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			Advance Praise for 
None of the Answers

			“If you know Dallas, you know Deep Ellum. But what you don’t know are the stories of how it became a Dallas destination and how Jeff Swaney grew into the person who made it happen. This is a book full of stories that I watched and was part of. Read None of the Answers and enjoy.”

			—Mark Cuban, Businessman, owner of NBA Dallas Mavericks, and star of ABC’s Shark Tank

			“Prepare to be captivated by Jeff Swaney’s thought-provoking and offbeat tales in None of the Answers: Racing through Life in Reverse. An enthralling blend of philosophy, humor, and entrepreneurial wisdom, this book beckons you to join the journey of embracing change and finding purpose in every season of life.”

			—Vince Poscente, New York Times bestselling author of The Age of Speed and The Earthquake

			“None of the Answers is a rich, textured page-turner, full of humor, wisdom, challenges, and adventure. So much adventure, it is hard to believe that author Jeff Swaney survived all his exploits. This memoir has been one of the most exciting and rewarding projects I’ve been involved with during my twenty-five years in the writing coach business. If you’re up for a crazy armchair ride that will surprise you, anger you, make you laugh, and ultimately trigger questions and answers about your own life, I urge you to read it.”

			—Linden Gross, Two-time national bestselling ghostwriter and writing coach

			“Are you ready for living life in reverse? It’s been said that on a gravestone, the dash between the date being born and the year someone passes away is their life. In None of The Answers, Jeff Swaney stretches the dash of life and adds the flash, the brash, the cash, the bash, and even the crash—and then rinses and repeats. Tray tables up and seat belts on. Get ready for takeoff as this thrilling read will have you laughing, crying, and learning about life’s answers on every page.”

			—Kent Billingsley, International speaker and published author of Entrepreneur To Millionaire: How to Build A Highly Profitable Fast Growth Company and Become Embarrassingly Rich Doing It

			“Anthony Bourdain meets the Dalai Lama. Jeff Swaney’s chronicles take you on captivating escapades while sharing wisdom that can guide you to explore your future pursuits and live the life you have always imagined. By the time you finish this gripping book you will realize Swaney has a lot of the answers!”

			—David Rosell, Wealth manager, speaker, author of Failure is Not an Option, Keep Climbing and In The Know

			“Mr. Swaney has written a masterclass on entrepreneurism for those about to rock. It may read like a memoir, but that is because his life’s book reads as one exciting challenge after another.”

			—Robert Workman, Bestselling author of Selling - The Most Dangerous Game: How To Be The #1 Sales Rep And Not Get Fired

			“Masterful storytelling that has you laughing, crying, and rethinking life’s priorities. Jeff puts himself on full display in a no holds barred expose that inadvertently challenges the reader to get out of the stands, onto the field, and take the ball. It is not often that you are entertained into becoming more. Life in Reverse could be the ride of your life—don’t miss it!”

			—Ed McLaughlin, CEO, Blue Sunsets LLC and author of The Purpose is Profit

			“A blend of entertaining stories, reflections, and a powerful reminder that positivity and belief in visions and teams can take you far, through the expected and unexpected.… Jeff’s book reminds us, life just isn’t a simple straight line! Hang on for a fun ride.”

			—Sally Russell, First woman elected as Mayor of Bend, Oregon 2018

			“To say Jeff Swaney’s been there and done that would be akin to saying PT Barnum ran a puppet show for toddlers. Fluidity in thought, fearlessness in action, and universal warmth in care, are but shallow attempts to describe the DNA makeup of Jeff. Wisdom and experiences flow from Jeff in such a rapid and profound rate, most mere mortals would need a Neuralink brain chip just to store and process the stream of consciousness in real-time. Thank goodness he’s finally put all this into a book so everyone can easily access his life’s work and play. None of the Answers: Racing through Life in Reverse is THE textbook on learning from the hard knocks of life. Read and live it.”

			—Victor Wong, Inventor, Futurist, and Entrepreneur 

			“If you want to experience a roller-coaster ride through the varied, event-filled life of a fear less, full-on, risk-embracing force-of-nature, read this book.”

			—Lord John Birt, Former Director General BBC
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			This book is dedicated to my children 
Cozi and Ford Swaney. Just do your best.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			by Ron Hall

			A few years back, I almost spent a month in Portugal with Jeff Swaney, but he called it off as my wife Beth and I were packing. Seems like a lot of shit had blown up in Dallas, and he wasn’t ready to talk about it. It was not like there are a bunch of Lee Harvey Oswalds hiding in his closet, but little did I know then that I was connecting with this guy at probably the most difficult point of his life. And difficult was something I could for sure relate to. Anyway, Beth and I had a dang good time in his prepaid, nonrefundable hotel suites coast to coast in Portugal. The dude has great taste—and a great story. We missed him there, but in time we became even better friends.

			I don’t stand in long lines, so it was after his roaringly successful Club Clearview that I met the genius behind the birth of Dallas’s most remarkable, hip, night-life scene. Beth, my fiancée at the time—a six-foot redhead model who never had to stand in any lines—introduced us. And when he found out I was an international art dealer, he had some trippy Deep Ellum art he wanted me to see that was a crossbreed between Basquiat and Keith Haring. At that seminal moment, I realized Jeff was the Same Kind of Different as Me.

			Like Jeff, I grew up too poor to even pay attention; also like Jeff, I’ve been lucky in life. My first book made it to number one on the New York Times bestseller list and stayed there for three and a half years. We even made it into a Hollywood movie starring Rene Zellweger, Greg Kinnear, Jon Voight, and Djimon Hounsou. Now, I’m excited and privileged to introduce you to an entertaining, rip-roaring, unforgettable ride around this globe penned by my good friend.

			This gloriously fast-moving memoir is filled with a cast of characters, family, and friends, that shaped a life with a story—no, a lot of stories worth telling. I’ve probably read a hundred award-winning memoirs; and I’ll be damned if my friend, Jeff Swaney, after much prodding, didn’t just put a pen to his own life in what is destined to be a prize-winner every bit as good as the best. I’ve always known he had a brain faster than a first-generation Hewlett Packard computer, but I had no idea he could write this well.

			Rags-to-riches stories like mine and Jeff’s are as common as positive COVID tests for accident victims at hospitals during the pandemic. Jeff, or “Swaindog,” a nickname he earned, could be likened to a modern-day Don Quixote, who used impractical dreams and nearly impossible means to achieve idealistic goals. For much of this adventure, he had no idea of where he was going; but with artistry and honesty, when he looked back, he was laughing his butt off at where he had been. It’s like a rodeo bull rider that just marked eight seconds on a bull named Cowboy Killer. Wow, what a friggin’ ride, cowboy! Congratulations.

			Laughing my way through many chapters, I wondered who in the world influenced or mentored this crazy kid. Could it have been a carnival barker or show hawker for the circus that surely passed through his Detroit neighborhood every so often? Maybe it was his Catholic, tea-totaling mom or Baptist neighbors that put the fear of God in him, causing him to believe that alcohol and premarital sex were strictly forbidden, as both might lead to dancing. Maybe it was the mean streets that scared him straight and kept him out of jail…until it didn’t—yup, he checked that off his list. Maybe it was the DNA of an honest, hardworking daddy and granddaddy. Maybe it was just plain luck.

			According to newspaper reports in the ’50s and ’60s, Detroit sported a less than healthy environment. Absent Jeff’s good luck, he could have ended up in an iron lung or tuberculosis asylum, having been birthed under clouds of poisoned air that spewed from giant white smokestacks resembling Cape Canaveral rocket pads on launch day. But there is a long list of famous people—you know them all—who survived childhood in Detroit, a city that sacrificed quality of life so the rest of America could ride in style, top down, on Route 66. Add the name Jeff Swaney, soon to be bestselling author, to that list.

			None of the Answers is damn sure a memorable read. While it won’t change the world, it is certain to entertain the hell out of you, and in the end make you wish you had dreamed bigger, tried harder, and had the balls and lived the life of Jeff Swaney. It will make you wish you were his friend and make you proud if you are.

			For his friends, who signed up and have been strapped tight next to him for these sixty-five-year-long rollercoaster rides, it’s time to celebrate and be thankful the Swaindog finally put all his shit on paper. But most of all, be thankful that you survived and can count your blessings and your profits that seemed to follow and burst from his crazy ass.

			And for the rest of you, it’s not too late. So, put the small end into the large buckle of the strap, and turn the friggin’ page.
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			Chapter 1

			Life in Space

			I’m floooooating…flooooooating….

			One of my unearthly experiences on earth. In space.

			An appropriate jumping-off place that will provide an introspective portal for a life.

			On a multi-day summer backpacking trip thirty years ago with lifelong friends, in the highest-elevation wilderness in the continental United States—the Collegiate Peaks area of Colorado—I would be enveloped in an experience like none other. The area displayed remarkable beauty, showing off every color of the rainbow, and most notably surrounded by purple mountain majesties. I found myself singing “America the Beautiful” in my head while studying the bizarre dwarf Krummholz trees, each resembling a unique twisted creature from another planet. You would think that alone would be nirvana enough during that trip, but there would be much more to behold.

			On our second day out—while witnessing a glorious, cloud-free, searing, burnt-orange sunset forming an umbrella over the mountains at our end-of-day camp—I finished one of many dehydrated dinners, along with the requisite chamomile tea, and took a deep breath. Summoned by nature to wander post supper, solo, to experience the wild’s deep night, Petzl headlamp and light jacket on board, I sauntered out through the thin brush a few hundred yards off. With daylight nearly faded to nothingness, I noticed a layered rock pile, with makeshift steps leading to a tiny plateau sized for one intrepid soul.

			Climbing up, scrambling about, and finally settling in, I lay face up to the heavens on that sunbaked, still-warm granite formation thirty feet above ground, where the entire universe was laid bare. Then the crystal-clear dark sky and a billion stars slowly swirling above came into focus. Stunning. I am there—and everywhere, I thought. All at once.

			The sensation and reality of the whole of eight billion humans on earth behind my back and everything on and in our planet set in. I fancied myself in the front seat, the driver’s seat, with nothing but the great out-there in view, captaining the earth ship sans seatbelt or instrumentation, with all its inhabitants in my rear-view mirror, hurtling through space at 67,000 miles per hour.

			Whoa! It’s real!

			Breathing slowly, I’m there. Reaching. Feeling the edge of the expanding universe with my fingertips, my essence and pure energy in the interconnected cosmos entwined with a higher power. Stretching out impossibly beyond—to the farthest edges of the expansive bending infinite and wrapping my fingers around the flowing edge. Defying all knowledge of science and space and time. Complete. Centered. Calm. Utter perfection.

			There lay all the answers.

			That day had started out with breaking camp and setting out to bag two “fourteeners” that morning, as the fifty-four 14,000-plus-foot peaks in Colorado are called. In a group of type-A guys, everyone has his own plan, with all chiefs and no Indians. We backpacked annually and ended up separated during many multi-day trips, due to the stubborn nature of the guys—me being one of them. Many hair-raising experiences resulted.

			This time, we had chatted about the route, which was unclear, absent any ground-in trail or signposts.

			“Up this line over here, then over a bit—take the saddle, then crest to the top, piece of cake. Then back over to the south and bag the other peak,” asserted one of the guys.

			I disagreed. “Look at this line,” I said as I surveyed the mountains before us. “Faster, probably just as wonky, but way doable. Let’s go for that.”

			There was silence. Finding no takers, I decided this time to prove my theory solo.

			“Well, I’m going to head up my way and meet you rascals at the top.”

			It did not pan out.

			One thing most learn at a young age in the outdoors—and something I’ve taught my young kids—is that what is free-climbable going up is much more difficult coming down. And very high risk in steep scree sections at high altitude, with an unforgiving descent if you mess up. I put myself in this position. After cresting a few extremely difficult false summits, I found myself with no possible way to get up any further and going back down via the hard-fought foolhardy route up, the only option.

			All systems halt. “Dang it, crap, rats!”

			As a life adventurer, I’d previously experienced that uncomfortable mode, which would later be repeated many times. The heart rate rises, decision-making is clouded, and mild vertigo ensues. It is the onset of panic. Panic is the killer.

			“Breathe, stay still, gather yourself, take your time, as long as it takes,” I muttered. Shitsville.

			After twenty minutes or more, I steeled myself to start the descent, with the realization that there was going to be a raw butt, some blood, and a lot of terrain crossed on all fours—even flat-out on the belly to self-arrest and avoid tumbling down to death or something close. Retracing my steps going down was impossible, hence now most of the footing was on scree that I’d somewhat avoided on the way up, which made for a lot of slipping and sliding.

			Working my way down with that scree rock breaking away with regularity, tumbling, and crashing thousands of feet down, was really working the nerves. Stopping many times to gather myself and scout safe routes from such difficult angles would get vertigo bubbling up repeatedly and result in taking more and more time. After a couple of hours of this, fatigue developed, creating a little shakiness in the arms and legs. Luckily, a couple power bars that I’d packed and a Camelback full of water helped immensely. After countless hours, and some clawing and almost eating rock, I finally shimmied back down to a manageable zone and returned to base camp. There, my compadres, who had bagged both peaks with time to spare, greeted me with hugs, shared stories, and some matching wounds.

			“There you are, old Swaindog! You look like hell! We missed you at the top!” one of them rang out.

			“Yup, there’s a dumbass born every day.”

			I have climbed many peaks—I think we all want to do that, to get to the top of the world—but when I came down from my failed attempt that day, I was humbled and unsatisfied.

			Later, however, on that warm, flat rock, having no expectations, I found myself at the very top of it all. Higher than Everest. More rewarding than any summit. Life changing.

			We strive for things that we may not attain and that may or may not meet our goals or feed our proverbial rat. Then, at times when we do not expect it—if we are aware, centered, and connected—we find ourselves at that magical place. The place we were yearning for. The lessons must be learned hands-on, like this one. And to get our collective footing in the big picture, we will need to go back to the starting point of our lives.

			Back to the egg.
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			Chapter 2

			Back to the Egg

			My egg hatched in the fall of 1958 in Detroit, Michigan—a French fort born of the North American fur trade, turned industrial juggernaut. The City of Muscle, the Most Beautiful City in America, the Motor City, Motown, Rock City, Hockey Town, the Murder City. I was hurled bloody and screaming onto the scene, into a place loved and loathed, raw, and elemental. The town was quite possibly the center of the universe at that time and, if not, most certainly the center of mine. A modern-day anomaly that would crash and burn over the next fifty years, becoming a metropolis largely abandoned. From a prime peak pinnacle of worldly power and prestige, to a state of sad squalor. A byproduct of a fusion of protectionism, greed, the Peter Principle, racial injustice, and the grand deal-killer of them all—fear.

			Thus was my starting position in the human rat race. Where was I and why, and what was all this to lead to? What purpose? Thus began my quest for all the answers.

			The introspective life takes all data, factors, and various perspectives into account. Place of birth and lineage certainly are noteworthy. Not unlike the MC5, Alice Cooper, Madonna, Iggy Pop, Gilda Radner, Lily Tomlin, Tim Allen, Eminem, Ted Nugent, Mitch Albom, Kid Rock, and Jack White, both before and after me, the city’s determined gritty energy emblazoned an indelible mark. I feel a kinship with this long list of famous and infamous Detroiters—we all got gifted a little special crazy gear ingrained from our relationships with that city. Diego Rivera’s masterpiece mural exposé Industry at the Detroit Institute of Arts, the finest work of his career, saved by one hero Edsel Ford, further manifested the city’s harsh, spunky spirit. These factors were the ingredients of my stew.

			The mass immigrations of the industrial era beckoned the besieged Irish, Czech, and Pole blood that comprised my DNA. My paternal Irish grandfather’s grinding out the coal miners’ company store, whiskey-drenched life in the hills of nearby Pennsylvania, represented the fuel source for the monstrous machine that was Detroit. My mother’s Polish-Czech, fire-and-brimstone Catholic parents pounded out a living in the hot, filthy, sweaty, suffocating factories of the city. A history of hand-to-mouth that, without much thought, you can smell and feel in the bones. Innate. These families of workers provided the wave of power that made America great. I was a product of this collision of cosmic forces, and this pedigree left me ashamed at times. I missed out on the royalty and silver spoon, but digesting Detroit’s detritus became a strength to be embraced and then relied on in life. Summarily, my background most certainly qualified me as an American.

			An ancillary Detroit cultural influence of mine had to be soul. Barry Gordy’s amalgamation of Marvin Gaye, Aretha Franklin, Diana Ross, and others, albeit procured in a contentious mode, certainly struck a chord. In a roundabout way, the accompanying racial flavor, which was at once the city’s asset and Achilles’s heel, made for an undeniable bubbling friction, feeding the soul.

			Soul dictated that nobody and nothing in life is perfect, and that’s the beauty. To spin the wheel again or get a choice between my road and what is behind Door Number Three, I’d without hesitation stay the course. Certainly, America in the baby-boomer, tail-fin-accessorized two-ton-autoed, myriad-miracle-gadgetized, cigarette-glued-in-the-mouth ’50s was a great place to be born. Warts and all, love it or leave it. Look at the current world birthplace options.

			I had a business partner in my day who eloquently regurgitated an oft-told story, brimming with his rural Texas sensibility, as we were talking about our lives—the good, bad, and the ugly—which we often did.

			“Jeff,” he recounted, “if you sat down with a group of folks and everyone put their bag of shit on the table and these bags were passed around, everyone would jump to retrieve their own bag back and run happily home to swim in it. Think about it, and trust me—that’s the way it is.”

			Such was my case. This fundamental acceptance and love of ownership of your bag and the shit in it, whatever your metrics, is a certain requisite building block for survival, sanity, happiness, and joyful living. Don’t spin the wheel and end up with a stinkier bag.

			Going from that bag back to my egg: to conceive a me, there needed to be a joining of a sperm and that egg. In this case, it occurred when Mom and Dad met in the shipping-and-receiving department of downtown Detroit’s J.L. Hudson Department Store, at that time the world’s largest, except possibly for Macy’s in New York. Mom, the unassuming post-Catholic-girls’-school clerk, connected with Dad, the laborer at the busy dock who was just back from a life-changing Trans-Pacific journey, courtesy of the Korean War. Love seemingly ensued after a brief dating stint, as Mom found herself hungover and half-naked one morning, after the first and possibly the only drink of her life—a Tom Collins—and after succumbing to Dad’s charm in her small apartment. She repeatedly shared that story with me, never forgetting the maraschino cherry and the carnival-colored paper umbrella garnish. Now it was time to get married and join the baby boom. Everyone was doin’ it! Woohoo!

			Not like any of us really do, but they didn’t have a clue. And who could blame them? Dad was the seventeenth of nineteen children born in unspeakable poverty in Appalachia—Gallitzin, Pennsylvania. And yes, the term that you might use to describe some folks in those parts could be hillbilly. Hillbilly not in the negative convention, but people of the hills, nonetheless. Sporting names such as Patsy, Cutzy, and Skoogie—all colorful characters. There was no you guys or y’all there in the hills. Folks were referred to (as my dad would call my sister and me) as you-ins, yuzins, and you-nces.

			My father’s dad, Harvey, was a coal miner and debtor to the town company store, as in the famous song “Sixteen Tons.” His life consisted of the mine, drink, nookie, dinner, and a sound beating for any of his children who were bad that day at school, in town, or at the five hundred-square-foot home where they slept stacked like cordwood. All these activities are listed in no particular order. Then Harvey was up and at it again at dawn, back to visit with the captive coalmine canaries. As a sideline and hobby, supposedly being blessed with some ancient Celtic healing powers passed down through the generations, he laid his hands upon and healed some of the townspeople of their ills. The clientele was either all or primarily female, and hence the lore that he had fathered another fifty or more children around town, in addition to my dad’s siblings at the cordwood repository. After a life of barefoot and pregnant, my dad’s mother, Bessie, passed away after giving birth to the final two children. My guess would be that the coroner labeled it exhaustion. I would imagine that in her life she rarely caught the light of day and would not have recognized it if she had.

			Coal powered the American machine, and the transport mechanism was the Iron Horse—the train. Boys love trains, and living in a small town that was a train destination, my dad was no exception. Home to the Gallitzin tunnels and one of the engineering marvels of that age, the World-Famous Horseshoe Curve, there was much to see and dream about in the world beyond. There had to be something better than the day-to-day life in Gallitzin—something far more glamorous. But you get what you get, so you turn those lemons into lemonade, your chicken shit into chicken salad. And so, the boys did.

			“Well, some kids used to, on a dare, lay flat on the train tracks to let the trains go over top them and then pop up after the train finally passed,” my dad shared with me.

			“You had to make damn sure it wasn’t a real long, slow one with a hundred cars or you could be down there a long while. I never did it; it was too crazy scary for me. Plus, I heard one time a kid got afraid partway through, panicked, and tried to get out. It was curtains for that boy.”

			He continued reminiscing.

			“Sometimes we’d spend almost all day watching the trains go through the tunnels and watching the operations at the horseshoe curve. There wasn’t much else to do in town in summer except swimming at the dam, where another kid met his maker.

			“Oh, and another thing, Son, that we liked to do was hassle the stowaway bums that would jump off the boxcars in town, throwing rocks at them and having them chase us. They couldn’t catch us or find our hiding places. No one wanted them in our town—too much trouble. One of them, name of Goombates, we were told, was a one-armed rascal who never left even with as much hell as we gave him. He was a scraggly, toothless, tattered hobo, and he became our town bum, I guess. We didn’t know where he lived, we would just always see him walking along the tracks looking for cigarette butts to smoke. I always wondered if Goombates, like that kid who panicked under the train, lost his arm that way. We never talked to him. Ya knows, Jeff, I don’t know if he could even talk.”

			Dad survived his early home environment, such as it was, running unbridled with the other town boys, hither and yon. He went somewhat unscathed under Harvey’s reign, due to luck, a happy demeanor, the protection afforded him by the older children, and making himself scarce.

			I could see the brilliance in my father that never got a chance to blossom—in his speech, doodling, and moments of reflection. Those moments hit infrequently, as he worked tirelessly in my youth at a cement factory turning out burial vaults, patio stones, and birdbaths. Unrealized potential locked out by a lack of parental direction, or parenting at all for that matter, and that key education piece, never availed or pursued. Or perhaps all was impacted by PTS inflicted by the Korean War and the memories he could barely talk about.

			Dad did relate some stories of the war to me. He had kept a miniature parachute that the enemy would fire in multiples into the American camp. The inscription, in broken English, read:

			You boys can’t win war. Truman know. Even you beat us you having beat 500 million Chinese. Save your life boy—go home. Or die here.

			There was an incident where Dad’s sergeant was killed, and he had to lead men in combat retreat during which many fell. He also witnessed a comrade jumping on a hand grenade, which would save Dad’s life and the lives of others in his troop. The horrors of war.

			The father-son relationship is a special and challenging one in life—sort of a friendly war—and takes a lot of energy to get right, as anything does, and to harvest reward. I experienced a very minimal connection with this man in my early years, as he seemed not exactly present. This was due to several factors, including his long workdays, the fact he never had a role model in the relationship with his own father, and that my mom nudged him out, elbowing hard in the nest throughout my early years. But all this would change later.

			Mom’s initial life ambition was the nunnery. This was her passion, something she regretted not pursuing. As a beleaguered stepchild, she found a connection in the themes of suffering and penance so germane to the Catholic ideal of the day, and comfort in the hope that there had to be something better in the end. This life was blessedly short, and for your pain and steadfastness, eternal life in heaven was the prize. Earn in. An age-old doctrine perfected in Medieval Europe to yoke the masses here on earth, a program thankfully now being humanized to some degree by the venerable Pope Francis. Some religions profess an afterlife, and some don’t. However, I could never understand that desiring and even seeking pain and suffering in life could be helpful in the next one.

			Mom attended Felician Academy in Detroit, an all-girls school of the Franciscan order a la the humble St. Francis of Assisi. Replete with a fully integrated Christian everything, including an orphanage, it provided her the structure and thus the courage to deal with her Cinderella duties of raising her entitled stepsiblings and being the family housekeeper. She swallowed the doctrine and responsibilities whole.

			She purportedly never had a birthday celebration until I tricked her into one on her seventieth. Her first ever. Daughter of a cold, abject, resolutely impossible, stubborn mother, Mom had a surprisingly silly and sarcastic sense of humor. Her biological father, who had left early on in his wanderings, was reportedly found dead in a boxcar along the railway in Chicago. Upon getting word of this, my grandmother instructed the messenger to report back, “Just keep the body.”

			Hence, I had no real grandparents to share love with since I never met my father’s parents, nor my mother’s biological father. Instead, I was burdened with my cold maternal grandmother, who had been civilized to a degree by my mother’s stepdad—the man had been no saint but had mellowed with age.

			The neglect my mom suffered in her childhood, most details too ugly to put in print, made her tough, that’s for sure. She also developed a nurturing, loving, forgiving, and tolerant side, which in fact boiled over into what could be described as overprotective and codependent. I didn’t understand all this until many years later, since they never taught psychology in school, even though it should be a core subject for all of us starting in kindergarten.

			Luckily, how we are raised does not necessarily dictate how we live or how we raise our children.

			I work hard these days as a single dad for my young children, focusing on love, something I never heard from my parents, not even once. I temper the helicoptering, submitting to the rollercoaster. White-knuckle grip some days. Learning from your childhood experiences to not repeat any toxic hand-me-downs, and breaking the cycle on those, can lead to a tad of parenting success. Doing the best that you can in that noble quest to grow those children from their eggs. Knowing yourself better is a good place to start.
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			Chapter 3

			Sprouting in America

			Taking stock of one’s youth requires deep digging—bare-bones brutal honesty, pull-your-pants-down full-monty fun, resulting revelations, and ofttimes pain. You’ll find a lot there in the figurative playground of those formative and post-formative years to challenge your overall mindset—confusing and conflicting messages, along with truths, lies, and utter bullshit to wade through. In a world no longer predominantly tribal—and especially in the good ol’ U.S. of A., a hodgepodge of group interactions takes the place of the age-old humanoid paths—in school, church, neighborhoods, family, and extended family glumps. All these groups are inherited, not chosen—as if you’d know how to choose—and they then comprise and define your young world, all subject to change in an instant. Through that jumble, ultimately our neuro-nets get wired. You start becoming you. Whoever that may be.

			It’s almost as if I innately inherited this chaotic beginning—a challenging, high-energy tyke who at age eight, I was told, drove my mom nearly nuts for an entire year, causing her to break out in hives. I vividly recall the proclamation she repeated when at the frayed end of her rope.

			“Jumpin’ Jesus, jumpin’ Christ! Jeffrey Alan, I hope that when you grow up you have a kid just like you! I really do!”

			Many times, when my son gets out of bounds, I’ll point up to the heavens. “Well thanks, Mom—hope you’re enjoying the party up there!”

			She had a vision for a better life for my younger sister and me—a parental mantra and an American anthem. Start point, after a stint in public school from kindergarten through second grade that did not go well, was agreeing to a church and church-based school that could temper my demeanor. Since Dad was a quasi-Methodist and Mom a devout Catholic, a reasonable and surprising compromise seemed to be Lutheran—aka Catholic lite—and the bonus was the Lutheran school and church were close to home and affordable. Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, Taoism, Hinduism, or any of the other hundreds of religions on the planet weren’t on the board. In that era and socioeconomic strata, you were directed to your belief system without a vote and blessed to have that connection with spirituality. A window to all of the answers.

			In my little world, organized sports were forsaken for the focus of spending an inordinate amount of time after school on religious study. There was, however, opportunity in the neighborhood for boyhood wildness in the streets. These activities included street football, played at full speed between the sidewalks and using parked cars as blockers, fort-building and burning, outdoor basketball, and wiffle ball, Frisbee slinging, boot ice hockey in our makeshift rinks with hard checking to knock guys silly, snowball and ice-ball bombings of each other as well as house windows and passing cars, and battling with and capturing kids from adjoining neighborhood streets for mild ritual torture and beatings. We elevated the tortures in time to include sacrificing kids to our friend’s mutt of a male dog, aptly named Bingo. Bingo was a particularly horny animal and was fond of gathering fallen laundry, dirt piles, or whatever he could climb on top of to bring himself to orgasmic bliss. Once we could get a kid down and bring Bingo around to get on top of him, the kid would have to curl up and succumb to Bingo’s humping, lest he be bitten and scratched up badly. Once Bingo had his way, he would joyously trot off, leaving the kid balling and us giggling our asses off. Bingo!

			With all that went on in the hood, I broke quite a few of my bones, suffered at least a couple of concussions—one of which was life-threatening—and lost a front tooth in all the fun.

			Since my mom traded the nunnery to raise two kids, she was determined for at least me to realize her past dream of having a career in the church. The most punishing part of this process was the nightly requirement to begin the exact and flawless memorization of Martin Luther’s small catechism. This book included the Ten Commandments, and all three versions of the Christian creed, deemed to be important: the Apostles’s, the Athanasian, and the Nicene Creeds, along with Luther’s complete explanations of all. Mom dug deep in the pocketbook to get me the onion-skin version with pages so pleasing to the touch, clocking at about a zillion words. It took months to memorize. Sitting any eight-to-ten-year-old boy still that long was ridiculous, as was expecting anyone to memorize that much material. Add the fact that I certainly had the ADHD and/or OCD thang going on, and could hardly read at that point, made it near impossible. This was years before the alphabet-soup-acronym-analysis-fest of the now, whereby diagnosis and medication can be the requirement for spirited kids. The memorization task was pure torture—the worst imaginable since the Spanish Inquisition. But somehow, I did it, and in the process developed a near-perfect photographic memory skill that was just crazy amazing. Thankfully, I never had to take the next step to the large catechism, to which Luther had directed parents thusly:

			“After you have taught them this Small Catechism, then take up the Large Catechism and give them also richer and fuller knowledge.”

			No thank you, Martin. That was enough.

			When it came to the monumental time for the requisite recital, I was the first and only one in class to raise my hand. I promptly stood up ready to regurgitate the entire repertoire. As I made my way to the front of the class, I could feel the other kids fidgeting.

			“Alright, Jeffrey, you are the first, and thank you. Let us start with the Apostles’ Creed with Luther’s explanations, and we can move from there.”

			I cleared my throat and looked out to the class, giggling at the beginning nervously as a couple of my mates twisted their faces at me in harassment. To avoid further interruption, I focused on a fire extinguisher at the back of the room as I spilled it all out.

			“I believe in God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth. And in Jesus Christ, His only Son our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mar….

			After bellowing out the entire book, which took over twenty minutes, the teacher found there were no other takers. None of the students could even recite one of the creeds correctly, which was bittersweet. The reward was my anointment as head altar boy status, and the honor of having my name as such in the inaugural program of the much-anticipated, newly built church then under construction. After that first standing-room-only church service, I even got to slide that program into the church cornerstone and help trawl the mortar around it, to seal it for eternity. At that, I had felt my commitments to my mom, God in all his manifestations and forms, and the Church had been satisfied, and I did not seek, want, or willingly acquiesce to further accolades or responsibilities in that arena. I still had and have my beliefs, but my lifetime plenary indulgence had been bought and the ticket punched. Amen.

			Through all my struggles in school, I am glad I wasn’t studied or medicated. Alternatively, I was subjected to hog-tying, paddling with a dazzling array of paddle styles, painful neck gripping, my nose being cranked down on a chalkboard spot for hours, forced soap chewing, and writing hundreds of times, “I will not ___________ in class ever again.” All to help me with my logorrhea and squirminess. Superstar altar-boy status did not spare me my punishments. In today’s world, all the teachers’ practices there would probably result in their being terminated or jailed. Discipline has certainly taken new directions, one of many radical societal pendulum swings crisply evident.

			The kids at the Lutheran school where I completed my elementary education were a diverse lot, and their company was a mixed blessing. Many were sent there from Detroit to escape the violence, disarray, and mania of their neighborhoods and their broken school systems. Subsequently a lot of “bad kids” were enrolled at the school. As a quasi-chameleon, I related to all the mini-groups that were forming. The emergence of jocks, freaks, geeks, and hoodlums was happening, and I kept connected with each clique and loved it all. Admittedly, I found special allure in those Detroit kids with a handle on the gangland lingo and mannerisms of their underworld. Allowing them to steal answers on tests with slumping shoulders and hand signals earned me the privilege, stimulation, and excitement of being in their “club.”

			There were, however, some costs associated with the variety of students imported. Experiencing the chaos when one of the school kids—a sixth-grader—shot his father dead and had to be talked down from the church’s bell tower, where he was holed up with his still-smoking gun, was an eye-opener for us all. Another student—one of my best friend’s sisters—met her end by throwing herself in front of a train during school recess, fifty yards away from and in clear view of the playground, which was particularly shocking. This event turned the school on its ear and, after witnessing something so disquieting, students were brought in during the next weeks to talk with counselors. In all this, we learned that life would go on and that most kids were incredibly resilient. I would revisit that fact later in life.

			A school project around that sixth-grade level that incorporated writing, painting, and the creation of a book struck a chord. Mine became a masterpiece essay on individualism, through a character named Herbie. I explored Herbie’s differences and how unique they made this human. It was introspection at a young age, developing confidence, comfort, and happiness in an onliest, uncommon, and special skin. The perspective found to view life from oneself, in the third person, and seeing Herbie’s life as an adventure to be embraced, was a landmark event. I had stumbled upon the realization—without knowing that I even had—that randomness and the quantum-physics life in an ever-expanding universe of dynamic range were to be consumed, shared, and celebrated. Herbie and I were different animals than the rest of the pack. Way different. And it was good! Getting some footing via some early, rudimentary form of self-actualization, through producing the Herbie storybook, was huge, as the unintentional absence of self-esteem and encouragement from home required delving within.

			Outside the home, the extended family proved quite a circus. To some degree, that’s what all families are—a microcosm of worldly disorder. Right? Dad’s family—at least the aunts, uncles, and cousins we visited—were a fun-loving bunch. My dad’s older brother and best friend, Uncle Sonny, born fittingly on Valentine’s Day, was the favorite. An Irish Pennsylvanian version of Yogi Berra sans the pedigree and fame, he sported the same rounded face, short hair, large grin, and gravelly voice as the baseball legend. The Swaney cousins’ visits did not happen as often as I would’ve liked but were always something to look forward to—even when semi-annually my uncle would administer the Swaney boys—myself and Cousin Michael—his ultrashort, scraping version of the summer buzz cut.

			“Just hold that cue ball of a head still, Jeffers, and I’ll be done in a jiffy,” Uncle Sonny would warn with his Gallitzin twang.

			And indeed, a few minutes later, with a couple of small bloody patches on the scalps and our bushel of collective hair in wads on the home’s basement floor, it was over. We were bald. It was no wonder that, quite possibly as a subconscious rebellion, both my cousin and I wore our hair uber-long in college, something that we did not have as kids.

			While visiting with the various cousins, the parents playing pinochle and drinking Mogen David wine, or other cheap varieties, we kids would sneak around the houses, getting into minor mischief, and on a couple of occasions nervously and rapidly shuffling through the drawers in the parents’ bedrooms looking for anything forbidden. Once we unearthed parental underwear, which we ceremoniously put over our heads and laughed uproariously to the point of abdominal pain and tears. The topper of the diggings was the bonanza discovery of a dirty magazine, which we had never seen before and was quite the page-turner. Other indoor activities included making prank phone calls from one of the cousin’s house phones in the basement, wrestling and dogpiling with up to five kids and crushing the one on the bottom, and playing the age-old games of Twister, Candyland, Operation, Battleship, and others.

			Outside, there was playing in the sandboxes—always awesome—and just tearing things apart, de-legging insects, dissecting earthworms, and for our insect karma kickback, getting ravaged by ants. Bottle-hunting for the two-cent deposits that could be taken to the party store and exchanged for candy or baseball cards was a joy. Felt like a proper childhood.

			Mom’s family visits were a horse of a different, non-Crayola color. The runs to Grandma’s house were a dreaded, dutiful, biweekly requirement, typically a Sunday afternoon affair, where we would go after church services dressed in our Sunday best. The fact that my mom was the stepdaughter, and treated as such in the most disgraceful manner, and that her family loathed my father—and that I was his son and the only grandson, a usually happy yappy kid—had us boys set up to suffer. The proverbial table had been set, I found out years later, the afternoon after my parents were wed. The grandparents held a small reception in the basement of their small Detroit home at the requisite home bar—a Polish family tradition, it seemed. Boilermakers and zimne piwo (Polish for “cold beer”). Early on that afternoon, Uncle Sonny slipped a bit on one of the shaky barstools, was declared drunk, and within fifteen minutes thrown out. My dad’s brother and best friend hadn’t even had a drink.

			My mom and dad would make the thirty-minute trip to Grandma’s Detroit home, toting Sis and I in the backseat, sans seatbelts, in the mint-green 1962 Mercury Comet, with the windows rolled up tight and them both chain-smoking ’til we siblings turned a weirder shade of green than the car.

			“Mom, Dad, we feel sick from the smoke, I think I’m going to throw up. Please do something!” I pleaded.

			“That is nonsense, Jeffrey. All the smoke is up here. You’re having a pipe dream. And don’t you two roll down those windows; it’s too damn cold out!”

			Oxygen was at a premium!

			We’d gather on those unpleasant Sundays, the grandparents there in attendance with my mom’s brother, the unusual Uncle Frank, and his sister, Diane, a single mom to Cousin Sandy, and listen to them rattle on for hours on a variety of topics. The storyline was always the same—praise for Sandy, verbally abusive innuendo doled out to me and my family, and consistently outrageous, inflamed rants from the lot of them. All the while my grandmother’s ferocious Pomeranian was poised to protect her from us all, which resulted in, from my memory, never having a hug or body contact with her in my lifetime. The dog barked, foamed at the mouth, and rubbed its rear end against the walls, which made for an interesting series of stains around the sitting room. This all formed the backdrop for my uncle’s fulminations, which took top bluster awards.

			Frank, Diane, and Sandy were all marginally educated at best and were giants, well over six feet tall. Frank, a momma’s boy, veteran potato-peeler of post-WWII Germany’s occupation, and auto factory worker in his parents’ footsteps—as well as, I believe, a virgin to his grave—was a particularly odd-looking duck. In line with the rest of them, I couldn’t help but draw visual similarities with the popular TV series of the day—The Addams Family. Tall and gawky with poor hygiene, dress, and a bulbous, purple, veiny nose supporting his Coke-bottle-lensed glasses, he would spout his wisdom of the world.

			“I’m telling ya and I know! All the Jews and Blacks (liberal use of these words in that house was standard procedure) should be killed. Students in college”—he then glared at me—“should be put on the front lines in the Army. That’s where they’ll learn something!”

			That was his plan for a new war that needed to be started tomorrow—wherever it was and for whatever reason. He had all the answers. Lovely. Shocking. It certainly cured me of any bigotry, instantly and for life. Whew! And if the verbal bombast wasn’t enough, there was more in store. Obsessed with coins, he would show off his collections of bushels of them in the basement there at the house. It was madness. He and the rest of the family knew my parents were struggling horribly financially, and yet it seemed to bring them all great satisfaction to see us look on, at what looked to me like the total sum of all earthly treasure imaginable, in drooling amazement and wanting. He even went so far as to glue a jillion pennies to completely cover the walls and ceiling of the basement of his home, which took years to accomplish. I’m not sure that’s ever been done before. He had us over for the unveiling. Ever since, I’ve had on-and-off bizarre dreams, aberrated snippets of the coin-overload witnessed.

			Near the end of some of the visits, an immense, plastic, two-foot-long toy hypodermic needle would be produced to chase me with in the backyard. My terror always had them all giggling with joy.

			“Look, Jeffrey, it won’t hurt, it’s just plastic,” they’d say as they howled in delight.

			I am still squeamish about needles to this day and regularly pass out when getting my blood drawn.

			“Just to let you know, I probably need to get the draw lying down here today,” I’d notify the nurse at the annual blood draw for my physical. “I’ve almost fallen out of the chair and gone boom boom on occasion.”

			A swimming lesson at one of Grandma’s friend’s backyard pools consisted of tossing me in the pool and watching me sink to the bottom ’til my dad jumped in and pulled me out. He wasn’t happy about my forced and ill-advised swim lesson, and the car ride home was less than cheerful.

			As I got on to my early teen years, the grandparent visits became less common, excepting the tradition of the dinner at our house for Thanksgiving, which I had to suffer into my forties. Even though my dad had passed away in my thirty-fifth year and the grandparents years before that, Mom beseeched me to attend the dinners and let her siblings rattle. The fact that my birthday was that same week, and occasionally that same day, made for a gift I could live without. Still, in deference to her and against my brazen will, I had to sit quietly and suffer that family of hers. Not sure if holding my tongue in acquiescence to my mom and my sister’s wishes was the right thing to do, but I did.

			I’d fly into Detroit, visit old college friends, and attend the local Thanksgiving Day parade with them, and then ofttimes watch the hapless Detroit Lions football team lose yet another Thanksgiving Day game. My friends’ companionship and the trips downtown were my treats and the sole antidote to having to go back to the house and gag my way through that family Thanksgiving dinner. One year there was so much chaos and disrespect there that I decided to break with tradition and never to return for a holiday.

			I thought it was over with Mom’s family, but Uncle Frank wasn’t done with me yet. My sister sent me a copy of his will after his passing, wherein my mom and sister were slighted to the benefit of Cousin Sandy. I’ll never forget Uncle Frank’s first and most important wish. I think it was repeated twice in different wording in the document, which my sister believes Cousin Sandy drafted and had him sign on his deathbed.

			“I specifically leave nothing to Jeffrey Swaney, for reasons personal to me.”

			Mercifully, those years of ridicule were now a case closed with forgiveness. The same could not be said of the rest of my adolescent trials.

			My pubescent life was that of probably many a blue-collar, suburban high school kid. Bumbling my way through, as most kids do, catching the educational tail end of a once-lauded college prep school that slowly degraded into a vocational program and eventual closure. I chameleoned myself through those years to a largely net-positive result—sweating, slithering, grinding, and sometimes even gliding my way in the classrooms and social waters of what for all of us is a challenging and ofttimes rewarding voyage.

			There was, however, the mega road hump of freshman year, when I somehow landed in the remedial English program with Miss McGann. The kids there were having an impossible time trudging through the See Spot Run books that I clearly mastered. But as always, I had a hard time staying tuned in. Miss McGann singled me out, and by some magic spell, working with me a bit after hours on my reading, she inexplicably unlocked aptitude. I went from a one to a ten in a month. Maybe part of it was that she was the most attractive teacher at the school, with super-short skirts and the practiced prance that accompanied those, which annoyed the staff while making her the apple of every teenage boy’s eye. Whatever it was with her—she was pure amazing.

			“Jeff, I don’t think you belong here, and I don’t know why you are here, but I’m going to transfer you on, even though I will miss you. Please stay in touch; you’re a great kid.”

			“Well thanks, Miss McGann—for everything.”

			I was instantly transferred to Miss Hildebrand’s advanced class—playing catch-up on the novel they were finishing up, The Learning Tree. Devoured it. Then raced ahead, reading over twenty books that semester, of which only three were required. I had become the Wang Lung of Pearl Buck’s novel The Good Earth, with my cerebral rags-to-riches, newfound wealth-of-mind expansion. Miss Hildebrand stayed after class with me on occasion to discuss the Vonnegut, Huxley, and other nutball authors’ books she fed to me as she ratcheted up the lunacy. A relatively mild-mannered and quiet lady of conservative dress, a beehive hairdo, and buttoned-down aura, her interest in the way-out authors suggested she had a wild side, maybe more so than Miss McGann. I was now on a path to a previously foreign universe, and my appetite for adventure in life was supercharged.

			Teachers must be the most overwhelmed, underpaid, under-appreciated, and invaluable saints on the planet. I’d often felt the need to reach out and thank all those who took a special interest in me, but shamefully have never made that time. Thanks to all of them—Riley, Stout, Rameriz, Pittman, Krenzke, Wiebush, Montgomery, Parks, and the many others on the ride. Thinking about those souls who made a humongous difference is an ethereal exercise. These days I’m getting the second go-round with teachers as a single dad with young kids. They all know how much I appreciate them and the impact they’re having on my son and daughter.

			Ponging along through the high school maze, I fancied myself an observer, and it paid dividends in spades. As I did in Lutheran school, loosely aligning with sports jocks, band jocks, freaks, and bookworms (or “brains” as they were referred to in those times) helped develop a pillar of my ingrained self as an accessible and accepted high schooler. I cannot recall another student there that was so aligned yet not party to the concept of clique or group-think. I was that Herbie guy discovered years before—a one-of-a-kind.

			In my family, school was one thing, but there had to be work. The work part of the equation on weekends and after school was never a dread for me. I must have started at seven years old shoveling snow, pulling weeds, scraping rotted wood, raking leaves, washing, waxing, and detailing cars, painting, delivering newspapers, gathering dog poop, and any other crappy jobs that I did at home or for spare change in the neighborhood. At age ten I sold candles, magazines, cookies, or whatever, door to door—for the church and myself—exploiting every opportunity. I was always in second or third place in the contests behind the auto-worker executives’ kids, whose parents pressed all their underlings at the companies to purchase the random items at work, or else. Cheaters. I found accomplishment and release in these endeavors—work ethic personified.

			Since my family and their friends had no money, I had to go to more affluent parts of my neighborhood to make my sales. The church-school sales gig benefited me with free magazines and learning the routes to houses where moneyed and kind people lived, which I revisited in the winter for my snow-shoveling work. I excelled and built a year-round client base back when the Midwest had reliable snow to shovel through winter, and sustainable backyard ice rinks to play on pre-global warming. I loved the winter months. My older neighborhood shoveling partner and I would set out early in the morning on weekends or immediately after school and kick ass, on a good weekend pocketing up to thirty dollars each per bustling ten-hour day. My dad would freak when I carefully pulled out all the dough, which was securely stashed in my inside jacket hiding place. He would take his cut, then it was time for a shower, some hot chocolate, a snack, and watching football flat on my back in the family living room. I had no fear of rejection—I had seen and heard it all and unknowingly become a successful salesman at a tender age.

			As I approached fifteen years old, my dad was always asking around to find me a steady-paying gig. He made it clear that he had nothing for me and that it was my responsibility to make it on my own. The first job in which I secured an actual paycheck was illegally at fifteen years of age. I rode my Stingray bicycle three miles, rain or shine, to a sketchy part of town on a nine-mile road at the I-75 interstate exit, to earn my $1.35/hour at the bottom of the fast-food burger totem pole. I was treated like the dog I was every week, but it was worth it for that skimpy paycheck. I questioned authority once, when I was asked to quickly bus and clean tables during rush time with the same rags I’d been cleaning the poopy bathroom with, but learned to stay out of the politics when I was summarily berated and nearly had my head taken off.
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