

[image: Cover: Hope Is where the Heart Is, by Jim Pourteau]




Hope Is where the Heart Is


A Story of a Marriage Broken and Restored


Jim Pourteau with Shannon Pourteau and Ken Abraham


Foreword by Dr. Joe Beam










[image: Hope Is where the Heart Is, by Jim Pourteau, Forefront Books]










For my wife, Shannon.


Your acceptance, grace, vision, and commitment have given me the faith to believe in myself, our relationship, and that miracles do happen! The strength and love you demonstrate every day is without description. Thank you for being the hands and heart of God in my life—and my hero.










ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Rob Beckham. You’ve believed in me from day one! You’re my manager, but more than that, you are my best friend and confidant. We are going to help people live better lives—abundant ones!


Dr. Joe Beam. You were the first person who had faith in my restoration and recovery as a leader and speaker, so much so, you made me an integral part of your work. You invested your knowledge and wisdom in me. None of this exists today if you had not believed in me that Sunday night.


My father, Jim Pourteau, who taught me that giving is more about who I am and what’s in my heart than what people deserve.


My stepmother, Karen Pourteau, who is the human example of love, grace, and care and has been a rock for our family.


My mother, whom I love and who is an example of perseverance. You sacrificed more than anyone could know for Marcus and me, and I am grateful for that.


PawPaw and Gagee. Y’all have always been my example of how I want my marriage to be. I miss you more than I can articulate, but your legacy continues in us.


Ken Abraham. Writing this book with you has been an amazing experience! You really are the best of the best! You were able to take hours of conversations and bring it all together to become hope.


Jonathan Merkh and Forefront Books. Thank you for believing in the story and jumping on board from the start.


Jen Lackey. Managing me is an impossible task! Yet you have stepped up to the plate every single day and have led this huge team in meeting deadlines and downright getting it done! Thank you for your hard work and friendship.


To you, those who wake every day and decide, “I will. Go on… I will believe!” You are the true Champions of Hope! May your heart receive the gift of Hope as you read these pages.










FOREWORD


This book will change you—unless you’re perfect.


It’s the story of pain hiding inside a dazzling personality. The story of a man overflowing with confidence and charm that draw people to him, yet a man who has far too often been afraid to be alone with himself.


Ultimately, it is a story of victory. Not the “happily ever after” fantasy in fairy tales, but a victory of healing and hope—and an amazing future.


Jim Pourteau walked into one of our “Marriages in Crisis” intensive workshops a few years back. His wife, Shannon, had found us and asked him to attend. Their marriage was in serious trouble. Jim had ripped their life apart.


I thought we were meeting Jim at the lowest point of his life.


Not so. Not by a long shot.


I’ve occasionally wondered if Satan ever notices a supremely gifted child and decides, No, can’t ignore this one. They’ll be a powerful force against us. Let’s start destroying this kid’s life as quickly as possible. If so, Jim is the poster child.


The more our friendship developed over the years, the deeper Jim revealed himself, the rejections that shaped him, and the people who used him. If it takes experiencing deep pain to ever comprehend pure joy, Jim knows a level of joy most of us never will.


Read his story in these pages. Sometimes you’ll think That’s me! Wow, that’s why I react like that. Other times you’ll think, Is that me? Is Jim’s story giving me insight into myself?


Beyond this gripping story, you’ll learn some of the key principles we teach to people in relationship crisis. You’ll find yourself changed in very good ways.


Jim and Shannon speak transparently throughout the book. It’s not a typical marriage book, and it certainly isn’t a typical Christian marriage book. It’s real life and real people serving a real God.


If you are ready to be real, turn the page.


Dr. Joe Beam


Marriage Helper










A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Perspective matters. People may experience the same events yet perceive them in totally different ways. The stories within these pages are written from my perspective and based on my recollections. Other individuals who witnessed these same events may have divergent opinions or remember matters differently, but this book reflects my experiences and contains my perceptions of them. I have combined or compressed certain events and taken some artistic license in recreating conversations. In some instances, I have created composites and, in others, changed individual’s names and details. My wife, Shannon, has read every word and concurs with the accuracy of the stories I have shared. We hope you benefit from the truths we have learned.


—Jim Pourteau










PART I LOOKING FOR THE RIGHT ROAD











CHAPTER 1 I LOVE YOU, BUT I’M NOT IN LOVE WITH YOU



I never thought the words would emerge from my mouth. I’d heard countless husbands and wives say something similar about their spouses, but I never dreamed that I might feel the same way about my wife, Shannon. We had been high school sweethearts and had dated for more than four years prior to getting married. But now, after nearly twenty years of marriage, I couldn’t get away from those thoughts and words. I knew what I had to express to Shannon: “I love you, but I don’t love you the way a husband should love his wife.”


They were complicated words. After all, I was the go-to guy who did and said everything “right” when other people needed advice about doing the right thing. I was a spiritual leader and a pastor in one of the largest congregations in the Northeast.


And I was having sex with one of my wife’s best friends.


One day in early autumn of 2010, Shannon and I were in our beautifully furnished formal living room in our recently built home in Massachusetts. As kids who had both come from divorced families, we grew up poor. When Shannon and I married, our first home cost us a whopping $1,000. Now, twenty years later, we felt as though we were living in luxury—and by our standards, we were. It was everything we had ever wanted. But it was an emotional prison of gold. A lovely home and elegant drapes and furniture cannot satisfy a lonely, emotionally disconnected heart.


Shannon was sitting in a chair when I walked in, and without giving her any warning, I said, “I don’t love you anymore. I’m ready to give up everything—you, this house; I’m willing to walk away from twenty years of ministry. I’m in love with someone else.”


Shannon looked up at me, shocked. “What?”


I stared directly at Shannon and said the words I had been thinking for months. “I love you,” I said, “but I don’t love you like a husband should.”


“I don’t understand,” Shannon protested. “How can you say that?”


“I think I love someone else… and not you,” I admitted. Then I said it again, as if to drive home the point. “I love you, but I don’t love you the way a husband should love his wife.”


My words had taken Shannon completely by surprise. She might have suspected that something was causing me to be disgruntled, like a midlife crisis or maybe too much stress at work, but had anyone asked her five minutes earlier about the status of our marriage, Shannon would have sung my praises. She was happy and contented with our life together.


She remained seated in the chair. I continued standing in front of her, making no effort to console her. She was fighting back tears, trying hard not to cry, but she was losing that battle.


“Don’t do anything yet. Just relax,” she said softly. “Jimmy, what are you talking about? Every single day for the past twenty years, you’ve told me you love me… and now this? I don’t understand.”


Shannon’s body sank more deeply into the chair. Her big brown eyes glistened, not with the excitement or joy that I had seen for years, but with huge tears welling up in them. I had looked into those beautiful eyes for comfort, faith, and assurance, but now all I could see there was pain.


The hurt look in Shannon’s eyes saddened me. I immediately looked away and steeled myself, including my own facial expression and demeanor. I couldn’t allow her pain to penetrate my heart. I didn’t want to deviate from my decision. I was in love with another woman, and I knew what I wanted—or so I thought.


I left the room, and for several hours we didn’t speak. Later that day, Shannon and I drove from Shrewsbury, Massachusetts, to Boston—about a thirty-mile jaunt east on Interstate 90—to attend a wedding reception held aboard a boat in Boston Harbor. Most of the people who had been invited were from our church, and I was their pastor.


While driving, I kept telling Shannon, “I just don’t love you as I should.”


She didn’t reply. She sat calmly, looking out the window and not responding positively or negatively. Eventually, she spoke quietly, as though talking to herself as much as to me. “That can’t be,” she said. “We’ve been together since we were sixteen years old.”


Looking over at her, I didn’t know whether to be angry with her or to feel sorry for her—or to feel nothing at all. I was convinced that Shannon had no idea how deeply involved I was with the new woman in my life. A woman she knew well.


Once at the event, I went into masquerade mode, acting as though everything in our marriage was perfect. Donning an emotional “mask” was no stretch for me. I had been playing various roles all my life, trying to gain acceptance. We greeted people, hugged, smiled, and danced together. We both sensed it wasn’t the right time or place to make a scene, so I continued living the lie.


No one would have suspected I was having a sexual affair with one of my wife’s best friends. Sometimes I didn’t believe it myself, and if anyone would have asked me at that time to explain my actions and feelings, I would have been unable to do so. Who can adequately explain the anatomy of an affair? Oh, sure, I could spout the usual platitudes and excuses, but they fell far short of explaining what was really going on in my heart and mind. Looking back, I now know that my sexual “indiscretions” began years before I entered a bedroom with a woman who was not my wife.


Some say, “Hope is where the heart is.” Well, I didn’t see any hope for this marriage.










CHAPTER 2 WE ARE ALL MESSED UP



I’m convinced that everybody is messed up. Some of us are screwed up by our own choices; many of us are negatively affected by actions or attitudes our parents or grandparents foisted on us. I know for sure that Shannon and I were a mess. Without wishing to attribute blame or avoid personal responsibility, I believe much of our dysfunction began with the decisions and actions of our parents and grandparents, choices over which we had no control. Although they didn’t do it intentionally, our families unwittingly set us up for failure.


I never knew how a real family functioned. I had little sense of belonging within my nuclear family. Early in life, I felt I was a trophy kid who my parents pulled out when they wanted to impress their friends. I was musically talented, and at two years of age, I sang songs with my mom in church. I carried a tune pretty well. The songs were simple, spiritual ditties and other well-known children’s songs, such as “Jesus Loves Me” and “This Little Light of Mine,” and I sang them with gusto! My parents were so proud of me for being able to perform at such a young age, and they lavished me with praise.


Dad was a hard worker with great personal charisma, but he was quiet and reserved at home. Maybe that stemmed from the fact that he never felt connected to his own family while growing up. His mom, “Maw” Pourteau, my paternal grandmother, was not a warm and fuzzy person. She was old school, lived in the country, and adopted three boys who became her life. My dad wasn’t one of them. Dad felt slighted and that the adopted sons were more worthy of love than he was. Rather than feeling he was an integral part of his family sharing love with three boys who desperately needed it, he found himself on the outside.


They lived in the small town of Reeves, Louisiana, between Lake Charles and Shreveport, where Dad’s family owned and operated a couple of logging trucks. Several of our extended family members were loggers, and a couple of them suffered tragic accidents while on the job. While at work one day, my paternal grandfather backed over his youngest son with a logging truck, killing him instantly. The week before his wedding, my uncle slipped and fell on a chainsaw, nearly shearing his leg from his body. He lived for a week after the accident before dying. My grandfather himself was killed when a large branch snapped from a tree, striking him in the head.


Dad quit school as a teenager and worked on a farm. He joined the U.S. Air Force shortly after he turned eighteen and became the top air-traffic controller in his division while stationed in Labrador, Alaska. After receiving his honorable discharge from the military, he parlayed the skills he had learned into starting a successful construction company. He earned a good living and built a comfortable home for my family. Dad was an exceptional provider and is still the go-to guy for his family.


“Uncle Duddy,” as Dad is known to our extended family, was not only a go-getter but also a great giver. He was incredibly generous, especially considering that he was not a wealthy man himself. He freely passed out wads of money to family members who needed it. Although some of our relatives were ripping off our dad, that didn’t seem to bother him. He was always overjoyed to give. Perhaps it was his way of saying, “I love you.” It was certainly his way of helping to resolve conflicts.


Even in later years when I confronted him about our relatives using him to get money, Dad said, “Son, they can’t use me. I’m giving the money to them.”


Besides passing out cash, Dad had a great gift of humor and a self-effacing way of making people laugh. Consequently, he was sort of a showpiece for his family. Everybody loved him.


Dad’s side of the family attended United Pentecostal churches, which consisted of ultraconservative, strict, legalistic rule-keepers who believed in the supernatural manifestations of the Spirit—and, occasionally, in the exuberant displays of their own spirits when the genuine Spirit seemed absent. The congregation was accustomed to whooping and hollering, sharing and receiving prophecies (the speaking out of “words” purportedly from God), and even speaking in tongues (unlearned languages), similar to what happened in the Bible. Don’t get me wrong: these people were not fakes or charlatans. Many of their spiritual experiences were authentic. Some were misguided or leaned toward a more emotional jag rather than the real thing. But almost all of the people were sincere and believed in the power of prayer and were open to the supernatural. Even my dad was.


My mom came from a “Four Square” religious background, a small Christian denomination similar to the Assemblies of God and to old-time Methodists. Her family lived across from the church and was in attendance anytime it was open. Pawpaw, my maternal grandfather, was the youth minister in the church and was loved by all. He wrote plays that were performed by the youth of the church, and although he wasn’t an accomplished singer, he regularly led the “song service,” enthusiastically waving his hand above his head in time with the music or pounding his palm on the pulpit to the beat of an old hymn.


My grandma Gagee (pronounced Gay-Gee), who spoke only Cajun French until the third grade when she learned English, taught Sunday school classes, and often sang “specials” requested by members of the congregation. Both of my maternal grandparents were strong believers in God and lived accordingly. They were conservative, and their teachings overflowed with strict, biblical morality. Pawpaw and Grandma Gagee were solid people, but, similar to my dad, Mom felt less worthy of love because she thought her mom loved her brother more than her. There was the disconnect. So the pattern was set for her life—and mine.


As I said, everyone is screwed up. We are products of our home life, and most of us drag around a bunch of baggage: some that we inherited, some that was forced on us.


In her younger years, Mom was a beauty queen with no academic training. She and Dad got together right out of high school and in a short time got married. Dad took a job at Olin Chemical Company to support them. Neither Mom nor Dad had any understanding of what a strong marriage is. I came along, and then Marcus three and a half years later. So like most families, we plodded along as best we could.


Our family attended our grandparents’ church in Big Lake, Louisiana, a small congregation of about sixty people. The Pourteau family went to church regularly, almost obsessively. Views on fidelity and marriage were ironclad; marriage was sacred and forever, no matter how miserable a couple might be. The only way out of an ill-advised or nonfunctioning marriage was adultery. Then—and only then—could the “innocent” party, the man or woman who had not been unfaithful to the marriage, get divorced without feeling as though he or she had disobeyed God.


Dad taught Sunday school classes and sometimes sang solos in our church services, as did Mom. Although much of what we were taught to believe had to do with the afterlife—heaven or hell—we were also told that we could trust God for anything, especially for physical healing. When someone in our church got sick, the norm was not to call for a doctor but to call for the pastor. At one point, Dad got extremely ill as the result of a chemical plant meltdown, and he almost died. Part of the reason Dad got so sick was because he had gone back into the plant to rescue others and to shut down the system before it resulted in further destruction. He saved the plant and other lives by sacrificing his own well-being.


Brother Salzman (the pastor of the church in Big Lake) and some elders (spiritual leaders in the church) came to the hospital, anointed Dad with oil, and prayed for him—loudly prayed for him, as though God were deaf and two thousand miles away. Dad experienced a miraculous turnaround as God healed him. But Dad didn’t want to work at the chemical plant any longer. That’s when he started his own construction business. It turned out to be a good move in faith, resulting in a business that prospered.


There were only two times when we attended church—when we felt like it and when we didn’t. Every Sunday our family was in church, both morning and evening services. Following the benediction, we usually went to our grandparents’ house for lunch. Our relationship with Pawpaw and Gagee was probably the closest model of a genuine family that I saw during my childhood. Pawpaw worshipped my grandma. They loved each other and wanted to be together all the time. We enjoyed fabulous family times with them, especially at Christmas.


After Gagee’s delicious meals, the family sat around the table telling stories, laughing, and enjoying each other. We talked over each other in separate conversations that went back and forth. It was a fun, loving atmosphere and a hilarious and enjoyable time for all of us. Because of his quiet nature, however, Dad could handle only small portions of the festivities and usually retired to another room to watch football games on television rather than trying to speak louder than others packed into the room.


Pawpaw had built the house many years earlier for around five thousand dollars, a price thought to be rather exorbitant at the time. The house had three small bedrooms and one bathroom, but my grandparents kept it neat and well maintained. To me, it was a mansion and a place of adventure.


Pawpaw made toys for Marcus and me out of whatever resources he had available. He built a small airplane to scale out of scrap wood he had laying around. The plane couldn’t fly, but it was a toy I always played with at our grandparents’ home.


Before bedtime, after tucking us in, Pawpaw often told my brother and me tall tales about two little boys who were playing in an abandoned house or junkyard. He could spin grand, magical adventure stories off the cuff, and he enthralled Marcus and me with them until we drifted off to sleep thinking about those two little boys.


Papaw had been forced into early retirement due to an injury. Although he and Gagee lived frugally and had few luxuries, Pawpaw always found something extra to place in our hands every time we saw him. He was the kind of man who brought joy to everyone he met. I often thought, If I can be like anyone in the world, it would be my Pawpaw. To me, he was the epitome of a good, Christian man.


We weren’t rich, but our family was considered upper-middle class because Dad had helped our aunt open a successful burger place and Mom ran a little dress boutique. Most of the people living nearby probably thought we were wealthy. When you grow up in “the country,” it is hard to tell who has money and who doesn’t. Folks don’t flash cash around. But people knew that we were doing okay. After all, Dad was a Ford truck guy, and those pickups weren’t cheap, and everyone knew that Dad was good at what he did. He was not only a contractor; he was a builder. He built from scratch our comfortable, two-story home, which also had a big yard.


I never saw or heard my parents argue. Nor did I ever hear my father raise his voice toward my mother. It seemed to me that Mom and Dad had a great marriage. Unfortunately, I was wrong.


One day, when I was eight years old, Mom called to my brother, Marcus, and me. “Boys, come upstairs. I want to talk with you.” She led us into the bedroom and had me sit on the bed and Marcus in her lap as she told us, “Mom and Dad are going to separate, and Dad is going away.” I wasn’t even sure what that meant, but my brother and I guessed that something awful had happened. Or maybe he or I had done something horrible. Why else would Dad be leaving?


Dad and Mom eventually divorced. I didn’t understand. During my early childhood, I didn’t even know anyone who had been divorced or how divorce might affect our family’s living circumstances. All I knew was that Mom cried a lot, so I tried to comfort her as best I could.


“You have to be the man in the family now, Jimmy,” she told me through her tears with her arms wrapped tightly around me.


I was eight; what did I know about being the man in the family? Maybe Mom thought that extra burden would help me to buck up and be strong and not allow myself to cry or be sad because Dad was gone. She didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. But I felt the load on my shoulders.


When Mom and Dad split up, we plummeted from an upper-middle-class status to poor overnight. To help support us, Mom always managed to find some man who might take care of her and, by extension, my brother and me.


Maybe my parents’ divorce opened the emotional floodgates for my mother. During my early years, she married eleven or more times—so many times that I can’t even remember the names of all her husbands. She had two things going for her: her striking physical beauty and her unusual moral code, by which she deemed it acceptable to divorce and remarry nearly a dozen times. But she wouldn’t sleep around or have an affair outside of marriage.


Before you pass judgment on her, please remember this: we’re all screwed up. There are vulnerabilities that influence us toward certain ways of thinking. One thing I know for sure is that the way a person thinks is how he or she will do life.


Dad didn’t talk about the divorce. He never discussed anything with Marcus or me about his leaving. He simply disappeared, or at least it seemed that way to me. I hardly ever saw him, spent little time with him, talked with him only on occasion, and rarely knew where he was or what he was doing—until my early teens when we connected again after he remarried. His new wife, Karen, encouraged him to renew contact with us.


I had no relationship with any of our relatives on my dad’s side of the family, partly because I felt abandoned by my father and my relatives, and partly because I hated the way our relatives used him to get money. My only male family member that I recall liking was Uncle “Buddy,” Mom’s brother who was a mere ten years older than I was but seemed like an adult to me. More importantly, he seemed to respect me and treated me well.


Uncle Buddy made me laugh. He was a jokester with a quick, sharp wit, someone who picked on me and teased me. But I always knew that he would give or do anything for the people he loved, and that included me.


One night, Uncle Buddy and my Aunt Melinda went out dancing at a saloon-type dance hall in Lake Charles, and I tagged along. Back in those days, it was not unusual for adults to have kids accompany them to a bar or dance hall. Although I was a big kid and looked older than my age, I was barely thirteen. But the bartender had few qualms about fulfilling my requests for another beer and later a Bloody Mary.


While Uncle Buddy and Aunt Melinda were out on the dance floor, I ran into “Jim,” one of Mom’s old consorts. He looked surprised to see me, and I suspected that he recognized me. “Jimmy?” he asked. I knew I was busted.


“Hey,” I replied bashfully.


Mom’s former boyfriend smiled when he saw me holding a drink, and his eyes sparkled playfully. “Whatcha drinking, Big Man?” he asked sarcastically.


I didn’t know squat about alcoholic beverages or their labels, but I cocked my head and blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Crème de Menthe,” I replied.


Bad choice.


“Well, great. Let’s get you another.” Mom’s friend guided me back to the bar. “Give my man here another Crème de Menthe,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.


The bartender looked at me, looked at my glass, then back at Mom’s friend with a smile. He loaded up a glass with the thick, green mint ingredients, and Mom’s friend watched as I downed it. No doubt, there was an explosion in my stomach when the mint mixed with the Bloody Mary that I had been drinking and sloshed around with the beer that was already there.


All I know is that whatever was inside me came out that night! I spent most of the night under the kitchen table, puking my guts out.


Rather than learning from the experience, I looked forward to hanging out and experiencing more of “life” with older people. Not surprisingly, I was out with a group of adults when I ingested my first dose of acid. We were canoeing on the Whiskey-Chitter River, and I was getting tired. To keep me going, I took a microdot of acid that dissolved on my tongue. Not only did it keep me going, I rowed like I had a power motor on my back! Unfortunately, I was so agitated and rowing so erratically, I flipped the canoe over and dumped all of our food into the water. The sandwiches floated on down the river.


So what do you do when you are too “speedy” to slow down and you’ve lost all your food? You smoke a joint. Before long, we forgot all about our missing food supply.


Certainly, dysfunctional people in my life aided and abetted my ascendency into adulthood without the maturity meant to accompany it. But the one who influenced me most was my mom.


Mom grew increasingly manic in her behavior and could instantly become quite volatile. She’d go from a beaming countenance with all smiles to whipping Marcus or me, wielding a piece of Hot Wheels racetrack as a belt. Those little guardrails and the underside of the racetrack left some serious welts on my butt and back. Actually, Mom grabbed anything close and used it to swat at us. She wasn’t afraid of her boys as we grew older either. At sixteen years of age, I mouthed off to Mom, and when I turned away from her, she literally leaped onto my back and said, “Boy, I don’t care how big you get. You will always respect me, even if I have to draw it out of you with a two by four!”


I believed her.


At times, Mom was my greatest cheerleader. “You can do anything, Jimmy!” she’d gush. But then, almost in the same breath, she’d stand outside and yell at me, “What’s wrong with you? Get your fat ass out here!” That term of endearment was her favorite nickname for me, and she referred to me by it often. For years, I thought my middle name was “Fat Ass.”


“You’re so lazy!” Mom would rail at me.


But an hour later, she’d be pumping me full of her tripe again. “Oh, Jimmy, you can do anything you put your mind to doing.”


Mom’s back-and-forth behavior created some indelible fingerprints on my life. I’m sorry to say that over the years, I have sometimes repeated that sort of behavior with people I love.





My mom’s grandmother, MereMere’, was a tubby old French-Cajun pioneer, rough around the edges. She ran a bar when she was younger. My great-grandfather was an alcoholic and was abusive to MereMere’. They lived by Big Lake, a short drive from our house when I was a little boy. She eventually dumped PerePere’, her abusive husband, and moved to Lake Charles. But she still had a tough life.


Regardless, that was no excuse for what she did to me.


I sometimes stayed in her home with her during the day, and she often looked at me in the middle of the afternoon and said, “You need a bath. Let’s go get a bath.”


She then stripped off her clothes and mine and put me into the bathtub with her. Today most child psychologists don’t consider it anything weird for toddlers to take a bath with parents or even to sleep in the same bed with Mom and Dad during those early years. But this was different. Great-Grandmother ordered me to get out of my clothes and to sit down in the bathtub with her, and then she encouraged me to touch her vagina. I had no notion that anything I was doing was wrong or that she was sick for wanting me to do such a thing. She was simply my great-grandmother and was an authority figure in my childhood, so if she told me to do something, I usually obeyed.


She began these “special baths” when I was four or five years old, and after the baths, I distinctly recall lying next to her on her bed, her breasts exposed for me to touch. Nobody knew what she was doing with me, and for years I never told anyone, not even my mom.


It would be years later when I began wondering what sort of impact those experiences had in my life. My Uncle Buddy and I talked about it in vague terms. “There was definitely some weirdness there,” Buddy recalled.


No kidding.


In an odd way, I was glad to learn that my memories of Great-Grandmother were not the fabrications of my overactive imagination.


I can’t help but wonder if one of the effects of her sexually molesting me led to early promiscuity in my life. When I was ten years old, a female cousin who was eight years older than me let me explore her body and took great pleasure in mine.


My first experience of actual sexual intercourse was completely nondescript and unexciting. An older girl named Kathy and I “did the deed,” although I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. She sometimes played with me in the church nursery—and she wasn’t playing jacks or pickup sticks. Later, I realized I had lost my virginity with her, but to this day I have no recollection of where or when it happened. But it did.


About the time I turned twelve, a fellow named Marvin, who attended another church nearby, sometimes took me out hunting with him. He was old enough to drive, so I felt privileged that he wanted me to hang out with him. But that wasn’t all he wanted. Marvin was sexually abusive to me as well.


While it might seem strange that I would allow these people to take advantage of me sexually, it’s important to understand that their actions did not seem wrong to me. I was thrilled that they gave me attention. Their warped desires provided warm bodies that made me feel good and, more importantly, wanted. I didn’t feel dirty about what was happening; quite the contrary, I felt significant, that somebody liked me and wanted me to be with them. I felt as though I mattered.


I hardly ever heard any teaching from the church about sex, other than learning that premarital or extramarital sex was sin and I needed to repent for even thinking about it, much less for engaging in any sort of sexual activity as a kid. I didn’t get it. I couldn’t connect the “wrongness” with the good feelings I experienced from feeling wanted. As the songs on the radio reminded me, “How could it be wrong when it feels so right?”


The Pentecostal message back then was replete with rules and prohibitions; most messages tilted toward the negative rather than the good things God has done or is willing to do in our lives. Pentecostals worried more about burning in hell than living positively now on earth. The church provided me with a strong incentive: “Do right or you will be ostracized.” That sort of avoidance motive usually produces a controlling nature—I know it did in me.


We learned little about grace (the unmerited favor of God), and while we were encouraged to seek the forgiveness of God, less was said about forgiving those who hurt us. Hardly anything was taught about forgiving ourselves. Instead, our hyper-charismatic teachers and preachers regaled us with such biblical “wisdom” as “Don’t trust doctors… if you do, you don’t have faith.”


Yet it was okay in our circles to need a physical healing, whether it was for the flu or a broken arm. It was also okay to go to the doctor for diabetes, cancer, or other physical maladies. But if your problem was mental or emotional, struggling with anxiety, depression, or unexplained fears, that was “spiritual” and quite possibly even the result of demonic oppression, and you needed deliverance from that. Don’t dare even think that God cares about your emotional health or that you might need more or less serotonin or some medication in your system to avoid depression (as I discovered years later that I did). Some of the pastors I heard spouted such outrageous statements as, “If you are sleeping with Prince Valium, you don’t know the Jesus I know! If you go home today and turn on your TV, and you don’t come back to church tonight, I pray that your television blows up right in your face!”


It didn’t occur to me that I needed to be fixed for any of these emotional or spiritual issues, but I knew something was different about our family.










CHAPTER 3 DIVORCE FALLOUT



Not long after our parents divorced, Mom met her first “next” husband, Amir, a Lebanese immigrant who ran a restaurant and lounge in the area. I heard he had some connection to the Mafia and that his own brother was killed in a gangland-styled hit.


Unfortunately, shortly after Mom and Amir married, their relationship soured. Mom and our new stepdad turned brutal toward each other—fighting, hitting, and even jumping on each other. I was just a kid, but whenever I saw Amir going after my mom, I jumped in between them. “Don’t hit my mom!” I screamed at him.


Mom marrying an Arab fellow was rather odd, especially since some of our family members were Southern rednecks, who were as prejudiced against Arabs as they were against Blacks.


We lived in an apartment right next to the sewage plant. The walls were paper thin, so when Mom and Amir argued—which they did often—my friends outside could hear the fighting. I tried to downplay the seriousness of the noise to my friends or anyone within hearing distance. “He just won a lot of money betting on a game,” I explained, “and they are probably celebrating.” It was a blatant lie.


I developed a penchant for lying, usually to present myself as a different sort of person, hiding behind walls that I had erected to protect the real me. On one side of the wall, there was a picture of the person I hoped other people might love and accept if I acted the way they expected; behind the wall on my side was the real me.


At the same time, I was motivated to achieve success and significance, not so much from a desire for excellence but out of an avoidance of failure. I wanted to do things so I could not be ignored. If I was in a school choir, I wanted to win the state championship.


I was the best actor in our high school competitions because I was accustomed to pretending. “How’d you get into character?” somebody might ask me.


“I don’t know,” I’d say. “I was just playing a part.” So I grew adept at playing parts and creating roles for myself, whether they were based in truth and reality or not. If something made me feel significant and that I mattered, I would do it. That sort of significance was self-defeating, however. I could never do or obtain enough to feel that I possessed intrinsic worth.


My schoolteachers were unaware of my inner conflict because I looked as though I had it all together. At school, I wore nice, country club golf clothes because Dad was a good golfer who probably could have played on the pro circuit. He never did, but he played in a lot of golf tournaments and won lots of clothes, which he passed on to Marcus and me on the few occasions when we would see him. Perhaps that was Dad’s way of demonstrating his love and support for my brother and me.


Marcus and I were on our own a lot. So I took care of Marcus, watching out for him and making sure that other kids didn’t take advantage of him. My friends were always a diverse bunch when we lived near the sewer plant. In fact, for two years of our lives, Marcus and I, along with Monique, a white girl, were the only white kids living in a predominantly Black neighborhood. I was a good talker, so I got along wherever I went.


Unfortunately, Mom tended to get gutter guys. She saw herself as deserving only that sort of person. Even though she was physically beautiful, she always felt that the guys wouldn’t stay, and they didn’t.


So I would try to be the man of the house… until she’d meet another man. Then I felt pushed out of my position. The message I received was that I must not be doing a very good job. So I spent the rest of my life trying to earn acceptance and do whatever was necessary to cause someone to need and want me.


When the next man would go away, I’d have to step up again. Mom repeatedly used that influence to get me to do whatever she wanted me to do.


I didn’t rebel against the men in my mom’s life. Truth is, I didn’t really care enough about them to rebel, because I assumed they didn’t care about me. In most cases, I was right.


Mom never tried to explain her relationships to Marcus and me—whether her new beau was a Mafia member, rancher, race car driver, drug addict, or whoever. I didn’t go to any of Mom’s marriage ceremonies. Years later, she asked me to serve as the minister to marry her to some loser. He was a “preacher” named Gus, and he and Mom connected at church somehow. He “prophesied over” Mom, and she became enamored with his spirituality. I didn’t like him, and I told him so because he was so fake. He was always Mr. Spiritual, quoting the Bible and telling Marcus and me what it meant in Hebrew or Greek.


Gus represented everything that many people loathe about Christians. He had “words of prophecy” for everyone else, encouraging them to clean up their lives, but apparently, traits such as self-control and discipline did not apply to him. He was grossly overweight and was supposedly on a diet, but he would surreptitiously sneak around the kitchen, searching for cake or chips or anything he could stuff into his mouth. He scarfed up food like a powerful vacuum cleaner and usually smeared food all around his mouth. He was the picture of indiscipline. He said good things but never did them. Mom may have seen something attractive about him, but I had no respect for him.


While I was still in sixth grade, Mom moved to Houston and took a job as a secretary. She lived and worked there on her own for a full year. Meanwhile, Marcus and I remained behind until Mom could get established. We lived with our grandparents in the country. When Mom finally felt ready for us, Marcus and I followed her to Texas.


Houston was huge and far away from our small town where everyone knew us, so Mom felt it would be a good place to start over. She worked hard and was never lazy. Even though we were broke, Mom seemed upbeat about her fresh start. We lived in a small apartment for a while, and it was there that we celebrated our first Christmas in Texas, one of only three Christmases we celebrated anywhere when I was a child. Prior to that first Christmas, I remember only one Christmas present my family ever gave me—my uncle gave me a Star Trek phaser gun when I was in fifth grade. On our first Christmas in Texas, Mom bought me a pair of sneaker-skates and a cowboy hat with a feather on the side, along with some cowboy boots. She did something similar for Marcus. That’s all we could afford. Many of our scant evening meals at that time involved pork and beans on bread. I actually grew to like the combination. I didn’t realize that the reason Mom served it so often was because we were so poor.


I was working by the time I was twelve years old, landing my first job as a host at Los Tios Mexican restaurant in Houston. Many of our customers were not native Texans. Instead, they hailed from across the border. Some were living in the country legally, others were not. I couldn’t speak a word of Spanish, but as I mentioned, I was friendly. I looked older than my competitors, so I lied about my age and got the job. I worked hard and had fun at the same time. I enjoyed the Hispanic people, and they seemed to like me. Maybe our poverty bound us together in a common understanding.


In Houston, I attended Memorial Junior High through seventh and then eighth grade—twice. I was an average student during my first eight years of school. Then, at thirteen years of age, I failed eighth grade, mainly because I was stoned and sluggish for most of that year due to the marijuana I bought from friends and began smoking regularly.


Mom must have known about me getting high, but we never had a conversation about it. She had enough problems in her own life. So, not surprisingly, when I started drinking alcohol around that same time, she didn’t mention that either.


I also discovered pornography with mom’s new husband, Richard, who sold law books, lived in a great condominium, and drove a Chrysler New Yorker. I was thirteen and in eighth grade. VCRs were popular, and Richard had one when we moved in with him. He’d buy videotaped cartoons for Marcus and me to watch. On one occasion, I put in a tape and it wasn’t a cartoon; it was a pornographic movie, Debby Does Dallas. I had never before seen such a thing! There was no Internet back then, so my friends who were more “adventurous” often made a big deal about procuring a Playboy magazine from their big brothers or their moms’ boyfriends. Imagine how my status with them soared when I brought my friends over to our house and popped in a pornographic video! Entrepreneur that I was, I charged them to watch it.


Other than watching his dirty movies, I never got close to Richard. The one time I did, he kicked me down the stairs. I had been coughing, and Richard confronted me about it, claiming that I was coughing too much. We got into an argument and I lost, finding myself at the bottom of the stairs. But I put up with him as the new man.


I had few positive role models during those years. But one person who made a difference in my life was a curly-haired social studies teacher who looked like actor Gabe Kaplan, star of the 1970s sitcom Welcome Back, Kotter. At the start of my second year in his class, he greeted me, “Welcome back, Pourteau.” He paid attention to me and helped me get through the year. He didn’t let me get away with anything, but neither did he look at me as a bad kid. He encouraged me to use the intelligence God had given to me. Had it not been for him, I may have quit school after eighth grade. When I finally made it out of junior high, I moved on to Stratford High School.


In high school, Rob Seible, a school choir teacher with whom I still stay in contact, also took an interest in me. He didn’t try to force me into some sort of arbitrary mold that wasn’t me. He never talked down to me but always spoke kindly to me and with respect. “Just sing, Jim,” he said. So I did.


He loved music and led the choir at his church for years without missing a single Sunday. Interestingly, Mr. Seible was gay. He did not flaunt his sexual preferences or attempt to force his lifestyle on anyone else; nor did he try to influence his students to follow his example. According to my church, Mr. Seible was the sort of fellow I should avoid and regard with disdain, yet he was one of the few men in my early life who exhibited unabashed acceptance and kindness toward me. Although I didn’t understand his sexual choices, I benefited greatly from his instruction and guidance.


With Mr. Seible’s encouragement, I not only learned to sing well but also learned to play several instruments. I didn’t take formal music lessons; we really couldn’t afford that sort of luxury, so I bought a Roy Clark guitar songbook and taught myself how to play guitar. I also learned to play bass guitar, keyboards, and drums, so before long, I got involved in the music program at church. I guessed my participation pleased my mom. I actually wanted to take part. I liked it, and performing in church gave me a sense of fulfillment.


I was gregarious and talkative, so I was fairly popular with my classmates. Many of my peers were already interested in sex, as was I. So I assumed most young women my age wanted to engage in some form of sexual activity. I didn’t realize that sex was not necessarily a given, an expected, almost mandatory part of the premarital relationship.


I didn’t date, at least not in the ordinary sense. I went out with girls and had sex but did not have meaningful relationships. I didn’t feel that I was using the young women, but no doubt, we were using each other. For instance, a girl named Jamie applied my makeup for one of the school plays, so we had sex in her cramped compact car, to the tune of “Her Little Red Corvette.” I was the quintessential “Slam, Bam, thank you, ma’am” sort of guy, and I didn’t even know it.


Again, Mom may have realized that I was having sex, but she never mentioned it. She focused on providing for us, and when she wasn’t working at her job, she was working overtime to attract a new man. Mom was gone a lot and kept up with me even less after I started driving. My dad gave me an old 1978 Chrysler Cordoba with velour seats. The muffler was falling off, the air-conditioning in the car did not work—in Houston of all places—nor did the radio, so I installed a new sound system in it, rolled the windows down, and let the music blare. The gas-guzzler wasn’t much to look at, but it represented freedom to me, and I was grateful for it.


I was a worker. I worked anyplace I could find a job—McDonald’s, Pango’s Pizza Shop, Popeyes; I even sold vacuum cleaners for a while. I was never lazy or a slacker. I used most of the money I earned for gasoline and car insurance. When the Cordoba bit the dust, Dad came to the rescue again and bought me another car, a 1979 Toyota Corolla. It wasn’t new, but it did have air-conditioning!


By now we lived in a safer area, and Stratford was a good school academically and a 5-A school in sports. Most of my friends were from more affluent families in much higher financial brackets than ours, so I felt insecure and inadequate. I played fullback and linebacker on our school football team. I didn’t play football because I felt compelled to be in sports or had a passionate desire to be an athlete. I played football to be noticed.
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