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About the Book

How far would you go to save your daughter?

The Clems were a perfectly normal, middle class American family. Then fifteen-year-old Carren became addicted to Meth. Her habit shattered the family’s world. Her father almost lost his life in trying to save hers.

Within two months of first taking the highly addictive drug Meth, Carren’s life had spiralled out of control – she had moved out of home, spent her entire savings and resorted to stealing, dealing and prostitution to fund her addiction. Frantic with worry, her father Ron returned to his old job as a police officer in a desperate effort to rescue his daughter, and almost died in the process.

Told with compelling candour and dignity from both Carren’s and Ron’s perspective, this brutally honest account is poignant proof of a father’s love and the real possibility of a life after drugs.

Ron Clem is a retired Los Angeles police officer and the president of non-profit organisation Teens in Crisis. He is a court recognised methamphetamine expert. His daughter, Carren, is now healthy and sober. She works in Yellowstone National Park.


Loss of Innocence

A daughter’s addiction.

A father’s fight to save her.

Ronald B. Clem

and

Carren LeAnn Clem
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DEDICATION

There are many parents we have met over the past five years who have suffered immeasurable pain due to their children’s choice to use drugs or create friendships with those participating in the drug culture. Many of these parents no longer have the blessing of their children’s presence in their lives. Illicit drug use and the associated violence and suicide resulted in the death of their children. The only thing left for these families are the memories of days past and the hopes and dreams they had for their children’s future.

This book is dedicated to all those families and especially to:

Steve and Susan Stapley

Gerri Gardner

Connie Guzman

Greg and Mary Haydal

Dan and Linda Smith

and the Jorgenson Family

The courage they displayed over the loss of their children gave me the courage to go on. Every time I am blessed with the opportunity to hug my daughter I think of each of you. Thank you and may God bless you.

Ron Clem and Carren Clem


Child Lost

Face down; the frozen earth her only companion.

A precious life ebbs away; a final breath, another child lost.

Overwhelming pain and anguish, her parents can only wonder why.

For them all that will remain is emptiness, a fading memory, and regret.

As we hold each other, tears and love are all we can share.

Her mother cries, ‘I just didn’t understand.

She could not fight this battle alone.’

Meth has taken another child.

Ron Clem


1. THE PREAMBLE TO PARENTING

The worst horror a mom or dad can experience is the death of their child. It’s impossible to comprehend the pain and horrible sense of loss, the forever emptiness. Maybe that’s why so many of us pull away from grieving parents: we just don’t know what to do or say. The thought it could happen to one of our children is too unbearable. Yet when I think back, I often welcomed death for my little girl and at times I actually prayed for it; I just couldn’t stand the thought of her going through another minute, another day, pursuing her only love in life – meth.

Ron Clem

NEVER IN MY wildest dreams did I plan on being called Daddy by my three children. My father left home when I was six or seven years old and Mom was left with the responsibility of raising my sister and me. She worked nights as a waitress, yet there never seemed to be enough money to make ends meet.

Being young at the time, I didn’t understand all that was going on, but within a few months of Dad’s leaving, one of the so-called proper women caught me taking an extra cookie from the welcome table after the Sunday morning service. She grabbed me by the back of my shirt, crushed the cookie in my hand and told me, ‘You know the rules, one cookie only.’ As she was walking away she commented to one of her other decent ladies, ‘Those little Clem bastards don’t even belong here anyway.’ I didn’t know what a bastard was. But knew if this lady was saying it, it couldn’t be good. In the early Fifties being a divorced family was frowned upon and soon we were shamed into leaving our church. Church life had been the primary focus of my dad’s life, and thus had become ours. And now we were without Dad and our church family.

Several months after Dad left, Mom started nursing college and any hope my sister and I had of ever having our mom home again vanished. We always were short of money, which meant food on the table. Mom was a ‘good looker’ and utilized her talents in dating to feed us kids. More often than not, if some guy wanted to take Mom out it required feeding us kids first. Eventually we qualified for welfare, but until that time Mom did whatever was necessary to survive. At times my sister and I heard some of the adults in the neighborhood use words like ‘whore’ when talking about Mom, but it was always in a hush and we weren’t supposed to hear.

The only real family I remember was Morris’s, my best friend: his mom and dad would feed me occasionally and didn’t mind dolling out a little discipline when needed. I started running the streets when I was eight or nine. Early on we formed our own little Rollingwood gang to protect ourselves from the black kids from Parchester Village. When we would walk to school, older blacks – drop outs and the like – would wait for us, beat the crap out of us and take our lunch money. More often than not they terrorized us just for fun.

Our little group never got into any real trouble, mostly annoying pranks and petty vandalism. I must have been about twelve when I had my first encounter with the police. One of our favorite pastimes was ‘the blackout raid’ this involved shutting off the master electrical power on a 30 unit apartment complex near the main highway. We would listen to the tenants’ disgruntled complaints and then take off running. The managers and residents must have gotten pretty tired of our repeated forays, but we always thought if it really bothered them they would put a lock on the panel or something.

One night we made our typical ‘blackout raid’ and took off running. Before we knew it 15 to 20 residents were chasing us, as well as several police cars. We couldn’t believe it; we were just shutting off the lights for crying out loud. The police finally caught us and started shaking us down pretty good. One cop finally revealed why there had been such an intense effort to stop our little prank. It seems that one of the residents in the apartment was suffering from the after effects of polio. He required an iron lung (a cylinder to assist his breathing) and, as it turned out, we almost killed him twice. The police took us down to the station after roughing us up again and then called our parents.

Mom must have told them she was a single mom and could use some help with me. This resulted in another series of shakedowns and threats from the arresting officers. After I had sat in a cell for about four hours Mom showed up to take me home. I was ready: I just knew those officers would have killed me if they kept me any longer.

I attended Richmond High School, in beautiful downtown Richmond, California. This was the high school made famous by the recent movie Coach Carter. It was a tough school, packed with way too many kids, overwhelmed by racial tension, and all too often days were highlighted by violence. I did OK in school: I was enrolled in college prep courses and all that kind of stuff, but boredom and too many John Wayne movies finally took its toll. I dropped out of school in my senior year and joined the US Navy. I went to boot camp the day after my seventeenth birthday and ended up celebrating my next birthday in Viet Nam.

Before leaving on my first tour to Viet Nam, I was granted a much-needed seven-day pass. I headed home, arriving at Mom’s in time for a high-school friend’s wedding the next day. Mike was a year older than me and had joined the Navy a little over a year earlier. He had just returned from his first tour to Viet Nam that week. His wedding on Saturday was to be a big event and everyone was planning on celebrating his transition into bondage. Mike’s mom lived in the same apartment complex with Mom and as soon as I got home we made plans for his bachelor’s party that evening. I needed transportation and decided to take my motorcycle out of storage. It needed a little cleaning and tender loving care, and while washing it off outside, Mike came over and asked if he could take my motorcycle for a ride. I hadn’t even ridden it myself yet, but what the heck – it was his last day of freedom. Mike zoomed out of the parking lot, a big smile on his face, yelling as he looked back at me, ‘I shall return.’

I walked up the stairs to put away the cleaning gear and Mom asked where Mike was going. Just for a ride around the block, I replied. Mike said it was his last chance of freedom before the big day and we both laughed. His soon to be wife forbade him from riding motorcycles, said they were too dangerous. I taunted Mike by asking, ‘What does she know?’ Ten to fifteen minutes passed and Mike hadn’t returned. I was getting a little upset: I had to run a few errands before our party that night. I walked outside to see if he might have returned and I just missed him. Mike’s mom called a few minutes later and asked if I knew where Mike was and I replied riding my motorcycle. She said his fiancée was coming over soon; they had an appointment at the church and he had better get back quick.

After an hour I became concerned and started calling the fire departments and police stations. When I told the police why I had called, I was immediately transferred to the patrol sergeant. He asked me for some information about Mike: What was he wearing, his age, and general description. He then asked for the make and license plate number of my motorcycle. As soon I told him the license number, he asked if I could come to the police station. I borrowed Mom’s car keys and told her I needed to go to the police station. There had just been an accident between a truck and a motorcycle near my mom’s house; they wanted to see if I could identify the driver of the motorcycle.

Mike died instantly in the head on collision with the semi truck. I identified my motorcycle and Mike. Rather than have the police call Mike’s mom, I decided to go and tell her in person. I stopped by my house and told Mom what had happened and she came with me to break the horrible news.

Mike’s fiancée never forgave me, and to be honest I have never really forgiven myself. I left home early to return back to base and left for Viet Nam a few days later. I had lost a friend and learned a valuable lesson: Life was a precious gift and it can be taken away in an instant.

I met my wife-to-be, Karyl, in southern California during a short stint living with Dad. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever met and although I had no plans on marrying anyone soon, I knew she was the person I was going to live with for the rest of my life. We became engaged just before I left for my second tour of Viet Nam. I wanted my proposal to Karyl to be romantic and, with that in mind, I proposed by playing Jim Reeves’s top single hit ‘Distant Drums’ on the record player. I handed Karyl a stuffed dog with an engagement ring tied around its neck. Karyl started crying and I couldn’t figure it out. My sister later told me, ‘You dummy, that song is about a young man going off to war. He wanted to get married and in the event he was killed!’ What was I thinking?

As I look back to those times, I can’t fathom what we were thinking. We were both very young; Karyl was seventeen and I was nineteen years of age. I was a high school dropout and heading back to Viet Nam. After Karyl accepted my proposal, we drove over to tell her mother. Karyl’s mom was recently divorced and Karyl knew her mom wasn’t going to take the news well. We walked in the door and her mom sensed something was up. We told her we had something important to tell her and wanted her to sit down. I stood proudly and told her I wanted to marry her daughter. I explained to her excitedly that I had proposed to her only daughter, actually her only child, just a few minutes before and Karyl had accepted. Her mom looked up at us, tears filled her eyes and she jumped up and ran from the room crying.

I hadn’t quite expected that kind of response. Karyl and I both just stood there staring at each other. After several minutes, actually it seemed like hours, listening to Karyl’s mom crying in the next room, Karyl suggested I leave and she would take care of her mom. We weren’t planning on getting married until I returned from Viet Nam, which would be in a year’s time and Karyl was convinced she could win her mom over by then. The year I spent overseas I received constant letters from Karyl’s family, friends, and acquaintances suggesting we wait to get married until I finished high school, had a job, and could adequately provide for her. We were told over and over that we were too young and our marriage would never last, but we were young and in love and unwilling to be dissuaded. Karyl continued to plan the wedding as we both anticipated starting a new life together as soon as I returned.

Karyl and I did marry four days after I returned from Viet Nam. It has been 37 years and she is and has been my best friend and lover ever since. Fortunately for me she was a hard worker as well and willing to support me in my educational endeavors. After my discharge from the Navy, I attended night school at Fullerton Community College and received my high school diploma. Immediately after being honorably discharged from the Navy I pursued a course of study in Biology and received my BS degree from Cal State University, Fullerton in 1973. We never planned to have a family; kids just didn’t seem to fit into our – or maybe I should say my – plans.

We were both from divorced families and were constantly haunted by the experiences of our parents’ failed marriages. I felt I had something to prove to myself and to Karyl’s family: I wasn’t just your typical kid from a poor family whose mom had been called a whore for trying to take care of us when we were young. I wasn’t stupid just because I was a high school dropout; I wanted to prove I was worthy of being Karyl’s husband. Karyl was an only child and had fears of having and raising children as well. We were both committed to being financially successful before having children and to the principle of not allowing our children to experience a broken home. As it turned out, we ended up waiting twelve years before having children and in retrospect that may have been too soon.

After securing my bachelors degree in 1973, I was accepted into a Masters program for Microbiology and was living the not so exciting life of a grad student. I really wasn’t enjoying the effort and fortunately happened upon a job fair on campus attended by officers from the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD), before I knew it I found myself working as a cop in Los Angeles, California.

Being a cop in the early Seventies and Eighties was the experience of a lifetime. There were more urban terror groups running amok than at any time in our history: the Black Liberation Army (BLA), People’s Liberation Party (PLP), Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA), Black Panthers, and many others were all active at this time. My first division was Newton Street, located in south-central Los Angeles.

Radio calls came fast and furious and I can remember one of the first: ‘13A43, 13A43 Officer needs help, shooting in progress, 54th and Compton, shots still being fired, 13A43 handle the call Code 3.’ Little did I know, as we roared down the street in our 1967 turbo-charged Plymouth, red lights flashing, siren screaming, and shotguns at the ready, that I would be participating in one of the historic shootouts of the century.

The SLA, led by the infamous Cinque, known for their bank robberies, police car bombings, and the kidnapping of heiress Patricia Hearst, were now barricaded in a shabby, one-story house on the south side of 54th Street. The urban terrorists were armed with automatic weapons, shotguns and numerous handguns. It was a fierce firefight and only ended when fire erupted inside the structure and all the occupants, the self-proclaimed liberators of the oppressed, chose to die in the intense fire, rather than surrender. I guess I never thought that it might have been easier to surrender if they hadn’t been shot at every time they stuck their heads out the doors or windows.

One of my first partners was the legendary, and on occasion notorious, Barry Levin. He was known as one of the best narcotics officers working the streets of Los Angeles. Barry was a golden gloves pugilist and, more often than not, could terminate a street fight with a single blow delivered at lightning speed. Barry was my training officer and after mentoring me through hundreds of arrests and never-ending court appearances, I was recognized as a narcotics expert by the courts for identification, under the influence, packaging for sales, and sales of: heroin, cocaine, marijuana, hashish, LSD, and PCP.

Being a drug cop was the highlight of my days working the streets and I never thought for one minute illicit drugs would eventually tear my family apart. After working several other high-intensity geographic areas, Central and Hollenbeck Divisions, I finally made the grade as a tough, hardened, street cop. I never considered that what served me well in surviving the streets in Los Angeles would be my downfall as a dad in later years. I seemed to have lost my sense of compassion and the ability to love or care for anything or anyone.

Working Central Division was an experience of a lifetime, or should I say many lifetimes. Central Division was located in the downtown section of the city and housed most of the indigents, excons, and winos blessing the City of Angels. Fifth Street between Los Angeles Street and Alameda was known as the shit-hole hotel section. Most of the excons that claimed Los Angeles as their home-away-from-home lived in the hundred or so dilapidated hotels, motels and boarding houses stacked side by side, street after street. Los Angeles Street was the center of the low-life gay district containing prostitutes, porno theaters, and sex shops. If you weren’t breaking up fights between jealous drag queens, you were peeling drunks off sidewalks for their weekly checkup at the city jail.

I remember the first night we received the call for ‘theater check’ at one of the porno theaters.

‘What is a theater check?’ I asked my partner.

‘Come with me, boy, and you will soon be enlightened,’ he replied.

As we entered one of the many porno theaters, it was obvious they had a premier smut movie in progress. Although visibility was limited due to the dim lighting, you could tell the place was packed. We started walking down the aisles and I could hear empty popcorn bags rattling. My partner took out his nightstick and reached out and whacked one of the bags sitting on a guy’s lap. The guy moaned briefly and we moved on. I soon realized that most of the perverts had the popcorn bags over their manhood and were masturbating while watching the movie. I immediately thought, ‘God, what am I doing here?’

My partner explained it was our job to encourage each of the over-zealous bag rattlers to wait until they left the theatre for their love experience. One night of patrol in this cesspool left you trying to disinfect everything you wore. More often than not it would have been better to just burn your uniform, because you never got rid of the smell of putrifying urine, ejaculation, feces, or weeks of built-up body odor. The thought that never seemed to leave you after working the downtown ghetto streets of Los Angeles was the overwhelming sense of hopelessness due to the perversion, decadence, and lack of value for human life.

I had performed well as a new officer in Central Division and was rewarded by being offered the opportunity to work a plain-clothes Special Problems Unit (SPU). I was working one of the last days of uniformed patrol: My partner and I had just finished our routine check of the shit-hole district and were heading to Code 7 – dinnertime in police talk.

It was just after 8:00 pm and we were heading to the upscale district for a little peace and relaxation. We turned south on Hill Street from 7th and observed a large gathering of Mexican Americans actively kicking and beating a black cab driver who was lying on the ground. He appeared to be severely injured due to the continuous beating by his assailants. From the earnest efforts of his attackers it was obvious the cabbie didn’t have long to live if we didn’t intercede. I was passenger officer and bailed out of the car just after requesting ‘Officer needs assistance, major 415 7th and Hill Streets.’

At first my partner and I thought it was a dispute due to a traffic accident and the altercation started when the parties attempted to establish who was to blame. As I approached the group who were hitting and kicking the cabbie, I couldn’t believe what I saw. The assailants were way overdressed for a street fight: There was a young woman dressed in a wedding dress and several young men in suits. I called out, telling them to back off, obviously misjudging the intentions of the now obvious wedding party.

Just as I got close to the group one of the male Latins hit me in the face, knocking me down. Before I knew it they had surrounded me and started kicking me in the head, face, torso and anywhere else their shoes could reach. I yelled for my partner to get help and fought off the blows as best I could. I felt someone trying to pull my revolver from my holster and thought, ‘These assholes want to kill me.’

I looked over and saw one of the suspects hit my partner in the face with a whiskey bottle. Blood exploded from his face and he went down. Suddenly I felt a crushing blow on my head and I started to lose consciousness. There must have been at least ten or twelve members of the wedding party taking turns kicking and hitting me and, for the first time since working the streets, I felt I might not make it through this attack.

I was drifting in and out of consciousness and was amazed at not feeling any pain from the repeated blows. Thoughts briefly came to me: Would my wife miss me and what would I look like after they finished kicking my face in? It was a surreal feeling, yet I didn’t have an ounce of fear or regret. I kept hearing this distant crushing sound and thought it must be my attackers kicking me in the head. Over and over again this sound kept repeating.

Suddenly I opened my eyes and there was this guy standing over me beating off members of the Mexican wedding party with his ghetto blaster. I could hear the roar of police cars and sirens coming closer and knew help was on the way. I couldn’t move and realized if help didn’t get here soon my sole rescuer, my knight in shining armor, would not be able to continue beating off my attackers with his rapidly disintegrating prize sound system.

Help finally arrived; my partner and I were transported to the hospital. The Mexican Wedding Party went to jail, and my rescuer eventually received a city award for saving one of the City of LA’s finest. I got to visit with the guy who saved my life a few weeks later. He was an ex-con who’d just got out of jail for armed robbery and was currently on parole.

‘It just didn’t seem right all those bangers beating you like they were,’ he said. ‘When the police arrested me, they treated me like a man. Those wedding guys weren’t treating you like a man, so I thought I would just help out.’

‘I’m damn glad you did, James,’ I replied and thanked him for helping me. I never saw him again. My injuries at the time didn’t seem significant: The most obvious were multiple contusions, abrasions, but I had also sustained a concussion. After several weeks the pain in my stomach and chest area failed to subside and after several tests my doctor and other specialists determined I had a ruptured diaphragm and groin rupture. Over the course of two years I had to be hospitalized four times and ended up having surgery to repair the ruptures and severe stomach and esophageal ulcers.

I eventually transferred out of Central Division and after a brief stint in an administrative unit transferred to Hollenbeck Division in 1982. Hollenbeck was located east of Los Angeles and was predominantly populated by Mexican Americans and illegal Mexican aliens. It was a welcome change from the decadence of Central Division. The majority of the residents in Hollenbeck were families; religious in nature, and for the most part law-abiding citizens. On the flip side there were the Mexican gangs that terrorized the local community, constantly reasserting their control of their turf through murder, assaults, and intimidation. The Mexican gangs – Whitefence, El Sereno, La Familia, Pico Aliso – generated their names based on their specific geographical location where they lived and typically financed their existence through extortion, drug dealing, burglaries and thefts.

It was our job to destabilize whatever gang lived in our patrol area and provide protection for the decent families of East Los Angeles. I loved my job in Hollenbeck and developed strong ties with local residents. I learned to admire their tenacious efforts to support their families and communities. To my partner’s and my credit we also became the worst enemy of the local El Sereno Gang. We felt it our duty to make their criminal activity a constant invitation to the city and county jails. Granted they often didn’t spend a lengthy time behind bars but we were content to provide them a life sentence via the installment plan.

Our efforts worked and we were rewarded with Officer of the Year by the local community. I would have been content to spend the rest of my career in Hollenbeck but my past injuries took their toll. Although I felt my efforts never diminished as street cop, in reality I started to lose my edge. In the fall of 1982 I was working patrol assignment 4A9, the El Sereno area, with my partner Mike G. We both were experienced street cops and our tenacity had made significant negative impact on the local gang. They repeatedly threatened us but to be honest gangbangers’ courage usually generated out of a high on drugs or alcohol and we never felt any real fear or intimidation. We were on patrol just making rounds when we observed two obvious gangbangers walking southbound in a residential community, for the most part established as off limits for gangbangers.

In the rear pocket of one of the suspects there appeared to be the impression of a small handgun. We stopped our vehicle 15 to 20 feet behind the suspects and approached on foot. Mike walked towards the two suspects to conduct the search and I took the observation position. Just as Mike started to check the rear pocket area of the suspect with the possible weapon, he broke away and ran between the two closest houses adjacent to our location. We had been trained never to be out of eye contact with our partners or to conduct foot pursuit alone, but I felt I could catch him before he got around the back of the house and still be in line of sight of my partner. I gave chase and was closing in on the runner when he ran around the back of the house. I yelled at Mike to put out a description and I went to look around the corner to see which direction the suspect headed.

Just as I cautiously peered around the corner I observed the young gang member was standing there waiting for me. He immediately placed the barrel of a small caliber handgun on my forehead and pulled the trigger. I felt the hard metal hit me in the head and the click of the trigger. It sounded like the crash of two large metal objects slamming together: Misfire! I was still alive but I was not going to give him a second chance. I immediately dove to my left and brought my weapon up to fire but he was gone.

I went back to my partner’s location where he had the other suspect handcuffed and in custody. I relayed what had happened and we put out a broadcast for the suspect:

‘All units wanted for attempted murder of a police officer, male juvenile, Latin descent, large angular scar on right cheek, known El Sereno gang member, in possession of a small caliber handgun, considered armed and dangerous. All units be advised the suspect was last seen running eastbound through the houses; he was wearing black baggy slacks, a white short-sleeved shirt worn outside of his pants . . . etc.’

After units arrived to continue the search, we went to the station to further the investigation. The other suspect readily shared he and his friend had been walking the streets for several days hoping to have us stop them. They had planned to take revenge for our zealous crime suppression efforts and ‘harassment’ of the El Sereno Gang.

I realized I had made a significant error that put both my partner’s and my life in danger and I needed to take a serious look at my effectiveness in the field. The next morning, due to the stress of the previous night’s events coupled with my past injuries, I started bleeding internally. I went to my doctor’s the following day and was immediately sent to hospital. I was advised I would need surgery and I wouldn’t be able to return to full duty as a police officer for some time. While in hospital my partner Mike called and told me they had caught the suspect that had tried to shoot me and he still had possession of the weapon.

It had been a few years since the notorious wedding party assault, but the injuries finally degraded my health to the point where I required additional surgery to repair damaged and worn parts. The abdominal surgeries and repairs evidently were deemed successful by the surgery staff; however, complications soon developed limiting my ability to eat and digest food. The doctors also advised my groin injuries were going to require additional surgeries. I had had enough of hospitals and surgeries and wanted it to all be over. I began losing drastic amounts of weight and became severely depressed and some of the misdirected medical staff suggested I may be suicidal. My doctor came into the hospital room during one of my recovery episodes and advised me that if I was ever planning on having children I should start soon. He couldn’t guarantee after many more stints on the operating table Karyl and I would be able to have children. Karyl wanted children and a family, so we made a valiant effort at conception. I always felt that women minimized the man’s importance in this endeavor and have a tendency to take our efforts for granted. Most of my buddies at the time agreed that the conception effort should be held in high esteem and be considered at least equal to the birthing process.

After much practice we had our first little girl and named her Alicia. Consistent with her predestined personality, Alicia decided to enter this world a month and a half early whether we were ready or not. Carren followed two and a half years later. In late 1983 I had surgery that would end my career as a Los Angeles Police Officer. I was retired a short time later and to our surprise we were blessed with the news of the expected arrival of our third child: Scott was born on Halloween Day, 1984. We were now a family: a mom, dad, three children, and a family dog named Nishi.


2. MOVE TO PARADISE

Of all the memorable views, the best have been framed by Montana windows.

William Hjortsberg, The View from My Window

AFTER RETIRING FROM the Los Angeles Police Department and the birth of our son Scott, we moved to a little town named Kalispell, located in the northwestern part of Montana. Kalispell was our choice for two main reasons: there were more churches than bars (Karyl’s choice) and there was no mall (my choice). Another contributing factor for choosing the State of Montana was they have only one area code for the entire state (still true today) which meant very few people. After working and living in the City of Angels with seven million citizens, we considered this a positive feature and it had a significant impact on our decision.

We first moved into a little cottage-style home on the eastside of town that I had purchased earlier in the summer. Karyl and I wanted to get acquainted with our new surroundings and settle in before deciding where we would buy land and build our dream home. The idea of being a family man with three children was something that was taking time getting used to. I had always considered myself to be in the warrior class: I know, this sounds like a lot of macho bullshit, but it seemed to keep me alive up to this point in my life and had been a hell of a lot of fun. Now I was into diapers, reading bedtime stories, and making market runs for emergency female items and baby supplies. Karyl tried to get me into the routine of changing diapers, but – thank God – I failed to have the intestinal fortitude to tackle the task. I would start gagging, and have to leave the room to keep from adding to the mess at hand. Karyl questioned my sincerity asking, ‘How could you go from being one of LA’s finest, tenacious and fearless, to a gagging sissy?’ Well whatever the cause I was saved from the diaper brigade for the duration.

We finally found property north of Kalispell, near a little town called Whitefish. Whitefish was locally noted for its ski resort, called Big Mountain, and its quaint downtown atmosphere. We started building our home the following year and moved into our almost completed dream home two years after coming to Montana. We created a little family farm endowed with cows, horses, dogs, cats, and an occasional goat in the basement.

Setting up a new life – or should I say a new family? – had its challenges. When we decided to have children, I had significant concerns over my ability to be a dad. My growing up years provided few experiences to guide me when parenting issues developed in our household. We failed to receive owners’ manuals after the birth of our children and more often than not were searching for detailed ‘how to operate after assembly’ instructions. Looking back, Karyl and I both agreed we had no idea how to raise a family.

Both of our surviving parents had been married and divorced several times. I had been raised by the streets for the most part and Karyl by babysitters. We knew we needed more information and went out and bought every parenting book, video, and cassette tape we could find. After reading and re-reading, watching and listening, over and over, we were more confused than ever. As children our mothers had dutifully exposed us to the television programs Father Knows Best and Leave it to Beaver. We finally agreed to blend each of the styles represented by the television shows in creating our version of the Ideal American Family.

Karyl agreed to be the stay-at-home mom and often declared, ‘Since moving to Montana, I have fully accepted the role as personal care attendant of our three children.’ She loved to garden, raise chickens for fresh eggs, and, at least while the kids were little, maintained the household and always kept the home fires burning. I decided that staying around the house wouldn’t be healthy for our relationship and could set a bad example for our daughters’ expectations of future husbands and I took a part-time job in town. Karyl didn’t quite agree with my reasoning and accused me of bailing out and leaving her with all the responsibilities of raising our children. I justified my behavior by explaining that our girls would marry men like their father.

‘Do you want them living a life with a man that just hangs around the house?’ I reminded her. ‘They need to see a man honoring his responsibility of being a good provider.’

Karyl finally relented and off to work I went. To be truthful I was scared to death of finally having to be a father and dutiful husband. Up to now I had constantly been trying to prove to myself that I was good enough; that I had what it took to be a man. Whether it was going to war, placing myself in constant danger on the streets of Los Angeles, or the choices I made for pleasure away from work: skydiving, flying ultra-lights, hang gliding, or riding motorcycles hell bent for leather. I never planned on living past thirty; now I was a father and was supposed to perform those duties as well as being a responsible husband. Regardless of my faults and failures in the eyes of everyone around us, we were living the American Dream. We had three beautiful children, a great marriage, comfortable incomes, and lived in paradise in the ‘Last Best Place.’

We decided early on that all of our children would play a musical instrument: Alicia unwittingly selected the piano, Carren by age four made the choice to play the violin, and Scott eventually chose the guitar. Carren’s first months playing the violin were agony. I often wondered how such a delicate, beautiful instrument could create such horrible sounds. But with time, frequent lessons, and the blessing of a much-needed and timely miracle, music started to flow from the partnership of Carren and her violin.

Over the course of a few short years we began traveling to Portland, Oregon, for music competitions. At the age of eleven Carren would stand tall, her violin proudly tucked under her chin, held softly by her left hand, bow in her right, and launch into a piece by Vivaldi or Beethoven that would have swelled any parent’s heart with pride. I would boast to whoever would listen: ‘That is my little girl.’

Thank you God for the blessing of her life and the music you put in her heart.

Carren also loved riding horses and soon became my constant companion on trail rides. The first pony she rode was a little Shetland named Mickey. Carren had inherited the mean-spirited steed from her older sister Alicia after Mickey developed the practice of biting Alicia every time she walked into the corral. It was the damnedest thing: that horse could sense when Alicia was coming outside and would be waiting at the nearest fence rail, just staring at her. If Alicia dared get within biting distance the little pony would lash out and take a bite of her as quick as lightning. Alicia was justifiably terrified of Mickey, which put a quick end to her horseback riding days. Mickey tried the same routine on Carren, but instead of shying away, she hit him in the head with a large stick. From that day forward, Mickey was hers to command. Carren would ride that poor little Shetland pony until his legs almost fell off, which eventually prompted us to purchase a larger horse for her.

Riding along forested trails and mountain meadows, listening to Carren’s laughter and shouts of joy are still some of my fondest memories. So many times I have wished I could go back to those days, to those memories: life was so simple, Carren so innocent.

Our children’s education was important to both Karyl and me. Every book we read advised parents to start your children off with a positive experience in the classroom. We enrolled each of our children into Montessori pre-school and dutifully participated in the mandatory volunteer programs for parents. Each of the kids loved their Montessori experience and looked forward to their next educational adventure. After Montessori each of our children attended Trinity Lutheran Elementary School, a K-8 Christian parochial school associated with our church. I always felt that our kids should be able to make great decisions if they were raised in a good home and attended a school with an environment that stressed values and encouraged and nurtured their needs. Carren, although not altogether pleased with her new school, seemed to do just enough to get by academically. She continued to excel in music and was constantly playing her violin at weddings, music recitals, and church events. So far we had successful kids because we believed we were successful at parenting. As far as we or anyone else could tell we were doing everything right.

I can remember observing others struggling with their out-of-control children and smugly thinking something was wrong with these parents. Little did I know I was in for a rude awakening sooner than I could ever imagine.

Carren completed the eighth grade and was confirmed into the Christian faith that same year. She stood in front of our church congregation and declared her intentions to ‘live a Christian life, faith filled, pure until marriage, a life centered on Christian principles established by God.’ We were proud parents and accepted all the congratulations with swelled pride. Again our efforts at ‘successful’ parenting were rewarded and we knew we were doing things just the way successful parents were supposed to: Carren was on her way to success as were Alicia and Scott.

That summer Carren advised us that she wanted to attend the local high school rather than go to Saint Pauls Lutheran Boarding School; the school her older sister was attending in Concordia, Missouri. We thought long and hard about her request and decided that this might give her the opportunity to grow and mature without the shadow of her older sister hanging over her head. Karyl and I finally agreed to let her go to Whitefish High School. Carren was ecstatic; she was going to the ‘big kids’ school’ and was going to ride a bus to and from school without the accompaniment of her parents.
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