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What a journey this has been, far
different from the one traveled when writing my first book:
Treating Borderline States in
Marriage. That was a lonely endeavor,
given its subject matter, technical nature, and that I wrote it
during a dark time in my life. As Happy As
I Can Stand, the 3rd edition of
Hatching Charlie, is
also about the human condition,
but this time with the layperson in mind and using my life as the
illustrative example.

Some read part of the
early manuscript and others the whole of it; some provided feedback
while others did not. I thank them all: Even silence tells a story.
Then there was The Golden Few, who resonated with the work and rose to meet it. My daughter,
Keeley, a psychotherapist herself, responded enthusiastically and
provided the cover photo of me carrying my grandson Cormac.
Conversely, daughter Caitlin, an accountant, was unabashedly
uninterested in psychological teachings but challenged me to create a
good read.

There were Mark and Carol Ann, my
youngest brother and sister-in-law, who bubbled with excitement. At
one point, Mark, sensing my discouragement with some tepid
feedback, wrote, “Don’t let the bastards get you down. It’s good. I
never lost interest.” In truth, there were no bastards, and it wasn’t all that good, only the first
of countless revisions to come in the ensuing three years.
But intuitively, Mark and Carol Ann affirmed what
I was trying to do when I needed
it most.

Then there was my sister,
Michelle, who, in a moving
letter, made me aware of how my memories had
rekindled her own and re-enveloped her in mourning. Writing from
her memories as a fifteen-year-old girl, Michelle provided a
glimpse into the human underbelly of my parents, resurrecting those times in a way that only a
young girl can. Her letter inspired me to
rewrite several chapters.

There was also Patricia Alfin,
LCSW-C, a former supervisee, and a life-long supporter. She brought
my first published work to the attention of the Washington School
of Psychiatry, thereby altering the course of my life. Quickly
reading the manuscript of Hatching Charlie, she saw where the book
was going before it had arrived and offered valuable
suggestions.

Jason Thomas, my African American
son-in-law, brought greater
racial sensitivity to my writing, while
Wayne “Killer” Kirgel, who plays a
significant role in the book, dove in and edited it without my
having to ask.

During the writing of my first
book, I leaned heavily on my friend, Ron Zuskin (The Z-Man):
psychotherapist, raconteur, social work educator, musician, and
gifted songwriter, Ron shines with intelligence and driving
creativity. We first met professionally and immediately bonded.
Over the ensuing thirty years, we have been through good times and
bad, standing ever true by each other’s side. With my first book,
we created a synergy that powered me through the arduous process.
But this time, Ron was ill and unavailable. I could only marvel at the
miracle of how, when I lost one support, another, in Wayne Kirgel, arrived.

And then, Ron rose from his
sickbed and with his usual generosity of time, talent, and grace,
edited a later version of the manuscript, humoring, cajoling, and
haranguing me to make the book more alive. Ron penned the
title, Hatching Charlie.

Then there’s Jane, my first wife
of eighteen years and the mother of our three children. Initially,
I refused to write about our relationship. Jane had suffered a
psychiatric illness, and I feared rekindling those difficult times.
Still, my editor, Margaret Diehl, insisted that the tale would be
sorely lacking and depersonalized with my tepid handling of my
relationship with Jane, rather than brought to life with a breath
and heartbeat of its own. She pressed me to speak with Jane.
Finally, after much wrestling with myself, I wrote the chapter on
our relationship and then emailed it to Jane along with a message
confessing my unease and giving her complete veto power over that
section of the manuscript. After several days of skittering angst
and nights of troubled sleep, Jane responded that not only did she
approve of the chapter, but asked that I not change a word, feeling
that it was “beautifully written” and that “Your care for me shines
through.” I had never anticipated such a bountifully affirming
outcome, and my heart swelled with gratitude as tears coursed my
face.

Then there is Janet, my third
wife, who provided enormous amounts of uninterrupted time for
writing and gave unalloyed honest feedback on a moment’s
notice.

And finally, there is a man I have
never met by the name of Frank Parker. A fellow author on Goodreads
who reviewed As Happy As I Can Stand and offered a valuable
critique. I asked for suggestions and he graciously offered some on
how to improve the read. His insights so resonated with me that I
immediately incorporated his suggestions into the book.

What do you call such people? Oh.
I know. Friends. Not to say that others are not, for they are, but
these were The Golden Few.

Love and kisses to them all,

Charlie.


 


 


 


 Prologue

 


As I
stand here, nearer life’s end than
its beginning, looking out upon the Bush River, bejeweled in the
rust, copper, and gold leaves of fall, I wonder what you will
think, for this book reveals the soft
underbelly of this writer, often in ways that are less than
appealing. But, if I am to stay true to my goal, writing
honestly about the human condition with
myself as the illustrative example, I must
not only talk the talk but walk the walk, from shadow worlds to
sunlit landscapes.

My daughter Keeley, my son
Chandler, and my patients inspired this book. Years ago,
Keeley gave me a book of questions for
grandparents to express who they were for posterity.
The idea appealed, the structure did
not. Separately, my son, Chandler, asked
what I thought it [life] was
about. His work and home life were
going well, and he wondered, “Is this
it?” On the spur of the moment, I answered: “It’s about the pursuit
of happiness.”

Chandler didn’t seem
convinced. My reflexive answer was not well-articulated nor
compelling. Nonetheless, it was true. From
that moment on, I felt a growing need to build the case and, as
a psychotherapist,
to provide some ideas about the often-tortuous
path of getting from here
to there.

Finally, through the years, many
of my patients have suggested I write a book of the stories I tell
in my practice of psychotherapy, which they found helpful in
enhancing their understanding of themselves.

Hatching Charlie
is written in response
to the following two challenges:
“Who am I?” and “What’s it all
about?” However, along the way, the writing became something
more. As I described my journey from the Gathering Darkness of my early
years, through the directionless acting out of my teen years, onto
beginning to find myself in my twenties, to arrive at a state of
partial fulfillment today, I recognized that although my story was
unique to me, the struggle was not. Subsequently, my goal evolved:
Now, I wanted to write on the shaping power of the difficult times
in our lives and the importance of confronting their impact upon us
if we wish to pursue a meaningful life and the fulfillment it
provides.

Such a story requires I
tell-all, exposing the uncertainty, shame, low self-esteem,
egotism, mistakes made and then repeated, the lessons learned and
then forgotten, the failures and successes, the joys and
heartbreaks, and the wisdom and folly that have informed my
life. Of special significance is the
importance of striving for integrity in all that we do, of
confronting ourselves in the mirror as objectively as possible, and
of reconciling with all
our thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors—the good,
the bad, and especially the
ugly.

Within the word integrity lies the
word integrate, not the word eliminate. To develop a personally
meaningful life, we must resist the tendency to deny our unsavory
aspects, rather bringing them into dialogue with the other parts of
ourselves in service of self-understanding and, with that,
compassion.

Reconciling with ourselves is not
easy. We naturally recoil
from psychological pain and emotional discomfort. However,
the price of avoidance is high for the psyche is not a surgical
instrument but a nuclear one; it does not curtail
single undesired
thoughts or feelings but rather the capacity to think and feel in
general. When we deny our ugliest feelings and behaviors, we limit our
capacity to feel and consequently hinder our ability to feel, to drink in
the colors of a beautiful sunset or the exquisite joy of a tender
kiss. The curse and the beauty of psychological health
are that it
entails feeling more of
everything, not less.

Yet, the cost of denial does not
end here. The edited memories, although pushed from consciousness,
are not gone. Instead, what begins
as gathering darkness in the creosote recesses of our minds,
becomes an ever-growing disquiet as we relegate more and more to
their number. Here, the darkness festers, feeding upon itself,
growing ever more virulent, increasingly pushing against the walls
of denial. Inevitably, the banished begins leaking out, in
disguised and twisted form, such as in inexplicable anger,
hostility, depression, anxiety, dread, emptiness, isolation, and
somatic complaints. These symptoms, we carry with us
wherever we go, at first in a general unease, but
then-growing into alarm bells
tolling in the night.

Feeling
all our
feelings and thinking all
our thoughts is not always a happy
business. Life and relationships can be scary and embarrassing
and confronting our less than socially acceptable thoughts and
behaviors does not always support the semblance of a neat and tidy
life. But, grappling with our issues does offer the opportunity to
become more fully self-and-other accepting
human beings. Indeed, regardless
of how tarnished we humans can be, I would
propose that the sometimes-tortuous path of feeling the good and
the bad of our imperfect state is
the path to a happier and meaningful
life.

Awareness of the dark side of the
human condition is ancient. In Cherokee lore, the Chieftain tells his
grandson the story of the two wolves. He says, “Within me, two wolves are constantly at war with one
another. One, the Evil Wolf, feeds on anger, envy, sorrow, greed,
arrogance, self-pity, resentment, inferiority, false pride,
superiority, and ego. The other, the Good Wolf, feeds on joy, love,
serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity,
truth, compassion, and faith.” Tenderly looking into his grandson’s
eyes, the Chieftain says, “You have these two wolves in you as
well. Everyone has them.” The grandson,
face furrowed by thought, considers this, then, eyes wide in
suspense, asks his grandfather, “Which one wins?” Laughing, the
grandfather leans forward and whispers, “Whichever one you feed.”

Cherokee Indians are not
alone in speaking of the dark side of man.
The psychoanalyst, Carl Jung, called it the Shadow and warned that
one either digests his shadow or
is digested by it. Melanie Klein, who pioneered the analysis of
children, asserted that the feelings of love, hate, jealousy,
greed, lust, and envy are all part of being human and warns that
denying rather than understanding these feelings is
self-destructive. Freud spoke of the Id, as that part of the psyche
that houses primitive impulses and posited that it is these
that fuel creativity, as well as
destructiveness, and observed that these impulses must be integrated to live
successfully in society. The Scottish psychoanalyst,
Fairbairn, posited the existence of a
dynamic unconscious including an anti-libidinal ego, housing all
repressed negative experiences in relation to our others, and a
libidinal-ego, holding the unfulfilled primitive and intense
yearnings of childhood. Peopled by rejecting relationships, the
anti-libidinal ego causes us to fear our dependency needs, such as
the need for love and attachment, as Trojan horses trying to
penetrate our defenses. He advised bringing the contents of both
egos to consciousness where they could be thought about and put
into perspective. One everyday example of
this dynamic in play would be the fear of asking someone out on a
date for fear of rejection.

Whatever the theory, the
point is that from the earliest age, while the human brain is in
the nascence of its development, there is a Gathering
Darkness, a distillation of painful experiences,
from which none of us are free. Whatever we choose to call it, the
Evil Wolf, the Shadow, the Id, the anti-libidinal ego, or even
original sin, it is real, and, if we deny its existence, it only
clamors ever more loudly to be heard.

It is important to realize that
these dire predictions prove true no matter how successful one
is in the external world. We all
know or have heard of many famous and wildly successful people who
have succumbed to depression, drug addiction, or suicide, thus
confirming that fame nor fortune protects no man from his
demons: The Evil Wolf ignored bites ever
harder. 

William Faulkner said,
“The past is never dead. It’s not even past,” thereby
referencing a characteristic of the
unconscious: Its timelessness. In the unconscious, there is no past
or future, just what I call The
Interminable Now. Fortunately, in consciousness, there is awareness of the past, the
present, and the future. Thus, in bringing our conflicts to
awareness, we can reconcile with that which troubles us and put it
behind, never forgotten but shorn of the tendency to cling like
English Ivy strangles a
tree.

None of this is to suggest
that intellectual insight is the be-all and end-all: thinking and
feeling must inter-relate; true understanding is a cogni-affective
experience. Also, to fully enjoy our successes in life,
other strategies must be employed for the brain,
a habituated organ, is both friend and foe. Foundationally oriented
toward survival, it is constantly on the alert for
the bad thing happening and continually reverts to ways of perceiving and relating
that undermine happiness. In other words, its embedded concerns
with survival support feeding the Evil Wolf at the expense of the
Good one. Yoga, meditation, dance, martial arts,
and mindfulness
are all useful techniques in
helping to break this habit or at least soften it. By disrupting
the feeding of the Bad Wolf and consciously choosing to feed the
Good one, we impede the tendency of the shadow world to overshadow
the present and foreshadow the future. Much more will be said of
this later.

The title,
Hatching Charlie, represents my ongoing struggle toward a meaningful and
happy life. It recounts my attempts to reconcile with the dark side
of my being. In so doing, I ever so slowly break out of the
self-limiting lessons
of my childhood that, like a Russian
Nesting Doll, only limited who I could become.

Everyone
has an interesting story to tell but
often don’t realize it. Here, the story of the three fish helps to
illustrate. Two fish are swimming one way as a third swims the
other. In passing, the single fish calls out, "Hello. How's the water today?" Once past, the pair
of fish look at each other, and one puts his puzzlement to words,
"What's water?"

I've spent a lifetime
trying to discover the unseen waters of my life and helping others
do the same with theirs. Interestingly, research suggests that the
ability to remember our history effects our capacity
to imagine alternative futures. Without
history, we do not know where we come from or where we are going. In
this directionless state, our yesterdays become our tomorrows,
creating a world in which one can
only be born, live, and die.

Fortunately, once we begin
remembering, other memories tumble out, deepening our understanding
of how we came to be the way we are and offering
the choice of changing our lives or not. The decision
is ours, and only ours, to make. The important thing is to symbolize our
experience, to represent it in some way — such as words, dance, or
art— for thinking is a
symbolic process, and without thought, we are deaf
and dumb to ourselves.

Please be aware that I do not mean
to suggest that biology
does not play a part in our capacity for
happiness. Many people suffer
from biologically driven mental disorders,
including anxiety and depression. Nonetheless, while I have seen
many people become stabilized with the help of medication or
psychotherapy, I have never seen anyone develop a personally
fulfilling life who did not assume responsibility for
it.

Finally, please
understand that this is my
version of events. Perception and memory
are notoriously malleable. Parts of my story will meet with
agreement from those who have lived alongside me while other parts
will not. I have no qualms with this. We can each have our
truth, as long as we leave room for the truths of others.
Play along with me. You are the therapist, and I am the patient. This
book is the case presentation. With mischievous glee, I ask, “What could be
better than that?
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1



A GATHERING DARKNESS

The psyche is like
a tree trunk, early experience forever imprinted on the tender
flesh of the inner rings. It is the inner rings upon which all else
rests, confirming William Wordsworth’s
assertion that “The child is the father of the man.”
Amazing—ssuch a
critical time of life, yet both before and
beyond words.
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1



The Family Vortex: Violence and Belittling
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I grew up in two families:
One when my father, John McCormack, an artillery officer of Irish
descent, was there, the other when he was not. The family of
my father's teachings was tyrannical and sadistic, interspersed with
hypo-manic moments of humor, fueled by the tensions and anxieties
that had preceded it.

Born to a prominent
Memphis, Tennessee family, boasting black servants and field hands,
and distinguished
history of military service, Dad was of devoutly
Southern traditions and beliefs. His father was an aid to General
Black Jack Pershing and his mother, a socialite. With this
ballyhooed heritage, Dad touted military values of honor and
bravery, yet his day-to-day actions were those of a spoiled
child.

What Dad valued were not
the human capacities to think or feel, to be curious, or to
question, but the machine-like ability to “Do what you’re told, when you’re told.” Any questioning was equated with "back talk" and easily
earned a slap.

Dad fancied himself
another General
Douglas MacArthur. He loved to line us kids up like soldiers at
parade rest, hands clasped behind our backs whenever he was upset
with something we had or had not done and harangue us with our
inadequacies. But, in that he was a terrible stutterer, it was difficult
for him to pull the whole thing off: Afterall, it is hard to
sell a commanding
role when strangling on your words.

His lectures were
interminable; their approaching end usually heralded with slaps to
the face. I welcomed these for the slaps signaled a nearing of the
end of his rantings and of the ghastly experience of having to
watch his face contort and turn red as he strained mightily to push
his words up his throat and out his mouth. Occasionally, unable to
bear the gruesome sight a second longer, I would blurt out a word
upon which he was foundering. All
was well if I guessed correctly, but if
wrong, my unfortunate impulse to speak only added to the growing
volcano of his
frustrations and the feeling of chaos and d—d—d—dread. The one thing I
learned: If there is no avoiding a slap,
get it over
with.

Dad idolized courage in
fighting, telling heroic tales of his ancestors and of his
battlefield accomplishments that rivaled the Legends of Daniel Boone, Jim
Bowie, and Davy Crockett. Sometimes, he would tell a story of me as a
child, swarmed in a scrum of kids, to rise pugnaciously undaunted
out of the melee. I do not recall this event, but the story drove
home the point: If you wanted Dad to be proud of you, never give
up.

Such an
attitude sounds admirable, but it is
problematic. Sometimes it is wise to give up, particularly if you,
like me, are not a good fighter. I
can honestly say I have never won a fight. I
have, however, taken a severe beating due to my continuing to get
back up until my opponent quit for fear of killing me.

I was not alone in this
unintelligent relationship to physical pain and violence. Mark, my
youngest brother, once ran for 250 yards in a high school football
game. Dad touted this achievement, so much so that one might have
thought it was his own. Curiously, what he never mentioned, indeed,
it seemed to reside outside his notice, was that the
pounding Mark took permanently damaged
the nerves in his face—an injury that
forever impaired his ability to smile. From that time on, Mark’s
smile looked more like a sneer, a cool sneer, but a sneer,
nonetheless.

The cloud of my father’s
sadism also cast itself upon my brother, Ed, who was kicked off
the high school
football team for battering the coach’s face with
his helmet. The coach made the mistake of unknowingly impersonating
Dad. During practice, Ed had been pushing a blocking sled in the
Virginia heat far beyond when the whistle had blown; he had not
heard it. The coach then mocked him, “Great, Ed! You kept pushing
that sled for two minutes after the exercise was over. Way to go!”
He was not laughing after that.

Perhaps the worst thing
about my dad was that he had a callous over his heart—a large
callous, a small heart. Once,
he shoved puppies into a bag and tossed
them into the lake, proudly proclaiming that he was preserving the
bloodlines of his hunting dogs. His lack
of empathy for them was mind-bending. How hard is it to imagine the
pain and terror those puppies felt, stuffed into the claustrophobic
confines of a burlap bag, becoming weightless as they were tossed
into the air, then scrabbling to escape, as they splashed into the
lake, and cold water flooded in to steal their breath
away.

Another of my father’s
dubious achievements occurred when we had been hunting. More
accurately, Dad had been hunting, the kids along, as was his need,
only to keep him company. Nestled
in bushes from morning to early afternoon as the pulsating heat of the day reached full stride, Dad
mercifully announced he was ready to leave. Parched and pummeled by
the sun, that is all I wanted. So, I groaned aloud when, at the
last minute, Dad spotted a hawk silhouetted majestically on a
treetop on a distant hill. Having found a distraction, particularly
a glorious one he could destroy, he had to take the shot. I hated
him for that. My heart opened to the hawk, who, though fully
present to its moment, was oblivious to the coming danger. I
understood what it did not: This was his last moment. I railed in
my mind, What’s the point?
But I had no say.

The report of the rifle
startled me. But surprisingly, the hawk remained perched
upon its tree and then to my delight, took flight. A happy yelp, charged with the joy of the bird’s
escape and my father’s loss of his ill-imagined
glory, escaped my lips, when, shockingly,
the bird crumpled in on itself, and fell to the ground, like an old
work glove. That is when I realized; the bird had not taken
flight. It had been lifted
in the air by
a bullet that had taken
a couple of heartbeats longer than I had expected
to traverse its course. Bile filled my heart where joy had
been, and a mist of melancholy settled upon me.

The truly appalling aspect
of this was that Dad had inflicted the hawk’s death as easily as
the snapping of one’s fingers and with as little concern. The
bald-faced shamelessness of this act was only compounded when Dad
cautioned us not to say a thing,
explaining that hawks were on the
protected species list. There was
no suggestion of moral or ethical conflict; the only concern was
with getting caught.

A voracious reader, Dad
knew a lot about a lot. He headed his division at the Foreign
Science and Technology Center in Charlottesville, VA, an
acknowledged expert on Russian armaments. Unfortunately,
his was the
classic case of having a head without a heart. Absent empathy and
compassion, Dad was unusually short on wisdom.

I do not want to suggest
that it was always unhappy when Dad was around. When he was in a good mood, we all breathed more easily and rode the coattails of his
gregariousness. I always looked forward to Sundays, when he traditionally
cooked enormous breakfasts, suffusing the house with aromas of corn
beef hash, grits, fried eggs, bacon, and French toast.

And he could surprise me,
unexpectedly exhibiting talents I had not known he
possessed. One sunny afternoon, he
took us to a farm. In the yard was a
stallion, a prancing beast who
hummed with raw power as corded muscles moved like writhing snakes
beneath his glistening black coat. Alongside him, Dad, dressed in
riding garb, riding crop in hand, dark hair slicked back from his
high forehead, and spit-shined riding boots reflecting the sun cut
a dashing figure. I stood in frightened awe as Dad mounted the
beast. To my amazement, Dad, unperturbed,
controlled the horse with ease, then, without a word, spurred the
stallion into a breakaway run, rider and horse melding together as
they disappeared across the meadow. Until that moment, I had no idea he
could ride.






What made it all so
confusing was that despite Dad’s intellect, he was obtuse when it
came to anything requiring emotional sensitivity. My sister,
Michelle, tells two stories dating from when she was fifteen and
the only child still at home. In the first story, Dad called her
onto the back patio. Michelle knew something was up for Dad did not
usually seek time with her. Oddly, he started talking about
the University of Virginia basketball team, then about the upcoming
ACC Championships. Michelle writes, “God
bless him, but even at fifteen, I knew he was floundering. He
finally blurted out that Mom had cancer, and her chances of
survival were less than ten percent. He went on to note that the
UVA basketball team’s chances of winning the ACC tournament were
also less than ten percent. From this, I worked out that UVA had to win
the ACC championship…oh, and Mom had to survive.”

Michelle’s second story
tells of the day he took her to the doctor and asked questions
about nodules, breasts, menstrual cycles, and so on. I could readily
imagine this; it would be the approach he would take interviewing a
veterinarian about the best practices for maintaining the health of
a bitch dog. Understandably, Michelle found the whole experience
humiliating and confronted Dad.
She writes, “He just didn’t get it.
To him, it was just information, and I was too sensitive.”

Michelle loved Dad. To be
sure, all the kids did, each in their way. For my part, I felt that
if love was slow in being returned, it must be because of me. Years
later, I wanted to test my ability to make him happy. I bought him
a special Christmas gift that year that outshone the one I had
gotten mother—a turning upside down of the usual course of things. I bought
him a gold golf tee, a golf hat bedecked with ornaments sure to
garner humorous attention on the links, and a new pair of golf
shoes. I was not with them that Christmas, but Mother phoned,
laughing, saying, "Charlie, you've created a monster. Your dad is
walking around the house in his golf shoes." I was pleased to have
been able to make him happy. However, he never acknowledged the
gift or thanked me. I would later come to understand that
generosity of spirit and the capacity for heartfelt gratitude are two
sides of the same coin, a coin Dad did not possess.

Sadly, at the final tally,
my father, for me, was more a model of what not to be as a man or
as a father. Near the end of his days, I remember him at the beach
on the Delaware Bay. Suffering dementia, he sat hunched on the
screened-in porch, hollowed out and shorn by age, stick-like legs
protruding from his swimsuit like toothpicks from a withered olive.
Facing the beauty of the bay, watching freighters making their way
across, he repeatedly intoned in an awe-filled voice, "Is this for
real? Is this for real?" In an aside, Mark expressed how sad it was
that Dad had come to this. Perplexed, I asked, "What are you
talking about?
Dad is a
perfect example of addition by subtraction. He’s a much nicer guy
now than he's ever
been." Mark considered this then, with
that sneer of a smile, said, "You know what? You're
right!"
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Happily, when Dad was not
around, we were in the family of Madeleine Turgeon McCormack, later
nicknamed Mutti (German for mother). Mutti created a warm and happy
environment. We were secure in her love and the knowledge she would
never do us harm—or so I believed. In Mutti’s family, it was not
all about her, it
was about the kids, and I transformed from
a worthless cog
to the valued second born of four brothers and one sister: Jacques,
me, Edward, Mark, and
Michelle.

Mom was French Canadian,
born and raised in Quebec to a wealthy lumber family; English was
her second language. Her cousin,
Roger Lemelin, authored four novels, and wrote, and produced a TV
series in Canada. He won the Legion d’Honneur for his contribution
to Canadian culture, and a Prix David for a book entitled
The Town Below, partly based on his observations of my mother’s family, who
lived in the celebrated Upper Town. Mother’s brother, George, a Kennedy-esque figure, was a
millionaire. He founded, then sold, a frozen meat pie company, and
spent his time skiing or sailing in the South of France.

But not all had been well in Mutti’s family:
One brother accidentally hung himself at the age of six while
playing cowboys and Indians. Her mother, Matilde, was repeatedly
hospitalized for depression, and her father, a lumber baron, and an
alcoholic went bankrupt and missed her wedding due to a hangover.
The last child living at home, Guy, was taken away by social
services.

Despite or perhaps because
of all this, Mom was an incredibly strong and determined
individual. In her middle years, when she first contracted
cancer, it was
only with Michelle that she would allow a glimpse of her despair.
Suffering third-degree
burns from the primitive radiation treatment of that
era, Mutti, would occasionally break down, weep bitterly, and lash out in anger. But, most often, she
sat stoically, gin and tonic, and a cigarette in hand, her face obscured by
the coiling smoke, as her buttermilk skin, hideously red and
swollen, peeled.

Mutti was strong. She had
to be, raising five kids, while my father was away during the
Korean War, on maneuvers, or transferred from one posting to the
next. As he went ahead, she followed behind, tasked with closing
the old house and transitioning to the new. Her job was
homemaker, and my
father’s was to be an army officer. He never
helped around the house and was, in fact, more burden than
blessing, repeatedly calling my mother or one of the kids to wait
on him in petty
ways. I still hear his voice grating on my ears,
“Charlie! Bring me a martini,” or, “Charlie! Come here. Turn on
that light,” the lamp infuriatingly well within his reach.
The curious thing was that he
thought nothing of this kingly behavior, nor did
Mutti. To them,
his maddening sense of entitlement was the most
natural thing in the world. In this, they were like pieces
of broken glass fitting perfectly together.

Mom and Dad met at a gala
at the Belgium embassy, where she worked. He tells the story of
seeing her coming down a staircase and telling his
mother, “That’s
the woman I’m going to marry.” Their early marriage seemed satisfactory, but as the years
passed and the children grew older, so did the parental conflict.
Sometimes, Mutti, out of a mother’s love and to divert him from an
excessively abusive episode with the kids, would speak to him in
castrating tones, seeming to hunger for a fight, egging him on far
beyond cautions call. Then, she would be the one to receive the hit
and still refuse to back away, playing her part in the ever
repeating cycle of abuse. Although the
lyrics might change,
the strident melody remained the same.

As upsetting and divisive
as this behavior was, there was another facet of my parents that
joined them together: They loved to entertain. Christmas and
Thanksgiving were always sparkling events, the house alive with
well-dressed people
and the buzz of animated conversation, as
wine-filled crystal glasses splashed their ruby light, and music
frolicked out of the top-of-the-line sound system—all serving to
create the song of people having a genuinely good time.

Upon such occasions, I
felt pride in my parents as each moved around the room with grace
and refinement. Dad, prominent
forehead, trim build, and brown eyes flecked with gold that
glimmered with his love of social interaction and Mutti, willowy, with buttermilk skin, ears,
and neck adorned
with pearls highlighting her sapphire eyes, captivating everyone
with the warmth of her attention, and the sound of her voice in its
honey-dipped French accent.

My mother and I shared a mental
play space. At age eleven, sitting in the kitchen of our apartment
in Heidelberg, Germany, I told her that I wanted to be either a
farmer or a priest. She laughed, blue eyes twinkling, asking what
those different
callings might have in common. I had no answer,
but it does strike me as oddly foretelling, given that I have spent
much of my life hearing peoples' confessions in the privileged
relationship of psychotherapy while working to help
them grow.

A devout Catholic, Mutti prayed nightly,
dressed in her cotton nightgown, hands clasped together, head bent
as she knelt beside her bed. Seeing her like this, through the open
door to her bedroom, always reminded me of a child. Indeed, this
ritual dated from her earliest days and ran like a beaded thread
throughout her life.

Determined and
imaginative, Mutti possessed a vision of the future my father
lacked. As they neared retirement, it was she who set about buying
a property at Lake Monticello, a gated community outside of
Charlottesville. There, they built a split-level gray aluminum
sided home that featured an open floor plan, a fireplace in the
wood-ceilinged A-framed great
room, and a large deck upon which to sit
and observe the tranquil beauty of the tree-lined lake.

Mom and Dad were
opposites. Mutti was genuinely interested in people and concerned
about them. While Dad focused on himself, she focused on
others. Many years later, as she was losing her second fight
with cancer, she was still all about others, especially Dad.
Fighting nausea
and fatigue, she ramrodded a move to Aiken, SC,
so that Dad would be near Mark and Carol Ann, devout people
themselves, when
she passed.

Yet, despite all the good
things about Mutti, there are two thorns of memory that have stuck
with me over the decades. In the first, I am age eight, playing in
the honeysuckle-scented
backyard in Montgomery, Alabama, when I feel an
unexpected urge to connect with her. I clamber up the worn wooden
steps to the kitchen, enter through the screen door, and find her
cooking at the stove, her back to me. I reach out to touch the hem
of her skirt when apprehension stills my hand. Unaccountably, I feel
vulnerable and fearful of rebuke. Hesitating, I struggle to
understand these feelings,
pulled in one direction by desire, and pushed the
other by unease. I break the mounting tension of my impasse by
silently leaving the kitchen; Mutti never knew I was
there.

This experience
suggests that I
felt unsafe to be vulnerable or needy with my mother, but I could
not put the why of it into words. I had cried or shared troubled
feelings with her in the past and been comforted. But this was
different. I was feeling fine, just wanting tenderness for
tenderness' sake, and yet fearing rejection. I think I sensed a
distinction between my mother's being responsive to my anguish
versus being sensitive to me. I feared a rebuke if I
diverted her from her chores without a
pressing need, an outcome I was unwilling
to risk, given the tenderness of my feelings.

In turning away from my
mother, I fed the Evil Wolf, succumbing to my fear-ridden
imaginings rather than allowing my mother to respond in whatever
way she would. In so doing, I remained safe but forfeited any possibility
of fulfillment. In such ways, I was to learn that the pursuit of
happiness and fulfillment takes courage, not because it is
risk-free, but
because it is not. Years later, as
I realized my mother couldn’t relate to my feeling of profound
loneliness during my separation and divorce from Jane, and after I
had learned more about her painful upbringing (of which she never
spoke), I suspected that the apprehension I felt all those years
earlier had not been entirely misplaced. I wondered what lessons
she had drawn from her troubled childhood to protect herself that
interfered with her ability to relate to my loneliness.

However, my apprehension
may have also been fueled by the nature of the second memory, which
demonstrates a characteristic of my mother that contributed to both
her enormous strength and her
greatest weakness: her tendency to
compartmentalize. In her early years, once she held a
belief, it was
unshakeable, evidenced not only in the way she loved but also in the
way she hated.

Compartmentalizing was
especially evident in her relationship to my stepbrother, Cris,
five years older than me and the product of my father’s first
marriage. As the story goes, my dad’s first wife was a party girl and
unfaithful, leading to divorce. She rejected custody of
Cris, so my
paternal grandmother, Dee, stepped in to raise him.

Cris was a
Mad Magazine (a comic
book of the day) caricature of my father. Not only did he try to
emulate Dad’s behavior, but he also looked like him, albeit in a
strangely asymmetrical way: Skinny as a blade of grass, bird-eyed,
shrunken-chested, and sporting a large head with a receding
hairline mirroring Dad’s own.

Mother hated him; there is
no more gentle way to put it. Perhaps some of it had to do with his
being from Dad’s previous marriage, but also, as a child, he went around the neighborhood begging
for food, complaining of hunger, and was constantly misbehaving in
attention-seeking ways to the embarrassment of my
mother.

The thorn of memory I wish
to speak of occurred on another sunny summer day in Montgomery,
Alabama. A kiddy pool was in the backyard, directly under a tree.
Cris, thirteen, bare-chested, ribs sticking out, and shorts hanging
limply from his non-existent hips had stepped in the pool and
muddied the water. Mutti noticed from the kitchen
window and shouted furiously, “Get out of the pool and stay out. You are
not a child.” Driven by his need for attention, Cris then opted to
climb the tree and literally out on a limb. At
first, it was a slapstick moment as the law of
gravity showed no mercy, and the limb began to bend, tilting Cris
upside-down. Eyes
bulging, head dangling ludicrously below his
legs, and just above the surface of the pool, we were all laughing
when, with a sharp crack, the branch broke, and it and Cris fell as one
into the pool.

Drawn by the electric
excitement of our laughter, Mutti looked out the window. She was
apoplectic. When Dad arrived home, he received the full brunt of
her wrath as she confronted him with the misdeeds of
his son.
She was unhinged
and seeking blood. To appease
her, Dad took Cris upstairs to the master
bedroom with its four-poster bed. I snuck along behind
to see what was happening.

Peeking through
the door, I watched Dad order Cris to strip to his underwear
and grip the bedpost on high, thus fully exposing his
bony torso.
Ominously, Dad took off his belt and, without saying a word, began
whipping Cris from head to toe, striping his body with the belt
again and again. Aside from Dad grunting with effort, there was no
sound other than the whooshing of the belt and the sickening slap
of leather against flesh.

Cris, ever desperate for my father’s
approval, strove to be the brave soldier. He refused to cry out as eyes
squeezed shut, face knotted in agony, silent tears fell upon his
concave chest. Unfortunately, Dad’s approval was always in short supply. But
for Cris, it was worse: The rest of us had Mutti; Cris, confused, proud, mismatched boy,
had no one. That was the unseen water of his
life.

In the following
years, Cris was exiled
from our house and our lives. He turned to drugs and
worked a variety of jobs, finally settling into road work. Cris
married, had two kids, and divorced. Occasionally, he would visit
my dad, once showing
up on a motorcycle, wearing gang colors, with a
friend named Spike. In the driveway, he brandished a long-barreled
45-caliber revolver that he extolled as a collector’s piece. My
mother hissed, “John, get rid of him!” Dad, with only ice in his voice,
told Cris never to return.

In the years to follow,
perhaps sensing my empathy, Cris would visit me upon rare
occasions. But these meetings were always awkward, as he
continued to be
a parody of my father, engaging in self-aggrandizing stories and
acts of social inappropriateness that only made me sorry to be with
him. But I never told him to go away, and I never told him
not to return. I
just could not.

Cris died, like our paternal grandfather, in
his early fifties from a heart attack. I had not seen him for
years. His ex-wife (whom I met only once) and children have no
relationship with the rest of the McCormack clan.

As you can see, Mother had
her low-light reels. By all accounts, a religious and loving woman,
she was still the one who triggered this merciless assault upon
Cris; Dad had only done her dirty work. I took in the brutality of
that beating and all that led up to it: Cris’s desperate need of
attention, the unforeseen breaking of the tree limb, my mother's
murderous rage, and my father’s subservient going along with
it. But most importantly, I
took the lesson that when such behaviors
are perpetuated by those who are supposed to keep us safe, no one
is ever safe.

These experiences taught
me that we are all flawed and that the most dangerous of people are
those who refuse to see the flaws within themselves. Such denial
hinders emotional growth
and promotes the tendency to externalize onto
others the very characteristics that we are blind to within
ourselves. In this way, denial inhibits the development of
compassion and empathy for to the extent we reject the feelings within
ourselves, we are unable to identify with those feelings in
others.

An emotionally chaotic and
violent environment promotes feelings of insecurity,
mistrust, shame,
and doubt. Maybe this explains why I developed
the self-soothing behaviors of headbanging and nail-biting as a child. Of
course, when you are living through it, you are not aware of the
causes of such things, or that there is even any such thing as a
cause. To the child, everything within the family
is “normal”—just
the way things are, becoming the unseen water of our
lives.

As the saying goes, “When you grow up in a
blue world, you don’t know the color blue.” I can tell you with
certainty that when you grow up in gathering darkness, there are
few colors at all.


Chapter 2



The Cultural Vortex: Prejudice and Discrimination


My
memory is far from a
continuous thing. It does not lend itself
to the weaving of a seamless story with a beginning,
middle, and end.
Rather, it consists of snippets of my life that arise unbidden,
like shards of glass, and are often equally cutting.

The memory that I am about to relate is of
that nature, speaking to an abiding potential for violence that
mirrored in the outside world what was occurring within my family.
The outside threat, under the glaze of social veneer, was often
less visible but served to intimidate anyone unwise enough to think
about stepping outside the cultural norm. This threat is even more
potent because a code of silence usually surrounds it, and though
felt, its source because of its ubiquity, is difficult to find.

I was eight years old on
that summer day in 1957, laboring under the searing heat of the
Alabama sun, as I trudged along a dirt track through what was known
then as the colored shantytown. The shacks, ramshackle hovels of gray, aging wood, buckling tin
roofs and tilting wooden porches, seemed ready to be swept away in
the first crackling winds of a thunderstorm. Though
only a few hundred yards from my home, on the
other side of the highway, the shantytown was a world
apart.

Curiosity had brought me
here, like a tourist visiting the spellbinding unfamiliarity of a
Third World country. As I moved deeper into this new world, mine receded. Thus,
untethered, I slogged along
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