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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the American men and women who fought in the Vietnam War.

Welcome home, brothers and sisters. Welcome home!






PREFACE

Fire in the hole!” is a phrase often used as a warning that an explosive detonation in a confined space is imminent. It’s believed by some to have originated with miners, who used it as a way to alert workers that a charge had been set. Others think the saying was first used by soldiers before firing a cannon during battle. The types of cannons used during the Revolutionary War had a tiny hole where the cannoneer would pack a small amount of gunpowder, which would be lit. The gunpowder would then burn in the hole until it reached and ignited the main powder charge. Just before the explosion, soldiers would shout, “Fire in the hole!” as a way of letting their side know the cannon was about to blow. While writing this book, I toyed with many titles—and believe me, some would have really grabbed your attention—but ultimately none were as appropriate as Fire in the Hole!

I say this because I come from a long line of folks who were very familiar with coal miners. Generations of my dad’s family lived in a northeast Pennsylvania mining town. While my father’s grandfather Eugene and other relatives were definitely coal miners, exactly who else was a coal miner has been lost to history. Pop once told me that when the guys went to work in the mines, they would descend into the shafts in the morning and come back up after dark with every inch of their bodies covered in coal dust. Even their tongues and gums were jet black. When they finished work, instead of going home to their wives and families, many of them would hit the local bar and drink themselves silly. Then they’d get up the next morning and do it all again. In those days, miners usually died in one of two ways: either from an accident inside the mine or from black lung disease. Both are brutal ways to go, though Pop told me black lung is the absolute worst way to die. Compared to the miners who lost their lives to that horrific malady, some of those who perished in accidents inside the mines may have suffered a lot less.

Fire in the Hole! also seems like an appropriate title because, as a kid, I often found myself alone in my basement bedroom playing with my plastic toy soldiers. I’d set up battles and attacks, calling “Boom!” as if mock bombs were going off and “Rat-a-tat-tat” as if make-believe gunfire was taking out the enemy. I loved to play these battles out. I could be in my pretend world for hours. This may also have been the origin of my use of “ka-boom,” which I’ve been known to say a lot over the years.

Moreover, “Fire in the hole!” took on an important meaning to me once I joined the United States Marine Corps and served as a combat rifleman during the Vietnam War. Whenever our rifle squad or platoon found an enemy tunnel, C-4 plastic explosives would be thrown into it. One or more of us would call out “Fire in the hole!” and then detonate the C-4, triggering a large explosion that would clear the tunnel of any booby traps, Vietcong, or North Vietnamese Army (NVA) soldiers that might be lying in wait for us.

Given the fact that today I’m a billionaire entrepreneur and philanthropist, I’m often asked if I’ve ever stopped to think about all that I’ve accomplished in my life. The answer is no. Don’t get me wrong—I’m proud of my accomplishments, and even with all the success I’ve had, without a doubt, the thing I’m most proud of is being a United States Marine. But when answering this question, I don’t think about the past. Instead, I think about everything I still want to do.

In the pages that follow, you’re going to read about a different side of my life—one that may be unexpected and, for many of you, unfamiliar, especially when it comes to my time as a rifleman during the Vietnam War. Some of you will not understand, because unless you were there, you can’t possibly comprehend what happened or why. You can’t imagine the things I experienced and saw. There are days when I still have a hard time with all of that myself. But my involvement in the Vietnam War had the most profound impact on me as a man, a son, a husband, a father, a businessperson, and a patriot.

When I first began writing this book, I did so hoping it would potentially change people’s lives—and your life too. This is because my path has taken me places I never imagined possible. I was always a big dreamer, even declaring in my high school yearbook that someday I would be a millionaire (an unimaginable amount of money for us back then). In so many ways, that declaration was laughable, if not absurd. The cards were heavily stacked against me. At the time, I was flunking almost every class. Also, I came from nothing—less than nothing, really. My story isn’t at all like what you may have read about the Rockefellers or the du Ponts. I certainly wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth. My spoon was more like a dirty, broken plastic one. But that didn’t stop me from carving a path to success in business and in life. Oh, baby, it’s been a jagged, uphill climb, and I worked my tail off to get here, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Not one thing. And nothing—I mean nothing—came easy. It’s true what they say: if it were easy, everyone would be doing it. But let me tell you this: if I can do it, maybe you can too.

One thing you will quickly come to know about me is that no matter how hard or uncertain things get, I’m always good with the outcome. There’s a question I heard as a young boy that has stayed with me: “Do we smile because we’re happy, or are we happy because we smile?” In so many words, that question is meant to remind us that being happy is more or less a choice. I believe that we’re happy because we choose to smile. Even in the face of adversity or challenging times, I’m generally a happy guy, and that’s a good place to be. One of my earliest lessons in life was to never worry. As a kid, I went through a lot of tough times, but I learned at a very young age that worry is a beast, especially when you’re in the middle of a crisis. Worry will never change the outcome of what you’re stressing about. What it will do is make you miserable and hold you back. So I never worry. Ever. Because I know that what seems insurmountable here and now will often be a tiny blip on the radar tomorrow, a week from now, or a year down the road. It’s been a blessing not having to wrestle with that beast. What I know for sure is that if you can’t control it—whatever it is—put your focus and attention on something you can control, and you’ll be better for it. I’ve lived that way my entire life.

To help you develop an understanding of how I became the calm, worry-free, determined individual I am today, you should know that I attended an inner-child workshop in 1997, and while I was there I wrote three documents. The lifetime of events that led to the creation of these documents, in many ways, forms the basis of this book.

At this workshop, I was tasked with (1) writing a letter to my younger self; (2) responding as the younger version of me to that letter; and (3) writing an essay on how I became me. At first, it wasn’t as easy as it seemed. What did Big Bob want to tell Little Bob after so many years? And, realistically, how would Little Bob respond to such a letter? I had to dig deep. Way down. But then the words just flowed like a river.

While collecting my thoughts for this book, I came across all three of those documents, and it was amazing how closely the things I wrote in each one resemble the life I’ve ultimately lived. I struggled with whether I wanted to share these letters with you, especially in the opening of my book.

I thought about it.

A lot.

And then I said, “What the hell. May as well step right out there and fire away on page one.”

The three documents are as follows.


(1) Letter from Big Bob to Little Bob:

August 21, 1997

Little Bob Parsons

425 N. East Avenue

Baltimore, MD 21224

Dear Little Bob,

I am writing to you from 38 years into the future. I am the man you grew up to be, and I know more about you than anyone else in the world. Because of that, I love and admire you very much.

I know exactly what is happening to you now and how you feel about it. I also know everything that is going to happen to you.

I know you are scared most of the time and do not understand why your mother makes all her awful problems your problems and why your father isn’t home. I know about all those other horrible things that are happening to you at school and at other places. Knowing how bad and guilty you feel about this breaks my heart. I want you to know that one day you will learn that none of it is your fault.

One day, you will rise above everything bad that happens to you. When you grow up you will realize how unfairly you have been treated and what an extraordinarily strong, courageous, and wonderful little boy you really are. You will know success at a level that is reserved for only a very few. And sweetest of all, you will achieve something that is rare indeed: you will know yourself.

So Little Bob, when bad things happen to you, trust yourself to do what seems right at the time. You know more about the right thing to do than you can possibly imagine. And most important, no matter what, keep dreaming about being in a better place and time, because more than anything else, that will be what saves you.

I love you very much.

Big Bob



(2) Return letter from Little Bob to Big Bob:


Dear Big Bob,

I cannot wait to be you. I do not like it here. Everything is sad. I hope you are happy. Thanks for writing to me. I love you too.

Love,

Little Bob



The third document I wrote during that weekend workshop is an essay on how I became me. Despite the fact that, after reading this, you might think that I was under the influence of some substance when I wrote it, I wasn’t. One thing I know for sure is that I had to visit some painful memories to find these words. I had to travel way down to the dark places I’d spent most of my life avoiding (something I would ultimately pay a high emotional price for doing). If I wanted to finally be free of whatever was holding me back, there was only one way to do so—and that was to face my demons head-on. So I sat down, pen in hand, and wrote from the depths of my heart and my soul. I can’t remember if I cried as I set down my thoughts. I probably did. I could feel my heart melt as I released my feelings onto the page. I hadn’t expected it, but I found this exercise immensely healing.


(3) Essay on how I became me:

How I Became Me—An Unfinished Essay

I believe I was born a dreamer. As far back as I can remember I was always imagining doing fantastic things. As a small child, I used to lie in bed at night and dream of leading armies or sailing to foreign lands. In my dreams I saw myself slaying dragons, riding fast horses, or flying planes. With my imagination I could go anywhere, be anyone, or do anything.

My parents most certainly had a firm hand in creating the dark side of me that resides at my most basic level. To help protect me from the damage they and others did, the Dreamer somehow created several other parts. And it was those parts who were responsible for keeping the Dreamer alive. Ultimately this was my salvation.

The Dreamer somehow developed a Wise Old Man who shows me what to do when faced with a dilemma. And the two of them created the Tiger, who gives me the courage and the strength to do those difficult things we all sometimes must do.

Out of the Dreamer, the Wise Old Man, and the Tiger was born another important part, the Adventurer. The Adventurer loves new experiences and discoveries. The Adventurer is not often afraid of risk and creates new enterprises.

The Banker came about as the business part of me. This is the part that sizes up risks, makes deals, and ensures my investments are proper. The Banker is really a go-between. He operates between the Wise Old Man and the Adventurer.

Out of all these, the Survivor was born. It’s with the wisdom of the Old Man, the imagination of the Dreamer, the courage of the Tiger, and the daring of the Adventurer that the Survivor seems to be able to overcome just about any threat or obstacle.

On the dark side of me is the Wounded Child. This part lives at my most basic level. The Wounded Child was created by my parents and others who neglected and abused me.

Above the Wounded Child lives the other dark part of me. That’s the Vietnam Vet. This part was created when I carried a rifle with the United States Marine Corps during the Vietnam War, when I saw things no one should ever have to see and have memories no one should ever have to have. And after returning from that godforsaken war, I came back to a country that not only rejected me but also couldn’t bring itself to simply say “Welcome home!”

The Wounded Child in hopes of a better life and the Dreamer somehow created the Romantic, which is the loving part of me. It is the Romantic who feels love and also understands the bittersweet pain of sadness. The Romantic was created with the hope that I will one day learn how to find the love I’ve been incapable of giving and receiving.

All of the dark parts of me, the Dreamer, and the Romantic also created the kind and gentle side of me. That’s Mr. Softy. Because he idealizes a better way and knows firsthand how unkind life can be, he can feel the pain carried by others. He always wants to help and do the right thing and is usually willing to take the little extra time it sometimes takes to make others smile.

Finally, the last remaining part of me is the Writer. It’s the Writer who communicates with all my other parts. He knows the pain, joy, suffering, confusion, and clarity experienced throughout me. And it is this part that communicates with the rest of the world.
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We all have a family history that, for better or worse, helps us become who we are. Mine is interesting, to say the least.

One of my earliest traceable ancestors in the United States was Mary Parsons. She lived in Springfield, Massachusetts, in the 1600s. I know this because my younger sister, Beverly, is into genealogy. Several years ago, Beverly sent me a book she’d compiled about our lineage. I was intrigued, so I began to read. The first thing I came across was Mary’s story. Believe it or not, she was tried for witchcraft… twice.

Her trials had something to do with people’s cows dropping dead or her neighbor’s son’s new wife suddenly dying. Those neighbors, who weren’t exactly friends with Mary, accused her of having something to do with those incidents. I suppose back then it was easy to accuse someone of being a practicing witch, especially if you were involved in some type of feud. Maybe things aren’t so different today. In both of her trials, Mary was found not guilty, although the second time she was locked in a tower for about a year while awaiting her hearing—all for no justifiable reason.

Fast-forward to sometime in the 1930s, when my uncle Eddie was arrested for robbing the Glyndon Bank in Glyndon, Maryland. “Uncle Eddie” wasn’t my actual blood relative. Edwin Monroe was married to my mother’s oldest sister, Evelyn. Edwin and Evelyn lived with my grandmother. My aunt Agnes (another one of my mother’s six sisters), was probably in the first grade when Eddie robbed the bank of $9,000. To hide the money, they sewed it into the lining of Agnes’s coat. She went back and forth to school every day with all that money on her. Although Eddie was arrested and the cops searched my grandmother’s house repeatedly, often showing up in the middle of the night, they never found the loot.

Now, I was born on November 27, 1950, to Elsie (née Buck) and Ralph Shaver Parsons. Right after the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, my dad joined the Navy. He was sent to Baltimore for boot camp, and that’s where he met my mother. Thankfully, Pop never worked in the mines like his grandfather, and so, by default, neither did I. During the war Pop served as a Seabee and helped build and repair runways for our fighter planes and bombers. While on Guadalcanal, he took a photo from the beach of his ship, located not too far offshore, as the vessel exploded and disappeared into the Pacific. Pop said a Japanese suicide submarine, loaded with explosives, attached itself to his ship by drilling into its side, then detonated itself.

My mother’s mother, Mary (née Gorecki) Buck, was a first-generation immigrant from Poland. She grew up with six siblings and became a homemaker. Her husband, Frank Buck, was a cooper, which for him meant he built and repaired whiskey barrels. It’s mostly a lost profession today. I never met my grandfather, but Dad described him as the meanest man he’d ever met in his life. Frank was a big drinker. He would often come home late at night, drunk as could be, and pull my mother out of bed or wherever she was in the house to beat the living daylights out of her. He did this again and again. I’m not sure why he focused his anger on my mother and never laid a hand on her twin, Bertha (whom everyone called Bert), or her other siblings. For whatever reason, he took all his rage out on Mom. Apparently, his grandmother and others abused him terribly when he was a little boy, so the cruelty was surely generational and a product of his upbringing. Even so, it was a terrible way for my mom to grow up. Frank developed severe, debilitating stomach problems from drinking whiskey mixed with charcoal. Back then, charcoal was placed in the bottom of whiskey barrels to absorb the impurities, and there was always some whiskey thick with this stuff in the barrels he was given to repair. My dad told me that Frank would scoop the whiskey from the bottom of the barrel with a tin cup and gulp it right down. I find it hard to imagine my grandfather actually drinking that shit, but he did, and the physical damage to him was awful.

Frank was a brutal man in every sense of the word. When he was no longer able to work, he committed suicide. Even the way he killed himself was harsh: he died from asphyxiation by crawling inside an oven after turning the gas on high.

I remember talking to my friend, the world-renowned singer Andrea Bocelli, about what made certain people violent. He said, “You can raise a puppy to be a warm, lovable, happy pet, or you can treat it mean and abuse it and it will grow up to be a vicious dog. That’s the way it is with most people.” And he was right. If your parents were kind and loving to you when you were growing up, you hit the lottery. And if they weren’t, well, there was a steep price to pay. My mom surely paid, and eventually I did too.

With me, it wasn’t so simple. The abuse I suffered was more emotional than it was physical, and much of it stemmed from neglect. And that made it confusing to me, and nearly impossible for anyone else to see. Even so, it stung just as badly.

My mother was never intentionally cruel, but I can’t remember her ever giving me a hug or telling me she loved me. Mom was a stunningly beautiful woman who had all the love beaten out of her as a child. As a result, she didn’t know how to give love—at least, not in the way I saw other moms expressing affection to their kids.

It was heartbreaking.

I have a hard time looking back on my youth and remembering any loving moments with my parents, but especially with Mom. It wasn’t my parents’ fault, and I don’t blame them. I can’t hold them responsible for things they didn’t know or weren’t in control of.

My parents lived in East Baltimore, a blue-collar neighborhood on the edge of Highlandtown. The community was made up mostly of folks with Polish, German, and Czech ancestry. Our neighborhood was a collection of small row houses. We didn’t live in the nicest house in the area, but it also wasn’t the worst.

I’m the oldest of three kids. My little brother, Allan, and I shared a makeshift bedroom my dad created for us in the basement, while my baby sister, Beverly, and my parents lived on the second floor. Pop fixed up our bedroom as best he could. The walls were made of painted cinder blocks, and the floor was covered in twelve-inch-square linoleum tiles. Of course, the paint Pop used on our bedroom walls was full of lead and asbestos, so who knows what damage we received from breathing in that poison night after night for so many years.

My dad owned a little variety store in our neighborhood on the corner of McElderry Street and North East Avenue. It was called Ralph’s Variety, and it was like a 7-Eleven without the gas pumps. He sold ice cream, cigarettes, over-the-counter medicines, and other basics there. It was nothing fancy. Just convenient.

Pop loved a good deal, but most of his “good deals” turned out to be disasters. He would repeatedly fall prey to some huckster pawning off inferior products for a ridiculously low price, making it too good for Pop to pass up. Somehow, he always ended up paying heavily for his frugal decisions in business. Here’s what I mean: Every once in a while, a supplier would offer Dad a special deal on, say, hot fudge. The problem was, once he heated up the fudge and put it on ice cream, it would turn hard as a rock. You couldn’t break off a piece with a hammer and chisel, much less your teeth. Another time, he got an incredible deal on Christmas trees. Within days, all the needles fell off. Everyone who bought one of those trees wanted their money back. Even my friends at school harassed me about their trees after that debacle.

“What do you want me to do? I feel worse about it than you do. I didn’t sell you the tree!” I’d say with my palms turned up. I’m lucky I didn’t get my ass kicked.

Ralph’s Variety made us appear well-to-do in a neighborhood of mostly poor folks. It wasn’t that we had money—we didn’t. It was no secret that my dad wasn’t much of a businessman. He was more of a gambler, and not a good one. He was also a womanizer. His gambling addiction and his love of the ladies were a deadly combination when it came to running a business.

To be certain, he always left whatever money he had at the track. I can’t think of a time when Pop hit it big. And if he did, it didn’t last long. He’d gamble it all away in a matter of hours. Seldom did things go his way. I remember once he got a tip about a horse that was going to be doped at the racetrack at Timonium Fairgrounds, now known as the Maryland State Fairgrounds. It was supposed to be a sure thing, and best of all, the horse was a big long shot. That meant for every dollar Pop bet on it, he’d receive twenty or thirty times the amount when he won—if he won. So Pop put every nickel he could scrape together on the nose of that horse. He bet it all to win. Was that horse doped? You can be sure it was. When the bell rang to launch the horses out of the starting gate, Pop’s horse came out like a rocket. At the first turn, it was ahead by three or four lengths; at the second turn, it was leading by six lengths. It seemed to be running faster and faster. At the far turn, it was leading by twelve lengths. My God! Pop was finally going to be a big winner. It was going to be fat city. Then Pop’s horse blazed into the turn at the home stretch, and instead of continuing to run along the inside rail, it swung out wide—really wide. The horse was so doped and running so fast that it couldn’t make that final turn. Instead, it bulleted right into the fence that lined the outside of the track, instantly killing itself and damn near killing the jockey. Pop went from the pinnacle of betting glory to being just another knucklehead who’d wagered on a loser.

The reality is, we were always flat-ass broke and in perpetual debt. We seldom went hungry, but quite often the meals we had weren’t the best. Mom was a reasonable cook, and there were certain dishes she liked to make, such as meatloaf, sour beef and dumplings, and manicotti. Occasionally, she’d serve a tuna sandwich with beef gravy—what my mom called surf and turf. I’ll tell you something: when you’re hungry, most everything tastes good. Every now and then she would make me a white bread sandwich with mayonnaise slathered on it. Mmm-mmm. To this day, I love the taste of that.

My mother was just like my old man in that she also loved to gamble—and she was almost as bad at it as Pop was. If there were ever two people who were exactly right for each other, it was Mom and Dad. Boy, did she love going to bingo with her sister, Aunt Bert, while Dad spent most of his free time either at the track or playing golf.

While their gambling habits sure made for some thin financial times growing up, there were a few upsides. When I was a little boy, maybe six or seven years old, Mom taught me how to read the racing form. Some of the races covered distances of seven-eighths of a mile or maybe one and one-sixteenth miles. I remember when Mom explained how one-eighth is a larger number than one-sixteenth like it was yesterday. I was a terrible student throughout elementary, middle, and high school, but thanks to Mom, I nailed fractions.

Although my mom was a striking woman, she never had the confidence to feel good about herself. She didn’t have faith in her ability to do much of anything. She also never learned how to drive. As a stay-at-home mom with three children, she didn’t think she could get or keep a job, so she often felt stuck, like a prisoner. She was able to leave the house on occasion, usually to go to the bingo hall. Somehow, she always had money for that, but she had to rely on other people to drive her there. The same was true if she needed to go shopping or anywhere else.

Despite her insecurities, Mom was one of the smartest women I’ve ever known. All the smarts I have most certainly came from her. She was so sharp. Mom could just look at a garment and then crochet it perfectly. Her memory was extraordinary. Whenever she played bingo and one of her numbers was called, she never marked her cards. She could just recall what she had and what had been played. Her memory also made it impossible for me, Allan, and Beverly to put one over on her, so we rarely tried. And she was always brutally direct. She spoke her mind, whether you wanted to hear it or not. (I inherited that from her too.) Even so, none of that translated into her having many friends or living a better life. If I had to pick a word to describe her back then, it would likely be miserable.

We were just getting by when Pop’s business failed. At one time, Ralph’s Variety was a viable entity, but my dad had racked up so much debt from gambling and credit cards that everything came tumbling down. In the end, he practically gave the business away. And when he did, we went from not having much to having nothing. I mean absolutely nothing. Everything my father ever bought was on credit, and the debt was compounded by high interest rates. There was no bouncing back from that. Humiliated by his loss, he wasn’t around much after that—not that he ever was before.

Right around this time, my dad started having an affair with a woman who lived around the corner from us—or at least that’s what my mom thought. The woman’s name was Mrs. Beverly. She had dark hair and was a real looker. I thought she was gorgeous. Whenever Mom suspected that Mrs. Beverly was home and that Dad was with her, she would put my baby sister in the stroller and walk by Mrs. Beverly’s house, looking to catch them together. To the best of my knowledge, she never did. I knew my mother was upset by Pop’s behavior, so anytime we were home watching television, if there was a woman on TV with black hair who even slightly resembled Mrs. Beverly, I’d try to change the channel. I thought it would help prevent Mom from feeling hurt or jealous. It didn’t, of course, but I tried anyway.

No matter where he was, Dad would eventually come home at night pretty tanked from drinking whiskey and beer. A lot of times, especially after Pop lost the store, Mom would be waiting for him. She’d hide behind the door with a metal pot or a broomstick in her hand. When he walked in, she’d clock him. She knocked him into next week many times. One thing I will say for the old man is that he never hit her back. I never saw him raise a hand to her. And even though he surely knew he’d get clobbered again, he always came home. Although he wasn’t home much, he never deserted us. I respected him for that.

I guess you could say Mom had a bit of a temper. Sometimes when I misbehaved, she would whack me across the back of my legs with a leather strap she had doubled up. Oh, man—that got my attention. It didn’t happen often, but I’ve never forgotten the sting.

Pop did his best to support the family in those months that followed the collapse of his business, but ours wasn’t a happy household at that time—not that it ever was. I was out late with him one evening when I was nineteen years old and had just come home from the Vietnam War. He turned to me that night and said, “You know, Robert, when you’re married and you come home late, you’ll get to the point where you’re only going to catch so much hell. And when you hit that point, you might as well stay out all night.” That was the kind of advice I’d get from my dad growing up. (He was pretty right on about that one.)

Things started to get really bad for the family when I was around eight years old. We were constantly being harassed by bill collectors, and Mom was emotionally falling apart. Allan was five and Beverly was just an infant when my mom had what I believe was her first nervous breakdown. She was always so sad, and that broke my heart, but even then she was hard to live with. Every once in a while, she would repeatedly call out my name in the middle of the night: “Robert! Robert! Come upstairs.” When I did, I just stood there in front of her, skinny as could be in my Jockey briefs while she faced me while sitting on the edge of our La-Z-Boy chair.

“Where’s your father?” she’d ask, quietly at first.

“I don’t know, Mom,” I’d respond.

She’d raise her voice and say it again, much louder this time. “Where’s your father?”

“Mom, I don’t know.”

Then she would start screaming as loud as she could, “WHERE IS YOUR FATHER?!”

Her screams were so loud, so filled with desperation and agony, they seemed to pierce my soul.

And I would shout back, “I don’t know!” I didn’t know what else to say.

Things often escalated to the point where Mom would start pulling her hair out of her head in clumps while repeatedly banging her head against the wall. She’d make these awful noises that sounded like a trapped, wounded animal.

Whenever Mom went nuts, it was such a hard thing for me to watch. All I knew to do was to call her twin sister, Aunt Bert, who lived nearby. Sometimes she would come over and try to calm Mom down, and other times she wouldn’t. I suppose when she didn’t come, it was because she couldn’t bring herself to witness her sister once again possessed by the devil, in the throes of insanity. Other than calling Aunt Bert, I never really knew what to do, so I’d take slow steps backward until I could escape, unnoticed, back down to the isolation of my basement bedroom.

I’d put my head on the pillow and wonder why Mom was like this. I wasn’t scared so much as ashamed. I’d think about my friends, who all appeared to be so happy with their nice, normal parents. I wanted to understand why my mom was the way she was, but at the time I couldn’t really comprehend it. It seemed so wrong; that much I knew. I understood that she was somehow broken, but I couldn’t grasp the depth of her pain. Not then, anyway.

Sometimes she even threatened to kill herself. I’d beg her not to. “Please, Mom, don’t do that,” I pleaded with her.

I didn’t want my mom to die. The threats alone made me feel terrible. She’d describe in the most graphic detail how she would do it by putting a plastic bag over her head. She never talked about shooting herself. And she never talked about slitting her wrists or anything like that. It was always pills or a plastic bag.

Looking back, I can see that she manipulated me in the worst ways. As brutal as it was to see her in this state, I would usually just go numb. I wouldn’t allow myself to react emotionally. At that young age, I quickly figured out that I couldn’t do much to help her and that her extreme misery was making me miserable too. And so I learned to remove myself from her craziness by retreating into the basement, where I could be in my own little world. It was the only place I truly felt safe.

I’d stay in the basement and play with my toy soldiers. I had all different types, and together they were more like a ragtag gang than a true battalion. I combined my cowboys and Indians, Vikings, medieval knights, and Civil War soldiers with my little green plastic army men. I’d set both sides up, and I never played any favorites. I just let them battle. When I was done, there would be pieces scattered all over the basement. It was more than a distraction from the sadness upstairs. It was a source of happiness.

I also turned to reading comic books as often as I could. I really polished my reading skills by doing that. I never liked the stories about villains as much as I liked the ones about heroes such as Superman, Spider-Man, Batman, and the Incredible Hulk. I also loved Casper, Hot Stuff, Wile E. Coyote, and the Road Runner. There was nothing better than drifting off into another world where superheroes conquered villains and Archie, Veronica, and the Gang lived their best life. There I’d dream of the kind of life I wanted to live someday.

As with most things growing up, I had to teach myself how to tie my shoes. Mom was in no condition to show me, and Pop was seldom home, so I had to figure it out by myself. I started by tying small knots. That kept my shoes on, but those little knots were buggers to untie, and I was left with long laces hanging off the sides that I then had to tuck into my shoes so I wouldn’t trip on them.

Later, I noticed that the bows other kids tied had two loops. Whenever I was alone—and I was usually alone—I played around with tying my shoes until I got the hang of my own two-loop method. My approach was unconventional, to say the least, but it did the trick. Figuring out how to do it took quite a while, but the result was still a knot with two large loops. My bow did for me what every other kid’s did: it looked good, was easy to untie (I just had to pull one of the shoestrings and it came completely undone), and because my bow used up a lot more string than the little knots I used to tie, I no longer had to tuck my laces into the sides of my shoes. It was efficient. Plus, my way was fast. I still tie my shoes the exact same way I taught myself, alone in my basement bedroom, all those years ago.

Once in a while, if I had the money, I’d buy a roll of wild cherry Life Savers. Boy, oh boy, I loved them. I’d sit back in bed, pop one in my mouth, and savor the delicious candy. I would challenge myself to make each Life Saver last. I’d stretch it out as long as I could, slowly letting it melt down to a sliver. I would never eat more than one each night. A roll of wild cherry Life Savers and a good comic book (especially a brand-new one I hadn’t yet read)—man, that was the perfect night. To this day, whenever I enjoy a wild cherry Life Saver, I get the feeling that everything is okay. It’s a strange comfort, and one of the few good memories I have of growing up. Every now and then, someone will give me a gift of butterscotch Life Savers; butterscotch is good, but wild cherry, well… for me, they are like striking the perfect golf shot. You immediately know when it’s right.

Despite the chaos and drama around me, there were times when I would lie there and think, I’m so lucky. And I really did feel that way. I also believed that someday, life could and would get better.

I must have been nine years old when Mom went berserk one night and I retreated to my basement bedroom, where I dropped to my knees and prayed to God. I was as serious as I ever was. I didn’t ask for a way out of my situation. Instead I said, Dear God, when I grow up, if I have a family, I promise you they will always have whatever they need. I never broke that promise.

Our family never talked about Mom’s illness, and I never shared what was happening at home with anyone. They already knew my mom had problems. If any of us kids were outside playing with our friends, Mom would find some reason to start screaming at them, calling them terrible names like “shit heels.” The kids would go home and tell their parents about it, and then suddenly they were no longer allowed to play with us. At the time, I resented her terribly for treating our friends that way. I don’t anymore, but I sure had a difficult time with her erratic and unpredictable behavior back then.

I remember some of the kids had swimming pools in their backyards. They were round, aboveground pools made with corrugated metal and plastic lining. They weren’t big, so people could fill their pools with garden hoses. A boy named Harrison lived up the street from us, on our side of the alley. When his family got a new pool, his mother held a big party and invited a lot of the kids from the neighborhood. Of course, Allan and I weren’t included. I remember walking up the alley that day and coming upon their house. I saw Allan standing by the fence outside Harrison’s yard, holding on to it as he peered inside.

“Brother, what are you doing?” I asked.

He said, “I’m watching everyone play in the swimming pool.” This just broke my heart. Then Allan turned to me and said, “I asked Harrison’s mother if I could watch, and she said I could.”

I took a deep breath and said, “Brother, you don’t want to be doing this. Let’s go do something ourselves and have some fun.” And on we went.

To be fair, while I didn’t have the closest relationship with my parents, I loved them both. If I had been given the option to trade them for someone else’s parents, I wouldn’t have done it. They both had their faults, but given the circumstances, I think they did the best they knew how to do. And there were times when my dad tried to step up. He would occasionally take Allan and me to hit baseballs and play catch. I loved that time together. Sometimes one or two of my uncles, Dad’s brothers, would come over and we’d throw a football around with them too. Just us guys. It was so much fun—and so important as well. It felt good to have that small amount of male influence.

After he started working as a furniture salesman at Montgomery Ward, Dad would occasionally come home with some cheap steaks for Mom to broil. He’d cut the gristle off his steak and let me eat it. Man, it tasted so good. I loved it. After dinner, he’d watch his favorite show, The Untouchables, starring Robert Stack. Once in a blue moon, he’d let me watch it with him too.

The happiest times in our home were the simple times—a nice tree at Christmas, my brother and me getting to sleep on the floor in my parents’ bedroom next to the air conditioner on a hot summer night, or a game of catch with the old man. But the best day of the year in our house by far was Christmas morning. I mean, what kid doesn’t love Christmas morning? One year, my brother and I were up at the crack of dawn. It may even have been before dawn. We quietly crept up the stairs to the tree and started opening gifts before anyone else was awake. Another year, my father made the mistake of getting my brother and me pellet guns. We loaded them up, and after holding them for a bit in awe, we agreed to each shoot just one of the antique bulbs off our Christmas tree. I shot first, and then Allan went. POP! POP! Then we decided to each shoot one more, but Allan just kept going, so I joined him. In no time we shot all the bulbs off the tree. Pop sure was pissed about that—almost as pissed as he was when we crashed his new Lionel trains into each other on the railroad track he’d laid around the tree. BAM! He read us the riot act both times but never punished us. Allan and I loved him for that.

There was one Christmas, though, that I’ll never forget. I must’ve been around eleven or twelve years old and was still playing with my plastic soldiers, always acting out some type of battle scene. Stanley’s grocery store was up the street from our house, and right around Thanksgiving, they’d showcase maybe a dozen larger-size toys they were selling for Christmas. The toys, which were shrink-wrapped in see-through plastic, sat in colorful cardboard displays. To keep kids’ hands off the various toys, they were placed on the store’s top shelves. None of us could reach them, but we could still see everything about them. Most of the kids in the neighborhood would go inside and daydream about what they wanted. There were dolls and kitchenettes for the girls and toy guns and footballs for the boys. This particular year, there was a toy destroyer called The Fighting Lady. It had guns that shot darts and hidden wheels so it could “sail” around on the floor and still look as if it were in the ocean. This thing was the ultimate, most epic gift a kid could possibly get—at least to me. I went down to that store most days to look at the fighting ship.

I finally told my parents about it. The destroyer was the one thing I really was hoping for that year.

“Well, you never know what Santa is going to do,” Mom said. After Mom told me that, I told Mr. Stanley or his wife, Mrs. Molly, when I was at the grocery store, “My mom and dad are going to get this for me for Christmas, so make sure you don’t sell it.” They would always reply, “We hear you.”

Both Mom and Dad kept saying things for weeks that led me to believe I was going to find that ship under our tree on Christmas day. But that never happened.

When Christmas rolled around, I went up the basement steps early that morning, wide-eyed and happily looking forward to putting The Fighting Lady into action. I looked all around our Christmas tree, but I couldn’t find it. I didn’t want to believe it wasn’t there. Instead, I got a new pair of pants. I was devastated. It was embarrassing, but even more so crushing. I had been so looking forward to that thing, and everyone knew it. Mom and Dad’s excuse was that they didn’t have the money to buy gifts that year, but I knew where the money had gone. I remember thinking that the horses they bet on meant more to them than I did. I’m fairly certain I didn’t cry, but I know I wanted to. I sat there that morning with a giant hole in my heart. I wasn’t angry so much as deeply disappointed. Even writing about it today, I’m surprised that it still hurts so much. I could have one hundred Fighting Ladys today if I wanted them, but that’s not the point. My parents knew how much that plastic ship would have meant to me, and they sure had no problem with letting me down.

Believe it or not, there’s always a silver lining when life doesn’t go the way we plan or want it to. For me, from that day on, I learned not to look forward to anything too much. The Fighting Lady taught me that. Nothing is a sure thing in life until it’s a done deal. Period.

In the end, my parents were married for over fifty years. That’s not to say they had a perfect marriage. Who does? But as their son, I certainly would have protected both of them from being hurt at any time, in any way I could.

For all his flaws, Pop could be quite levelheaded. He did his best to impart his thoughts and beliefs to us, and often he had really memorable advice. Sometimes it was clouded by alcohol, but the words stuck with me. He told me that we’re all in this thing called life together. At some point, you’re going to need other people, and they will need you. He believed that deep down, almost everybody was a good person, and that we were all equal, regardless of our religion or the color of our skin. He also told me to treat people the way I wanted to be treated. And he once told me that life was short, so I might as well live where the weather was good. It was simple advice, but it made a wonderful difference in my life. I owe that to my dad.

It wasn’t until I started writing this book that I realized I loved my father and my mother as much as I did. Sometimes we have to look back on life and search for its meaning and purpose. I’m so grateful for both of my parents. I wouldn’t have become who I am today without them.






[image: Chapter 2] “Fair” Is What You Pay When You Get on a Bus


I spent my early years attending Public School 83. I loved it. It was a place where I remember always feeling happy. When I was there, everything was positive. It was the opposite of being at home.

I basically stayed in our basement until junior high school, with no real friends to speak of. I played Little League for a brief time. I was never a great athlete, because I didn’t play enough to be any good. The only time I ever got on base was because I was hit by a pitch. I was so excited. Full of confidence, I took a big lead. Then I took a bigger lead. And bam!—just like that, the pitcher turned and threw the ball to the first baseman. I was picked off! I remember telling my father about it, and him saying, “Son, the world needs spectators too.”

A parent knows when their kid has it and when they don’t. And I didn’t. Pop laughed about it. He never made me feel bad about my inability to thrive as an athlete. It wasn’t an expectation, and so there wasn’t any pressure around sports.

As I got older, I came out of the house more and more and developed some really good friends. I’m not sure why, but all my closest friends were the best friends anybody could ask for. They were intelligent, principled kids who had a positive influence on me. There was Paul Kolb, who liked to read a lot, like me. He got me into playing roller hockey on metal roller skates. If you’ve never played, it’s a tough sport. The surface you play on is hard, usually concrete. When you fall or get knocked down, man, it hurts. Quite often I’d come home from a game pretty bruised up. Mom would notice and say, “What the hell happened to you?” I’d tell her, “Mom, I was playing roller hockey and got a little beat up.” She’d say, “If you want to get beat up, just tell me and I’ll beat the shit out of you.” Rather than trying to tell her how much fun playing hockey was, I’d just walk away.

As often as we could, Paul and I would take a city bus downtown to watch professional ice hockey and basketball games. After the games ended, usually around nine or ten o’clock at night, we’d walk about ten city blocks to a section of town called the Block, where all the strip joints were located. There was a pizza place there that made the best pies. We’d each buy a slice and walk back and forth past the strip clubs as we ate. Their front doors were usually open, so we’d try to get a peek at one of the strippers in action. We never really did. The doormen who worked at those joints made sure of that. But once in a blue moon we’d catch a quick glimpse of a star-covered breast and that put us over the moon. We’d talk about it all week. Once, a few of us were wondering why it was always a star. Our friend Edgar chimed in and asked, “Maybe it’s a celebration of America?” Paul and I just laughed. It wasn’t until much later we learned those patriotic stars were required by law.

Ron Perone was a good guy too. One thing I liked about him was that he always had interesting plans for his future. I remember him talking about working for Merrill Lynch in the financial and investment industry someday.

And then there was James Tankersley, who was four or five years older than me. He was a gentle, kind dude. We met when I was around twelve years old and James was sixteen. He was living with his mom and grandmother. I think his dad had passed away a few years earlier. I went to James’s house a lot. I liked the way I felt when I was there. I’d knock on the door, wait for his mom or grandmother to answer, and ask if James was there. They always made me feel welcome. Sometimes his mom would bring me a freshly baked cookie and a tall, cold glass of milk. They were a very sweet family.

There was a chess set in James’s living room that caught my eye every time I stopped by. Intrigued, I asked James if he would teach me to play, and he did. After I learned how each piece moved and how to capture opposing pieces, we played quite a few times over the months that followed, so I got a general idea of how the game flowed. Then he began teaching me a few strategies. I’ll never forget his kindness or the gift he gave me by introducing me to chess.

James had a conviction about him that was admirable. Even at a young age, I understood that he was a guy with a lot of integrity. Years later, James became a fireman. While out fighting a fire one day, he ran into a burning house to rescue some children. He found one and came out, then went back into the burning building a second time, found another kid, and made his way out again. Finally, he ran in a third time, but he never came out. I still tear up when I think about that. It was a hard way to lose a friend. To this day, every time I play chess I think of James.

After my dad’s business failed, for one reason or another, he decided to become Catholic. Up until this point, I had been raised with no religion. We never went to church. However, because of Pop’s new faith, he pulled my brother and me out of PS 83 and enrolled us in a Catholic elementary school called Saint Elizabeth of Hungary. The teachers were all Franciscan nuns, which meant that they wore big penguin-like outfits. You could only see their faces, most of which looked old and mean to me.

I was in the third grade and didn’t really understand why I had to change schools. My grades took a dive; from that day on, I just wasn’t a good student. I never did any homework. I didn’t participate in anything unless I had to. And I was very upset by our situation at home. I was terribly confused and distraught. I just wanted to be happy, but after leaving PS 83, that was never the case. And if there were moments of happiness at Saint Elizabeth, they didn’t last long. Everything at home seemed to be melting down. The place was drenched with screaming and turmoil.

The first day I walked into Saint Elizabeth, I saw a large crucifix with an effigy of Jesus hanging on it. In my mind, it looked like a guy nailed to a plus sign. These people are really serious about math! I thought to myself.

We had to go to school early and sit through mass first thing in the morning. Back then, the entire service was conducted in Latin, and I squirmed through the whole thing. When I look back, I realize I probably had undiagnosed ADD, but in those days, there was no name for my restlessness. These days I would have been pumped full of Ritalin, but at that time, it was just seen as a behavioral issue that made me more of a pain in the nuns’ asses than anything else.

It wasn’t unusual to find me chewing on the yellow number 2 pencils we had to use in class. I could turn a pencil into a toothpick in one day. I’d gnaw on those pencils until there were little yellow paint chips stuck between my teeth and all over my lips. I must have looked like a little rabid beast. I had a lot of nervous energy that was hard to control. My classmates and I would sit in the pews on those mornings we were in church and play with our coats and hats, just fiddling with anything to pass the time. There were little clips on the benches in front of us where we could hang our hats. I’d play with one, occasionally pushing it back and then letting it go so it would snap. And when it did, it made a loud-enough noise that the nuns were immediately on me. I quickly earned a reputation for misbehaving, which meant I was usually on the wrong side of the nuns.

It didn’t take long before a few of my classmates and I started skipping mass. When the nuns realized some of us weren’t there, they would search for us and chase us through the alley behind the school. We thought it was funny, and as fast as they could run in those habits, they never did catch us.

My third-grade teacher was a nun named Sister Louis Gonzaga. Every now and then she would tell us that the world was going to end in 1960 and our parents were going to hell, and more than likely so were we. She was what I’d call a real Debbie Downer. Once she asked a boy in class what he wanted to be when he grew up.

“A lawyer,” he proudly said.

“That’s a shame, because the world is going to end in 1960 and you and your parents will probably fry in hell.”

No doubt about it: she was nuts.

From the day I started at Saint Elizabeth, it had been burned into my head by Sister Gonzaga that the world was going to end in 1960, so when my parents had a New Year’s Eve party on December 31,1959, and they and their friends counted down and celebrated as midnight approached, I sat in my dad’s La-Z-Boy anticipating doomsday. I was waiting for it all to end, expecting an avenging angel to come down and take us all out. But then nothing happened. Nothing. It was all bullshit. Everything Sister Gonzaga told us in third grade—that the Blessed Mother had appeared to her and told her the end of the world was coming—all of it was false. After that, I had even more trouble buying into religion.
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