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				To all those who had very little to share

				but shared what little they had with me anyway.

				In doing so, they taught me the meaning of

				goodness, kindness, and generosity, 
providing me with the foundation for a meaningful life.

			

		

	
		
			
				“If nature intended for me to be who I am, 

				then why did the system try to beat me 

				into something I am not?”

				

				—Roger Dean Kiser
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				Prologue
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				If you were to drive down a long, narrow, winding grassy road, hidden far from sight, deep in the beautiful, thick underbrush of the north Florida woods, you will find unmarked graves containing the remains of thirty-two bodies, most likely all boys, some possibly as young as nine. As of now, who they are and how they got there is a mystery. It is believed that some of those boys were beaten to death in the name of discipline. Some suspect that many more bodies might be scattered about somewhere in the murky, shallow swamplands and fields of the lush state of Florida.

				The United States Department of Justice, along with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, is investigating the allegations to determine the truth about a deep, dark secret that has been hidden for almost fifty years.

				A Florida State juvenile facility set up for the safety and rehabilitation of children went totally awry, virtually from the time the doors opened in January 1900, basically becoming a concentration camp for wayward boys. It is only recently that the abuse—physical, mental, and sexual—suffered by the children at the Florida Industrial School for Boys is being taken seriously, now that so many of the survivors (many of them in their sixties) have stepped forward and banded together. The insane cruelty and alleged murders have been ignored or covered up by the authorities for more than fifty years . . . but no more.

				One of the most horrendous places at the juvenile facility was a building known as the “White House”—which was later dubbed the “White House Torture Chamber.” This building, which still stands today, is a small white concrete building where boys were whipped and beaten mercilessly for trying to run away or for breaking one of the many other rules, rules so strict that the boys were afraid, in some cases, to look at someone in charge “the wrong way.” Without fences, gates, or perimeter guards, the fear of being sent to this torture chamber was the only means the state had to control the young “inmates.”

				The beatings many of the boys suffered were beyond brutal. Some were beaten so badly that when they returned from the White House, it was hard to tell who they were. Of course, treatment this brutal instilled fear into each and every boy incarcerated at the facility.

				Mind you now, White House beatings weren’t only for very serious offenses such as running away. Perhaps that was the original purpose. However, a time soon followed when beatings and whippings or threats of beatings and whippings were handed out for smoking, talking back, cursing, not making your bed correctly, not wearing a smile on your face, smiling too much, eating too slowly, not walking fast enough, stepping off the path, accidentally tripping in line, coughing, sharing food, dropping a pat of butter on the floor, or eating a blackberry off a bush while on a work detail. Sometimes, there was no reason. And sometimes . . . boys never made it out of the White House alive, or at least they were never seen or heard from again.
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				Foreword

				I’ve published a free e-mail newsletter called Heartwarmers.com for over ten years, sharing original short stories with people all over the world.

				It’s a little like prospecting for gold—I never know what is going to turn up in my e-mail inbox. While most submissions never get published, I read every one and love to discover new talent. I’ve taken pride in being able to help launch a few ­literary careers.

				On June 21, 1999, I had the pleasure and privilege of introducing a new writer to our online community: Roger Kiser.

				I have absolutely no idea how Roger stumbled upon Heartwarmers or what inspired him to send in a story. But as soon as I read it, I knew things would be different and lives would be touched—mine, our readers’, and most of all, Roger’s.

				It didn’t take long for Roger to find his voice and become one of our most beloved authors. Every time we published one of his stories, people from around the world would respond with appreciative e-mails. Now, no one would accuse Roger of being a sophisticated writer, or as Roger would say himself, “I don’t write fancy-like.” If anything, it’s his writing simplicity that gives him a unique ability to take his readers with him—to another time and place—that instantly brands him as a special talent.

				While Roger’s writing style is one thing, the content of his stories puts him in an entirely different class. His memories of a gut-wrenching childhood, growing up in a cruel orphanage in northern Florida, was enough to cause his fellow orphans to journey down paths of self-destruction. And considering the tortures and atrocities that were thrust upon them, who could blame them?

				But Roger emerged from the ashes in a different way. Yes, he had his share of run-ins with the law and a slew of failed relationships along the way. But despite the real-life experiences you will read in this shocking book—somehow, someway, there was a flame of justice and passion that was never extinguished from Roger’s heart.That’s what makes his life and writings so special.

				You’ve heard of overcoming hardships and obstacles. You’ve heard of the strength of the human spirit over adversity. You’ve heard of people facing insurmountable odds and walking away victorious. However, nothing you have seen or heard will ever compare with what you are about to read. Hollywood couldn’t make this up.

				When you finish this book and your mind has had a chance to absorb the events that took place, you will ask yourself the same questions that thousand of my readers have continued to ask throughout the years: “How could Roger have survived? And what’s inside him that allows him to still see the good in the world?”

				You see, this book isn’t about despair. It isn’t about what evil people did to innocent children in what is considered a civilized country. It’s not even about the White House, which has been closed forever and today stands silently as a tomb to the horrors committed within its walls.

				This book is about hope.

				In this day and age, when we are cynical and skeptical, eager to latch on to anything that can rescue us from depressing news, Roger’s testimony provides all of us a lifeboat of strength and determination.

				Roger reveals himself—scars and all—and in the process enables us to believe that it really is possible to see through the clouds, our everyday heartaches, and the dark forces that want to drag us down.

				He isn’t a reality TV show survivor. He’s a real-life survivor! You will be astonished when you find out what Roger went through. And yet today, Roger is a living testament to the adage that good conquers evil.

				He says, “From birth to age sixteen, I had been abandoned, sexually molested, beaten, cursed, and discarded as an unnecessary item. I had been taught and made to feel that I was nothing more than a worthless piece of shit. For the next fifty years, it was very difficult for me to find anything decent to think, or say, about humankind. . . . It was only through my grandchildren that I came to realize what the term ‘love’ meant and what a wonderful feeling it was to share such a marvelous thing with my fellowman. Even to this day, I am amazed that it took nothing more than several small, innocent children to save me.”

				While Roger’s grandchildren may have saved him, I say, “Roger, you have saved us!” And for that, thousands of people around the world will be forever grateful for his inspiration.

				I am proud to call him my friend.

				—Lee Simonson
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				My name is Roger Dean Kiser. This is my story, but I write it to honor of all of the White House Boys and the abuses we suffered at the hands of our tormentors, our “caretakers.”

				At the age of five, I was sent to an orphanage in Lakeland, Florida, and I became a ward of the state. “The State of Florida is now your mother and father,” the judge had said, shaking his head at the tall, thin female caseworker standing beside me.

				How did I become a ward of the state? Well, six months earlier, my mother had abandoned my half-sister Linda, a two-week-old baby boy, and me at our home in California. She had run off with some man, I guess for “a better life.”

				We were alone for four days. When the police finally arrived, they found me sitting in the living room, holding a dead baby in my arms, trying to feed it cornflakes in order to bring it back to life. They tracked down my mother’s most recent husband—Linda’s father and my stepfather—and he took Linda and me to Lakeland, Florida, and handed us over to his parents.

				But I wasn’t their grandchild, and they never let me forget it. Barely a day went by that I wasn’t mistreated in some manner. On more than one occasion, my “grandma” would say, within earshot, “We need to put this stupid little bastard in the center for retarded children.”

				The teachers from the school across the way took pity on me and were constantly threatening to call the police on my grandparents. Then, one day, they carried out that threat.

				I had crossed the street on my own to play on the merry-go-round in the schoolyard when grandma came running toward me with a leather strap. She was shouting at me and cracking that strap like a whip. 

				One of the teachers ran toward her and cried, “Jesus Christ, you are going to kill that boy!”

				 I was so scared that I messed on myself. My grandma shooed the teacher away, grabbed me by the ear, and dragged me to the back of the house. When they saw that I had messed on myself, my grandfather rubbed the crap in my face to shame me for what I had done. Bawling and howling, I was taken out on the pickle porch and hosed down. 

				When the police finally arrived, they found me standing in the backyard, buck naked, my arms stretched upward holding my pants to the sun so they would dry.

				And that’s when I became a ward of the state. I began at one orphanage, then was transferred to another, the Children’s Home Society, in Jacksonville, Florida. That’s where I became Matron Mother Winters’s “boy.” This insane, demented woman used me for her private sexual amusement. I think it’s needless to say, but beatings were handed out regularly at that orphanage for the slightest offense. If not beaten, then we got locked in a dark, scary closet when we misbehaved.

				It’s no wonder that I escaped from that place whenever I could. I would live on the streets for days at a time, but sometimes only for a few hours, until they found me again. I did other “bad” things too, like going to the bathroom or getting a drink of water without asking permission, climbing trees, riding a bicycle, and sometimes I even acted like a child. Once, I admit, I stole a candy bar.

				After breaking too many of the rules, I was sent to the Florida Industrial School for Boys at Marianna, along with one of the other boys from the orphanage.

				The thought of going to a reform school was very scary, but I couldn’t imagine anything worse than the orphanage. Those painful experiences at the orphanage and on the streets could fill a half dozen books on their own. But that’s for another time.

				As I relate to you the story of my years at the Florida Industrial School for Boys, the particular incidences are still very clear in my mind like nightmares that won’t go away, even after fifty years. Even so, the dates and times are not as clear as they could be. I don’t even know exactly how old I was when I was there. Even the state didn’t know how old I was, having assigned me the wrong birth date, which I discovered years later when I finally tracked down my birth certificate.

				When a person has been locked away in one form or another, the days, weeks, months, and years all run together. Most every day, every week, every year is identical to the next. In fact, I spent two terms at the Florida Industrial School for Boys. Both times I was there pretty much just run into each other. I can’t say for sure from memory when I left or when I went back.

				I suppose the best way to describe it would be like this: Your parents drop you off at the first grade and don’t come back for you. You never leave the building. All you know is the way to the bathroom, the cafeteria, and the classroom. Things change, you grow bigger, and the “caretakers” change, but you don’t know exactly when. It just happened.

				“Exactly when did that occur?” someone asks you. How do you answer that question? You search your memory bank, but it’s all scrambled. The only thing you can do is take a guess based on simple logic—like What song was playing on the radio when I was dragged out of my cottage? It is this state of childhood confusion, along with a lack of celebratory milestones to go by, that clouds my recollections of the past. 

				It is bad enough to be a scared, lonely child. But even worse than that is becoming an adult with that same scared, lonely child still living inside. It is that feeling that inspired me to try to make a difference in the lives of children today by sharing my awful experiences, but also by sharing my triumphs despite those experiences.

				Often, to some, foster children who are troubled and unhappy seem more trouble than they’re worth. Why don’t they openly appreciate the opportunity to come into a loving home? What difference can I make now, now that this child is already broken?

				Know that it is difficult for abused children to trust anyone. Sometimes the miracle to be achieved is not in trying to save the child by turning him or her into a “normal,” happy, carefree child today, but instead, looking into the future at the person that child will someday become. It’s about hanging in there with unconditional love and giving that child a chance to see what it means to be a good adult. That child will more likely grow into a kind adult and a good parent and grandparent. That is what is most important to teach a child who doesn’t know what it means to be a child. The prize is never won at the start of any game; it is achieved at the end of the game. And that can only be accomplished and proven by those who truly love someone. Fortunately, there were a few people in my early life who touched my heart just enough so that I could eventually release the haunting memories of my childhood.
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“Roger Dean Kiser does a great service to children by revealing the
injustices experienced by the ‘White House Boys.” His story

encourages strength in others to share theirs.”
—DAVE PELZER, author of the New York Times bestseller
A Child Called “It” and recipient of the National Jefferson Award
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