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This work is dedicated to all of us who have been through an experience such as this. We are not survivors nor are we victims. We are the ones that were given a chance to experience life as few people ever will. We are tempered and made stronger in our foundations through the fire we once knew. The embers that often bring back the memories and tears will always burn. They are a reminder of where we once were. As responsible and productive adults, we now have the opportunity to share, understand, and even heal. We must always remember and admit that this happens to children we know and children we don’t. This happens every day and often in our own neighborhoods. This work is dedicated to all those that step up and make our homes the loving safe haven they should be. I admire and I am inspired by your dedication.
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INTRODUCTION
I tried to hide the secrets of my past from my wife for as long as I could. I revealed my fears and tears only to the pages in my personal journal. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell my own wife, face-to-face, about my past and who I was back then. I tried to hide any scars and personal habits that would give away the secrets I lived with.
Early in our marriage, however, I experienced both embarrassment and shame that I thought I would never get over. My wife found what I had tried so desperately to hide.
I was resting in the front room when it happened. Rest is different for me than for other people. Often in our early marriage, whenever I was tired or overly burdened with some concern on my mind, I would rest with a blanket wrapped around my head. The purpose of the blanket was to cover my face and hide the secret from anyone who looked at me.
Some twenty-three years earlier I had perfected the ability to sleep with my eyes open and be aware of any movement within my line of vision. It was an alarm system I used when I “slept.” Often as a child, I was able to bring myself back into consciousness if I saw Mom cross my line of vision as she walked into my room at night. It was a safety mechanism.
For so long I answered my wife’s repeated questions as best I could without giving away the truth. I lied and said that it was insecurity and I would eventually grow out of it.
In one day that all changed. I was caught and couldn’t lie my way out of it any longer. I was resting without my blanket around my head.
I saw her as she walked into the front room. I saw her as she approached me resting and looked at me. I was aware that she was there, but I failed to bring myself back into consciousness fast enough when she looked at me. She looked into my eyes as if I was wide awake. I lay there motionless, in between asleep and waking. Somewhere in the middle is where I find my rest.
Her reaction was what I had always feared. She assumed I was dead.
Within a moment I was awake and responding to her reaction. I immediately sat up and looked at her. I was at a loss for words and said nothing at first.
It’s difficult to find the words to explain what I felt at that moment. I was ashamed. I was stuttering some meaningless statement when I realized that it was futile. She had seen my eyes as I slept, and nothing I could say at that moment would ever change the image now burned in her memory. We both simply waited for the other to respond. The silence only added to the tension and confusion.
All I wanted was to comfort my wife. All I wanted was a moment to try to explain.
After a few moments I answered as many questions as I could. I knew that she wouldn’t understand without knowing far more about my background than I had ever told her. Now I had the chance to pay my penance and repair the damage my silence had caused. She reacted with compassion and understanding. On the surface I was relieved to share something so personal with the one I loved. Inside I was confused and found the same emotion I hid as a little boy—shame. For a moment I was that little boy again, that little boy who had been horribly abused. I became that little boy who found comfort in silence and warmth in solitude. As I sat with my wife and as we talked, I began to realize that she held a deeper love for me than I knew possible. At that moment she was, and to this day remains, my other half.
I had always found my journal to be a relief for me. I wrote in it for years. I realized that my past needed to be kept silent. No one could know who I was back then.
My journal allowed me to expel the emotions and hurt on the pages that remained silent. No one would ever read them and experience the emotions I hid from the world. Taking pen to paper was a safe way for me to begin the healing process.
As I reviewed particular times in my life, though, I found that there was a message in the feelings of a once timid and shy little boy who grew to be the person I am today.
Nine years after we were married, my wife and I decided to publish these memoirs in the hope that its experiences and lessons will help readers understand. There are lessons in life that we all have to experience for ourselves. There are other lessons that we can learn from others, lessons that spare us the pain and cost of experience. The lessons I learned and my experiences in his book are very private, and yet I hope they have the power to open hearts and help heal wounds for others.
I realized the value in these memoirs as my wife sat beside me and we worked through the tears and the fear I found as I went deeper and deeper into the place that once held these secrets.
My wife helped me to get past my volatile feelings and fears as we worked together to proofread this book. At times I was unable to read a paragraph or even a sentence I had written without breaking into tears. She had known of only a few of the experiences I’d had and the way they affected me. Before writing this book I kept those emotions hidden. Now I don’t have to hide them anymore. I can allow them their place in my heart. I found that the more I was able to share, the more my wife and I were able to work together to make this a better book, with a stronger purpose.
When this project was finished, I finally realized the impact child abuse has and its lifelong effects on its victims.
Child abuse affects far more than the victim. It affects generations.
Each of us who has suffered child abuse deals with it differently. I’m fortunate to have a wonderful wife and her powerful love. She may not know all the little things she does to help me, but as I grow and feel better about myself, I’m able to share more and more. It’s as if we fall in love over and over again. She is my rock and my comforting pillow at the same time.
My life has changed for the better now that I’m able to live with the truth. I’m able to control my feelings, and I know where they belong in my heart. Before this book, I was only able to prevent them from surfacing. Now I find that I don’t have to control that anymore; I can live with them in harmony with my daily life. I understand that these feelings and thoughts are part of who I am.
Sharing this story has been therapeutic for me and has brought me closer to my wife and family. The experiences in this book have touched many lives. It will affect my children when they read about my childhood and understand the drastic difference between the way they were raised and the way I was. It will affect my children’s teachers, and their friends and families once the whole story is finally known.
Child abuse affects all of us. We may not see the direct effects or the scars, but we all live with the effects. Child abuse victims are people we work with, live next to, are friends with, and perhaps even live with. They are people who carry the memories of abuse like a stone around their neck.
There are millions of kids in the United States who carry this burden in their hearts and feel that they can’t share it with anyone. Even the littlest among us may find it necessary to bury something so painful and so heartbreaking. They bury it deep, where no one can find it. As time goes on, the place where we buried those emotions fills, threatening an eruption.
True peace of mind and heart is something that is earned—something that is worked on and then achieved. It doesn’t happen overnight, and it requires the support of those around us who love and want to understand. May all my readers find the true peace of mind and heart that I have found in telling my story.

1
THAT WAS THEN . . . 
Daly City, California, 1970
In the beginning, life was fun, life was exciting, and life was good. As a five-year-old, I was tender in age and yet I was cruel and mean. I was happy to watch my brother as he was beaten or forced to perform some disgusting punishment. It was exciting to watch. It is horrifying to remember.
I WANTED TO BELIEVE that we were a middle-class family in a middle-class San Francisco Bay Area suburb. The house was modest, as were all the houses on Crestline Avenue. There were four or five different styles of houses on the street. Each one was painted differently, and yet there was a pattern on the street that reminds me of the famous pastel houses of San Francisco’s Rainbow Row. Our house was bright pink. The outside trim was pink; even the concrete steps were pink. Next door had a slightly different layout and was painted in two tones of brown. As you walked down the street, the colors of the houses would eventually repeat themselves to form a pattern. Every family on the street had pride in their yards and their houses.
There were two dozen kids on the street, and most of them were within a few years of me in age. The boys all had bicycles and who knows what the girls had. Who cared? They were girls. They didn’t play football, basketball, or dodgeball; they were just girls. The boys would often ride bikes around the street in packs. Mostly to show off the new seats or handlebars they just got.
I recall particular early memories about Mom but very few about Dad. He just was seldom there. He was almost invisible. I remember Dad occasionally being in the house, but always in the background. I don’t know if he had already moved out or if he was just never there anymore. It’s almost as if he was a tenant, not participating in the lives of his kids. I’m not sure if it was always that way. Perhaps before I came along things were different. Maybe Dad and Mom were happy then. Maybe they were a real family then. I don’t know. I don’t have many other memories about my father. I simply didn’t know him.
Mom made a show of nurturing “tradition” and “family.” She worked very hard at making elaborate dinners and setting the table with Hawaiian tablecloths or Chinese dishes, stemware, and tableware, depending on what she created for dinner. I used to love sitting at the table with my own Chinese teapot and decorative dishes that only I used. Each of us had a set, and each one was a different pattern and color from the rest. Those table settings always made each of us feel special. From Hawaiian to Chinese to German themes and cuisine, Mom made dinner a special event. The table was usually set better than in most restaurants in San Francisco. Candles, linen napkins, and silver always made the dining table sparkle.
One of my best memories was constantly fighting with my younger brother, Keith, over a certain table setting. Whenever dinner was just plain baked ham, sweet potatoes, bread, corn, and applesauce, the table was set with the everyday dishes. There was one particular plate that had a chip out of the flower pattern and one fork that had a line near the top of the handle, as if something had melted a mark across the handle. Over the years Keith and I would fight over who would set the table. The rivalry over whose seat was set with the broken plate and fork was never-ending. Always in fun, but completely serious, we would swap knives and plates ten times behind each other’s backs—even after the table was set. We mocked each other in defeat as dinner eventually started. The victor (whichever one of us ended up with the “broken fork” or “broken plate”) shamelessly repeated:
“I got the broken fork. I got the broken fork.”
Drive-in movies were always special events. One of the first movies I recall seeing was Disney’s Bambi at the drive-in, and I was happy with the togetherness we shared as brothers. But camping was even more fun. We camped as a family—Mom, Ross, Scott, Keith, and me. Dad never camped with us, and I recall David on a camping trip only once. Nonetheless, their absence didn’t change the fact that “the family” was camping. The five of us were “the family.”
Mom had a habit of spontaneously announcing that we were going. Within two hours of the announcement, Mom and the boys had the car loaded and were off to one of the local campgrounds. Ross, Scott, Keith, and I would be sitting in the car waiting for Mom in high anticipation. It was always fun to be spontaneous; so many of my camping memories are vibrant and so real that they seem as if they occurred only yesterday. But sometimes, when I think back to those times, I can’t recall the color of our sleeping bags or the color of the tent.
Some weekends, Mom would take us on day trips to the beach. The drive to Thornton Beach on the Pacific Ocean was short; it was only about twenty minutes from our house. The anticipation was too much for any five-year-old, and was overwhelming for me at that age. The beach was one of the few places we went as a family in public and were allowed to exercise the normal relationships shared among most brothers. Tossing a football from brother to brother was always part of the beach experience for us, and deliberately skipping one brother’s turn just to start a fight was inevitable. Ross was about eleven, Scott was about eight, and Keith was a newborn.
When I think back to when all of us were living together, it is not clear if there were five boys or four. It was normal for Ross, Scott, and myself to be involved in some sport or game or brotherly challenge. David was rarely there. He was never allowed to play or speak to us. He was expected to be silent and only watch as the other boys played and shared with one another. Sometimes I remember David being there, and other times I don’t. So many times he was left behind in the house, just not part of our daily lives. He was part of the background—something that you know is there but isn’t important.
It has been difficult for me to force myself to remember David because I have buried those memories for so many years. As an adult, I am shocked to remember what was being done in that house. I am deeply ashamed of my own childhood participation in the horrific events. From my earliest memories, unspeakable acts of violence were happening in our family that I couldn’t understand at the time. As a child, I didn’t know that these acts never should have happened or been allowed to happen. The violence was a part of daily life before I can even remember.
The harsh truth is, my childhood was a lie. Beneath the surface our family was anything but normal. There were horrible secrets in the backs of each of our minds. We all knew what they were and yet never talked about them. We were afraid to.

2
GOOD BOY
Children can be very cruel to each other in an ignorant and often uncivilized manner. But when an adult—a parent—encourages, nurtures, and even rewards such behavior, the cruelty becomes perverted. Mom demanded that all “her boys” had to treat their brother David as something less than human. In her own twisted formulation, she singled me out to be her particular informer, her co-conspirator, against him. At thirty years’ distance from my cruelty, I still cringe with shame at my participation in his pain and degradation. I was five years old and I was trying to survive within a crazy scheme of rules enforced by my mother. Despite my adult disgust for my own childhood acts, I have tried to tell the truth about what happened in that house as honestly as I can remember. The strongest thought I recall when I reflect back on my childhood was simply Eat or be eaten.
I DON’T KNOW WHY Mom and Dad were married. The few times I asked about Dad, she never said anything about him. She just refused to talk about him. Mom had made him mysterious to me.
At first, I think they were happy together. I used to look at Mom’s wedding picture, and I remember looking at her like she was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She was like a star from the really old movies on TV. She seemed happy to be near such a tall man as Dad. He was well over six feet tall and had dark hair. He was defiantly handsome. The few times I looked through old photo albums, I felt a sense of pride in the photos of Mom and Dad. They had such good-looking friends who were always laughing and enjoying life. Most of the photos showed Dad with a drink or a cigarette in his hand surrounded by friends and family. Mom would often have a drink in her hand and cigarette in her mouth and was also surrounded by friends. I didn’t know any of the names or the faces but I felt as though I should. Uncle This and Uncle That is all I was told. None of them was an uncle by blood, just by friendship, and none of them ever came by the house after the kids came along.
Mom grew up in Salt Lake City and was very much a socialite. She would tell stories of friends and family she remembered enjoying. Dad was slightly older than Mom and could have had his pick of brides based on the looks and charm that are evident in old photos. I have no idea where he grew up or what kind of family he came from. I have no idea if he had brothers or sisters, or if his parents are still alive. I have no idea where he was born. He was a stranger to me. That’s just what Mom wanted. She wanted me and the other boys to be dependent on her. That way she was in complete control.
I recall a few relatives saying that “Steve could have had his pick of them and that Cathy wouldn’t settle for anyone else.”
“All she wanted was Steve.”
“They’re perfect for each other.”
Mom often went by the name Cathy. She told me once that it was a nickname her friends had stuck her with years before. Her given name, Roerva, was derived from the first few letters of her family members’ names: Ruth, Ott, and Ervan.
Dad was just Steve—strong in his stance and larger than life in the old photos, Dad was, well, Dad. In many ways I thought of the two them as being “cool”—in the photos, anyway. They looked like they had it all together and were the perfect couple.
By the time I came along, some six years after the first boy, the excitement of having children must have worn off. Four boys in a row must have made Dad proud, but I think it made Mom tired.
Sure enough, another brother was soon added to the litter. In many ways I think having kids sort of interrupted Mom’s lifestyle. Once the parties became late nights with toddlers and homework, the luster of having kids was tarnished with the memories of more exciting times.
Somewhere in the middle of this family, something was different. Something was, well, wrong. Around the age of five, I understood that there was a difference between the boys and the boy. Between Ross and Scott there was another boy, a child I knew by many names:
“Him.”
“The Boy.”
“IT.”
“David.”
I was taught to hate him as early as I can remember. He was supposed to be a horrible child, an embarrassment to the family, deserving of every form of abuse he received. Mom called him:
“The freak.”
“A miserable excuse for a human being.”
“The thing that’s lucky to be alive.”
He was like some animal you see on scary late-night television shows that’s kept under the steps, and yet the rest of the family seems normal.
He was a fearful boy. He was dreadfully skinny, wore pitiful rags, and smelled horrible, since he wasn’t allowed to bathe. He had a habit of staring at you with eyes that looked past you as if there was no life left in them. And that’s what frightened me the most about him, those eyes—those incredibly empty eyes.
He lived in the basement and wasn’t allowed to speak. He was rarely permitted to wash, and was fed only leftovers a few times a week. He had many chores to do around the house, which he had to complete quietly and within the time limits set by Mom in order to avoid the consequences of her rage.
Occasionally he was allowed enough time to complete his chores and was rewarded with food, scraps mostly, but food nonetheless. During the time that he lived with us I was young and never thought too much about why he was treated that way. Things were just the way they were and there was no sense trying to understand them. Mom had told us often that he was a terrible boy and that he was a shame to our family. She told us that he constantly committed all sorts of unpardonable crimes, and that he had to pay for them. I don’t think I ever actually believed that. I couldn’t imagine when he would have time to commit those crimes.
Up to this point Mom kept the focus of her severe abuse on David, but occasionally she was abusive to the other boys as well. Never anything like what David went through. I was too young to know the difference between abuse and punishment. Yet I knew that what David went through was different from what I saw the rest of us go through. Different from anything I had ever experienced up to that point. As long as David was still around, I felt almost safe, knowing that Mom would much rather beat him senseless or abuse David than me.
Living in such a house, each of us understood that there was a need to watch out for each other, and yet it was almost every man, or boy, for himself. I knew what was happening to my brother David. I saw the way Mom punished him for the simplest mistake. She was capable of abusing her children in ways that most people couldn’t even dream of. As brothers we were afraid of her. I was terrified of her. All we had as kids was each other. We had to stick together.
We were like a wolf pack. Even though we stuck together, we were able to turn on one another without hesitation or remorse. It was almost as if we had to make sure that, individually, we stayed out of the way and were invisible at times. The alternative to being invisible was to watch and often participate in the destruction of one of the pack, at least when we were in the house and Mom was near. When one of us was mad at another brother all we had to do was tattle; whether the story was true or false didn’t matter. It wasn’t much different from any other sibling relationship. Tattling and making up stories about what a brother did to get you in trouble goes on in any normal family. What was so abnormal was the way Mom reacted. Getting repeatedly slapped and kicked for calling my older brother a “retard” was not only normal for me, it was expected. I knew what Mom would do to me the second I called him that.
At the time, I didn’t really think I was being abused. When I compared what my brother went through to what I went through, I was actually lucky—up until the state took him away.
Outside the house we took on the role of brothers and stuck together in secrecy. Ross would always watch out for me and carefully ensure that I was safe and secure. Ross and I had an unspoken agreement: We would never turn on one another. Scott and I had no such understanding. We were intentionally destructive toward one another. Any chance I had I would call him a “retard” just to get him back for whatever it was he’d said or done to me.
As far as IT was concerned, he was free game. He was available to be blamed, punished, or even devoured, much the way wolves would do.
We all were superior to IT, and I used that to my advantage. It was almost as if IT was a dog that I was allowed to kick at will. He was an animal that I could abuse. I could force him to feel the same lowliness that I was more than used to. It was addictive.
My place, however, was dubious and fragile. In reality, I lived with the constant fear of sliding into the place that he, being IT, occupied. In order to stay where I was, I had to keep him down. I had to contract with Mom to be her “Little Nazi,” her ally against IT. I was not only allowed but also encouraged to mistreat him. I was often rewarded for ratting him out to Mom. Ross and I had our pact of protection, but IT and I had a different pact, an unspoken pact of betrayal and lies.
Many times I told on him, knowing full well that Mom would mercilessly beat him, or try once again to kill him. Quite often my accusations were lies, or at least exaggerations of minor faults that in no way required the kind of punishment he received. Nor were those accusations in any way justification for her cruelty. But it was the only way of keeping her hostility focused on IT and away from me. He was my safety valve, a survival tool that I used without any thought whenever I felt that I was in danger. As long as I separated him from me, I was safe and I knew it. I was rewarded for providing Mom with another reason to unleash her fury on him. His life was nothing more than pain and shame. We, as brothers, would separate ourselves from him. Yet my life revolved around ensuring that he was the focus of her madness. Looking back, I don’t believe that the other boys ever really wanted to blame him or heighten his flaws. None of my other brothers ever showed any need to have this kind of twisted relationship with Mom. None of my brothers ever took advantage of Mom’s twisted way of punishing David. I’m not sure why, but I found a comfort in degrading David and making him the focus of Mom’s anger. It was the only thing I had to hang on to and I wasn’t about to give it up or share it with anyone, at any price. Being able to get IT in more trouble than me was all I had. I remember the times that he suffered because of me, and I was, and am to this day, flooded with guilt and regret.
At first it was just for the sake of keeping him down to protect myself. But as time went on, I grew desperate. I was desperate to once again taste the bitter sweetness of causing him harm. In many ways my anger as a child was satisfied when I watched or listened to his cries of pain as Mom beat him senseless for some lie I told. Often she would beat him for his failure to complete chores to meet “our” expectations. I was part of her and the madness she lived. I, too, lived for it. I recall speaking to IT as if I had her full support in degrading him. I didn’t need her permission. I had her confidence. I was on her side and I lived for the chance to get him in trouble.
Whenever Mom was abusing my brother, I was always afraid that she would do the same to one of us—or, more specifically, me. It wasn’t as if any of the rest of us was spared from Mom’s abuse. I was often slapped around, kicked, abusively spanked for the simplest and most meaningless flaws.
It’s hard to understand, but at the time I thought that Mom was “abusive” to David and simply “disciplining” the rest of us. Once David left the house, that abruptly changed.
I remember the day Mom caught me walking up the stairs from the basement long before she had announced that I was permitted to get out of bed. She had very strict rules about that: No one was allowed to get up in the morning without her permission. I must have been five years old at the time.
The night before, Mom had been in a frenzy; she had been drinking and walking the house all night. I had been careful to stay out of her way. I was afraid she would vent her frustrations on me. I had gone to bed in silence after my evening chores, and had lain awake with the covers pulled over my head. I expected her come in my room, and I waited for hours.
She had the habit of walking into my room at night to say good night. I knew that if I did anything wrong—if I was awake when she wanted me to be asleep, if I was asleep when she wanted me to be awake, or if I gave the wrong answer to a certain question—she would explode and hurt me. Being in the mood she was in that night, I was sure there would be trouble.
I froze with fear when I finally heard the door open later that night. I heard the sound of her heavy steps as she approached me where I lay on the upper bunk bed in my room. I was expecting her to pull the covers off my head, bellow something at me, or simply start hitting me, but nothing happened. I waited and waited—everything was perfectly still. I strained for any sign of her presence: her breathing, the creaking of the wooden floor as she sneaked out of my room, anything that could tell me that she was either there or had gone. It was incredibly hot under the blankets and I was desperate to breathe, but I didn’t dare move. If she was there, she would hurt me if I moved. So I lay there for hours in silence and the immobility I had perfected. Petrified with fear and the uncertainty of not knowing whether she had left or was just playing another one of her cruel games, I counted the minutes, as many as I could. I wasn’t sure what came after thirty and I would start over and over again. Eventually exhaustion overtook me and I fell asleep.
In the morning I woke up soaked in my own sweat and urine. It wasn’t the first time. It actually happened to me often and, as usual, I panicked at the thought that she would know that I had once again wet my bed.
I was just too scared of what she might do if she caught me leaving my bedroom and making my way to the bathroom during the night. There simply wasn’t enough room in my heart for that kind of courage. I couldn’t do it. I was too afraid to walk to the bathroom without her permission.
I slipped quietly out of my bed, removed the sheets, and replaced them with new ones. I headed toward the door carrying the smelly pile of wet linen. I opened the bedroom door slowly, praying that she would still be sleeping. That would allow me time to get down to the basement and leave the sheets in the huge laundry pile. I knew I would have to return later and wash them myself, without her knowing. As I walked carefully down the stairs, inhaling the stench of the sheets, I wondered if I would be allowed to take a shower before school to keep me from smelling like the sheets and becoming, once again, talked about in other children’s jokes. It was always the same; I was always cut down and made fun of. I so desperately wished I could be as cruel to the kids at school as I was to my own brother, IT.
If I was able to lie and force the kids at school to get in trouble, then perhaps I would not get teased or harassed as much. If I could treat the kids at school like I did my brother, then perhaps I could fade away from the spotlight and be ignored, like at home.
Then perhaps they would leave me alone and I could become invisible there, too. At home, Mom always supported my cruelty and harassment of my brother. She helped me become a monster. I was a monster to my brother—IT. No adult at school, or anywhere else, would allow me to be that cruel; no one but Mom. At school, I didn’t have the protection of Ross. I was alone and completely vulnerable.
As I walked down the basement stairs I once again was filled with those all-too-familiar feelings of fear and panic. I was familiar with panic and fear. I knew the feeling of being terrified.
The banister was old and wore the dirt of the kids as they held on to it. The steps were covered with black rubber strips for traction yet they were worn beyond being useful. Between the walls and the banister, the few inches of space were always filled with spiderwebs and dust. I was afraid to hang on to it and yet I was afraid not to even more. I knew I had to find the banister with my hands as I carried the pile of urine- and sweat-soaked sheets. I grabbed the banister and felt my hand and arm tremble as I tried to think about something else. I tried to think of neither the spiders nor the webs and walk down one step at a time. I had been awake only a few minutes and I was already sweating. I was sweating fear.
The bottom landing was unstable and I felt as if I would fall through the floor and into some pit that I had yet to discover.
At the bottom of the steps and directly to the left was a small storage area. It was often filled with canned goods and molding potatoes. I recalled the small trapdoor at the far end of this pantry I’d discovered while seeking a new hiding place. I sought safety any chance I had.
The trapdoor opened to a crawl space under the foundation of the house and was only a foot and a half high, just enough for me to hide. The spiders, dirt, and dampness were better than what Mom sometimes had in mind for me.
The basement was a world of its own. Its hard concrete walls were cold and seemed to speak silently of the cruelty and the despair that only they had witnessed. There were mysteries down there, things I hadn’t understood as a child. I knew the walls had seen more than I had, and I believed that they contained the fears and emotions that erupted from little boys once they were captured and taken down there. The walls had been absorbing it all for years and years, the true keepers of the secret. The basement was dark and full of boxes of toys that were used during better times. The gray station wagon took up the front half of the basement; the back half was filled with camping gear that knew the same silence that filled that cold and horrific place. All the tents and sleeping bags were covered with cobwebs and home to spiders and insects.
The floor was damp and musty. The smell from our dogs was pungent on the wet cement. I gagged at the odor. There was one light at the bottom of the steps and one other near the car. The back half of the basement was dark and scary. That was where IT lived. I knew that I had to get close to IT to get to the washing machine. Whenever he was in his place in the basement and I had to go down there, I was frightened out of my mind. I didn’t know if he would strike out at me from some dark corner of the basement. I was afraid he would try to get me back. I felt alone and powerless in the dark. It was just him and me, and I was now in his world.
IT scared me. I was afraid to look at him. His skeleton-like, bruised body was frightful and his smell was foul, but what scared me more than anything else were those eyes. They had that sheepish yet cunning way of looking at me, like an animal in its hole waiting for some smaller animal to pass its sight. He scared me because I couldn’t understand him. And I refused to imagine what it would be like to be him. I just couldn’t think about him and how any of us could be him.
He scared me because I knew that I could easily be him. I knew his eyes hid all the fear and all the pain he had endured over the years. I was afraid that if I looked at him and not through him, I would feel some of his pain—or even worse, the pain that I had caused him. I just glanced at him, because as much as he scared me, I also felt sorry for him.
Under the long metal workbench, behind the wood and the tools, I found the sandwich I had hidden there for him the night before. It was only tuna fish and mayonnaise, but it was all I could make for him without being seen by Mom. Sometimes I would secretly hide food, hoping that he would find it. Occasionally I hid the food out of pity. I thought that in some small way it was a way to be forgiven for the times that I deliberately lied about something he’d done. Most of the time, though, I hid food downstairs to be used as a prop when I needed to be her Nazi again. I could count on ratting him out for eating whenever he wasn’t allowed to eat.
The sandwich was uneaten and covered with ants. He hadn’t seen it. I knew the ants wouldn’t have kept him from it. I had seen him eat far worse things before. When he was allowed to, he ate like an animal under the kitchen table next to the dog dish. Sometimes, he ate from the dog dish. The meals we had as a family he spent under the kitchen table while we ate in the dining room. It didn’t take long before he taught the dog that he ate first from the bowl on the floor. It was a matter of survival.
I saw him lying there on the green army cot. His eyes stared at me without moving, without thinking or feeling, as if I didn’t really exist. Immediately I felt resentment—I was jealous of him. I was jealous because he slept on that army cot, the same one my older brothers used on the few times we went camping. I wasn’t allowed to sleep on it. My brothers always had the first choice and now IT had it. It was his bed now.
I envied him and his liberty and thought of him as stupid for not realizing what freedom he had. His world was the basement. He could do whatever he wished there. He could play with the endless objects and toys that were kept there, or he could talk to the cement walls at will without fear of stuttering as I did. He had the “benefit” of silence, though it came from constant fear of being heard by Mom. He had “privileges” such as these that only increased my jealousy further.
I so wished that I could talk to someone, anyone—I found myself resentful of the fact that at least he had the cold concrete walls to talk to.
I quickly dropped the sheets on the laundry pile and was headed back toward the stairs when I glanced at him one more time. The way he looked at me made me angry. All the feelings that Mom had allowed me to discover came to the surface. I was mad, I was really mad.
You’re supposed to jump out of bed when one of us is near you! I thought to myself.
It was something that Mom had told me a million times.
He knew that. If I had been Mom, he’d have jumped to his feet and stared at the floor, trembling with fear and respect.
How dare you, I thought.
“Hey, you’re supposed to be awake and doing your chores before she gets up. You know that, I’m gonna tell, that’ll teach you,” I said coldly without even thinking.
The change in him was immediate. There was instant panic in his eyes as he sat up slowly. I could tell that the lesson Mom must have taught him last night was a good one. I basked in the pleasure of seeing him tremble with fear as he attempted to stand up. His body was shaking uncontrollably. I was unsure if it was due to my presence, the threats I had made against him, or his physical condition at the time. It didn’t matter. It was all I wanted to see: my shallow superiority over him. I stood there absorbing my fragile glory.
His head hung low and his chin was stuffed into his chest. It was all I needed to see.
I walked up the stairs without looking back at him. A sort of vengeful satisfaction renewed me.
As I went up the stairs toward my room, I relived the recurring nightmare that so often tormented me in my sleep.
In my dream, the stairs would turn into a slide, the banister would disappear, and without anything to hold on to, I would slowly slide toward the monster that waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. As I approached I could hear its laughter, laughter exactly like Mom’s. I could feel its claws grabbing my feet and smell its horrible breath. It would seem like hours of struggling and trying to just find enough of a foothold to prevent the inevitable. My dream always ended the same way. I would feel my soul dissolve as I watched the monster’s teeth close from inside its mouth and I was swallowed whole.
I couldn’t count the times this dream came to me. It was as if I had to learn something from it, but I’d refused to believe what I knew to be its real meaning. I knew exactly what it meant. I just couldn’t admit it. I was so involved with my dream that I failed to see her standing at the top of the stairs.
“What the hell are you doing out of bed?” she shouted as she turned on the lights.
Frozen with fear, I stood perfectly still, not knowing what to do.
“Get up here now!” she commanded.
I walked up the stairs with my head hung down. When I reached the top of the steps, she grabbed my chin and forced me to look into her eyes. When she did that, I knew I was in serious trouble.
“I said, what the hell are you doing out of bed?” she repeated.
“IT—he woke me up!” I stuttered.
Only he could arouse that kind of rage in her. Only IT could provoke that kind of fury now in her eyes. Her face reddened with hatred and her eyes became inflamed with determination as she walked past me. She forgot I even existed as she headed down the stairs toward the basement. I stood there filled with horror at what I had just done, cringing as I heard the knocks and the screams coming from the basement. Again I knew that the concrete walls were absorbing the emotions and pain that came from her private lessons. The punishment went on and on as if it would never end.
Why do you do that?
These were the confusing thoughts that filled my head. After a moment, I once again realized that I wasn’t as superior to IT as I needed to be. I felt ashamed.
Eventually I shrugged it off and tuned out the screams and the images they conjured in my mind. It was a matter of survival. I couldn’t allow myself to think too much about it.
I recall one afternoon after school when David was going about his chores. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to try to break him.
I knew that he had arrived home when I heard Mom call him up from the basement and into the kitchen. In order to prove that he hadn’t eaten anything during the day she forced him to throw up on the kitchen floor, filter through the mess with his hands, and then clean up after himself. It was disgusting and yet exciting to watch. It was never odd that he was forced to perform such gross acts. He never tried to stand up for himself and none of us, at least not me, ever questioned the way he was treated, at least to Mom’s face. It was simply his place and we all accepted it. Many times he was forced to reconsume the mess he had just thrown up. It was awesome to watch. The fear and disgust on his face as he reluctantly forced himself to re-eat what was now thrown up on the floor was addictive. I would watch and wonder if he really was going to do it, although I knew that he would never disobey Mom’s commands. It was one of the scariest punishments I ever saw inflicted on him. I was excited to stand there and enjoy the show until I started to think about Mom doing that same thing to me. I had a vague feeling I would eventually take his place someday, and the thought of that took away any of the fun. Now I was scared.
After I watched him clean up his mess, I waited and asked him to follow me to the basement. As usual, he followed quietly, as if he was obeying Mom. The sense of power and the feeling of superiority made the next few moments linger as I basked in pride. Each step I took down the staircase added to the power of being able to command him like some animal Mom was training, and I was testing. By the time I reached the bottom step I was completely filled with a power I can only describe as “raw.”
At the bottom of the steps, I lifted my head tall.
“What’s that on top of the tools on the floor?” I said.
“I don’t know,” he replied, ashamed.
He just stood there confused by my question. He knew I was once again about to place him in danger. I looked him over. My eyes traveled up and down his scrawny body. I thought carefully for the next few moments. Making sure not to look into his eyes, I inspected his body and felt shame. Confused, I hesitantly said, “You know that if she finds out that you’re eating food you’re going to be in trouble?”
His face became frozen as his head sank once again into his chest. It wasn’t the first time I had placed him in jeopardy when he was actually completely innocent. His reaction slowly brought me back to the feeling of power over him I was looking for.
“I have to tell, you know. If she finds out I knew and didn’t tell she will hurt me,” I coldly stuttered at him.
As I looked at him, I recalled the kids at school, and how they mimicked my stuttering and made me feel less than real. And now I was enjoying the same feeling of superiority that I was forced to absorb at school. It was almost a remedy for the day’s cruelty.
What I was doing to my brother was exciting, it was powerful, it was necessary for me. Yet it was shameful. I was constantly struggling with the good and the bad feelings that surfaced whenever I was tormenting David. On one hand I was powerful and able to make someone else feel worthless, and on the other hand I felt ashamed and sorry for my actions. It was crazy.
One of Mom’s rules that I agreed to follow was to expose any and all of David’s flaws. If I didn’t, she would get mad and hurt me. The few times I failed to report anything he ever did, I was slapped or spanked for being, as she would say “on his side.” I was only six years old. I didn’t know what taking sides meant. I didn’t know what a twisted web of fear and pain Mom created. She was the master at controlling her children’s minds.
The chance to reassure Mom that I was still her faithful informer and report any of David’s mistakes was too much to pass up. Even if I had made up the entire event about him eating a sandwich downstairs, I just couldn’t pass it by. The comfort I enjoyed was shallow, but all too necessary. It was completely unfair that I felt anything for him or anyone else. I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. Not for anyone. Not her, not myself, not the kids at school, anyone. I was supposed to be void of emotion, void of feeling, I was supposed to be her private gestapo and nothing more.
Prior to calling David downstairs with me, I had placed half the sandwich from my lunch box on top of the tools under the workbench. I had taken a bite out of it, as if to show that someone had been eating it. Now I pointed to it, and he slowly lifted his head and realized that once again I had placed him in the way of her wrath.
The sorrow on his face told me I had made him feel just as I wanted him to. The same way I felt at school. I had control over him once again and he knew it. I passed by him, walking toward the steps on my way up to the kitchen to find Mom. He simply stood in the same position; he had to first receive a command to move. As I neared the top of the steps just across from the kitchen, I could see Mom sitting at the table drinking from the gray glass that contained her lifeline—Smirnoff vodka.
Changing the expression on my face from satisfaction to humility, I asked Mom if I could show her something I’d found downstairs. She continued to look at the wall opposite where I was standing, ignoring me. So I laid out my story of deceit, smugly saying, “IT has been eating food! I saw him do it!”
I knew those few words were all I needed to say. Her reaction was as I’d expected. Once she absorbed the meaning of my lie, she finished the glass, slammed it on the tabletop, and then stood up. The look on her face was also what I expected as she walked past me and rubbed my hair, a reward for my evil deeds.
“Good boy, Richard!” she purred.
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