bothered to ask me, I say the ham’s too dry, the potatoes are lumpy, the gravy’s too thick and cold as ice, and most of all, I’ve seen barn animals with better manners. Children should be seen and not heard.”


Years later, on a frigid Saturday morning in the winter of 1973, weeks after my parents separated, Grandmother unexpectedly burst through the front door. From the bottom of the basement, where I sat on top of my hands with my neck strained backward against the head of a nail, I could hear she and Mother tear into each other.


Afterward, both battle damaged, there was a lull for several minutes. Suddenly the upstairs door popped open, and a flash of light flooded the stairs. My eyes couldn’t stop blinking from the sudden glare. Standing in front of Grandmother, Mother stated, “Go ahead, look! There ‘It’ is. Just like I told you. Now, are you satisfied?”


Still winded from her verbal assault, Grandmother huffed, “Well, if that isn’t the sorriest child I’ve ever seen.”


In some obsessed primal growl that I’d never heard before, Mother hissed, “And that’s the same damn thing you used to say about me!”


Grandmother’s venom didn’t stop with Mother. She lashed out against Father with every visit. “You should be home more. Why do you have to take on so many extra shifts? You need to stop carousing!”


With a wisp of gray smoke seemingly hovering in front of my cigar, I murmured, “Hurt people, hurt people.”


Sitting farther to the back of the bench, I felt my father’s thick leather casing that protected his badge. Father, a diehard firefighter who served in one of the busiest fire stations in the nation within the seedy part of San Francisco, for some reason, could not, would not rescue me.


In the beginning, before kindergarten, when Father came home from a twenty-four-hour shift, he would always inquire about my constant state-of-punishment status. And, as always, Mother would fling out some lame excuse. As time dragged on, and as my punishments became more bizarre, Father simply gave up.


Once, when Mother demanded I reingest a hot dog from my school lunch that hours ago she had me throw up, Father watched in frozen dismay. His only form of compassion was a meek promise of “One of these days, I’ll have a talk with her. One of these days.”


The only incident in which Father almost stood up for me was when Mother crammed a spoonful of ammonia down my throat right in front of him. Seconds later, just as hours ago, my trachea closed. I fell to the spotted kitchen floor next to Father’s boots, pounding away in my lame attempt to force my windpipe open. With every blow, I could feel myself slipping way. I gazed up at Dad, still dressed in his work blues, my brave, tall, strong superhero with jet-black hair. He didn’t move a single fiber of his being. The best Father could muster was “Hell’s bells, just what has the boy done this time?”


With the intensity of an atomic bomb, Mother exploded, “For God’s sake, you don’t know what It’s like…. Food, It’s always trying to steal food!”


Seconds passed. With every weak strike to the floor, I was close to passing out. I truly felt that I was going to die. From above me, Father then whimpered, “Well, Roerva—maybe—I mean—maybe if you just fed the boy—well—maybe he wouldn’t steal so much.”


Years later, when my parents officially separated was the saddest day of my young life. Mother dropped off a single box of Father’s meager belongings as he stood soaked to the bone in front of a fleabag motel in the middle of a rainstorm. In a rare moment of kindness, Mother allowed him to have a single minute with me. Ordered to stay in the station wagon, I rolled down the window, desperate to grasp Father’s fingers. I so wanted to lean my cheek against his skin. He gave me the usual quiet, covert nervous nod. “Just try to be good and stay out of her way. And—ah—one of these days—I’ll try to see what I can do.”


Without any expression or tears, from the deepest part of my hardened heart, I wailed. I wanted to become invisible and shrink so I could hide in my father’s shirt pocket.


One of these days never came.


I removed the badge from my rear pocket, flipped open the worn black leather casing, and rubbed the silver badge, recalling how proud Father was of his career achievement.


In the late 1970s, I was told Father was “asked” to retire early. And since he gave Mother his entire check, at times Father was homeless and survived on the kindness of his firehouse brothers. Other times, he would bus tables and wash dishes at the Tenderloin’s Salvation Army, in his words, to “earn a hot lunch.” By that time, I was a teenager in foster care.


On rare Sundays, I’d take the rumbling bus from the Bay Area to the end of the line, into the slummiest part of San Francisco. Father rarely met me. Being small and frail and lacking street skills, I was terrified of the army of smelly zombie-like people brushing past me. Eventually I always found Dad in a darkened, dingy bar. With each visit his face became more sunken, and his once-shiny jet-black hair was greasy and clumpy. On one visit, it took me forever to shake Father awake and walk him to the bathroom to relieve himself.


On the bus ride back to my foster home, I thought my chest would explode from my internal heaving. But just as I had countless times before as Mother’s prisoner in the basement, I shut it down. It was too much pain to swallow. My mind raced with endless what-ifs: Where would he sleep? What if Father got mugged? Was he freezing on the streets at night? Did he starve? And the terrifying—what if Father died in the middle of the sidewalk and folks simply just stepped over his body—how would I ever find out?


But for myself to survive, I had to flip off the pain switch.


I hated myself for being so selfish. For me it was beyond cruel.


A short time later, on my last visit, as we walked the bustling streets of San Francisco, Father stopped to proudly show me his retired firefighter’s badge. In a rare display of emotion, Dad actually smiled, and his skeletonlike, sunken glazed eyes shined. As Father let me hold his leather case that folded open, revealing a shiny badge with an eagle on top, without thinking I blurted, “I’m so proud of you!”


He nodded a thank-you. After Father pocketed his prize, he announced, “I’ll burn in hell before that bitch ever gets her hands on this!” I had never heard my father say the B word before. I half laughed, half snorted. I then nodded in return.


Hours later, as he didn’t hug, Father shook my hand as I boarded the returning bus. His grip seemed weak, and his skin was leathery. He held on for an extra shake or two. He bent down and coughed. “Live your life. Do what you have to do. Don’t end up like me.” I lowered my head down at the sorrow behind his meaning. He repeated the last part with an extra squeeze of my hand.


Inside the bus, I stopped at the top of the stairs and turned for a final look. Father proudly stood and patted his back pocket. “Don’t turn out like me” were the last words I would hear from Dad.


Sometime later, Father lay in the hospital dying of cancer of the neck and throat. Because Mother refused to let anyone know, for months he languished alone. I was new to the Air Force, nineteen, and naive about matters of death.


When I saw him, Father was barely skin and bones. I could only recognize his eyes. Because of his advanced state, he could not talk, write, or even communicate with his eyes. I stayed with Father for days, enduring Mother’s dramatic tirade and justification—“It would be too hard for me to see him”—and a frantic late-night call from Grandmother, complaining about her daughter, my brothers, myself, and the world-at-large.


The next morning I was late. Because of the overwhelming stress and not sleeping for nearly a week, I had overslept. The male nurse told me, “He’s waiting to say goodbye.” Until that moment, I somehow fantasized Father would pull through. Other people, other fathers died, not mine. This couldn’t happen to me.


As I entered the room, the curtains were unexpectedly wide open. The sterile area was flooded with light. With a gurgling sound and strained tiny movement of his head, Father gestured toward the nearby dresser. I obliged, retrieving some papers and his prized badge. I gave him the items. Father opened his badge, patted my hand, giving it to me.


My world stopped. I couldn’t believe it.


With time running out, Father and I held hands with the badge between our grasps. Not wanting him to slip away, out of nowhere, I slowly spun the most outrageous lie of lies. As if it were taken from Of Mice and Men, I blathered how I purchased a home for us at the river. “It’s beautiful. No one would ever bother us or tell us what to do. There will be no yelling, it would be so peaceful. We can sit outside on our balcony. We can watch the sun set. We’ll have the fireplace in the winter and barbecues in the summer. I’ll take care of you.”


Father knew. I’m not sure if he chuckled or tried to smile from my ruse. Then for the first time that I could ever recall, Father kissed me on the lips. Moments later he passed.


I snapped my father’s badge casing closed. Dad’s death—and, more so, his sad life—had always haunted me. When I turned fifty-seven, the age of father’s passing, I was secretly terrified of suddenly dying. It was then that I began to feel myself shutting down—ever so quietly, emotionally pulling away.


I shook my head to clear the cobwebs from my childhood. I forced a half smile as I stared at my beloved towering redwood trees. A thick blanket of gray-white fog covered the trees and the nearby hill. A crisp, unique scent from the trees filled me with peace. Since I was a preschool child, I had been transfixed by the serenity of the Russian River. My most cherished moments, before everything became so insane and when I was still a member of the family, were at the river. The daylong trips to the river, where my brothers and I swam and happily splashed one another or made endless sandcastles and looked up at the ancient dark-green truss bridge. The family hayrides followed by roasting hot dogs on a whittled stick for dinner. The three of us scrambling up a huge, burned-out tree stump, then simply sitting, staring upward at the tallest trees in the world.


My tired mind drifted once again.


I can still feel the sensation of Mommy unexpectedly pulling me into her. Her soft hair tickled my face from the slight breeze. She held me so tightly I could feel her heartbeat. We stayed glued together as loving mother and son for what seemed like an eternity. So as not to break our rare trance, I didn’t dare utter a word. We both simply gazed in awe at the blue-and-orange-laced sunset against the background of the trickling sounds from the green river.


That same summer, Father and I shared rare time together.


I rubbed my tired forehead. I fully know I’m damaged. But who isn’t? I reassured myself. I also realized that I’m not so broken that I can’t move on. I just need to get through one day at a time. And with a little luck, I will. [image: ]










Chapter Three LUCKY MAN
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DURING THE COURSE OF MY Life, there have been precise moments in which I felt completely spent and utterly doomed, and yet, out of nowhere, a miracle happened. Looking back at the puzzle pieces, examining different aspects, for me there was no doubt within the depths of my heart that Mother would have killed me. It was inevitable. We were both on a collision course.
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