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	Dedication

	I dedicate this book to my wife, my best friend, my partner in all things in life, Nicole, and to my three sons: Arman, Nikos, and my precious baby on the way. Whatever success I have, you four are part of it. The greatest inspiration in my life has been the joy and memories we’ve shared together as a family.

	Arman, Nikos, and my youngest son, your love, courage, laughter, kindness, purity, childlike faith, and incredible inner strength have kept me warm at times when the world has felt so cold. Daily, I have thought and prayed about the men you will become, and I am overwhelmingly proud and wait in anticipation and thank God in advance for the incredible ways He will use you. I hope and pray this book will always remind you to build your lives on the one and only sure foundation that is our Lord Jesus and that you will forever look to Him in times of inexpressible joy, as well as times of unthinkable sadness and trial.

	In years to come, I hope you’ll read these words and know that Jesus, a handful of friends and family, your mother, and you, my three sons, were and are everything that ever meant anything to me. You are the ultimate gift any father could receive, and I’ll spend my life thanking God for you and trying to live up to the greatest responsibility I have been called to. Without question, you are my greatest accomplishment.

	I want you to know you can accomplish anything you imagine as long as you commit it to the Lord. Jesus said, “But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33 English Standard Version). “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make straight your paths” (Proverbs 3:5-6 ESV).

	Here, in two words, I give you the sum total of everything I have learned about life and the best advice for any circumstance that may occur in it: trust God.

	 

	Love always,

	Daddy
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	He will redeem his soul from going down to the Pit,

	And his life shall see the light.

	Behold, God works all these things,

	Twice, in fact, three times with a man,

	To bring back his soul from the Pit,

	That he may be enlightened with the light of life.

	 

	Job 33:28-30 New King James Version



	



	 

	Introduction

	In 2010, I exited an NJ Transit train in Long Branch, New Jersey; it was the same train station I’d headed to a little more than a year earlier on my way to commit suicide. I was twenty-seven years old and starting my life over again, with all the odds you could think of stacked against me. I’d made a short list of accomplishments and goals for myself, and at the time, the list seemed impossible. I was a high school dropout who’d spent all of his adult life addicted to drugs. At the bottom of that list was more of an unattainable dream or wish rather than a goal, and that was to write a book about how Jesus had saved my life. Fourteen years later, God made it come to fruition, like so many other things that looked impossible back then.

	Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Examining my life and writing this book has been one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, and I offer it to you.

	When I was a kid, I sometimes spent whole afternoons wandering through the many empty rooms of my family’s Armenian hotel in Asbury Park, New Jersey. I was all alone, and it was so quiet that at times the intensity of the quiet felt as if it were a sound. I studied the intricacies of those rooms—the furniture, the carpet, the imperfections in the moldings, the glass windows—running my hands over the fabric of the bedding, feeling different textures, taking special notice of paintings on the walls and their details and other objects, like ashtrays, small vases, bars of soap, and small amber-colored drinking glasses.

	I don’t know exactly why I did this, other than juvenile curiosity. It would have been impossible to do while the guests were there, but in the offseason—in the dead of winter, for example—the vacancy of the rooms allowed for it.

	I’ve structured this book into sixteen rooms rather than chapters with the intention of walking together with you through the numbered doors of my memory, to which I alone hold the key. We will explore the perfect imperfections of my life, and it is my hope that my examination will inspire you to set off to search your own rooms. I’m about to tell you and show you things no one has ever seen or heard before. Many of them I didn’t know myself before embarking on this journey.

	Thank you so much for taking your time to listen and experience it all with me. Now, let’s take a walk together through the memories I thought I had forgotten, which feel at times as though they were only dreams.


 

	First Room

	Show Me Your Scars,

	and I’ll Show You Mine

	I lay there on the ground, disoriented, the cool crisp fall breeze rustling the colorful oak trees and brushing against the open cuts on my face and arms. My eyes settled on the bloody white-and-yellowish gravel with shards of glass lying on top. The small drifts of stone pebbles were smooth under my tiny fingertips, and I could smell the wood burning in people’s fireplaces. I remember it smelled like Halloween. The taste of crumb cake was still in my mouth as I lifted my bloody arm into the air, reaching for help.

	My sister, Michele, had been born with one leg shorter than the other, and after taking one look at me, she let out a horrified scream and did the best she could to limp quickly up the stairs of our small garage apartment.

	My mother, a waitress, had been upstairs getting ready for work when it happened. She came running toward me and scooped me up in her arms, her thick dark Italian hair still partially undone, her white button-down shirt tucked into a black skirt and apron. The look of shock on her face filled me with dread. I was four years old and had no idea how bad my injury was. Her eyes bulged as she scrambled to figure out what had happened.

	“Oh God, I can see his teeth, Daddy,” my mother said frantically under her breath as my grandfather Tony came to see what had happened. The large bloody gash in my upper lip was open enough that my teeth were showing through it.

	My sister and I had stood in the kitchen of my grandfather’s house just a few minutes earlier. The house my grandfather and his brother shared was a sea of grainy mahogany wood and antique furniture and was decorated with little hand-carved wooden statues reminiscent of Nativity figurines imported from Italy and leftover Christmas decorations from the year before. Luciano Pavarotti’s “Nessun Dorma” played faintly in the background while the smell of dust and Uncle Nick’s pipe tobacco engulfed the entire house, a sweet-smelling aroma I still love even now. The lighting was dark in a way I appreciated, setting a dim ambiance throughout the house. I’ve always hated bright lights.

	On the countertop, which was a strange mixture of mustard yellow and pale green with gold flecks sprinkled throughout, sat an unopened Entenmann’s coffee cake in all its glory. We stood on the seventies linoleum, whispering to each other back and forth, arguing over which one would take the first slice even though we knew it wasn’t supposed to be touched.

	My sister handled the butter knife since she was six years older than me. Just as we took the first bite, the old rotary phone let out a god-awful ring so loud it caused my sister to drop her slice of cake and run toward the glass storm door. She shut it hard behind her as she ran out of the house. I followed quickly behind, slamming my hands into the glass with full force to push it open. With a loud smash, like something out of an action movie, I hit the glass and fell through.

	Not long after, they wheeled me into the hospital while I screamed at the top of my lungs. My tiny arms and legs flailed as they strapped me to the stretcher with thick brown leather straps, which only added to my panic. I hated the feeling of the restraints. I couldn’t stand being held down in any way; the lack of control was unbearable.

	Bright fluorescent lights and novocaine numbed the sensations. I drifted in and out of consciousness. Brief images broke through of my mother’s face and doctors in their gowns with faces covered by masks. They stood over me holding shiny metal instruments. The hospital had a distinct smell of excessive industrial sanitation. The pale green sheets, metal handrails, sharp institutional lines of tile, and clean paint surrounding me were unlike the jaggedness and charming imperfection of our little apartment and everything else in my world. It’s as if hospitals, prisons, and schools are all speaking the same language. They all work hard to indoctrinate, to program, to control. I didn’t realize it then the way I do now; I just knew how similar hospitals and school felt.

	After I woke up from the anesthesia, I wondered where my father was.

	“It’s the best we can do,” the doctor said.

	My mother cried as she stared at the large gash in my upper lip, which was held together by stitches. “He’s never gonna look the same! His beautiful little face . . .”

	“We’ll have to wait and see how it heals. It looks pretty clean,” the plastic surgeon said.

	“I know one thing—he’ll never be able to grow a decent mustache; he’ll always have a line right there in the middle,” my father said unhappily.

	It seems ridiculous now, but that comment absolutely shattered me. I would never be like my daddy, I thought to myself. My mustache would never look like his. How could I be a daddy if I couldn’t grow a decent mustache like my own daddy? My mind raced around the anxiety from that statement, and it tangled me up inside, even as a four-year-old kid. Whenever I see the scar, I think about the weight of that comment my father made all those years ago—or at least the weight I thought it had in that moment.

	Later, I lay on the purple-striped nylon couch in the tiny living room of our garage apartment at 365 West Park Avenue in Oakhurst, New Jersey. My parents were divorced, and I usually only saw my dad on the weekends. Though I had some pretty bad lacerations and was in a little pain, having everybody in our apartment at once was like heaven to me. I’d always loved having people around. I never wanted them to leave. I still don’t. I love being alone, but I hate feeling alone.

	My parents did their best to ignore their hatred for each other, being careful to be cordial in front of the visiting family as presents wrapped in all different colors and designs were offered up to me. I ripped them open one by one as I enjoyed my own personal Christmas morning in the fall. ThunderCats figures and My Pet Monster, followed by a Pogo Bal, Rocky workout cassette tape with tiny weights, and some other eighties kids’ paraphernalia. Everyone ooohed and ahhhed as I opened the gifts. One of them, as I remember, was pretty lame: a children’s book about different jobs, including a fireman, policeman, garbage man, and so on.

	“What do you want to be when you grow up, buddy?” someone asked.

	I looked around the room at the different faces, taking time to study each person as I thought about the question. It wasn’t until my eyes landed on my father that my answer came to me. At first, I saw his feet—they looked just like mine—then his thick hands and fingernails—also just like mine. I paid careful attention to the scar on his right hand. He’d said it was from a burn made by his seam iron while installing carpet. It would be years and I would bear many of my own scars before I found out why he really had that scar.

	“I want to be a daddy,” I said, and they all went wild with laughter.

	“A daddy?” They chuckled as they questioned me further, likely not because they were genuinely interested, but more so for their amusement—not that I blame them. Adults tend to lose their sense of freedom.

	From the time we’re toddlers, people begin to work on us, slowly chipping away at our ability to dream, to imagine, to play, to live intuitively. There’s nothing greater than seeing a young boy or girl tie on a cape and jump off the furniture, believing in their heart they can truly fly. Some really simple yet profound statements have been uttered by the smallest of children.

	I knew people worked for money, and I knew that working was important, but I wanted to be something more than just a worker. As I think about it now, my answer—that I wanted to be a daddy—was more of a series of unanswered questions than an answer. Like, where do we come from, and where are we going? What is our purpose? What was before us, and what will come after us? Why are we born, and why do we die? I was scared to die, and I was scared that my parents would die. I was scared to be alone on this earth without my dad. I wanted to be like him, because when I looked into his eyes, somehow, I saw my past and my future. I wanted to know what kind of man he was, what he was like, because I wanted to know what kind of man I would be. I knew God was a father, and I just figured that must be the most meaningful thing a person could be.

	My father didn’t laugh at my comment like everyone else in the room. Instead, he just smiled a big proud smile, picked me up, and hugged me.

	“I want to be like you, Dad,” I whispered as he patted my back.

	“Ayo, Janik,” he whispered in Armenian. Yes, my boy. God is gracious.

	He held me tight, his arms muscular with a single tattoo on his bicep—the old-world kind like a pirate might have, with a cross and a banner that read RIP MOM. My tiny cherublike face, with hazel-green eyes and long dark curly hair, pressed against his shoulder.

	That kind of hug makes a person’s heart stand still. It’s the kind that makes you hold on a little bit longer and squeeze a little bit tighter, hoping to God it will never end, because they are never meant to end, but they always do. We would go on to hug each other many more times like that throughout my life, and it didn’t matter how old I got or how life changed, those hugs still felt the same. My mind was set, and my goal was sure: One day I would hug my sons like that. I would be a daddy, and I would never let them go.


 

	Second Room

	Armenian Royal

	The Armenian Royal Hotel was a three-floor, forty-two-room hotel just two blocks from the beach in Asbury Park, New Jersey, with an Armenian restaurant and dining room, complete with authentic Armenian cuisine, belly dancers, and live music. It was where I grew up and spent most of my summers as a kid.

	I woke up in my room on the second floor, surrounded by light pine-paneled walls and an antique dresser with drip marks from when it had been repainted white. A small porcelain sink stood nearby, with just a little rustiness running down toward the drain from the slight drip that hypnotically put me to sleep on hot but breezy summer nights. The smell of the beach mixed with the floral notes of whatever detergent had been used to wash the thin hotel blankets. The toilet was walled off from the sink, next to the window, which was a pretty short distance from the house rented by a few Mexican families next door.

	I walked across the navy blue carpet toward the toilet, pressing play on my tape recorder on the way. “In the Ghetto” by Elvis Presley played quietly as I stood there, my eyes still half-closed while I tried to aim. The cool breeze kissed my skin through the cracked window just before a loud bang resounded against the glass. I jumped and peed outside the toilet. A bird had flown right into the window, then struggled to fly away, stunned.

	Fully awake after the bird’s mishap, I cleaned up the floor and washed my hands with a cheap yellowish bar of soap, then splashed cold water on my face. That was something my father did every morning to wake himself up and a practice he’d taught me to do as well. I gave myself a look in the mirror, then got dressed to go downstairs.

	A bunch of old Armenian ladies could always be found sitting on the front porch, talking about all types of subjects or playing cards for pocket change they reluctantly dug out of beat-up olive-green or mustard-yellow leather purses with their wrinkly hands. The old ladies had names like Gayane, Araxi, Mari, and Lucí.

	The porch was a pretty large area, walled halfway up, with white columns holding up the roof above. There was a spiderweb in the corner that Uncle Jirayir (who I called Uncle Elvis) and I would throw small insects into so we could watch the large resident spider hunt and wrap its prey. In the front yard stood a tall yellow sign with red letters that read Armenian Royal Hotel, with a small crack right above the word Armenian from the time I’d tried to kick a football over the top of the sign like a field goal.

	A number of tables and chairs were situated atop the dark blue carpet. The most popular of those was a round wooden table that belonged to the old ladies. A fluorescent light hung above it, which allowed card games and the action of the low-income housing across the street, called the Breakwater, to go late into the night. On most nights and especially weekends, the Breakwater had constant police activity and domestic situations.

	I walked out onto the porch. The ladies always got excited when I appeared.

	“Oh! Bari loois! Iskhan eh, artuni!” Good morning! The prince is awake!

	A couple of them patted an empty seat for me at their table.

	“Did you pray yet this morning, anushik?”

	“Ayo.” I nodded and kissed the golden cross around my neck, impressing them by making the sign of the cross in Armenian, which they followed along with, moving their mouths and hands.

	“Anun hor yevort Vor, yevort Kooyn, Soorbo. Amen.” In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

	“Abres!” Attaboy! They took turns pinching my cheeks until a few police officers walked up to the steps.

	“Good morning, ladies,” one officer said.

	Lucí’s eyes became wide and terrified as she looked at the badges and weapons that accompanied their neatly tailored uniforms. She quickly grabbed both of my shoulders with her frail wrinkly hands and shuttled me through the front door. My father came walking toward us from the dining room. He wore a black tank top, his skin tanned. He was strong back then, in his early thirties and muscular, sweating and out of breath from his morning workout. He was good-looking, with gentle brown eyes, full lips, and a tiny space between his two front teeth. His complexion and hair were lighter than the rest of my family’s, more reminiscent of his mother, Mari, who had passed away when he was twelve while giving birth to his little sister, also named Mari, though my father called her Biggie. No one knows exactly why, since she’s as beautiful and slender as they come.

	My father’s name was Manuk, which means baby in Armenian, but a lot of people called him Mike or sometimes Manny. Everyone in my family had multiple names and identities, constantly shifting between White, Black, and Armenian cultures, doing business with the lower, middle, and upper classes, making connections wherever we could. We had Armenian and English versions of our names. For example, Uncle Arax was called Alex or A-Rax so people could dismiss the soft ahhh sound and replace it with the harsh American English long A sound that destroys the poetic pronunciation of almost every Armenian name, including the Arax, the river in Armenia after which he was named.

	My name is Arman. I was named after my grandfather Arman, whose real name is Ermiayis, but many people call me Aj or sometimes Armin, which rolls off the tongue the way people say Arm & Hammer (or Armin Hammer) baking soda, which I hated as a kid. The only worse butchery of proper pronunciation I can think of is when someone will say, “Oh, so you’re Armanian? Where is Armania, anyway?” To which I always want to reply, “Beats me, but Armeeeenia is to the east of Turkey, to the west of Russia, and above Iran.” But I never do, for fear of hearing the person pronounce Iran as Eye-ran.

	My brother, Raphael, we all called Raphi, which somehow morphed into Ralphi. Some of us even have extra names, like Uncle Jirayir, who people call Jerry. Some people, including me, called him Elvis. One time when I was walking with him through Queens, New York, in the eighties, some Columbian gangsters called him Ricky, a name my father made fun of by calling him Ricky Ricardo. “He wishes he were Spanish,” my father would say while he rolled his eyes and made a goofy face.

	Maybe we had so many names because it wasn’t easy to live in a post–Armenian genocide world, even a few generations later, so far away from our roots. Maybe we needed to be all things to all people in order to survive and carve out a little piece of the American Dream. Either way, I think it comes naturally for us to adapt anywhere we land on God’s green earth since we are a people the Turks and Azeris have historically had a unique genocidal intention to erase from history, geography, and memory. Even as I write this in 2023, we are global citizens; we not only survive but thrive wherever we live. And at times, my father made surviving look effortless. At others, he made it look harder than it should’ve been.

	“Manuk! Gendarmes! Gendarmes! Durs eh!” Lucí said. Police! Police! Outside! “Haydeh! Haydeh!” Quick! Quick! “Hide him!”

	“Okay, hokis.” Hokis means my soul, a term of endearment. “Gamats, gamats, honkist.” Relax, relax, sit down. “You wait here,” my father said as he sat us down on a couch next to one of the fireplaces.

	Lucí had survived the Armenian genocide of 1915. Her parents were taken by the gendarmes, or Turkish police, in the middle of the night and later murdered during a death march toward Deir ez-Zor, Syria. Lucí and her older sister escaped. Now eighty years old, she sat there with me on the couch in the lobby of our hotel, crying, praying, and petrified of two local Asbury Park police officers who were asking some general questions about who knew what. She had suffered a trauma so incredibly horrific that she was living though it again some seventy-five years later a world away from Turkey in a state called New Jersey.

	I didn’t know a whole lot about the genocide at that age. I was only eight years old. I do recall trying to do a report in school and finding only one page of information about Armenia in the encyclopedia in the library. Needless to say, it wasn’t much help in understanding our history, but there was about half a page about the genocide in 1915, and when I read it, my mind made the connection to the time a wealthy Turkish family had visited the hotel. They’d called us something: Ermeni kopecki. Armenian dogs. “If we were in Turkey now, they’d be kissing our feet, but here, they’re brave,” they’d said as they laughed. It was said under their breath after a dispute over the food they had ordered.

	My father was a bold man. He never took any nonsense from anyone and forcefully threw them out in the middle of their dinner. My grandfather Arman, who owned the hotel, was furious with my father until he learned what the Turkish man had said. After that, he was quiet for a minute, and then his eyes became squinty like they always did when he was angry. I knew that look well because whenever I did something that annoyed him, I would get that same look, only two inches away from my face, accompanied by his heavy Turkish Armenian accent asking, “Arrr you loooking in my eyes, misterrrr, ehhhh?”

	Those same old squinty eyes settled on my father, and then he said, “Good! Good for you, chojukus! Siktir!” Get lost! he said in Turkish.

	I was aware that my grandfather was from Beşiktaş, Istanbul, Turkey. He was what we Armenians refer to as Bolsa Hye, meaning Armenians from Bolis, short for Constantinople—in other words, Turkish Armenian. And I knew we had many Turkish friends and mixed Turkish words in with our Armenian language. I’d heard Turkish music play at our hotel. Our chef, Ali, was from Turkey, and I loved Turkish food. Still, I could sense that the relationship between Armenians and Turks was long and beyond complicated. As I think of it now all these years later, I don’t believe the hatred many Turks feel toward Armenians is as abstract or difficult to grasp as I once thought; I just think for the Turks, the denial of the Armenian genocide has become as much or more a part of their identity and sense of belonging as the fight for recognition and justice for that same genocide—which is denied year after year—has become a part of ours as Armenians. This denial and lack of accountability has ultimately led once again to a modern day genocidal attempt of the Armenian people, in plain sight of the world at the hands of Azerbaijan.

	I felt bad for Lucí as I sat there with her and wondered how people could hate us so much that they would try to kill us—worse, exterminate us, as one old lady had told me.

	“Exterminate?” I’d asked. “Like bugs?”

	Her eyes got small and beady, and she said, “Never trust a Turk, no matter how nice they seem, chojukus”—my child—“because the farmer pets the hen with his left hand and steals her eggs with the right. Haskatsar?” Understand?

	Still, I was sure there were trustworthy Turks and untrustworthy ones, just like every other group of people.

	Sitting there with Lucí, I think it may have been the first time I truly understood that while I was an American boy who spoke the language most Americans spoke, liked all the American things American boys liked, watched American TV, enjoyed American food, listened to American music, read American comics, traded American sports cards, enjoyed Fourth of July fireworks and waved American flags, was and am very proud to be an American—to have been born and raised in and to be a product of America—I was also a boy of Armenian lineage, from a very long arduous Armenian history. I had an Armenian father, Armenian grandparents, and Armenian aunts and uncles. I lived in an Armenian hotel with an Armenian restaurant, ate Armenian food made by Armenian hands with Armenian-colored skin, liked Armenian shish kebab pierced with Armenian skewers, cooked over an Armenian grill with charcoal—the traditional Armenian way—accompanied by Armenian rice pilaf. I watched the adults drink Armenian liquor, called raki or arak, from small glasses or Armenian coffee from Armenian demitasse cups and flip them upside down to listen to Armenian fortunes being told by old Armenian ladies sitting in chairs that were of Armenian design. I was surrounded by Armenian paintings of majestic snowcapped Armenian mountains and was accustomed to live Armenian music played by Armenian musicians, like my father, with Armenian instruments. I knew Armenian belly dancers with Armenian bells attached to their fingers, clanging together and sounding very . . . yup
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