

[image: image]





[image: image]





To my fallen Marines—you are the true heroes. And to my donor and his family, who, after his passing, gave me his arms and a chance to pursue my dreams.
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FOREWORD


Gary Sinise, actor, humanitarian, and founder of the Gary Sinise Foundation

I MET SGT. JOHN PECK IN THE FALL OF 2010; HE HAS BEEN AN INSPIRATION TO me ever since. John has rebuilt his body and soul, and his is a compelling story of determination, persistence, and service.

After committing to build homes for the first two surviving quadruple amputees from the War on Terror, Brendan Marrocco and Todd Nicely, we received a third and most distressing call. On May 24, 2010, Sgt. John Peck had finished sweeping a compound with a metal detector checking for bombs, when he stepped on an IED. He became America’s third surviving quadruple amputee.

As I had pledged my support for Brendan and Todd by building smart homes for them, I wanted to meet John to see how I could help him and learn more about his injuries and needs going forward. That was the summer of 2010. While his mother was staying with him at Walter Reed, still John was struggling physically and mentally. He was battling depression, and it was important for me to let him know that he was not alone and was supported. Despite the severity of his injuries, it was obvious to me that John was special. You could see the determination in his eyes, and I knew—though his recovery would be long and painful—he would tackle it like the consummate Marine he is.

So, I invited John and his mom to attend our 2011 Salute to the Troops event in Vegas. Fortunately, they were able to get away from the hospital, and I was happy to see John smile and have some welcome relief from his pain. We offered to raise funds to help build a smart home for him as well, and this was very early on in the creation of my foundation. It was no simple matter to raise the funds necessary for each smart home project. But our heroes deserve this and more, and I wanted to do everything I could to help. One of the ways we did this was by performing fund-raising concerts. We did one each for Brendan and Todd within a year of their injuries. They both attended their tribute concerts, and they were great celebrations of their service to our country. Through these efforts, we were able to raise a portion of the money to begin their building projects, as well as raise awareness for what we were doing. John would be our next endeavor, and I couldn’t be happier.

In the beginning, John wasn’t sure whether he wanted to live in his home state of Illinois, so, his concert wasn’t able to materialize as quickly as the others. In the summer of 2011, the father of a fallen soldier, Hector Castro, reached out to me. His son, U.S. Army Specialist A.J. Castro, had been killed while fighting in Afghanistan. Hector wanted to do something to honor his fallen son. So, I suggested we raise some funds and put them into home building projects for our wounded. Hector liked the idea, and we set up a tribute concert in A.J.’s name at a small club in Agoura Hills, California, which raised $75,000. With Hector’s blessing, we put the proceeds toward John’s house, along with a plaque that we eventually placed in John’s new home in honor of A.J. In 2012, we raised even more money for John at the annual Rockin’ For the Troops concert that I host and perform with my Lt. Dan Band each year in Wheaton, Illinois, in support of Operation Support Our Troops America. As John was originally from Illinois, I asked the organization to donate $125,000 raised at that concert to go toward John’s home. Finally, we raised an additional $100,000 for John from my pal Clint Eastwood, who quietly wanted to support my efforts on behalf of our wounded.

November 11, 2012, Veterans Day, was a wonderful day. We handed over the keys to John for his new home built in Fredericksburg, Virginia. I was unable to attend the ceremony myself, but in video and photographs, I saw so many smiles from John that day. Smiles that were absent just a few years before. And that was beautiful to see.

Getting to know John over the years and watching him go from such a low point in the beginning to such resilience and strength has been remarkable. I have seen him at many of my concerts including Ft. Belvoir, and a concert to raise funds in Pennsylvania for Adam Keys, one of John’s friends. Only a few months before, we handed over keys to John for his home.

I have continued to stay in touch with him over the years and marvel at his courage. John has not only rebuilt his life, but now with his new arms, his dreams of being a professional chef seem unstoppable. Most of all, John knows the meaning of service firsthand. Not just his military service, but helping those in need. That’s why I believe John’s book, Rebuilding Sergeant Peck: How I Put Body and Soul Back Together after Afghanistan, will inspire anyone regardless of whether they serve in the military or not. I’m proud to call John my pal. John has spent his life giving back in so many ways, and for that reason, he is my hero.

—Gary Sinise



FOREWORD


Jennifer Griffin, Fox News national security correspondent

I REMEMBER MEETING SGT. JOHN PECK FOR THE FIRST TIME IN 2012. HE WAS in the audience at the Lt. Dan Band concert in Beaufort, South Carolina, where Gary Sinise and his band were playing for an audience of wounded veterans and their caregivers. They had been brought together by the Independence Fund. John is one of only a handful of quadruple amputees from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. He has an irrepressible boyish outlook. We all danced together under the stars, as Gary and his band played. What John didn’t realize was that his youthful wish for a better wheelchair that wouldn’t get stuck in the mud launched a movement that night. Now, nearly 1,500 veterans and their families’ lives have been changed forever because of his desire to get back outside on his wooded lot in rural Virginia. It is one of the most beautiful grassroots initiatives that this patriotic country has ever produced.

John told the organizers that night that he had his eye on a wheelchair with tank-like treads that he could use on his land. These “Trackchairs” cost a princely sum: about $15,000. There were many hands that night in taking this “wish” and turning it into a reality. Perhaps it was Captain John “Woody” Woodall, a veteran firefighter who was dressed as Elvis and sang the Star-Spangled Banner that night, who fanned the spark. Or Kyle Johnson, the owner of a medical device company who placed the first bid that made the Trackchair a reality. Steve Danyluk, the former Marine American Airlines pilot, deserves credit for taking this idea and running with it.

Months later at the Walter Reed Christmas party, the first Trackchairs were ready to be delivered. Kyle Johnson flew up from Beaufort. Woody was dressed as Elvis, and John Peck was in the Warrior Café at Walter Reed with the other veterans and their families. Some were missing limbs. Others were suffering from traumatic brain injuries. My daughters, Annalise and Amelia, accompanied me and were handing out wrapped presents to some of the warriors and the children of those warriors who were living at Walter Reed in Bethesda while their parents were being treated. Some had been there for months, even years. When it was time to present John Peck his Trackchair, Kyle Johnson stepped up again.

Seeing the look on the face of John, who was doing wheelies with his chair in front of the hospital as though it were his first BMX bike, or the looks on the faces of those amputees who wanted a chair but stared at them longingly as though they were a red Lamborghini, Kyle donated money for another Trackchair to be given away at the Christmas party. My daughters were sitting at a table with a double amputee named Kevin. They had offered him a space at their table when he was wheeling toward them with a plate full of food. Woody asked them who should get the next Trackchair. They shouted in unison: Kevin. That was the beginning of what has become a movement championed by Bill O’Reilly, the former Fox anchor. But John Peck introduced everyone to these Trackchairs.

A few weeks later, I went down to Fredericksburg, Virginia, to his Smart Home built by the Gary Sinise Foundation, to see John use his Trackchair. Before our cameras began rolling, he wanted to have a cigarette. I looked at him and, a cancer survivor myself, said, “You know they can kill you.” He was nonplussed. John then proceeded to hook his Trackchair up to his SUV and pull it up the driveway. He whooped and hollered as he went rolling over the hills in his front yard. The sheer joy on his face, the sheer will to live and live well, is what makes John such an inspiration. He showed me videos of him skydiving after losing his limbs. He went scuba diving. He cooks. He dated on Match.com. He came to speak at my daughters’ school and enthralled their sixth- and seventh-grade classes. He told them how he wants to have a double arm transplant. The children of John Eaton School in Washington, D.C., then held a car wash and raised $1,100.01 for the surgery. You could hear a pin drop when he spoke to the students. None of them have forgotten that visit. He described being blown up in Helmand Province on May 24, 2010: “All I could feel was this immense amount of pain and burning. I came back to, and I could feel the rotor wash from the helicopter.” He said to himself, “I don’t want to die here. I can’t die here. This is Afghanistan. This place sucks.” He woke up two-and-a-half months later in Bethesda Naval Hospital. He found out he was pronounced dead once and had more than twenty-eight surgeries.

Marine Sgt. John Peck is a survivor, but he is also a thriver. His story still makes me smile. I am so grateful that he entered our lives.



INTRODUCTION


SERGEANT PECK REPORTING FOR DUTY, SIR. YEP, THAT’S ME, BUT THIS TIME I wasn’t serving in the United States Marine Corps, but sitting around with my wife and some friends cooking pizzas. My job was to throw on the pepperoni and mushrooms. I can’t chop up the onions or shred the cheese the way I would like. But I’m doing damn good for someone who’s using what more than two years ago were someone else’s arms and hands. And I’m certain that one day I’ll slice, dice, and shred with the best of them.

You may have seen me on television or read about me in the newspaper or on social media. I’m the Marine sergeant who lost both arms and legs in the War on Terror, one of only five other quadruple amputees serving in the military. I’m also one of the roughly eighty people worldwide to receive a successful double arm transplant and one of the fewer still having an above-the-elbow attachment. I did that in the fall of 2016, thanks to the great doctors at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston. Before this groundbreaking surgery, I could not hold my wife’s hand. Now I can.

Being a quadruple amputee isn’t fun. It’s hell, that’s for sure. But now that I have my new arms, things are getting better. Little by little, I can move them the way I want and do simple things that I couldn’t before, like combing my hair or washing myself in the shower. And there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t look down at what I call our arms and think about my donor and what he did for me. His family’s sacrifice is something I will never forget.

I know that as time goes by, I’ll be able to do a lot more; I plan to cook dinner for all my family and friends someday.

Life, I guess you could say, has thrown a lot at me. My dad abandoned me even before I was born. Growing up wasn’t easy, but is it for anyone? After high school, I found a home in the United States Marine Corps, but my challenges were only beginning. In 2007, on my first tour in Iraq, my buddies and I were returning from a grueling day-long patrol when we rounded a corner in a seven-ton armored truck and rolled over an IED. I was manning the M240 machine gun. The blast smashed my head into the gun.

As a result, I suffered a traumatic brain injury (TBI), as well as vision, balance, and hearing problems. My memory was shot. When my first wife came to visit me in the hospital, I had no idea who she was, much less that I had married her. Or why I had married her. I tried everything I could to rekindle my feelings for her, or even develop new ones. But nothing seemed to work, and eventually, we got divorced.

But as I said, I’m a Marine. I love the job. I signed up to fight, and, TBI and all, I convinced the Marine Corps to send me back into battle. This time it was Afghanistan. And this time it was even worse.

It was May 24, 2010. I was walking a patrol in the infamous Helmand Province. I was clearing a compound with a metal detector and remember my sergeant asking me if I found anything yet. I told him I didn’t. I took one more step and yelled to my sergeant, “I found one!” The other guys in my unit started running, and my sergeant ran toward me to pull me away. He never made it. The next step I took changed everything. The IED blew off both of my legs and part of my right arm. Apparently, my sergeant told my mom later that it was chaos. Luckily, all my sergeant suffered was some hearing loss. I didn’t make out so well.

It’s hard to remember everything that’s happened in the years since. Hell, it’s sometimes hard for me to remember anything at all, thanks to my traumatic brain injury. But I’m told it involved some twenty-eight surgeries, a bout with a flesh-eating fungus, and a collapsed stent that eventually claimed the only limb I had left, my left arm. My blood pressure dropped to dangerous levels during some of those surgeries. A few times, I almost died. And that’s just a taste of what I’ve been through.

But I’m alive, very much alive. I have two new arms, thanks to a man whose death I mourn every day. Though I can’t reveal his name because of the donor’s family wishes, his father told me that he was a caring and talented young man. He was only in his twenties when he died of a rare brain disease, and thanks to his generosity, I was fortunate to receive his beautiful arms. He will always be a part of me as long as I live. I also have a beautiful and caring wife, Jessica, who loves me. I have a mission in life—to become a great chef, motivational speaker, and a help to other wounded warriors just like me. And I have this book.

So why am I writing it? Well, it’s not for the publicity or a chance to be famous. Anyone who knows me realizes that I hate the spotlight. When I’m thrust into it, I kind of shut down, lower my head, and hope it ends soon. Sure, I did some publicity with the hospital in Boston when I had my arm transplant, but I did that to let people in similar situations know there was a way to actually get your arms back; I’m living proof. And to encourage every American citizen to become an organ donor.

I didn’t do it for the money, either. No, I’m writing this book to give hope to all those people who run into something terrible in their lives and can’t see their way past it. God knows I’ve had many times when I could have just quit, just said, “Screw it.” But I pushed on like any Marine or soldier would. No pain, no gain.

I hope through this book readers can learn from my unusual and challenging life experiences. My story will take them from my chaotic childhood and troubled adolescence to my search for purpose, a purpose I found in the United States Marine Corps. But after all the pride and accomplishment I gained in the Corps, my life suddenly fell to depths no one should experience—losing all my limbs and searching for a way to kill myself. Through it all, however, I’ve emerged as a stronger and more empathetic human being—truly rebuilt, including my new arms. I want readers to know that things will always get better, to have faith, and to try to have a sense of humor about it all. If I can achieve my goals with all that I’ve been through, anyone can.

Now as I said, I’m a Marine. Don’t expect me to write flowery phrases or to lay some heavy positive thinking rap on you like some leatherneck Norman Vincent Peale. People overcome terrible adversity for many different reasons. Mine was a rock-hard, almost genetically engineered will to survive, a drive that has pushed me to overcome everything I faced. It wavered only once, that time at Walter Reed when I was suicidal. I even came up with a plan to take my wheelchair to the top floor of the building where I was living and let it tumble down the steps. I wanted to end my pain.

Then, the day before I was going to call it quits, I looked out the window and saw a soldier with no legs—just like me—sitting in his wheelchair. I remember imagining he was on his way to wheel that chair right into the busy traffic outside the base. But then I saw who I assumed was his wife and a little child walking over to meet him. She put the child on his lap, and they left, her pushing the chair and all of them smiling and laughing. I thought, Hell, if he can have a wife and child and be happy, so could I.

My core, my fiery will to survive, had kicked back in. If I can find that will, you can, too.

Before I start, though, let me say one quick, but important, thing. The traumatic brain injury (TBI) I mentioned earlier affects me deeply to this day. TBI affects different people in different ways, but for me, it made remembering parts of my life painful, challenging, and, in some cases, almost impossible. It’s like a clock with a few gear teeth missing; sometimes there are jolting, maddening gaps. I’ve tried to fill those gaps with some help from others and with the insights I’ve gained by surviving my tumultuous life and emerging a stronger, more tolerant, and better person.



PREFACE


Rebuilt: Announcing My New Arms

THE BIG DAY IS FINALLY HERE. TODAY, I’LL MEET THE PRESS FOR THE FIRST time following my double arm transplant. I hate this kind of stuff. But the office of strategic communications at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, Massachusetts, stressed the importance of telling my story for the first time to the world. I can’t stand being the center of attention, but this time is different. I’m speaking for two people now, not just one.

It took a little while before I was ready for this moment. My doctors had to wait to make sure my new arms weren’t rejected and that I didn’t have any signs of infection. Plus, the pain sucked, and there was no way right after my surgery that I could speak in public without babbling my brains out, thanks to all the pain meds and just the normal stages of recovery from such a major surgery.

My mom told me about this type of surgery soon after my injury. Thank goodness she did. I did my own research, as well. My girlfriend, now my wife, Jessica, was there by my side all the way. Though at the time she only knew me for six months, she was my rock. She helped me get ready to travel to the hospital in Boston from my home in Virginia, helped me understand what was involved in such a groundbreaking surgery, and, most of all, was my support system. I couldn’t have done this without her. Jess used to call me her “penguin.” Now don’t get the wrong idea. What she meant was that emperor penguins meet their soul mates and stay together for life; Jess and I have no intention of messing with Mother Nature.

The morning of the press conference, which was held in a large room at Brigham, I felt a million different emotions. Just a few months before, I was a quadruple amputee. While it wasn’t a cakewalk living without arms and legs, plus suffering from a traumatic brain injury, I could still grab a plate from the cabinet thanks to my prosthetic arms and only needed help with things like putting on my shorts, showering, or running errands. I also needed someone there to help me with some other tasks that go along with being basically semi-independent. There were some days that I felt like shit. It was humiliating having to ask someone to help me with the most basic things like brushing my teeth, washing my hair, and putting on my shorts. What a sucker punch for a guy who was a strong, tough Marine and now has to be treated like a helpless baby.

So, there I was ready to announce to the world what previously I thought was only a pipe dream.

Before we entered the room for the press conference, I was so keyed up that I said every swear word I could think of, just to get the tension out of my system. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, shit, shit, shit,” I repeated over and over. “Goddamnit, motherfucker, shit, shit, shit,” I continued to mumble to myself. I’m sure anyone who heard me cursing like that thought I was nuts! Jess, the doctors, and the chief communications officer heard me.

What they were worried about was me—a Marine after all—having an open microphone and saying something off-color out of pure nervousness. They said something like this: “Hey John, we’re going to wire you up right now, so as soon as you enter the room, watch what you say, or they’ll hear you.”

Fortunately, the Brigham communications team prepared me for interviews, and that did help to get me ready for this moment. I insisted, however, that I write my own remarks. They also prepped me for the fact that there would be plenty of media there and gave me some questions they assumed the press was bound to ask. We practiced my speech over and over in a kind of mock-interview setting, and someone remarked that I needed to read it with more feeling. I get it. It had to be done. But this was my body. My new arms. My story. And there was no way that I was going to convey someone else’s version of how I felt at this critical moment. It was as if I were having an out-of-body experience. Here I was going to tell the world my story, but now with someone else’s arms attached to my stubs. I felt my donor’s presence as I tried to hold back my tears.

As the press conference was ready to begin, I glanced over at all the reporters in the room. It was surreal. As my doctors and I sat behind a rectangular table that had microphones for us to answer the reporters’ questions, I was scared. But it was weird that I wasn’t scared for me, but more like overwhelmed that this moment was finally here. While I was basically happy, it hit me hard that someone had to die to give me this gift. I vowed I never was going to waste it.

While I did have my talking points ready to roll, I made a split-second decision to go for it and just tell these people what was in my heart. I said something like this: “Following my surgery, I looked down at my arms, and the minute I saw them, I knew they were a perfect match. The skin color was perfect. It seemed natural, and they were just like mine. The detail of my fingers was perfect, too.” I also told them that I was excited to be able to wear the bracelet on my new wrist that has the name of Cpl. Larry D. Harris, my fallen brother, on it. Let me tell you about him. Cpl. Harris died on July 1. He was a squad leader, like me, and was pinned down by machine gun fire. One of his men received small arms fire and was wounded. Cpl. Harris, without concern for his own life, rushed toward his men and immediately applied first aid. After it was decided to move his men to the CASEVAC site, Cpl. Larry Harris stepped on a pressure plate IED. His body absorbed most of the blast. He was awarded the Silver Star posthumously. We have a code in the Marines that says that we don’t look at skin color, race, or ethnicity. You are my brother as long as you would take a bullet for me.

I wear Cpl. Harris’s bracelet, not just because he was killed in battle, but to celebrate his life and all the other guys who lost their lives, as well. I will always love my buddies and never forget them. And now that I have my arms, our arms, I explained to the media, that bracelet will be the first thing that I put on when I’m able.

I felt the tears welling up inside me as I looked down at our arms with the world watching. My donor was a young man who died of a rare and fatal brain disease, though during the press conference, I didn’t know that. In fact, I knew nothing about my donor at all. His parents only came forward after they saw me at the press conference and heard me talking about their son. Soon after that, my donor’s father sent me a long and heartfelt message on my Facebook page. It simply said: “Hey, John, I have to tell you a story; we have a lot in common.” It was mind-blowing.

I realized my donor gave me a gift that he should have never have had to give. Because of his passing—and his courageous decision to donate his eyes, heart, kidney, liver, and skin, plus his two arms—I was able to become almost whole again. I made a promise to his parents that day at the press conference. I said: “I won’t let you down. I will do right by your son and fulfill my dreams of becoming a chef, thanks to his sacrifice.” While it was too painful for my donor’s parents to attend the press conference, I know they heard my words; I meant every one of them.

I’m no hero. But this guy, my brother, my organ donor, is mine. Together, we will overcome the tragedies in our lives. We will rebuild each other, one touch at a time.



ONE


JUST THE TWO OF US


I CAN’T REALLY TELL MY STORY PROPERLY WITHOUT FIRST A FEW WORDS ABOUT my mom, Norma. Because for much of my life, it was the two of us against the world. So, bear with me. It’s definitely worth it.

She loves our country, loves the flag, and has stuck with me no matter what. I guess you could say that our relationship is like many others between parents and their kids, sometimes great, often challenging. The funny thing is that we’re very much alike. We’re both stubborn, smart, energetic, opinionated, and don’t take any shit from anyone. We both had a rough time growing up. There was emotional and physical abuse. Financial problems. Homelessness. Abandonment.

But despite those hardships, my mom and I were always superpatriotic and caring people. We both love the military and would do anything to lend a hand to someone down on their luck. I think my mom and my Uncle Toby had an influence because of their service and what I saw growing up, but I’m the kind of guy who is just a natural protector. I care about people and have a strong sense of duty. While my mom coped with stress more seriously, I did it with humor, so maybe that’s where we differ. But no matter what we had to deal with, we are survivors. It seems to be in our DNA.

My mom never had the money to go to college. But she was smart enough to get into any school if she could have afforded the tuition. She once told me a story about when she was a kid and how much she loved our country, and when she was in the fifth grade, she dreamed about singing the Star-Spangled Banner. I guess you could say that like so many Americans who love this country, having an opportunity to serve was its own kind of patriotism. My mom was a proud American.

Her military career began a year before I was born. Since my mom loved the medical field, she visited a Marine recruiter, hoping to be able to use that passion in the Marine Corps. The recruiter quickly shot her down. “Ma’am, we don’t let ladies do any medical work,” he told her. She was shocked but wouldn’t give up. The guy did give her some advice, though, suggesting the Navy or the National Guard. But the Army got her first when she learned about a program that offered medical training. She signed up on the spot. My mom’s tenaciousness and resolve are probably the qualities I most inherited from her. And boy, would they come in handy as I had to overcome more than my share of obstacles.

My mom was slated to be stationed at Ft. Polk, Louisiana, but in June 1984 she got in a terrible motorcycle accident and couldn’t make her departure date. After she healed up, she went back to Chicago to the recruiter’s office and filled out the paperwork to give it another try. They issued her a new departure date, but she told the recruiter that if they didn’t have a medical position available, she wasn’t going. “You better find me what I want in the medical field, or that’s it,” she told him. Sure enough, he found her the perfect job—a combat medical specialist. She was now officially in the U.S. Army.

My mom was never deployed overseas like me. When she was eighteen, she met my dad (though I don’t think he deserves that title) and became pregnant with me. They met in Texas when he was in the Marines. She fell hard for him, as she told me once, but they were essentially teenagers, so I’m sure there wasn’t much more than chemistry between them. His name was Mike. What an asshole. When my mom told him about the pregnancy, he denied it was his baby and backed out of taking responsibility and marrying my mom. He said some nonsense like, “It’s your baby; I’m nothing but the sperm donor.”

So, she was a single mom for all my childhood and adolescence. I never met Mike until I was nine years old, and that was a disaster. I’ll tell you more about him later, but for now, suffice to say it may have been better for me, in the long run, to have him remain anonymous.

After the Army learned she was pregnant, they transferred her to Louisiana, where she worked in a pediatric unit of a local hospital. There she met a guy named John. They had a whirlwind romance and got married, even though she was pregnant with me. They decided to move to Florida to be closer to his family. Then, on September 13, 1985, I was born.

My mom always wanted me to be the kind of person that helps other people, not just someone who looks out for himself. For as long as I can remember, my mom and I would stop the car to help someone who needed medical attention if there wasn’t an ambulance on the scene. I’m sure that was one of the reasons that I’ve always been drawn to doing acts of kindness and helping others in need.

My mom reminded me recently that we did that sort of thing from the time I was a young child to when I was a teenager; literally, hundreds of times, if not more. My mom always believed that it was her responsibility to help other people and break the cycle of abuse that she suffered during her own childhood.

In fact, she was doing it even before I was born. She and John were driving home from work when she noticed a car on the side of the road with two feet sticking out of the back window. My mom immediately knew what was happening. The “feet” meant someone was about to give birth. They pulled over in a nanosecond, and my mom jumped out of the car and got into her Army medical mode. Remember, my mom was seven months pregnant at the time. In just about an hour or so, she helped a complete stranger deliver a healthy baby.

My mom told me that the new mother said to her after the baby was born, “I can’t believe you’re not sitting here next to me delivering your own baby.”

Of course, I don’t remember much from that time, but my mom told me that when I was about one, she came home only to find that John had packed up his stuff and moved out.

That still baffles me to this day how someone who was obviously such a caring and kind person could be totally abandoned, without warning, and left to fend for herself. He was a bolter, a real shithead!

Clearly, my mom had no luck with men. I think this was because of her own issues she experienced growing up. When you have two highly dysfunctional parents, and you add to that alcohol and verbal and physical abuse, how the hell could my mom trust anyone again? And, while I was too young to know it, I had only gotten my first taste of the tumult that would follow.

So, there we were, just the two of us.

Times were tough. My mom always had trouble paying the bills. She had to work two jobs just to put food on the table, while at the same time serving as a field medic in the Army Reserves. Even though I was still in diapers, I believe I somehow absorbed the tension swirling around me. Early experiences, they say, can affect a person throughout their life. From what I was told, I cried for my mom when she had to do her one weekend a month Reserve duty, driving up to Wisconsin and leaving me behind.

In the reserves, her duties were to keep all the equipment clean and stocked and to make sure the unit’s four ambulances were ready for action. But after about four years or so, she decided to quit. The captain of her unit promised her when she signed up that she would be sent to nursing school. When she asked him when she was going to start, he told her: “Ma’am, we’re not doing that anymore.” She was royally pissed. On Monday morning, my mom called the recruiter and said: “I want out.” Like me, when my mom makes up her mind, that’s it.

To make ends meet after leaving the reserves, she did a lot of nursing jobs—home care and whatnot. She also worked for a temporary agency, a medical office, was a babysitter, and even did some modeling. She told me stories about those times, and how some of her trickiest situations included finding a competent and trustworthy babysitter for me.

When we moved from Florida back to Rockford, Illinois, we lived in an old farmhouse with my grandparents. My mom had an off-and-on relationship with my grandmother; they fought a lot. Years later, my mom told me about the abuse she suffered at the hands of both my grandparents. My grandfather was an alcoholic, and my grandmother was verbally abusive to my mom, and even occasionally physically abusive. My mom told me that my grandmother once got so mad at her that she made her stick her head in the oven. Thank God it wasn’t turned on.

My babysitters always seemed to be an issue between my mom and grandmother. My mom often worked two jobs, so a babysitter was a necessity. After several tries, my mom finally found a sitter she trusted. But even that went bad. One time, around Valentine’s Day, I had a fever. My mom had to miss work for a couple of days but finally decided that my fever had broken and it was okay for her to leave me with the babysitter. She told the babysitter that if I ran a fever above one hundred and one, to call her immediately. My mom gave the sitter her number at work, with explicit instructions for what to do if my fever returned.

Since it was a few days before Valentine’s Day, the guy she was dating at the time wanted to take her out to dinner. She told him that she could only go if I was not still sick. She even gave the babysitter the number of the restaurant so she could call her in case I got worse. My mom said she felt okay with everything and headed out for dinner with her date. At around seven that night, the babysitter called my mom and told her that my temperature had spiked to one hundred and three degrees. She also informed her that she called my grandmother and that they were taking me to the emergency room at the hospital where my mom worked. My mom was furious. I ended up fine, but the incident only led to more fighting between my mom and my grandmother. Needless to say, I never saw the babysitter again.

My grandmother threatened to take me away from my mom because of that incident, and that wasn’t the last time that would happen. And what I didn’t know at the time was that my mom was pregnant from her time with John with a baby girl, which she decided to give up for adoption. I often wonder what she is doing and what she has become in life. I guess some things not even a Marine like me can answer.

Despite my mom’s difficulties with male relationships, she never gave up trying to find the right man and hoped to settle down once she finally found him. She started seeing this new guy, and, before long, she decided to marry him. I guess she believed it was the right thing to do—marrying and moving out of the farmhouse and in with this guy—but it ushered in one of the worst periods of my young life.

Her second husband, Adam, was a cop. I have trouble remembering how he looked, other than he was dark-haired and I think Hispanic. One thing I’m sure of: he had a real mean streak where I was concerned. I guess I was around four by then. I can’t remember what I did, but I do remember Adam putting his hand over my nose and mouth so I couldn’t breathe. What a sweetheart. This guy did stuff like that to me on a regular basis. Like the time he threw my dinner on the floor and made me eat it like a dog. Or when he made me sit alone on the cold basement floor when my mom was working cleaning offices in the evening. His constant verbal and physical abuse left me terrified and always on high alert. All I can recall from that time was that I feared for my life, never knowing what would trigger Adam’s rages. I can’t remember if I had nightmares or trouble eating or anything. But I do remember that I walked on eggshells around him and steered clear of him when I could.

Still, things continued to go from bad to worse. But I was afraid to tell my mom. I’m not exactly sure why I felt that way at the time, other than I was afraid of what Adam would do once I let the cat out of the bag. She never knew at the time what living hell I was going through. Looking back, and knowing how my mom always protected me, I wish I had spoken up sooner.

Adam’s daughter was no picnic, either. Teenage girls can be cruel, and she could have been the lead character in the movie Mean Girls. She would tease me about everything and seemed to get enormous pleasure by taunting me, nonstop. Once it got so bad that I grabbed a knife, gently dragging it over her knee. I was only about five years old. I don’t think I really intended to stab her, but a knife is serious business. Adam was furious. I’m surprised he didn’t go wild on me. His ex-wife, meanwhile, even threatened to call the cops on me. But looking back, I realize that, even as a five-year-old, I did what I had to do to survive. I kept my mouth shut and took whatever Adam dished out. That may have been the first time my genetically instilled survival gene would kick in. As you’ll see, that gene would serve me well in the times to come.

Life with Adam was so traumatizing for me that I was numb and paralyzed emotionally. I mean, who wouldn’t be? I’m sure being treated like a dog, literally and figuratively, left its scars. But still, I never told my mom about the abuse Adam leveled on me. That is, until she and Adam split and we moved out. I believe she left because Adam was not what she had expected in a husband, and I’m sure on some subconscious level, she knew that he and I were not getting along at all. Now, as an adult, it is so apparent to me how abuse negatively affects a person. How can you be happy and secure when you are always looking over your shoulder for the next terrible thing to happen? My mom grew up that way, and it’s hard to break those patterns unless you do some serious soul-searching.

Since we literally had no place to go, we moved into a women’s shelter. When I got up the nerve to tell mom about Adam’s abuse, she went berserk. She talked to the people in the shelter and asked them if she should call the police. They advised her against that since first, Adam would then know where we were, and second, he was a cop. The likelihood he would find out, and maybe retaliate, would be high. It wasn’t worth the risk.

For me, it was good to finally get this off my chest, but I did feel guilty in a way that I was making my mom feel so bad. And Adam lingered in my mind, the thought of him back then making my stomach knot. Some twenty-eight years later, I think that I was more afraid of him than any person since, including those terrorists we were trained to kill in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Mom eventually divorced this bastard. But even though Adam was no longer around, his abuse left a deep scar. I felt him in my bones for years afterward. Adam did his best to bully me into a kid who feared his own shadow. But, there is something inside me—no matter what I’ve endured—that takes a deep breath and changes course, coming back even stronger than before. Mom was a little slower to bounce back. No matter what shitty thing happened to her, she always endured. It was my destiny to follow suit.

It took a while, but Mom eventually earned enough money to get us out of the shelter and into our own apartment. In fact, we went through a series of apartments. And while I don’t remember much about any of them, I do remember her rules. There were lots of them. Like I had to be patriotic and respect the flag, do my chores, and not get in any trouble. My mom told me that she had to be “creative” with me, since I was a rambunctious kid. One of my punishments was having to do jumping jacks and sit-ups. If I was really bad, she would make me stand at attention in the corner of the room. When you’re that young, that’s serious punishment.

And, of course, money was always an issue. I still remember how my mom and I were incredibly careful with what money we had. Every Sunday morning, we would wake up, go to the store, and buy a few local newspapers. When we got back home, we would eat breakfast, then cut out all the food coupons and put them in order of what the best ones were, and what food we needed for the week. Later in the day, we would go food shopping.

My mom had a couple of credit cards, but she didn’t want to use them, preferring instead to redeem the coupons we had meticulously cut out and saved. I could tell she was really embarrassed. You always notice the people at a store who only have coupons. It’s a sure sign that they are poor.

She told me a story about us using those coupons and how I tried to cover for her. She said, “John, you did a really cute thing that day. When we were checking out, and you saw me reach for my stack of coupons, you said in a loud voice, so the cashier couldn’t help but hear, ‘Charge it.’ I know you did that because you wanted to let the cashier know that we weren’t poor and could use the credit cards if we wanted. That put a smile on my face.”

So why tell you all this, for starters? To understand someone’s personality, you need to know their history. Mine began in chaos.
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JUST A SPERM DONOR


DESPITE THE ALMOST CONSTANT TURMOIL OF MY CHILDHOOD, I KNOW deep down my mom did the best she could. When I was a young kid, I realized it was very hard for her financially. When we were at the women’s shelter, it was awful. The one thing that I clearly remember during those years was that I had to use powdered milk instead of the real stuff for my cereal. It was disgusting. My mom was working her butt off to get us out of the shelter, but it was always a struggle. One Christmas, I remember how excited I was to open my present, only to find a blanket, rather than the toy truck I dreamed about. I was heartbroken. When one of my friends told me that he got a PlayStation, I couldn’t tell him the truth that all I got was a blanket. But I understood that my mom couldn’t afford to buy me anything more expensive, so I laughed and pretended to be happy. I wouldn’t betray her.

I also remember going with my mom to the local food pantry to get free stuff. She would take me every week to make sure I had enough food to keep me healthy. But she was too proud just to take the food and do nothing to give something back. Every time we picked up the food, we had to do some volunteer work at the shelter. We would help serve meals to the homeless, clean up the kitchen, or do whatever else they needed. I think that was the beginning of my understanding of what the “Golden Rule” really meant in practical terms.

She did a lot of nice things for me, too, which stuck with me somehow. For example, she arranged for a Big Brother for me from that organization, and she got me into the Cub Scouts. But teaching me—showing me over and over—to help people was a lesson that stuck in my head far more than anything I learned in the Scouts or from any Big Brother.

I probably didn’t realize it at the time, but I was also picking up quite a bit from my mom’s brother, Uncle Toby Piper. Uncle Toby was a big man, over six feet tall and at least 250 pounds. He was an ex-Marine, although he was dishonorably discharged. The cause was likely the alcohol and drug problems he would face his entire life. Uncle Toby died at an early age, in fact, from an overdose of fentanyl. Despite all of that, I worshiped the man. He was always there for me and was the closest thing to a father I have ever had.

And he never seemed to be drunk or on drugs when I was around. I think he really had a soft spot for me. When we’d have Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner over at my grandparents’ farmhouse, it was always Uncle Toby who took me out to the backyard to throw the football. I looked up to him. While he never seemed able to hold a job very long, he could do many practical things like change out a car’s water pump and fix the many car problems we always seemed to have. He was also very handy around the house, and to me he was a hero on the home front. To a kid my age, that was impressive. Looking back, Uncle Toby was my father figure. I can still remember the trademark smirk that passed for his smile.
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