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About the Author

About five years ago, Andrew Giuliano Lo Russo started to review some of the most influential moments of his life as a method to heal past trauma and to help him understand why he turned out the way he did. Not meaning that in a bad way, but in a philosophical way. He started to expand his journal entries into a longer format and then subsequently into short stories.

Upon review of these stories, he noticed a pattern; each story revealed some hidden trauma that began to surface the more he explored them. In a sense, he realised that everyone stored trauma in their bodies, and he was no different from anyone else. He then chose to share some of these glimpses of his past with certain close friends who were also able to relate to some of the things he went through. Eventually, he decided that if he could help a select group of friends, why not share it with a larger audience?





Dedication

This book is dedicated to my family and friends because without them, I would have no complaints. I love all of you!
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Smoke Bomb

It was the summer of 1982, and I had finally got my first summer job at the UA Twin Theatre in Cerritos, California. I was so excited because, like my other friends, I could actually earn money and buy stuff without begging my dad for money.

My dad was a hard worker and provided well for us, but when it came to spending money on things he considered ‘stupid stuff’, it was a battle. But not anymore, at least that’s what I thought.

Back then, I was really into heavy metal music and my favourite bands included the likes of Judas Priest, Van Halen, AC/DC and Scorpions. I tried to look and dress like many of my favourite rock icons, but with my inability to grow long hair and my dad not willing to buy me any rock-style clothes or even t-shirts displaying bands, I had to settle for Fedco clothes.

Fedco was a Target-like buy-everything-you-need store, including food and auto parts that is no longer around. My hair was strawberry-blond, which people called red, and was very thick and curly and defied gravity. It would grow down to around my collar, then refuse to grow below that point. It would make a 90-degree turn and grow outwards, parallel to the ground, resembling a giant strawberry helmet. Since my dad didn’t want to buy me any rock-related clothes, I figured he would at least spend the extra few dollars to buy OP or Hang Ten shirts or Levi’s pants or even Vans shoes, the type of clothes other kids and my friends wore.

Nope, I had to settle for knockoffs that didn’t have name brands or logos on them. Oh, sorry, he did buy me Toughskins pants, which were imitation jeans that were as far away from Levi’s as one can get. It really was embarrassing for me, but luckily, my friends didn’t mind my untrendy look, or maybe they did and just laughed at me behind my back.

I remember the day when I received my first pay check. A full week’s pay and almost $100, and it was mine! I didn’t have to ask my dad for money; it was all for me. The next day, I cashed the check and drove to Laguna Beach, where I bought a brand-new Victoria skimboard and didn’t think twice about spending it all. It felt so good.

My dad wasn’t pleased, but what choice did I have? He only gave me 50 cents a week for my allowance, and it would have taken me years to save up for one. But in his defence, he also gave me a side-gig in the summers. He paid me one whole penny for each fly I killed in the backyard. Boy, those flies would panic and leave the state every summer when they saw me approaching them, sporting that year’s new and improved fly swatter he would buy at Fedco.

One of my best friends back then was Alan, mainly because we shared the same passion for music and adventure. Now, he had the heavy metal hair and dressed the way that I wanted to, but he had a job, and his parents didn’t monitor his every move like mine did. I was so jealous. “Hey, please adopt me,” was my running joke with him.

Around the 4th of July, Alan and I were trying to plan some sort of adventure, or should I say, prank. The movie E.T. was playing at the theatre I worked for. The theatre was an isolated, two-screen building that was separate from the mall, and whenever a big movie came to town, it always played there. Lines would wrap around the building and spill out into the parking lot. Since you can drive up and be within feet of the front entrance and the accompanying lines, it was ripe for a prank.

But what could we do? Well, the 4th of July meant lighting fireworks, but that was too dangerous and plus, how can you possibly set up a piccolo pete, light it, then run without being caught? There’s only one firework that could work, a smoke bomb!

I drove a 1972 mustard coloured Ford Pinto, a perfect hand-me-down car, but not the best getaway car. Not only was I driving a Pinto, but it wasn’t even really mine. I had to ask to use it, but when you’re young and can borrow some wheels, you don’t care what it looks like. This fine automobile had zero acceleration, and 0-60 mph was measured with a calendar.

This was the same car that one winter, some friends and I drove up to Big Bear Mountain in California, and as we started climbing a somewhat steep hill, the poor thing huffed and puffed, slowed to a stop, then started rolling backwards. Luckily, nobody was behind us. I must admit that I babied that car and always kept it spotless, inside and out. It was a true love story between a man and a car. We went through what seemed like similar growing pains.

The plan Alan and I devised was set, and we had our smoke bomb. We were going to wait until the sun started going down, drive up to the front entrance, throw the lit smoke bomb into the awaiting crowd and drive off as fast as we could. Nothing could possibly go wrong. How could it? We had a plan. My trusty old Pinto was gassed up and ready for an eventful evening, just like on so many other adolescent mischievous evenings out.

I could almost sense the Pinto smiling in anticipation of the upcoming events, knowing very well what we were capable of doing together. We dressed up in black clothing and fantasised about the outcome of the evening.

Actually, only Alan dressed in black clothing, not me; my dad wouldn’t buy me black clothes because he thought it looked too much like I was going to a funeral. But he had no problem with two of his overweight aunts from Italy who used to visit us, both always sporting black mu mus.

When they walked towards you, it looked like a storm front was approaching. And let’s not forget about his dad, who would walk around in his black three-piece suit in the middle of summer. My friends would always ask me, “Is he in the mafia?”

“Who knows?”

Anyways, oh what great stories we can tell future generations about tonight. We’ll become local legends, and monuments will be erected in our honour, and we will be given the key to our city in respect to our achievement. The beautiful thing about being young and stupid is that you don’t think about failure or have a backup plan in case things go horribly wrong. But why would we? Our plan was fool proof.

It was now after dinner, and after our typical nine-course meal prepared by my mom from scratch, I had to come up with a believable story so my dad would allow me to leave for a few hours. A simple ‘Dad, can I go to Alan’s to light fireworks?’ was surprisingly good enough for him. My dad was probably in a food coma after inhaling his meal in 35 seconds flat and didn’t realise what he just said.

I was a bit worried because he never let me go out at night without a fight. How silly of him, but nevertheless, I escaped, which was the first obstacle. Now, I had to pick up Alan and head over to the movie theatre, which was a quick 10-minute drive.

We arrived at the theatre parking lot just as the sun was setting and observed the long line of people waiting to get in. The line stretched along the sidewalk in front of the theatre and wrapped around the building, and the area by the front entrance was packed with people, both waiting to buy tickets and entering the lobby. We decided to go over the plan again. It was simple. We would slowly drive up. I would roll my window down. He would light the smoke bomb, hand it to me, and I would throw it in the crowd standing in front of the entrance, and then we would drive away. Perfectly planned; now, it was time to execute it. We looked at each other, nodded, and it was time. We muted the music and slowly drove up to the front entrance. He lit the smoke bomb, handed it to me and then I took a quick survey of the crowd.

Nobody seemed to be paying attention to us. Perfect! In my mind, after throwing the smoke bomb in the crowd, we slipped right by everyone and left them in a cloud of smoke. I can already read the headlines in the local paper, ‘Heroes Smoke Bomb Crowd, Everyone Cheers!’

So I held the lit smoke bomb in my hand, I cocked my arm back, and as I went to throw it, my hand hit the roof of the car, and the smoke bomb fell behind me and landed on the car floor behind my seat. Both of us couldn’t reach it, and the car immediately filled with smoke.

I panicked, stopped the car in front of the theatre and frantically scrambled around, looking for the smoke bomb, fanning through the cloud of smoke with both hands, trying to feel for it. We both stood outside the car, staring at the ever-growing cloud of smoke and eventually yelled out new plans to one another to abort the mission.

The entire car was now filled with smoke, and everyone in line was finally looking at us. Why wouldn’t people be looking? A smoke-filled car, two metal-headed idiots trying to locate a smoke bomb. It must have been quite a scene. I finally found it, tossed it out of the car, into the parking lot and then we bailed as fast as the Pinto would allow.

After we drove away from the crowd, far enough so nobody could watch us, I had to find a safe place to pull over to inspect the damage and to let all the remaining smoke out. I was so embarrassed that the plan had failed, and not only that, but I had to wonder if anyone I worked with knew it was me. First things first, open the doors, roll down the windows and let the car air out.

Luckily for me, cell phones didn’t exist, so there was no need to worry about people taking photos or selfies and posting them on social media. Upon further inspection of the car, I was devastated to see a burnt area on the backseat floor mat behind the driver’s seat.

It was about 4” x 4”, so it was very noticeable. The only peace of mind was knowing that only my sister Julie and I drove the car, and I’m confident she wouldn’t say anything to Dad.

A few days later, my dad summoned me to go outside with him. Even though I towered over my 5′ 8″ dad by about 6″, the sheer sight of him when he was angry made me tremble with fear, but at the same time, made me giggle because of how ridiculous he looked.

When he was really mad or stressed, he would stutter. Each sentence began with a kissing sound before the words would spill out. I used to mock him quietly while being punished, but he was Dad, and I loved that fool, so I learned to take his punishments like a man. “This can’t be good. What did I do now?”

“Pp, pp, pp, Andrew, what is that burnt area?” he demanded as he opened the driver’s side door, folded the seat up and pointed to the spot where the smoke bomb had landed.

“I don’t know,” seemed like the safe thing to say.

“Pp, why are you lying?”

“No, I don’t know what that is. I think it’s always been there.” Bullet dodged, but I’m sure he didn’t believe me. But at that point, I was just happy I wasn’t punished, mainly because he lacked sufficient proof. Just like the night my two friends and I went to visit some girlfriends of ours, and we all drank some cheap Tickle Pink wine with them.

When I got home, my dad looked at me, took a quick whiff and asked if I had been drinking beer.

“No, I didn’t drink beer.” That was the truth, and I’m sure he didn’t believe me that time either. If this had been a trial, I would’ve been off on a technicality, and this flaw in my dad’s legal system once again had proven to help get me out of a situation with him, who, in hindsight, should’ve lawyered up.

When I reflect back on that crazy evening, I wonder what possessed us to do such a thing.

Neither of us have ever done anything like that since then. Our friendship over the years was based on our similar tastes in a variety of subjects, but not something that could have resulted in people getting hurt or possibly igniting a fire. I must say that the thought of ever trying to do something like that ever again has never crossed my mind.

It was also a time in my life when I didn’t have much freedom to leave the house unless it was to go to school or play sports. My dad just didn’t let me go hang out with friends. He wanted me to stay home, study and focus on school, even in the fucking summer, so whenever I did make bail for an evening of fun, I tended to search for adventures or as I like to say back then, “I got paroled tonight, so let’s get fucking crazy.”

It was life lessons like these you never forget, and they influenced me as a parent, for I would never put my daughter in that type of situation where she would feel the need to escape and go crazy.

She does have ample freedom to enjoy her life and to spend time with her friends, but at the same time, she has enough guidelines from Mom and Dad to know when it’s time to focus on schoolwork or other responsibilities she has around the house.

In other words, by not treating her like I was in grade school, she’s able to grow up with a proper balance of fun and work without having to sacrifice much. And as parents, we all should strive to give our children a better life than the one we had, but also to instil some individuality and morality that will allow them to grow and become responsible and loving adults.





Underwear

When you’re 11 years old and you accidentally shit your pants, what else would you do with your underwear but throw it away? It seemed like an obvious thing to do at the time. And that was my dilemma when I realised that I had made an unwanted deposit into my once-clean, tidy-whities.

Every young person entering their preteens eagerly anticipates their teenage years and looks forward to developing into independent young adults, and the last thing they need is to do anything that reminds them or their parents that they are still children. In addition, children around that age aren’t the most rational people, and I, too, fell into that category.

As a youth growing up in Cerritos, I had a neighbour named Simon, who was my age and went to my school. He was classified as being ‘academically challenged’ and was always in the ‘special classes’ for kids who needed a little more time to do their homework and take tests.

Back then, we used to say he was just a fucking idiot. He did have certain skills that we ‘normal’ kids didn’t have: a knack for building and repairing things, and he was always busy, involved in carpentry projects and fixing people’s cars, but I still never thought of him as my equal.

The thing that really pissed me off was that even he wore all the cool clothes that I wanted. Sure, even his torn-up Levi’s and faded OP shirts were better than my new knockoffs! I thought, How could they afford those clothes since they didn’t have money? But my dad on the other hand would say, “Let them waste their money on stupid things! I will teach you the value of money. Stop showing off, Andrew!”

Thanks for the words of wisdom, Dad. Now, I don’t care about these things anymore, but back then, they mattered to me. Even though he wasn’t into heavy metal, I was so jealous of his ability to grow long hair. I just couldn’t catch a break. He had the look I wanted.

Of course, I was young, and now I don’t care about these things. He didn’t have a lot of friends growing up, but the ones he did have were the same guys we referred to as ‘the stoners’. Simon was tall, like me, and looked older than his age; he was often mistaken for several years older than he actually was, which was one of the reasons why he fit in so well with the older kids. Plus, he quickly became their car mechanic too. Who knows if they ever paid him?

He had a couple of older sisters and a small fleet of Dachshunds who felt the need to bark at any sound or movement around the neighbourhood. These little brown sausages herded around the backyard like a pack of hungry wolves and never seemed to shut up. They all had normal-sounding human names, like Cindy and Shirley, but the crazy thing was that one of Simon’s sisters had a daughter called Sunshine.

Our families never associated with each other, but we would exchange pleasantries. Their house was a total mess, putting it lightly, and they didn’t have any landscaping—just patches of weeds surrounded by oceans of dirt, which suited their dogs just fine.

These tiny beasts had free range of their backyard and would poop anywhere they pleased. Often, I would find little doggy reminders in our backyard, so I would carefully pick them up with a shovel and toss them right back over the wall. But then eventually, they would end up right back in our yard, and this cycle would repeat several times until they gave up and found the proper resting place. That’s how we played sports together.

There was a short period during high school when we sort of became friends. I was invited to his birthday party one year, and upon entering his home, I quickly realised it was the first time I had ever spent more than 30 seconds in there. Their house was surprisingly bare, at least compared to ours, which was full of my dad’s oil paintings.

They only had some old, faded, depressing, crappy landscape prints of somewhere in rural Oklahoma, along with a few broken, framed prints of muscle cars. Simon’s room, on the other hand, had some calendars of classic cars and tools, both of which were more focused on the bikini models than on whatever was being advertised. Nicely done, Simon.

They also still had the original green shag carpeting and were in dire need of a good scrubbing. We at least upgraded ours to red shag! Also, the house had unusual odours in it. The first odour was from cigarette smoke because everyone in that house smoked indoors. The second was one common to people who lived with wildlife.

The third was a combination one would encounter in an auto mechanic’s shop or oil refinery. There were a handful of kids from the neighbourhood at the party, as well as his dad and one of his sisters.

After I took a quick tour of the house and had time to recuperate from the tragedy I had just witnessed, I tried to strike up a conversation with Simon. “Happy Birthday, Simon. How are you?”

“Cool,” he said bluntly.

OK, I’m done. Can I leave now? After finding the one clean spot on the couch, I sat, looked around and wondered, What the fuck am I doing here? Oh yeah, I was trying to be a good neighbour and friend.

The next day, our friendship reverted back to how it was just before entering his house: non-existent and down to an occasional head nod whenever we crossed paths.

So I shit my pants, and when I checked my underwear, I saw what I had hoped I wouldn’t. There it was, lying there, looking up at me. I gently removed my underwear, took a quick whiff, ‘Yes, it’s definitely a lively one’, rolled it up into a small ball, carefully wrapped it in a plastic bag and thought, Where can I hide this so Mom doesn’t see it? I thought about throwing it in the trash can, but that would be too nerve-racking because someone could easily stumble across it.

I can already picture my dad putting something in the trashcan and noticing the plastic bag.

“What is that? It’s not mine.” As he reaches into the trash can dressed in his usual attire for any season—dress shorts with a belt, a brightly coloured tank top, flip-flops and his brown, thick-framed glasses—he pulls it out, unwraps it, smells it and, to his horror, slams it back into the trash can.

“Andrew! Andrew! Come here!” Oh shit, as I’m writing this, I just noticed that I’m practically wearing the exact thing I just described! Anyway, I couldn’t drive out to the desert and release it there because I didn’t have a licence yet. There weren’t any deep pits, wells or cliffs around the neighbourhood, so I decided to put it in the one place where humans feared to go: Simon’s front yard.

I carefully walked over to the wall that separated our driveway from their front yard, surveyed the area to make sure nobody was watching and released it into the wild, the abyss, the place
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