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Opinion 

(so as to spark conversation)
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There are, in my opinion, three types of people:  

First, there are those that see a worm frying on the hot sidewalk and rescue it by gently picking it up and placing it onto the lawn in a shady area close by. 

Second, there are those that see the worm, think about rescuing it, and decide maybe it’s better not to rescue it, so they leave it to chance. Of course, the worm fries 99.9% of the time, unless the first type of person happens upon them. 

Lastly, there are those people that get delightful and insidious joy out of leaving the worm on the hot, scorching sidewalk. They might even pause to watch. I’ve witnessed them doing so; me unable to intervene without looking completely foolish and being bullied.

I, the author of this novel, will always rescue that worm. As passively and gently as I can. Unfortunately, because of the madness of my nature, I will also use that same worm as bait for fishing. It’s human nature. It’s my nature.
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Preface
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This is an honest recounting of my childhood and teenage years. It covers sensitive subjects such as childhood sexual, physical, emotional, mental, institutional, and substance abuse. It is told in my Southern American internal dark humor voice that has helped me get through these things. Hopefully my story will help you as well.
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Part 1

My Lost Childhood
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Chapter 1

Al-Anon

November 1983
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I had just turned seven when I went to my first Al-Anon meeting in Memphis, Tennessee. Most kids spent their nights and weekends playing games and then headed off to early bedtime. Instead, my parents dragged me to group therapy sessions for loved ones of alcoholics. It wasn’t really their fault in my opinion; it wasn’t really anyone’s fault. It was madness. It just happened.

At the time, my thirteen-year-old brother, who was six years older than me, was extremely creative and got in trouble a lot. 

For instance, one afternoon a month prior, he had decided it was a grand idea to steal a whole bottle of vodka from a neighborhood girlfriend’s parents’ house. He and the girlfriend then decided to drink the entire bottle on the roof of the girl’s house, in the middle of the day; getting so drunk that he eventually fell off the roof. 

Luckily, it was a one-story house, and he landed on the soft grass and was ok; but the girl’s parents were not pleased to find a passed out drunk thirteen-year-old boy on their front lawn. Especially when they found out he stole and drank an entire bottle of their vodka with their daughter.

My poor parents and I, God bless us, came home shortly after to find some very pissed off neighbors wanting nothing more than to give this drunk dumbass boy back to us. They were confused and astounded; we were confused and astounded. 

I mostly remember my parents shoveling coffee into him in the downstairs half-bath while he profusely puked into his newly found porcelain god; that cold and brutal god, he, and many others, including myself, have come to know oh so well.

Fast forward one month, and my brother, still thirteen, was in his first short-term drug treatment center in Memphis, Tennessee, and I was having to attend Al-Anon meetings. My parents weren’t rich, they were middle class at best, but they had good health insurance. 

My mom was a Certified Pediatric Nurse who worked at a large children’s medical center in downtown Memphis, mainly post-ICU and graveyard shifts. She’s made a difference in countless children’s lives. No matter their background or monetary status.

My father worked for a computer processing giant (one of the first). He liked math, had a master’s degree in computer science, and he was good at programming Basic. He was a good man but stubborn as a bull at the time.

Both of my parents worked hard and had a profound impact on my ability and willingness to achieve “an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work.” They were Southern Christian parents just trying to raise their two boys the best they could.

My parents couldn’t really understand why this madness with my brother was happening to them. They tried their best to be good parents. I must believe that the community tried its best.

So, here I sat at seven years old in 1983 at an Al-Anon meeting held inside some random church in Memphis with a bunch of strangers. My parents and I were gathered with about twenty other folks in a large circle of metal folding chairs, hearing the Serenity Prayer for the first time, and very confused about what the hell was going on. 

Now, for those that don’t know, the Serenity Prayer is a mantra popularized by Alcoholics Anonymous and other support groups. The short and simple version says: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” I didn’t know it at the time, but that mantra would become a recurring theme in my life; whether I liked it or not. I still get nauseous every time I see that prayer hanging on a wall.

If I was lucky on those nights at various support group meetings, the groups would be split between siblings and parents. I was rarely that lucky. I usually had to sit with the adults and hear their stories.

This would be the first time I thought about telling my terrible “secret” to anyone but was too scared to do so. I wish I had; my life may have ended up being a little easier for me. I hid my secret from everyone for another nine years. 

I, instead, continued to suffer in silence while going to various support group sessions for dependents, most of the time run by private institutions, until it was my turn to be labeled “the bad kid.”

I lived at the time in a small town thirty minutes east of Memphis, called Collierville, Tennessee. My brother and I were very bored in a small town and tended to get into trouble a lot. Our childhood path was laid out before us: try to creatively stay busy, but constantly end up bored. Maybe God wanted us to be bored, so we could be more creative?

I’ll try to keep this brief, but when I said earlier that we were Southern Christian, I mean we were part of a very small church’s congregation in Collierville called Greenhill’s Baptist in the early 1980s. Greenhill’s had a total congregation of around 100 people. Most of the Collierville residents went to the larger First Baptist across town instead.

My dad was in the church choir, as was I, until I started puberty. My family and I were regular church goers and, when we weren’t in family therapy or Al-Anon meetings, we went to church twice on Sundays and then to mid-week Bible school every Wednesday night. 

I tried my best to stay busy in Collierville and have an innocent childhood. However, thanks to a combination of what passed for “good” parenting advice at the time (spawned by the Tough Love movement, the war on drugs, church, and therapists), I was the only other young kid I knew who got to learn instead about the difference between pills on my nights and weekends. 

Pop Quiz: who here has ever been a student in their second grade Say No to Drugs program when they knew more about the drugs than the local cop assigned to teach us? Answer: me.

To top it all off, I also had my huge secret that was eating me from the inside out. I wasn’t feeling all too jolly.
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Chapter 2

Run away attempt #1

Fall 1987
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I was nine the first time I ran away. My parents hadn’t really done anything to deserve it. I just couldn’t stand reality due to so much repressed and built-up pain and embarrassment over my secret. 

I remember I used to daydream during school, as early as kindergarten, about just getting up and bolting out the classroom door, skipping merrily across the neighboring field while all the students and teachers watched from the classroom windows. Where to, I don’t know. Just away.

I wasn’t that brazen. Instead, I just decided not to catch the school bus in the morning. I didn’t like the heaping pile of lemons that life had dumped upon my life. I was convinced in my head that I was going away where everything would magically be better. Providence would favor me; I was sure of it.

I decided that morning that I was going to walk to my brother’s friend’s house twenty miles away. I had no clue if they were home. My brother was no longer living at home by then.  A few years prior though, he had stolen my parents’ car one night and driven us to his friend’s house. I had the impression that night that his friend had a cool family. Funny how memories stick with us at that age.

I did it right, too. I had a pillowcase with a change of clothes in it tied around a stick and carried over my shoulder. Hobo-style.

So, my nine-year-old self ended up walking in the rural Tennessee woods alongside a two-lane country road most of the way. To this day I am impressed by how far I got; fifteen of those twenty miles. I walked all morning and most of the early afternoon. 

I got caught when I ventured into a small convenience store along the way. The lady working at the counter had sense enough to realize I wasn’t old enough to be out of school and called the police shortly after I left. I dunno, maybe my hobo sack had given me away? 

A Shelby County Sheriff’s car eventually pulled up alongside me on the road, and a lone male deputy exited the car. He walked up and asked me in a thick southern voice: “son, why aren’t you in school?” 

At that point, I was busted, so I passionately explained to him that I was running away. He gently laughed and then drove me to the Collierville police station; me sitting in the front passenger seat and getting to play with the radar and siren on the way back.

My parents came home from work that afternoon and did not find me there as they expected. Instead, very worried, they checked their answering machine and found the Collierville police on it, letting them know where I was. They immediately came to the police station and got me. I don’t remember them being too upset, just extremely concerned. 

I was taken to a family therapist by my parents as soon as possible after my first run away attempt. I remember sitting alone outside of a therapist’s office for a long time, playing a board game by myself in the waiting room while my parents talked in private with the therapist. I would find out later from my parents, when I was an adult, that what they were discussing was that they thought something was wrong but couldn’t get “my secret” out of me. Maybe the therapist could?

My parents came out of the therapist’s office, and the therapist gestured for me to follow her in. I didn’t jell with her to say the least. Something about her immediate coldness and condescension did not make me feel like opening up at all. 

Towards the end of the therapy session, I could tell the therapist was getting flustered. She started saying things like “Brian, quit playing games. You’re playing games with me, your parents, and everyone else in your life. Life is not a game. Quit playing games,” repeating the same thing for several minutes. 

It didn’t work. I remained silent. Giving up, she ushered me out to the lobby where I got to go back to my board game, and my parents could go in and talk about me again. At least I had a game to occupy my time with.

For the next several years, my parents would continue to drag me to therapists, I would continue to hide my secret, and my real problems would never be addressed. 

I was a stuffed-up, angry little boy who loved to escape on my Nintendo game console and was grateful for the limited time I got to play with my friends at church. I always made honor roll and rarely got in trouble at school.

One night when I was fourteen and listening to my boombox cassette radio alone in my room, trying to make a favorite mixed-tape, I made a mental and emotional breakthrough. I immediately pulled myself out of a spiraling depression by discovering the Grateful Dead. This was when I first heard the band perform a live show, on a Memphis station called Rock 103. It was a repeat of a recent Chicago show. 

It was the greatest, most positive, most uplifting, real lyrics and music I had ever experienced. The music was uplifting to me and very complex. It spoke to my soul, and it reminded me of a lot of the gospel and bluegrass music my father loved. So, naturally, I started following the music. It became poetry to me. I fell in love with Robert Hunter’s lyrics and the Grateful Dead. I started writing poetry at that age because of it. I instantly became a Deadhead that night.

I remember reading a book about the band saying something along the lines that it was a symbiotic circle, taking care of one’s own family to create more with that family than one could do solely on their own. The audience was part of the band and live music being created; thus, the audience participated in the creation of the music. We were all musicians; we were all dancers. Everyone was grateful for everyone. I dug that.

Shortly after, while a freshman in high school, I met another, older, Deadhead who was a junior. He had older friends who were going to the Grateful Dead shows. This gave him a steady supply of two things: pure LSD acid inside of sugar cubes and marijuana. He also had a car. 

So, over the summer between my freshman and sophomore year at Collierville High School, I got a lot cooler in my opinion. I enjoyed eating the sugar cubes by myself in my bedroom and staying up most of the night watching MTV while tripping balls. I found that the psychedelics eased my childhood trauma. I had never felt happier in my life.

The same friend also gave me a glow-in-the-dark neon green puff paint bottle. It was clear and plastic. It would become my blankie for a short while. 

I would eat an LSD infused sugar cube at night alone in my bedroom in the dark and wait for my visuals to kick in while watching MTV. I would then charge the luminescent paint of the puff paint bottle with a bedside lamp and throw it across the room while lying on my bed, immediately losing myself giggling at the lovely after trails that glowed across the room like a neon green rainbow.  After the visual trailing of the bottle eventually died, I’d get up the courage to go across my bedroom and retrieve my puff paint bottle. Charging and then throwing it again.

I tried doing psychedelics in a social setting once or twice during this time. I did not like it and became too paranoid. There was way too much internal stuff going on with me that I needed to process privately. I always tried to get home to my bedroom as quickly as possible.

Now, this is where the story gets a little sadder. However, it’s not the typical sad, romanticized story one hears played out in Hollywood and in most people’s heads. The key difference being that I, and a large portion of teenager’s institutionalized at that time, hadn’t really done anything illegal except experiment with alcohol and drugs.  

I wasn’t a thief. I wasn’t a thug. I wasn’t a murderer. I hadn’t broken any consequential laws. I hadn’t been arrested. I hadn’t been tried, judged, or sentenced by any real authority. 

I eventually lost many friends I met through treatment and support groups due to suicide, or the ever-popular Memphis Christian version “suicide by cop” (calling the police to your place and coming out with a gun raised so they would shoot you dead).

I guess the best thing I can say is that at least I’m still alive and able to tell my story. Maybe it will touch and dissuade some parents who are thinking about putting their child into a long-term drug treatment center. 

Brainwashing is a real thing. It has irreparable effects. It is insidious and the opposite of love. I have severe Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, General Anxiety Disorder, recurrent Major Depressive Disorder, and a few other fancy-sounding mental disorders I must be constantly treated for because of the following true story. My disorders are never going to go away; the best I can hope for is being able to manage them well enough that I can somewhat function in society. Please don’t intentionally do this to your children.   
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Chapter 3

The beginning

October 1991
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The end of my freedom started one Friday night after school at the beginning of October 1991. I had just turned fifteen a week earlier and had a small, street legal motorcycle that I would putter around Collierville on. I loved doing nothing more at the time than riding my motorcycle around town. I felt so free. 

I was high on that same feeling that night, but completely sober, while riding my motorcycle to my friend’s house after the high school football game. His parents were out-of-town. Party!

By this time, I was a sophomore in high school who had a motorcycle and a huge crush on my friend’s sister, whose house I was going to. So, wanting to be cool, I decided to stop alone at a local apartment complex of some friends to try and buy some marijuana to bring to the party and impress her.

Now, at this point, I had smoked a little marijuana. When I say a little, I mean a couple of times, at most, with older school friends. It was hard to get back then at that age. Probably still is, seeing that it’s Collierville, Tennessee. However, the few times I had previously smoked marijuana as a teen resulted in me having a great time laughing and chilling with my friends. The horror.

So, here I am, fifteen, puttering down the Collierville streets on a fall Friday night on my motorcycle, completely sober, riding to these apartments where my friend had gotten marijuana from a week prior. I pulled up, got off my bike, and said in a discrete voice to a couple of the older guys in the parking lot that I knew from before, “Howdy, y’all remember me from the other day, I was with my friend. I was wondering if y’all had any dope I could get?” Yes, I said the word “dope.”

See, as brilliant as I thought I was at street slang at the time, I still got “dope” and “pot” mixed up. Maybe I was just nervous. It was 1991, I was fifteen, and I had no real clue what I was doing.

They all looked at each other, and one replied with a serious look on his face (which briefly puzzled me at the time), “ya, but it’s going to take about thirty minutes and it’s going to cost a lot.” I replied, “ya, sure, I’ll wait.”

I remember thinking to myself that it was weird that they didn’t have any marijuana with them or close by. I am certain they were thinking to themselves that it was weird this scrawny dumbass tall kid was asking for “dope.” Fun times.

So, I waited in the parking lot of the complex while sitting on a curb and staring patiently at the asphalt. They returned about forty-five minutes later. I handed them the money, and they handed me a small clear plastic bag of crack cocaine rocks. My jaw hit the pavement, and I said, “Is this crack?!?” They replied back, “ya, you said you wanted dope.”

It didn’t take long for it to dawn on all of us, while standing under the parking lot lights that night, that what I had meant earlier was “pot,” “weed,” “marijuana flower”; not “dope.”

They laughed hard, basically calling me a scrawny dumbass kid, and said they’d had weed on them since the beginning, but I’d have to wait because they’d left it back in the apartment. Also, it would cost more money. 

Since that was the last of my cash, I politely declined and rode away on my motorcycle with the bag of crack rocks to my friend’s party. Somehow, I lost the baggie along the way. Since my friends weren’t really the crack cocaine crowd, I must have decided to do a smart thing and toss it into a roadside ditch. 

Honestly, I don’t remember how I got rid of it, but I didn’t have the crack when I arrived, and we fortunately didn’t use it. So, I arrived on my motorcycle, fashionably late, with no marijuana, but also luckily, no crack cocaine.

There were about thirty high school kids there, no adults, and the only thing we had to drink were several boxes of cheap white wine in the fridge. My inexperience with the wine resulted in me getting a little excited and drinking two Solo cups full in under an hour. The chilled wine tasted like candy to me.

Now, if you’ve ever had a couple of Solo cups of boxed wine while fifteen years old within a one-hour time span, you know - I was torn up from the floor up. Swillyier than a fruit tree. I certainly was in no shape to drive my motorcycle home. So, I did the smart thing and called home to see if I could spend the night at my friend’s house. 

Unfortunately, my dad answered the phone. He was immediately suspicious and told me to come home a.s.a.p. I said I couldn’t, hung up, and walked off to go talk with some friends. I somehow ended up on my friend’s parents’ bed shortly after and passed out, missing the rest of the party.

That was the last alcohol that I would ingest for five years. I didn’t smoke marijuana again for five years either. I was to become a completely sober teen from age fifteen to twenty, minus the drugs the doctor prescribed for me at a short-term drug treatment center. 

I woke up the next morning with a splitting headache and a few brave souls left at the house. They were quick to tell me that my motorcycle was gone. 

Apparently, my dad had called the house back after I hung up on him and was able to convince the gullible teen on the other end to give out the address. My dad then came to the house, and, after no one said where I was, he convinced a couple of the teens to help him load my motorcycle onto the bed of his truck, driving away in the middle of the night with it.  

Thanks a lot, guys. I get it though. My dad was a bullish dick and usually got his way. Also, he bought the motorcycle for me, so I still feel he had the right to do it, at least according to his scruples. I do wish he’d been more understanding at the time and seen that I had actually made the responsible choice by not trying to drive my motorcycle home drunk.

Luckily, my friend’s sister, whom I had a huge crush on, was willing to give me a ride back to my house in her car that following morning. I don’t remember much, but according to her, we had a nice conversation the night before while I was drunk. She had taken pity on me and let me sleep in their parents’ bed.

That was encouraging. Nothing physical between us had happened, but at least I didn’t come off as a total drunk dumbass. Or she was just being nice to me. Who knows? I never got the chance to find out.

I arrived home around ten o’clock the next morning and found my dad in the living room watching television in his recliner. My dad was never a man of many words, so, in the shortest way possible, he explained to me that my motorcycle was locked up in the garage. I was grounded, indefinitely, and they had already contacted the emergency family crisis line through his insurance to get a therapist appointment that Tuesday. 

My parents were convinced that I was an alcoholic and drug addict, just like my brother, and needed professional help.

I was floored. This was the first time that I had been “caught” doing anything like this. I tried my best to explain how I was just trying to do the right thing by calling them, letting them know where I was, and not driving home; but my dad wasn’t listening to it. 

I opened the garage door and looked out. Sure enough, he had chained up my motorcycle frame to the wheels and padlocked it all together. 
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Chapter 4

Run away attempt #2
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I spent the rest of Saturday and all day Sunday in my bedroom, avoiding my parents as much as possible. I was dumbfounded, and I was stewing in my head, alone. A deep, desperate, dark depression had swallowed me whole. I felt trapped and needed to escape. I would have given anything to escape that feeling. I almost gave everything by ending my story, alone, in my bedroom. Music, mainly the Grateful Dead and Beastie Boys, came to the rescue again. Thank you, musicians, for saving my life so many times.

Come Monday morning, I had devised an ingenious plan. I still had my motorcycle keys in my possession, so I waited until my parents left for work, and, instead of going to school, I called the local locksmith in the Yellow Pages. I calmly explained on the phone that my parents had accidentally left for work with the key to my motorcycle chain, it was locked because we were afraid it’d get stolen, and that I needed it unlocked so I could get to school. He somehow bought it. 

When he arrived, he asked for my license in my parents’ garage, and I happily gave it to him. I then told him before he started that I didn’t have any money on me. But, if he unlocked my motorcycle, he could follow me back to the pawn store while I pawned my fifteen or so Nintendo games (which I showed him in my backpack) that I had been saving up through birthday cash over the years. I was done with them. He could keep my license in the meantime as collateral.

He hesitated for a second, but then, I don’t know, out of a stroke of some sort of luck, he unlocked my motorcycle.

I then rode to the pawn store, the locksmith following, pawning my game cartridges for around $3 each. I paid the locksmith $20, and then rode off, quickly booking it out of Collierville and across the state line into Mississippi. Next stop, the Grateful Dead concert in Atlanta, Georgia. 

I had no clue exactly when the concert was, or how much it would cost to get there, but I had heard my friends talking about it. I was pretty sure it was happening that next weekend. So, down Highway 72 I rolled on my small ass (125 cc engine) Suzuki motorcycle that surprisingly would smoothly top out at 75 mph.

I made it as far as Corinth, Mississippi, which was 70 miles away, stopping along the way to eat lunch at a roadside diner.  When I reached Corinth and was running low on gas, I suddenly realized that I didn’t have a lot of options. I had $20 in my pocket and was starving, with no place to stay.

It was an early cold and rainy afternoon, and I realized it was only going to get darker, wetter, and colder. So, I pulled my motorcycle up to the nearest motel parking lot to stop and think. What was
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