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DEDICATION

 

 

Without reservation the prominent dedication of this book is to my son, Stephen. A caring young man with your whole life ahead of you. It is my hope, my dream, and my single passion for you to apply all that you have learned for the greater good and achieve your greatness. Stephen, to me you are nothing short of a gift from God.

To anybody and everybody who works with young adults: teachers, juvenile counselors, staff members, social workers, judges, advocates, foster care organizations, law enforcement officials, to the endless agencies in America and throughout the world, on behalf of serving, protecting, and rescuing those in peril, I thank you.

This book is also dedicated to you, the reader. With every word of every page, I pray with all my heart that it makes a connection. That it enables one to stop, think, and appreciate life with all its chaos and wonders for what it truly is—a grand adventure. For more than a decade you the reader have allowed me into your life and for many into your hearts. I am forever grateful.

And finally, for the sole purpose of bestowing honor, it is my privilege to pay homage to those who wear the uniform: the proud, the brave, the selfless individuals of America’s armed forces. For those of you in harm’s way: Execute your duties faithfully, be safe, and come back in one piece. The world is watching and praying for you all. You’ve always had and will continue to have my deepest respect. Godspeed!




THE DEAL

I want you to succeed. From this moment on, with every day that passes, with everything you strive for, I wish, I want for you to achieve your greatness. That’s it. Period. If you get nothing else from this book—if you decide to throw it away or feed it to the shredder—I’ve made my point. At this stage in your life, striving to better yourself is imperative.

Now, when I say succeed, I’m not referring to the wasteful, gluttonous, shallow, ego-driven lifestyle of the bored, rich, and shameless. But, hey, if you’ve worked hard, sacrificed, and earned enough dough to buy a four-hundred-foot limo with a waterfall in the back spilling into a bubbling Jacuzzi, if that’s what you truly want, I say  go for it. What I am referring to is that guttural, never-yielding determination that you can tap into and apply at will. And no matter what you’ve been through or are currently dealing with, you can prevail—and prevail with a sense of dignity and honor.

I’m adamant for a reason. I know firsthand how brutal life can be. For more than eight years, starting before I was in preschool and lasting through the fifth grade, my mother—a hateful, psychologically sick alcoholic— subjected me to constant physical and mental torture. She nearly killed me several times. One time Mother accidentally stabbed me, and since she refused to take me to the hospital for fear of exposure, the wound became so infected that days later in the basement, where I lived, I practically crawled over to a water basin and cleaned the yellowish pus-filled wound myself. When Mother refused to feed me for fourteen days, I snuck water from the same water basin; but before doing so I thought ahead, making certain my worn shoes wouldn’t squeak or the water pipe wouldn’t vibrate when I opened the tap—which would give me away. When my mother forced me to stay in a bathroom with a deadly combination of ammonia and bleach—which can asphyxiate a person in a matter of minutes by filling up the lungs with thick mucus—all I had to do was immediately stay low to the floor, throw a rag into the toilet bowl, and wrap it around my mouth and nose while praying the left-side vent would pump in fresh air.

I was in no way heroic or courageous. In all instances thinking in terms of black and white, I adapted. All I had to do was rely on myself and think ahead. I didn’t do anything extraordinary. Like millions of folks faced with a situation, when push came to shove, I simply did whatever I had to do.

When I was twelve, my teachers and other school staff called the authorities. Had it not been for these saviors, who at that time risked so much for me, there is not a doubt in my mind that my disturbed mother would have killed me. Years later I discovered that my case was considered one of the worst child-abuse cases that year in California’s history. I was incredibly lucky.

Once removed from my mother, I was placed in foster care as a ward of the court until I reached the legal age of adulthood. It was during my teen years that my long, long road to recovery began. As much as I naively imagined, I couldn’t simply flip a switch and shut off all I had been subjected to. If anything, that’s when my troubles began. I quickly discovered that surviving my mother was minor in comparison to adjusting to the real world. My well-planned defensive mechanisms that kept me alive in the past suddenly became absolute hindrances. My magician-like sleight-of-hand techniques I had developed for staying alive all those years made it easy for me now in foster care to gleefully steal candy, clothes, and anything I could get my sticky hands on—not only for my own selfish greed, but also to give my bounty to others who would allow me to be their friends. Because of my sheer desperation to be accepted, I practically did and said anything and acted in ways that were nowhere close to who I really was. I was fully aware I was wrong, and I knew that I easily allowed myself to be used, but after years of living in a basement—isolated from my family, who by my mother’s orders weren’t permitted to even look at me, let alone speak my name—the need for me to belong was too intense. Since Mother did not permit me to speak in her house, I had been stifled for so long that now by reflex I often lashed out in the most colorful of nouns whenever threatened. To make matters worse, whenever I became nervous, which was the majority of the time, I stuttered uncontrollably. I felt that the more I tried to fit in, be cool, or act tough, the more I sunk deeper in societal quicksand.

As my inner frustration grew, my attitude became cold and dark. For years school had been my protective solace,  but now it became an institution that wasted my time, forcing me to learn something that wouldn’t amount to anything in my adult life. I refused to turn in homework, I daydreamed in class, and I acted like a fool. In a matter of months I transformed into a pint-sized incorrigible ass. To this day I have no idea how or why so many genuinely and kindly guiding foster parents, social workers, teachers, consolers, and everyday folks put up with me. But my reign of self-absorbed destruction came to an end when I was fourteen and was booked in juvenile hall as a high-strung delinquent and repetitive runaway, under suspicion of arson. Partly because of my cocky “I don’t give a damn” and “No one’s gonna tell me what to do” attitude, my ruse nearly backfired when in a brief evaluation a county psychiatrist practically boasted to my social worker in front of me that due to my pent-up frustration and being socially isolated, and after years of intense physical and emotional abuse, that I was most likely destined to repeat the vicious cycle of hate and despair. And if I stayed on my present course, by the time I reached eighteen I would end up dead or, more likely, in prison.

If that wasn’t enough, as I sat and pondered my fate in juvenile hall, beginning to realize the repercussions of my actions, my foster parents discovered to their horror that my mother, informed of my behavior, desperately fought to convince the county that it was in their best interest to have me committed to a mental facility.

In life, especially as a teenager, I believe there is a selected number of wake-up calls. For me, one of those occasions was absorbing the words reach eighteen . . . death . . . prison . . . mental institution.

After surviving all that I had, I refused to allow myself  to become swallowed by my past. What brought me back from the brink of self-destruction were people in my face every day giving me commonsense advice, expecting and at times demanding the absolute best from me. And part of it was luck, for if I did a fraction of what I did in today’s world, I would have been locked up for good.

It’s amazing what a reality check, positive determination, a little luck, and a small amount of time can do for a person’s outcome. But it’s not always easy. As I was dealing with my past, struggling to stay on the straight and narrow, I still had to work through everyday realities of life as well. As a foster kid in junior high, and because the county had a very limited clothing allowance, I found myself scorned simply because I didn’t have the latest, coolest clothes that seemingly everyone else wore. Determined to do something, I spent some of the money I earned from shining shoes or as a busboy at a local restaurant to buy the exact clothes I wanted. And because I lacked basic motor skill development, much to my public embarrassment I couldn’t center the ball for the school team during football games no matter how hard I tried. I was responsible for more errors in one play than anyone in the school’s history. I couldn’t catch the easiest of pop fly balls in baseball or hit a ball with a bat or shoot a basket. But there was one thing I could do: RUN. For years my mother had me run to and from home and school at strict precise times; otherwise I’d receive a twisted form of punishment. I wasn’t the fastest kid on the track team, but at least I could do something halfway decent, which was a tremendous boost for my esteem. Yet talking—formulating plain everyday words in front of others—was the one thing I absolutely dreaded. Much of the time my mother refused to let me speak in her  house, and being forced to swallow tablespoons of ammonia that burned my tongue and esophagus, I became nervous at school and would stutter . . . especially when I was confronted by the school bullies, which happened every—and I mean every—single day. I stuttered uncontrollably to the point that I’d become so frustrated, I would burst into tears for all to see. Yet back at my foster home within the refuge of my bedroom, I’d close the door for privacy, stand in front of the mirror, and slowly pronounce each letter of the alphabet, studying my lips and then closing my eyes while listening to the exact sound coming out. Initially I was consumed with frustration, but after some time and after studying different characters in the action movies I liked to watch, I began to communicate well enough that I would imitate an entire scene from a movie.

Again, for me it certainly wasn’t easy or immediate. In high school the social pressure seemed enormous. I never did “fit in.” I never got to hang out, and I never went out. If anything, I was the class spaz. Because of a reputation that followed me everywhere, I couldn’t do anything that was acceptable in front of my peers. And it hurt deeply. Developing so late in adolescence and not knowing the basics about hygiene, I had so many pimples on my chin, I was dubbed crater face. Back then, if you looked up in the dictionary the words geek, spaz, nerd, dork, doofus, and idiot,  you would most likely have seen a photo of me with volcanic blotches, coke-bottle glasses with thick black frames, long, straggly, matted hair, and off-colored chipped teeth smiling back.

In all my years I learned a number of things. One of them is that when it comes to social standing or outward appearances, today’s overly awkward ugly duckling can  be tomorrow’s radiant swan or a warty toad can transform into a handsome prince.

Again, it’s remarkable what time, some perseverance, and a little luck can do to turn everything around. Nearly twenty years to the month after I was rescued, I went from one of the worst cases of child abuse in California to one of the country’s Ten Outstanding Young Americans. Other recipients include Presidents Kennedy, Nixon, and Clinton and internationally acclaimed individuals, entertainers, and sports celebrities. All of these individuals are known for their efforts in assisting others, including my childhood heroes Chuck Yeager and Christopher Reeve. A year later I flew to Kobe, Japan, to humbly be the only American recipient of The Outstanding Young Person of the World. As a young teen who couldn’t handle the pressure and constantly fumbled a football, a short time later in the U.S. Air Force I not only became a paratrooper but a certified Combat Air Crew Member responsible for the precise and delicate task of midair refueling of the top-secret air force jets. Then one day years later, not looking for anyone, a beautiful redhead came into my life, became my best friend, and years later my lovely bride. As of this writing I am a father to a teenager, a young man who is gracious, grounded, and one of the kindest souls I’ve ever known. I have been self-employed for many years. I encourage others to better themselves through my seminars, books, and, more important, by example. I still do a great number of comic impersonations, but now I do so onstage. I love to make folks laugh and feel good about themselves, and I love to be optimistic, respectful, and appreciative about life and the greatness of America. I am healthy, completely free of the chains from my past. I am living life to the  fullest. Above all, rain or shine, rich or poor, good times or bad, I am happy. Think of it: What more can I or anyone else truly ask for?

Please understand, I am not exposing my childhood for reasons of extracting sympathy in any way, shape, or form. There are millions of folks who have been put through so much more than I. And I am in no way trying to flaunt whatever recognition or successes I have been fortunate enough to receive. Speaking frankly, I don’t deserve them. I never set out to do anything for reasons of fame or fortune, and I never dreamt that I would somehow be blessed with all the opportunities that came my way. I am showing you through vivid real examples that no matter where you come from, no matter how absolutely dark or disheartening things are, may have been, or may become, if you can at the very least survive, then you can and should take positive control, turn things around, and achieve your own greatness! Now do you understand the maxim? I want you to succeed!

For more than twenty years I have had the privilege of working with young adults. From juvenile hall, jail, and foster care to more than seven thousand school assemblies, you name it, I’ve done it. Over time I’ve learned more from young adults directly than any seminar or any classroom curriculum combined. Notice that I did not mention the word children. I do not work with children. I do not play the guitar as I sing, I love you, you love me, everybody take a pee. I’m not here to fill your head with  Yummy Yum Sugarplum Stories or 1,001 Poultry Broth for the Spirit Tales. Why? I’m not here to waste your time. As a teen you’re busy enough as it is and going in a zillion different directions. As you read these words, your body and  your mind are developing and absorbing thousands upon thousands of physical and psychological changes. Now,  add to that equation everyday life and whatever baggage you may be carrying. My job is to help you better yourself. My responsibility as your author is to help you identify problems before forming bad habits and to provide realistic solutions to them. I’m here to push you beyond your comfort zone, to help you, along with a host of others in your life, into adulthood. That’s my job. No smoke, no mirrors, no cuddly little teddy bear-like creatures that bounce up and down chirping out sounds that make absolutely no sense to me.

I know what works. Although I do not have a degree in psychology, I’ve studied a great deal and continue to absorb as much as I can to have the most pertinent information. And after traveling to every state in this great nation of ours as well as to countries all over the globe and learning from different cultures, the single constant that shines above all is that nothing can conquer or dominate the human spirit. Absolutely nothing. No matter the odds or how defeating things may seem, we all have a chance of achieving greatness. And no matter what new-age philosophies that seemingly sprout up every other month with a new super-duper quick-fix concept that will seemingly solve all your problems with the snap of a finger or whatever enchanting weekend retreat you may attend, the truth is that these marvelous ideas wither before they can take root. Times change, but fundamental concepts stand head and shoulders above all. In other words, the basics work. Day in, day out, year in and year out, living an everyday lifestyle focusing on being productive and responsible while overcoming the trials of life, which have been handed down  from generation to generation, has and always will prevail—especially when the philosophy-worshiping, reality-shirking gurus are off to something else. No matter your past, if you’re alive and kickin’, you still have a chance. That’s what works.

With that stated, this book is broken down into three fundamentally separate yet interconnecting parts. All are crucial. The first section addresses problems you may be facing now or ones that may still be lingering from your past. The second section identifies the importance of decisions you make now and where they can lead you in your future. The third and final section points out that no matter how bad things get for you, never, absolutely never, give up on yourself.

As your author, my obligation is to provide you with the best information possible, without any gobbledygook, while being as direct and concise as possible. If a segment seems long, you can be assured that it’s for your benefit. And at times I may seem overly stern. Please, never take me for being callous; however, I’m not here to be your bosom buddy. Think of me more as some quasi uncle or that hard-nosed coach who says things that aren’t normally addressed and pushes you to achieve more than you think you’re capable of achieving. But never forget with each word you read how much I and a host of others care deeply about your outcome. Why? For years I’ve seen firsthand thousands upon thousands of folks who, for whatever reason or excuse, stupidly throw away their hopes and ambitions, and end up wasting their lives. Consciously or subconsciously, the majority of these folks made those decisions at your age.

Your job is to pay close attention, absorb, and implement any and all parts of this book into your life. I highly recommend that if something jumps out at you while reading a section, you immediately highlight the area, dog-ear the page, or, better yet, jot down the excerpt on a three-by-five index card or sticky note so you can keep it with you whenever you feel the need for reassurance or inspiration.

Understand that this book is not going to identify or solve all your problems. With all my heart I truly wish it could, but that’s not the reality of life and, more important, I have no intention of lying to you. However, together you and I will make one helluva dent.

The bottom line: Your life’s outcome is solely up to you. If you can get out of bed in the morning, go to the bathroom, get dressed, and nuke something in the micro without any help, then you are capable of doing, achieving, and handling just about anything life can throw at you. You can do this. You can live up to your potential. And at your age, frankly speaking, I expect you to.

So here’s the deal: I do my job and you do yours, and together we will do our best to advance you to your greatness. So, from this moment on, with every sentence of every paragraph of every section of every chapter, never, never forget how much I want, I pray, and I fight for your success.

 

—Dave Pelzer




Part One

DEALING WITH LIFE



Chapter 1

When Every Day Can Change Your Life

All of us know how important life is. But do you really appreciate how precious and how fragile life is and how it can be lost in a flicker?

Imagine, if you will, you’re a middle-aged adult. Since the third grade you have dedicated every moment of every day of your life sacrificing to fulfill a dream: a one-in-a-gazillion chance of becoming an astronaut. Maybe the bug bit you when you were on the top bunk of your bed that you used as a spaceship, where you yelled out to your sister below, “Hey, let’s go to the moon!” Or it might have been one of those carefree innocent moments that only the smallest of children seem to have, and even though you were viewed as an aggressive tomboy, when you lay down in your backyard on a clear summer’s night, you fantasized about one day affording a telescope so you could be that much closer to the stars.

Time passes, and you jump through so many hurdles and overcome so much that it all becomes a blur. A short time ago you where an Eagle Scout or captain of the cross-country team. You may even have made a living as an acrobat or riding a seven-foot unicycle in the circus. Or maybe as a young person you never even gave NASA a  thought but wanted to become a pediatrician instead—until it finally hit you what you truly










Life Does Affect You 
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the odds. Dave Pelzer inspires us all.”
—Jack Canfield, coauthor of

Chicken Soup for the Soul

AVAILABLE WHEREVER PAPERBACKS ARE SOLD

Plume
A member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
Www.penguin.com





