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To the memory of John Saunders, a great brother, husband, father, friend






FOREWORD

A famous writer once said first impressions are always unreliable. That proved true for John Saunders and me. Our first encounter was in 2001 on the set of ESPN’s The Sports Reporters, which back then was filmed early Sunday mornings on the second floor of a Times Square bar and restaurant. I greeted John, our new “temporary” host, who was filling in for the beloved Dick Schaap, laid up in the hospital.

Strong, I thought, upon shaking John’s hand.

Must’ve been an athlete.

Nice guy.

Good voice.

Probably grateful for this chance.

Should be a decent sub until Dick comes back.

Those first impressions were as deep as a tissue—and about as significant. True, John had been an athlete (hockey player) and had a great, deep voice and a strong handshake, but (1) he wasn’t crazy about doing the show, (2) he told his wife we were all egomaniacs, (3) he quickly went from sub to permanent because Schaap never returned, passing away tragically a few months later, and (4) he was far more than decent—he was exceptional.

Also, “nice guy” didn’t begin to explain John Saunders.

It’s like calling the Mona Lisa a “nice painting.”

The book you hold in your hands is revelatory. That’s not a word I’d normally use for sports-related autobiographies. Such books often recount famous games, locker room friendships, off-camera moments. They end with a “My Way” final chapter: Regrets, I’ve had a few, but through it all, it’s been a towering life that I wouldn’t change.

John was never going to write a book like that. John didn’t live a life like that. Unbeknownst to many of us, including athletes, fans, and those who called him a good friend, John battled a raging demon most of his life.

This is a book about that.

Which makes it so much more than an autobiography.
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To sit by John away from the cameras or to chat in a restaurant or on an airplane going somewhere, you would never know the depth of his challenges. You would never know that his sleep was haunted, that he bunked in with pain, that his life was a series of emotional hurdles and physical abuses, or that his subconscious often took him to dark places.

Instead, you would think, Here is the most affable guy, devoid of an ego, engaged with your conversation, a guy who loves his family, talks constantly about his wife and daughters, adores hockey and college football, and stands up for athletes other people criticize.

He was all that. He was a joy. A loyal friend. A terrific storyteller. The kind of guy who was never too busy to do something charitable.

But he was more. And that “more” was like an anvil tied to his frame.

For one thing, John was in pain. Constantly. His banging career in hockey left him paying a lifelong price. A series of adult mishaps tortured his body even more. Diabetes tethered him to insulin shots. There were Sunday mornings when you’d have thought John played an overtime NHL game the night before. His voice was groggy, his beefy frame sagged, his shoulders were killing him, and his hands shook. His energy level was barely enough to get an insulin needle into his skin.

Yet by the time the cameras rolled, he’d somehow inflated, his full-strength baritone filled the room, and he arrested the lens with a welcoming smile and complete command of the set.

The turnaround was astonishing.

But, as John tells us in these pages, it was a double life. He’d grown used to sucking it up and toughing it out, to hoisting a smile and keeping the chatter going. Professionally it wasn’t an act. John truly loved broadcasting and his front-row seat to major sporting milestones. He truly enjoyed the coaches and fellow broadcasters he called his friends.

But you cannot lose your shadow, no matter how they adjust the lights. And John’s shadow of early abuse and teenaged depression dogged him as an adult. His attempts at treatment remained largely a secret, as did certain hospital stays and dark battles with suicidal thoughts. But this was who John Saunders was—along with his much-admired professional reputation.

And not long ago he decided to come clean. To tell his story, demons and all.

So he worked with John Bacon and wrote this book.

And then he died.
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When we got the news that John was gone at the too-early age of sixty-one, we were stunned. We just saw him. He seemed fine. He seemed happy. After finding our footing, the panelists on The Sports Reporters—and its longtime producer, Joe Valerio—all agreed. The entire Sunday show would be about John. That’s pretty rare, to dedicate a full show to a host. But The Sports Reporters was a kind of family. And we all felt that strongly about the man.

Still, I can tell you that, even as we prepared our topics, we didn’t know exactly how John died. It was shrouded in a certain mystery, the way, it turns out, much of his life had been. Our tributes to him were laudatory, highlighting his gifts, his talent, his patience, his wisdom, his loyalty, his friendship, his big voice and even bigger heart.

But we barely mentioned his depression. We didn’t talk about the battle of his life. That is a story only John could tell. And as it turned out, he had just finished telling it—to the written page.

And so you have it here. I could spend endless words talking about John the conversationalist, John the funny storyteller, John the loyal Canadian arguing for more hockey topics, John the father who got teary eyed when he spoke about his daughters’ accomplishments.

But only John can tell his real story because so much of it was inside his mind, a wrestling match between the majesty of living life and the tempting peace of ending its pain. It took him to the brink, to hospitals, to a bridge over troubled waters. He almost jumped.

But he brought himself back home.

Remember this: John planned on living. Which means he fully intended to discuss this book, to speak openly about his revelations, to take them with him for the rest of his years every time he sat behind a microphone and in front of a camera. To live openly with what he termed the mental illness that had plagued him.

That, friends, is an incredible act of courage.

As it turns out, it was his last—and his most important. This book is not just the journey of a man, his loves, his talents, his road to success; it is also a cautionary tale to others with John’s problems and an open embrace to those battling their own demons, a way of saying, “You are not alone.”

You never felt alone with John. He lifted you up. Made you feel good. Made you happy about this thing we call the human race because he was the most human of us, the most decent, and, as it turns out, most brave.

I said this book was revelatory. The biggest revelation is that, come the final page, you have even more admiration for John Saunders than you had coming in. That, for those of us who knew and loved him, is a pretty amazing feat.

Mitch Albom

Author, journalist, longtime panelist ESPN’s The Sports Reporters






AUTHOR’S NOTE

After John Saunders passed away in August of 2016, I continued to work on the manuscript with the help of his family, friends, and physicians. But in the end this is John’s story, told from his point of view, based primarily on his recollections. Of course, memories can differ. Also, while the events depicted here are true, some names and identifying details have been changed, and some dialogue has been reconstructed.

John U. Bacon






PREFACE

Looking Over the Edge

It was mid-February 2012, the time of year when we northerners become convinced that winter will never end. For me the winter of 2012 was already the longest of my entire life.

I was driving to the Tappan Zee Bridge, twenty-five miles north of Manhattan. The bridge is just a few miles from our home in Westchester County, where we’ve lived since 1999.

My wife, Wanda, and I raised our two girls here. Our oldest, Aleah, had just graduated from Fordham University. Her little sister, Jenna, was finishing her freshman year at my alma mater, Ryerson University in Toronto.

Maybe a dozen times a year we take I-87 to cross the Tappan Zee Bridge to visit the Palisades Mall in West Nyack, New York. We also use the bridge on our way to Canada, my “home and native land,” as the anthem says. When they built the Tappan Zee in 1955 it was supposed to last about half a century, and it’s already surpassed that. Engineers have deemed it one of the most decrepit bridges in the country, and it looks like they constructed it from an erector set. There’s nothing pretty about that bridge.

But when you’re on it, you have to admire the view. The Hudson River is one of our nation’s great jewels, and if you take your eyes off the road long enough to follow the river south, you can see the faint skyline of New York City on the horizon.

But on this day I wasn’t driving toward the bridge to go to the mall or visit Jenna in Canada or admire the Hudson. I wasn’t even planning to drive to the other side.

On this particular day I was a beaten man. On top of a lifelong battle with depression, I had still not fully recovered from a brain injury I’d suffered on September 10, 2011, on the set of ABC College Football. After a break in the Alabama–Penn State game, I stood up too fast, blacked out, and fell backward onto the tile floor, with my head taking the impact. I endured six months of grueling therapy just to relearn how to walk and talk and read and write.

Six months later the lingering effects of the injury were evident whenever I made a mistake during our broadcasts by mixing up names or getting the score wrong—the kind of simple errors that guys who’ve been on TV for a few decades aren’t supposed to make. Each time I screwed something up, a few anonymous critics on Twitter would hammer me. That’s part of the business, of course, but after a few months of this I concluded that the one skill I could always count on, the thing that had saved me so many times, my ability to talk on TV, was slipping away from me.

To mitigate my depression I had undergone years of therapy and medication from a battery of doctors—some great, some not. But on this morning I woke up as deeply depressed as I’d ever been. That was when I decided to drive to the Tappan Zee Bridge.

I told myself I wasn’t going there to jump off the bridge. I was only going to take a look over the side. When I got to the bridge I drove to the highest point and stopped, just as I’d planned. Suddenly I felt a great urgency. With cars whizzing past and the police sure to show up at any minute, I realized if I was going to peer over the edge to see what it looked like, I’d have to do it now.

But after I got out of my car and walked to the side I encountered girders and fences designed to keep people from jumping. I realized that killing myself this way would take more effort than I had anticipated.

I made my way through the first layer of obstructions and got close enough to see the river below. Once I finally looked over the edge, I saw a drop of about 140 feet, equivalent to a fourteen-story skyscraper. The river’s rough gray surface looked more like concrete than water.

I stood there motionless, taking it all in.

When I realized I could do it, that I could jump from the bridge, I got scared. I turned around, got back in my car, and drove off, heading for home.

On my way back I decided that whatever I was going to do, it wasn’t going to be that.

But what was I going to do?






INTRODUCTION

This decade two active professional athletes have announced that they were gay. This was a first for the NBA, the NFL, or any major American professional league. Commentators frequently declared that those announcements broke the last taboo in the macho culture of American sports.

But there remains another: the taboo that tells men they must never confess that they suffer from mental illness, which is why men are far less likely to seek help than women.

In this book I openly discuss my lifelong battle with depression and how it nearly cost me my life. Playing Hurt is not an autobiography of a sports celebrity but a memoir of a man facing his own mental illness, and emerging better off for the effort. I will take you into the heart of my struggle with depression, including insights into some of its causes, its consequences, and its treatments.

My story unfolds like most of our lives do, among family, friends, and colleagues. But I will also take you places we don’t usually visit: the therapists’ offices, the hospitals, and the psychiatric wards where the real work of recovery is performed.

I invite you behind the façade of my apparently “perfect” life as a sportscaster, with a wonderful wife and two healthy, happy adult daughters. I have a lot to be thankful for. Trust me, I know it, and I am truly grateful. But as my trip to the Tappan Zee Bridge shows, none of those things can protect me or anyone else from the disease of depression and its potentially lethal effects.

People only see what’s on the outside. When you’re depressed, as Robin Williams was, the pain and darkness you feel on the inside can eclipse everything you have going for you on the outside. When Williams ended his own life, everyone asked, “How could he do that? He had so much to live for!” But given the pain he must have been experiencing, instead they should have asked, “How did he manage to live that long?”
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Mine is a rare story: that of a black man in the sports industry openly grappling with depression. I will share the good, the bad, and the ugly, including the lengths I’ve gone to to conceal my private life from the public.

So why write a book now, one that will compromise the very privacy I’ve worked so hard to protect?

Because, once and for all, I want to end the pain and heartache that comes from leading a double life. I also want to reach out to the millions of people, especially men, who think they’re alone and can’t ask for help.

Any doubts I had were erased in the spring of 2013, a little more than a year after I considered jumping off the Tappan Zee Bridge. That spring I boarded a train to attend the first National Conference on Mental Health, hosted by President Barack Obama. At the conference I was joined by celebrities, politicians, and others who have dedicated themselves to the cause of mental health. I met a lot of remarkable people who had suffered from mental illness and had the courage to talk about it.

When I got home that night I eagerly told my wife and daughters about my big day. After our girls went up to bed I sat alone at the kitchen table. As the warm glow from the day’s events began to cool, I thought about what I was hiding, and I felt like such a hypocrite.

Why didn’t I have the guts to tell the truth about my own life?

With each minute that ticked by, my shame grew. I realized I needed to come clean.

So I’m going to tell you now.






PART ONE
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Growing Up the Hard Way







CHAPTER 1

An Oasis of Love

MY FATHER, BERNIE SAUNDERS, WAS A GIFTED ATHLETE, a serious baseball player, and a semi-pro football player before becoming a handyman and an aspiring entrepreneur. He was also good enough at the bass fiddle to play in a jazz orchestra and a jazz trio.

My parents met through family members and hit it off right away. My mother was a beautiful jazz singer. Occasionally they played gigs together, and before long they decided to get married.

They knew they wanted to have a family and started right away. My father wanted to name their first baby for his best friend, Oscar Peterson, one of the greatest jazz pianists of all time. But my mother didn’t like the name Oscar, so when I was born on February 2, 1955, they compromised and named me John Peterson Saunders. They also asked Oscar Peterson to be my godfather, which is pretty neat. I called him “Uncle Oscar,” and he was very good to me.

My parents’ love for music filled our home. My father was always playing his 78 rpm records and reel-to-reel tapes in the house. My mother serenaded us with Billie Holliday or Ella Fitzgerald classics. Almost every chore or lesson was done to music, and many of my earliest memories involve their favorite songs.

For the first ten years of my life my family moved back and forth between Toronto and Montreal. My brother, Bernie, was born a year and a half after I was, and our sister, Gail, came along three years after Bernie, in 1959. My mom smoked and drank during her pregnancies, which was not unusual back then, but perhaps as a result I developed asthma at a young age, and Gail was born two months early.

When we brought Gail home from the hospital my mom held her over her shoulder in the passenger seat. (There were no infant car seats in 1959.) I was four, Bernie was three, and we were sitting behind Gail, kissing her tiny hands and smelling her. We were both completely smitten from the start.

Our mom warned us, “Oh you, you love her now, but wait until she starts getting into your stuff!”

“She can do whatever she wants!” I said, and I meant it.

Sure, there were times when Gail could be a pain in the neck, like any little sister, but the three of us were incredibly close.

The following year, when I started kindergarten, I walked the four or five blocks to school by myself, which was also pretty common. I remember being so happy to be starting school! I liked the teachers, I liked my classmates, I liked the structure, and I liked learning. As soon as I learned to read, I always had my nose in a book.

But most of my early memories aren’t happy ones.

A few weeks into first grade I went to the kitchen for breakfast, still fired up about going to school, and sat down across from my father. At the time my dad was still my hero and the toughest guy I knew.

But now I saw him sitting at the kitchen table, his head in his hands, quietly weeping. I had never seen him cry before. This was stunning to me. I thought my dad was Superman, and Superman never cried.

I asked him, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Get out of here.”

“Why are you crying, Daddy? Are you okay?”

He raised his voice. “I told you! Nothing!”

My mom overheard him and came rushing into the kitchen, crying and screaming that Dad didn’t care about his family, he only cared about himself, and that he was going to leave us to live with his mistress.

She said, “He’s been screwing a woman at work.”

I had no idea what that meant. I wasn’t even sure what my father did for a living, though we later learned he’d been the manager of a car wash.

Dad just took it, hanging his head, while mom kept yelling. I burst from the kitchen and hid in my room, hoping the shouting would stop.

The Cleavers we weren’t.
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Both our parents believed in corporal punishment, which was pretty common then too, but they also practiced “corporal problem solving.” A slap to the side of the head was an easier way to stress the urgency of a simple task—such as fetching their cigarettes or grabbing their drinks—than asking nicely.

One day, when I was five or six, I was snooping around in my parents’ bedroom, the way kids do. When my mom caught me I gave her some backtalk, which was never smart. When she reached for a belt, I ran out of the house.

I was running so hard that I had an asthma attack. When she caught up to me I was bent over but managed to gasp, “Look at what you made me do!”

“Oh yeah?” she said. “I’m going to whoop that asthma out of you!”

She started whipping me with the belt, wherever she could land it. Now, when parents spanked their kids in the sixties, no one gave it a second thought. But this beating was bad enough that even the neighbors came out of their houses to watch.

This incident aside, it was more common for Mom to discipline Bernie and Dad to discipline me. With Bernie, Mom would occasionally take off her belt and use it on his backside—sometimes with the buckle—which occasionally caused him some embarrassment the next day in gym class when his friends could see the marks she left. Mom believed that if you spared the rod, you spoiled the child.

Our dad picked on me the most, perhaps because I was the oldest and had the biggest mouth. Oh, and I got in trouble the most, too. My brother almost never talked back or got in trouble, so he was rarely the target of my father’s rage.

Sometimes Dad would order me to strip to my underwear and then whip my backside with a leather belt. But that was better than being forced into a tiny broom closet and then left there sitting in the dark to think about what I’d done. Huddled in that closet, my chin resting on my knees, I would repeat to myself: You deserved it. By the time my father finally let me out I had convinced myself that I did deserve it. I figured my dad had to come down so hard on me because I was manufactured wrong. It wasn’t his fault, I decided—it was mine.

If I was stupid enough to mouth off—and I was, many times—his fists proved the most convenient weapon. But even when I knew I had it coming, I refused to give him the satisfaction of crying, stubbornly keeping a stiff upper lip. This allowed me to emerge from his beatings with a shred of dignity, which was essential for surviving those years. But over time that ingrained the habit of self-denial, of never admitting when I was hurting, and that would have serious side effects years later.

Despite scenes like that, what’s amazing is that I still thought we had a great family. Kids have a remarkable ability to block out the bad stuff and focus on the good stuff. They can also learn to blame themselves instead of their parents for whatever’s wrong.

Taking the blame for our problems allowed me to believe my family was stable, even normal. Better to think I was the problem than my family was. I often bragged to my friends how great my family was, probably trying to convince myself as much as them. But scenes like the ones above made me wonder sometimes if our parents were not quite as perfect as I’d thought.
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I always had allies, lots of them, starting with my brother and sister. And I’d accumulate more over the years: teachers, coaches, and, always, plenty of friends—good friends. But my first and most important supporter was my mother’s mother, whom we called Nanny. Her father was half-Cree, half-black. The rest of her family made it to Canada via the Underground Railroad. Nanny and Grandpa lived in a neat, big home in Scarborough, a nice suburb just outside Toronto.

Nanny’s presence in my life was a true blessing. In a childhood filled with uncertainty and fear, she provided security and lots of love. When I was with her I had no doubt that I was loved, I had nothing to be afraid of, and the only thing I had to do was be myself. Nanny and our Grandpa, a warm and funny guy, made our trips to their home special.

I always thought Nanny’s soft, comforting voice was like an angel’s and that she was the best cook to walk the face of the earth. Her Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts were legendary: turkey, ham, macaroni and cheese—I can taste them even now.

I don’t know what Nanny thought of her oldest daughter, my mother. To this day I really have no idea why my Nanny and my mom were so different. But I do recall thinking that Nanny must have been aware of the differences between her immediate family and ours.

When I was around five I was riding in Nanny’s car when she accidentally turned the wrong way down a one-way street.

“Darn!” she said as she pulled over.

I corrected her. “You ’appose to say shit. Daddy always says shit.”

“Oh, dear! You shouldn’t say that!” But she couldn’t stifle her laughter.

Nanny’s shining spirit cut through a dark world. Even her smallest gestures—putting a hand on my shoulder, inviting me to sit on her lap—showed her love for me and made me feel so good.

Nanny was dignified, graceful, and elegant. She kept her long hair pinned in a bun. I often begged her to let it down so I could stand behind her on the couch for what seemed like hours, brushing her shiny hair, which was jet black with silver threads. While I ran the brush slowly through her hair she’d ask me how I was doing in school, who my friends were, and what I liked to do. I soaked up the attention, which was incredible therapy for me. I felt so calm, so safe, so loved. It’s a real blessing to think someone cares about you more than anyone else in the world. Nanny made me feel like I was somebody, so when I was with her, I dared to think maybe I wasn’t such a bad kid, after all.

I loved to read, and Nanny often asked me to read to her. She liked to teach me her favorite passages in the Bible. Other times I’d just pick up a magazine and start reading out loud, just to show her how much I was learning. She’d brag about me to my father.

“Bernie, you should be so proud of this boy! He’s so smart!”

If my father was in a good mood, he might mention how many hits I’d had in my last baseball game. Sports were his main vehicle for praising Bernie and me.

Once, when I was seven, I was playing with Nanny when my father told me to go to the store to fetch him a pack of cigarettes. (Again, not uncommon in 1962.) When I reluctantly peeled away from Nanny my father became irritated with my dawdling and raised his voice.

“I told you to go to the store, and I told you to go now! Get going, before I—”

“Before you do what?” Nanny snapped. In an instant her soft, beautiful brown eyes turned hard as diamonds. “If you lay one hand on that boy, you’ll have to take me on next.”

I’d never seen anyone challenge my father like that. I had no idea Nanny could be so strong. I was impressed, but also afraid. I knew what my father was capable of, so I was worried he might haul off and hit Nanny. But even if he didn’t, I knew I’d pay the price later.

He stared at her for a moment, then dropped it. I knew worse could be coming for me after Nanny was gone, but for a brief moment I savored my first victory over my father, even by proxy.
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My grandpa was a small, wiry man, maybe five-foot-six, with an infectious laugh. Even in Canada, where racism was much less rampant than in the States, he had endured a lot of humiliation in his job as a railroad porter, yet he always seemed to shrug off the slights and kept a positive attitude.

After thirty years he retired from the railroad and took a job as a skycap at Toronto’s airport. I’d like to imagine this little guy manhandling those huge bags. They said he also had a way of making his customers smile, and he cherished every dime tip he received.

From my grandparents I learned how to treat people with consideration and respect. They constantly reiterated their fundamental values: “Don’t ever lose sight of your principles,” and “Don’t let anyone step on you.” Coming from two people who’d experienced untold offenses while keeping their self-respect firmly intact, this carried a lot of weight.

I loved going to their home so much that I often fantasized about living with them.







CHAPTER 2

An Indecent Proposal

COMPARED TO NANNY AND GRANDPA’S HOME, OURS often seemed strange and scary. On the rare occasions when all of us were there at one time, we had no center, no gravitational force pulling us all together. The Hallmark card photo of five family members sitting around the table for dinner or watching a game or a movie together simply didn’t exist for us.

To be fair, part of this was the era. Kids were on their own a lot more in the sixties than they are now, so we made our own fun.

Bernie and I protected Gail, but if she wanted to play with us, she had to learn to play our way. When Bernie and I were playing hockey in the basement Gail and our cousin Loretta would beg to join in. We compromised by having Loretta stand in one spot and Gail six feet to her left. We’d say, “Don’t move,” and they became the goalposts.

Occasionally we’d fire a puck off one of the girls’ shins, which would start the play-by-play: “Saunders with the shot… ohhhh, and it hits the goalpost!” Bernie believes that was my first play-by-play, so I owe Gail for that too! Gail and Loretta never flinched because they didn’t want to be sent away. Playing together was enough to keep all of us happy.
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One of my father’s friends, whom I’ll call Pete Doby, had a half-dozen children. When we started visiting their spacious home in Toronto, Bernie and I were babies, and two of Doby’s daughters, whom I’ll call Laura and Carol, might have been ten and nine. During a visit about seven years later Laura and Carol asked me, Bernie, and two other boys if we wanted to see something. I was hoping she had some toys or candy, so I said, “Sure.” While the other boys followed Carol, I tagged along with Laura downstairs to the guest bedroom in the basement.

She closed the door behind me and unfastened her blouse and bra. “Get on top of me,” she said.

Laura asked me to stroke her breasts and kiss them. I did it, partly out of curiosity, partly out of pleasure, and partly out of fear. Each time I visited she would take me down to the guest bedroom for more, while the other boys would go with Carol or come with me. These encounters were mysterious, exciting, and troubling all at once. They left me feeling very confused and unsettled, but I certainly didn’t think of it as abuse.

After each encounter Laura admonished me, “You can’t tell anyone. If you do, I’ll be sent away.” I didn’t dare say a peep.

One night she whispered, “Come into the bathroom with me.”

When I walked in I saw that she had left the lights off. I stumbled into the room, blindly feeling along the walls. When I reached her she took my hand and guided it beneath her skirt, then inside her panties. To my childish mind, it felt like a netting of some kind, hot and moist.

“Take your pants off,” she said. Her hands were all over me, touching my genitals. I achieved an erection, but that just confused me more. Laura made me put my fingers into her vagina until she had what I now know was an orgasm.

These occasional encounters continued for almost three years, only stopping when my father moved us to Montreal for a new job. I had never heard of women molesting boys, so I dismissed these memories as just another part of my strange childhood. But the effects of those too-early sexual encounters would stay with me the rest of my life, affecting my feelings about sex and my relationships with women long into adulthood.

Moving to Montreal, however, also cost me many visits to my grandparents. When my family left Ontario for Quebec, I lost Nanny—my protector, my shoulder to cry on, and the first person I felt gave me unconditional love. If my grandparents had been with me throughout my childhood, I might have made better choices and far fewer mistakes.







CHAPTER 3

Playing with Fire

WHEN WE MOVED TO MONTREAL WE SETTLED IN A working-class, bilingual suburb called Chateauguay (pronounced SHAT-a-gay) about fifteen miles from the city. Dad told us his new job was going to pay a lot more and would change our lives forever.

We moved into a split-level, four-bedroom bungalow across the street from a dairy farm. Coming from our cramped quarters in Toronto, it was a welcome change. We lived in a great neighborhood, surrounded by a lot of kids our age. We played sports every hour we could, but our two favorites were hockey and baseball.

Our father’s father, a Jamaican immigrant, was a tall, athletic man. My father and his four brothers all played football and boxed. Uncle Danny had been Canada’s amateur middleweight champion, and my father had been a star running-back for a minor league affiliate of the Hamilton Tiger Cats of the Canadian Football League. It seemed like Dad could jump over any hurdle and could run backward faster than anyone in our neighborhood could run forward. When you’re a kid, that’s the stuff of legends.

My dad really liked coaching our baseball and football teams, and it showed. He knew his stuff, he took it seriously, and he was the kind of guy all the neighborhood kids loved. But he had a knack for knocking me down at my best moments.

When I was ten or eleven our town built a couple of Little League ballparks. We had a game there when everything was finished except the outfield fence. They had laid down the gravel warning track and built the fence frame, but they hadn’t put up the plywood boards yet.

When I hit a towering fly ball that just kept going back, the left fielder gave chase until he ran into the fence frame, and the ball sailed over his head. Home run! As I rounded the bases I looked into the dugout, hoping to witness my dad’s approval. I was pleased to see him laughing.

But when I got to the dugout I found out why he was chuckling. “You dummy, the fence isn’t finished! You just hit a ground-rule double!”

The umpire had signaled a home run, as he should have—the ball didn’t go through the fence, after all, but over it—but my Dad made the official scorer mark it down as a double. Instead of celebrating his son hitting the first home run at the new park, he seemed to get more pleasure sending me back to second base.

He wasn’t afraid to dress me down in public, but more frequently his punishments were meted out in private. If he told me to do something and I hesitated or questioned his order, he would furrow his eyebrow, which created a crease across the bridge of his nose. Then he’d slowly narrow his eyes, as if sizing up his prey. I knew what was coming next, so I’d start to run, usually for the perceived safety of my room. But that wasn’t very smart because then I was trapped, so I’d grab pillows to protect myself against the blows I knew were coming.

When I was younger he’d hit me with an open hand, usually on any part of my body that I’d failed to protect. I’d duck and dodge and try not to cry, but pulling that off was almost impossible when the guy you thought was Superman had reduced you to a squirming lump of fear. The older I got, the harder he hit me.

It could be hard having my dad around, but it could be even harder when he wasn’t. A few years after we moved to Montreal our dad started shuttling back and forth to Ohio. He did this, he told us, to make his fortune in prefab homes. His frequent absences made it harder for us to pay the rent, keep food on the table, and explain to our friends why our dad wasn’t around. Whenever they asked, I told them, “He’s working long hours in Ohio so he can create a better life for us,” because that’s what he had told us—and I desperately wanted to believe him.

He started out by alternating two weeks in Ohio with two weeks at home. Then it was three weeks in Ohio and just one week in Chateauguay. Before long our father had become a casual, infrequent guest in his own home. The famous threat, “Just wait ’til your father gets home,” took on an entirely different meaning when that could take weeks—and when Dad did get home, absence seemed to make his heart grow harder.

When I was around twelve my father had returned after a few weeks away and started giving us all chores to do. I unwisely suggested that, because he wasn’t around much anymore, he no longer had any right to tell me what to do. That’s when I saw the all-too-familiar furrowed brow and squinting eyes. This time the open hand became a fist. When he started punching me, naturally I clenched my hands, as if preparing to punch him back. This only enraged him more, and he punched me ever harder. As an added humiliation, he punctuated every blow with a cutting remark.

“Why can’t you learn to keep your mouth shut?

“This is your own fault!

“Why are you so dumb?”

Long after the bumps and bruises faded, what stayed with me was a deep, unshakeable feeling of worthlessness. Despite all the beatings, I never thought my father was the problem. Instead, I concluded that I deserved them because I must have been a horrible kid.

Bernie and I almost never talked after my father beat me, but on a few occasions, when we knew I was in for hell, we managed to team up, steal the belt hanging in the closet, and hide it from our dad. My relief was short-lived, however, because my dad would just resort to his fists.

Our sister was probably most affected by my father beating me. Gail’s room was above mine, so when she heard the commotion begin, she’d run down the stairs, hoping her presence would be enough to get my father to stop. If it wasn’t, she’d start screaming over my father’s shoulder, urging me to shut up so maybe he’d stop. And if that failed, she’d sit at the top of the stairs with her head in her hands, sobbing.

When Dad had finished he’d walk past her as if she wasn’t there. Then I’d follow to reassure her that I was okay.

“But why can’t you just do what he says,” she’d ask, “and then he’ll leave you alone?”

I’d tell her I’d try to next time or I’d say I just didn’t know how. Maybe there was just something wrong with me, I said. Even worse, I believed it.
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My mother wouldn’t intervene in my father’s punishments. When my father wasn’t around, I didn’t fear our mother the same way, so I had more freedom to do what I wanted. As a result, two distinct John Saunders began to emerge. There was the good, public John Saunders, a careful young man who did well in school and went to church. Nanny and Grandpa were very religious, and our parents raised us to love God and believe in the Bible. I grew up very devout. On our grade school debate team I argued strenuously for God’s creation of man and earth in six days, and I won.

Then there was the private, devilish John Saunders who was willing to try just about anything for a kick. That included science experiments, but not the kind you’d expect from a ten-year-old. I wasn’t growing roots out of potatoes or looking under a microscope to watch sugar crystallize in water—I was combining everyday chemicals to concoct explosives.

I had learned that mixing sulfur, saltpeter, and charcoal powder—all available at our local drug store, where my mom took me to buy the components—produced gunpowder. With my good buddies Ralph and Robin I’d played around with the mixture for about a year, using it to fuel rockets constructed out of paper and aluminum foil. Sometimes, when I was bored, I’d amuse myself by setting off small explosions, just to see things blow up. And I discovered that if you put copper powder in gunpowder, it burned like a rainbow. Pretty neat.

But I didn’t stop there. One day in the spring of 1966, right before Easter, I packed a plastic lemon-shaped bottle with gunpowder and took it to an open field across the street, where I showed it to Bernie.

“It’s a grenade,” I bragged.

Bernie was naturally curious. I started a match and lit the homemade fuse—obviously not the smartest move. In an instant, flames soared up my face. I panicked and dropped the plastic lemon. A second later it exploded upward between my legs, scorching my jeans and my thighs.

“I’m on fire!”

Bernie looked almost as shocked as I was. He stared at me, petrified. I ran across the street to our house and banged on the glass door. Inside I could see my mother talking on the phone with one of her friends.

Our mom didn’t have many rules, but she was strict about one thing: my brother, sister, and I were only to enter the house through the basement so we wouldn’t track in mud. At that moment, however, with my legs on fire, obeying that rule was not my top priority.

I kept screaming and banging on the door. She looked up from her phone conversation, mildly perturbed, and pointed downstairs. She couldn’t see what the problem was. Finally I ran down the cellar stairs to the basement, then up two flights of stairs, howling. Seeing that my hair was singed, my mother told her friend on the phone to wait a second and brushed the ashes off my head.

“Now get back outside,” she told me, and returned to her call.

“No—my legs!” I screamed.

She looked down and saw the real damage and hung up the phone. She threw dishwater on me to douse the embers, which sent me into immediate shock. My eyes grew fixed, and I shook like a cold puppy. When the police arrived they tried to put me into their cruiser, but then they realized I was going to need medical help during the trip to the hospital. We had to wait an agonizing twenty minutes for an ambulance. I shook and sobbed while my mother looked on, finally grasping the seriousness of the situation.

During the ride to LaSalle General Hospital I passed in and out of consciousness. When I was awake I felt an incredible searing pain, which I later learned was the result of third-degree burns. The wound went deep into my flesh. The skin of my inner thighs looked like raw hamburger meat, and I had suffered extensive nerve damage.

I stayed in the hospital for three weeks. The doctors gave me painkillers, but the worst part of my recovery was the daily process of taking the dressings off and putting new ones on to prevent infection. It was forty-five minutes of torture. But what I remember most from my hospital stay was that my father never visited me.

I still idolized him, which forced me to invent increasingly elaborate stories for my buddies to explain why he wasn’t around. I could fool my friends, but lying in that hospital bed, as the days became weeks, it was getting harder to fool myself. I saw other fathers visiting their children down the hall, sometimes staying overnight in uncomfortable chairs. I could no longer ignore the contrast: my father had better things to do than drive back to Montreal to visit his oldest son in the hospital.

We spoke on the phone exactly once, very briefly. I was afraid he’d be furious with me because I was sure to miss out on a lot of sports that spring and summer. He didn’t shout, as I expected him to. He chastised me in a finger-wagging sort of tone. “Whatya doin’, dummy?” But he never let me have it, perhaps because he felt some guilt about not coming to see me.

When Easter Sunday arrived I was still in the hospital. My mother brought me a Cadbury Creme Egg—a real treat—and said, “It’s from your father.” I knew it was a lie, and she probably knew I knew, but we both played along.

Lying there alone each night in my hospital bed forced me to confront proof of my biggest fear: there was something wrong with me—something that made me inherently unlovable. I spent every night crying. Not from the burns but from my dad’s indifference. I had never experienced physical pain as severe as those burns, but the emotional pain was worse.

I did learn one important lesson from my time in the hospital: I’d better learn to look out for myself.
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Despite all this, because Dad was so passionate about coaching our teams, I still thought that down deep he loved me and that we were buddies. Bernie has told me that Dad bragged about me often. I’m sure Bernie’s not lying, but it’s very hard for me to imagine that. It just isn’t consistent with the man I knew.

Three months after I got out of the hospital, well into the summer of 1966, my skin was slowly recovering, but my scars were still so bad that they bled and required fresh bandages each morning and night. Raw flesh remained exposed, some of which I couldn’t feel due to nerve damage. One day out of curiosity I picked up a comb and sank it into my wound. I felt nothing.

I couldn’t run, and I certainly couldn’t play football. But when my father came back from Ohio for a few days he told me I had to play. My mother didn’t protest.

“Dad, please,” I pleaded. “Let me take just this summer off.”

But football was my father’s first love, and he insisted. I wasn’t ready, but I wanted to live up to his expectations. I agreed to return.

I was our team’s lead running back, so on our first day of practice I took most of the snaps. Near the end of the scrimmage I saw my father arguing on the sidelines with his assistant coach, Mr. Delaporta. After a few minutes Dad waved me over to join them.

When I started walking toward them my father yelled, “We don’t walk in practice, boy. RUN!” So I ran the final few yards, despite the excruciating pain in my legs.

“What did I do wrong?” I asked.

“Mr. Delaporta doesn’t think you’ve healed from that stupid accident. He thinks I should feel bad because you were dumb enough to play with fire and tried to blow your balls off!” He laughed. “Mr. Delaporta doesn’t think you should play this year.”

A wave of fear swept over me. If I hinted that Mr. Delaporta might have a point, my father would feel I had shown him up in front of his friend—and I knew what that would mean after we got home. I was trapped. So I looked Mr. Delaporta in the eye and said, “I feel fine. I begged my dad to let me play.”

“John,” Mr. Delaporta said sternly. “Look at your uniform.” I didn’t have to look down. I knew what he wanted me to see.

“John, your legs.”

Slowly I lowered my head to look at my white football pants. Blood had soaked through my bandages and was leaking out the bottom of my pants down my shins.

“Bernie, he can’t play,” Mr. Delaporta insisted.

But Dad wasn’t budging. “This is a tough kid,” my father told him. Then he turned to me. “You want to quit?”

My legs were in agony, but I knew better. “Dad, I’ll never quit.”

I played that entire eight-game
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