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As an autobiography, this is unlike my works
of fiction, where I attempt to keep the language, grammar, and
punctuation as perfect as I can. Instead, this is me speaking to
the reader. Since telling this is more difficult than anything I
have attempted, I will ensure this is clear and easily read, but I
will not indulge my perfectionism by turning this into something
ready for an English professor to grade. Just as with me and my
life, this work is flawed, and that is how it will stay.

I wish I could say that I had a life worthy
of a feel-good movie, one diametrically opposed to the one I’ve
had. What an unrealistic but satisfying life that would be. While
it had its moments that I might consider good or okay (as fleeting
or seldom as they were), my life has been unimaginably hard for me.
I’m not here to say that I had a worse life than anyone else
because comparisons have no relevancy; we shouldn’t turn such
things into a competition. I have just written this about my life
and my ability (or inability) to cope with the hand that life dealt
me. Given my circumstances, I’m not sure it could have gone any
other way, and I’ve done my best, given what I had to work
with.

I want to preemptively address the
existentialists, the “pick yourself up by your bootstraps,” and “if
I can do it, so can you” crowd. We are not all the same. As
fundamentally different individuals, with different genes,
different brains, different intrinsic abilities, different
circumstances, different experiences of those circumstances, and
different thoughts and feelings about those experiences, some
clichéd advice won’t work for everyone. One size does not fit all.
To believe it does will only make those who have tried and failed
while following someone else’s path to betterment feel even worse
than they already do. This is real life, where, like it or not,
some problems have no solutions, some people have problems too big
for them to tackle, and not everyone lives happily ever after.

I’ve put off writing this for as long as I
could. I never liked to think about my past much; it’s too painful.
I’m hoping someone will learn something from my experiences, but
that’s up to the individual reader.

 


Setting the Stage for My Birth

My father’s father, a nightmare of a man,
had undiagnosed bipolar, and on top of that, he was abusive, mean,
and cruel. Along with the abuse my father endured, his family moved
back and forth between Monroe County, Tennessee and Hendry County,
Florida. They had not imitated the snowbirds, having two homes and
spending their winters in a warmer climate—no, that’s too
reasonable. I mean, they repeatedly packed up nearly everything
they owned and moved, leaving much behind. From what my parents
told me, it happened so often it became unbearable. They would jump
up, pack everything, and uproot their entire lives at the whims of
my mentally ill grandfather. My father’s mother, I’m sure, felt
stuck. Her husband would force himself upon her, and they had more
than a dozen kids; a few didn’t survive (lucky them). I knew her as
a thoroughly unlikeable, sadistic woman. She thought that I got
away with everything because she never saw my mother spank me in
front of her. She wanted to see me get whipped, but my mother
believed punishment should be private, and she refused to
accommodate her.

 


My mother literally spent her younger years
living in a tent in the Florida Everglades with her family. Her
father was an extreme alcoholic. My great grandparents palmed my
grandmother off in her early teens to a man in his late twenties
who became her husband. My mother came second among four children;
she had one older sister and two younger brothers. In her early
years, my mother cried a lot and seemed to have some undiagnosed
mental health issues that would cause her problems for decades to
come. She endured a lot of abuse. Having an alcoholic father
resulted in her and her siblings to take a lot of flak from
townsfolk who would call them terrible names, like white trash, and
other disparaging things for the misfortune of having the parents
they had.

 


As for my parent’s education levels, my
father received his general education diploma in the US Army. My
mother quit school in 8th grade and got her GED much later during
my 6th grade year. They met as teenagers, and after turning down my
father’s offer of marriage several times, she eventually married
him.

At my father’s first army post, my mother
decided she wanted children. She was very much into planned
parenthood, or so she said; none of us were happy accidents as far
as I know. I don’t know that our father wanted children, at least
at first, but after they had my two sisters, I believe my father
grew to want them.

When my youngest sister was relatively
young, the government sent my father to Vietnam for a year. When my
father returned from the war, my mother told me that he was not the
same man she married. He was colder, more distant, and he acted
differently with my sisters than before he left. She knew this, and
yet, at some point, my mother told my father she wanted to have
another baby. As per my mother’s information, my father didn’t want
another one. I believe he knew he was not the same and was having
troubles, and practically speaking, the army didn’t exactly pay
well. However, he acquiesced, and they had me when he was stationed
at an army post near Fort Worth, Texas. To put a final point on my
father’s desire to have no more children, he got a vasectomy,
ensuring that the fourth child my mother wanted would never
happen.
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Born at an army post near Fort Worth,
Texas

Not long after my birth in October of 1969,
my parents had me circumcised, and in many ways, this was just the
beginning of a lifetime of torture and misery. Seventy percent of
men on this planet aren’t forced to lose the most sensitive and
pleasurable portion of their penis, but too many American males
have, including me. It was done without my consent, without my
ability to stop it, and without anesthetic. It’s barbaric to
electively cut on a baby’s genitals regardless of its sex. This was
popularized during the Victorian era, mainly by Dr. Kellogg of
breakfast cereal fame, to deter boys from the “evils” of
masturbation. Of course, the prudish and puritanical, uneducated
American public went along with it. Later, the medical
establishment shoehorned spurious medical reasons to keep doing it
to babies, but they were nothing more than a mixture of lies and
misleading half-truths to keep doing it, and they do it (despite
what they say) for their own psychological and financial reasons,
not medical reasons involving the baby. Unless there’s an
emergency, no reason exists to do it to a baby that could not also
be applied to the male as an adult. I’m infuriated that they did it
to me.

As a little boy, I remember seeing my
circumcision scar, and I wondered why I looked like that when all
the nude males in the artwork of our encyclopedias looked
different. I didn’t understand that they were all uncircumcised,
but it told me something wasn’t right with mine even then.

 


My earliest memories are of me climbing into
the kitchen cabinets to reach the metal cookware that I liked to
bang and hiding in the empty towel hamper. So, I must take the
bits-n-bobs of my memory and incorporate them into what I know
happened while too young to understand the goings-on of the adult
world.

I remember the struggles at home, from the
harsh tone that often accompanied the words between my parents or
between my mother and we three kids. My mother made use of her
authoritarian voice and the belt. Over time, her efforts turned us
into not just well-behaved children but controlled. We did what she
told us to do, or what she expected of us, with only a look from
her. To some parents of unruly children, that probably sounds like
heaven, but that harmed me. It created life-long dependency issues.
In those years, I never learned to make good choices or understand
why I shouldn’t do X, only that my mother disapproved of X, and she
trained me to ensure that I continually fulfilled her wishes. I
would regret it if some action of mine caused “Mama” unhappiness.
She wouldn’t whip me for everything, but she had a way of turning
her disappointment into my guilt and shame. This resulted in the
tendency toward perfectionism and living my life as an adult male,
passing my choices through the filter of my mother’s expectations.
In some situations, when her expectations seemed unclear, I often
chose poorly, or the opposite of what I figured she would expect,
just to assert some control over my own life. She lived rent-free
in my head for a long time, and in some ways, she still does.

 


About moving, like my father
as a child, we moved too. I am 51 years old, and as of my current
apartment, I have moved 52 times, so there are 52 chapters in this
book. Forty-eight of those moves occurred by my
32nd birthday. Out of curiosity, my mother and I sat one day and
counted each move by location up to the point I left home, and when
I included my own moves as an adult, it came to fifty at the time.
Moving so often as a child left me with no friends and no one,
except for my immediate family. Apart from the consistency of the
presence of my mother and sisters (they eventually left to get
married), I never knew what real stability felt like. We hadn’t
always moved to a new town, sometimes we just moved to a different
home in the same city, or we would move away and then move back to
the previous town but into another house. When that happened, we
gave those homes a unique name to differentiate between them, which
helped when we discussed specific periods of time or events of the
past.

Besides my immediate family, we would visit
my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins on occasion (some local
to us, some out of state). But my parents and sisters seemed to
enjoy seeing them more than I did; to me, they felt like strangers.
When younger, I tried harder to enjoy myself when we visited them,
but I bothered less and grew more solitary as the years progressed.
They seemed like everyone else I had met, just someone passing
through my life that I may not see again. When I had the ability to
decide for myself, I chose to avoid my extended family since I felt
no attachment to them at all.

After my birth in Texas, we moved to
Missouri, Louisiana, and then Georgia, all of which must total five
moves. I couldn’t now (without my deceased mother’s assistance)
recount those moves in detail, but I know that they happened while
living in those states. What I recall of those homes, the original
was in Texas after my birth (I don’t count that one), one was an
older home where some elderly person died, two was in our mobile
home, which got packed up, transported, and then unpacked again.
One was a home in Georgia where my father brought home a dog, and
after it tore my mother’s living room curtains down, she made my
father take it back from where he got it. And I recall us staying
in a small silver mobile home while my sisters (I believe) stayed
with my grandparents in Tennessee as school began, just before our
usual trailer was moved across from the Red Ace gas station.
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Red Ace Station, Madisonville,
Tennessee

The earliest memories that I can connect to
a recognizable time frame occurred in 1975, the age of CB radios,
party-line telephones, and leaded gas. Our mother hated the
constant moving, so some years prior, she sold her wedding and
engagement rings for the down payment of a single-runner mobile
home, hoping to create a modicum of stability during my father’s
military service. Leaving my father to work at the army post
elsewhere, our mother chose to move us to Madisonville, Tennessee,
because she had friends in the area, and my father’s parents lived
there. The trailer sat across from the Red Ace gas station on
Highway 411; it served as the first time we lived in Madisonville
and the last time we lived in the trailer.

I never went to kindergarten. My mother told
me she kept me from attending it because she wasn’t ready to let me
go (meaning, away from her). I had already reached the age where I
should learn what would prepare me for school, but I wasn’t engaged
enough as a child. My sisters (13 and 11 years old) probably taught
me most, even though it wasn’t their job. We would go over the
alphabet, some numbers, the names of animals, and other things.
They really tried, but they were kids, and it wasn’t enough. When
they left for school every day, I had no engagement from my mother
at all. I had Sesame Street, and reruns of Bewitched or I Dream of
Jeannie. My father seemed mostly absent, away on the army post in
another state, and if I recall correctly, I never spent time with
him. My mother and I would visit my grandparents. A neighbor’s kid
would stay there while her parents were at work, and I got to know
her. We had fun together, but we didn’t do much, and I certainly
wouldn’t learn anything.

My family had always called me by the
nickname Bubba. I didn’t even know my real name until the summer
before I went to first grade. “You’re going to have to write your
name when you get into school,” one of my sisters said, “so you
need to learn what it is.”

“What do you mean? My name isn’t Bubba?”

“No. It’s Kenneth Wayne Forshee Jr.”

I felt nothing but revulsion for that, and I
distinctly remember saying, “Ugh…yuck.”

“You’re named after Daddy,” she said.

The only thing I could think of was how
everyone else got a name of their own. So, the name I identified
with wasn’t my real one, and I had the name of the man who was
rarely around and yelled a lot. It felt like an afterthought like
they couldn’t be bothered. So, along with the accumulating issues
of dependency and insecurity, I could add identity issues as well,
and that interaction when learning about my real name began a
severe dislike of the Bubba nickname; I wanted it gone. Within a
couple of years (when I couldn’t take it anymore), I told my family
that I didn’t like it, and I begged them to stop, but it didn’t
matter what I wanted. “We’ve called you Bubba for too long now,” I
was told. I didn’t have the vocabulary to convey to them what it
meant to me, or the basic respect of my family as an individual to
take me seriously (except maybe my older sister, if I recall
correctly), but the others treated me like, “You’re just a little
kid, what do you know?” I knew enough to know that I should have a
say in what people called me, and their dismissive attitude was
disheartening. Eventually, I gave up mentioning it, but my hatred
of that nickname persisted, and as the years passed, the more it
embarrassed me, and it still does. Bubba sounds to me like the name
of a stereotype, ignorant hillbilly red neck. I did not want to be
a Bubba, and internally, I cringe when I hear that name, whether
being called that by one of my sisters or hearing that name in any
context.

I began
1st grade while we lived in that location across from the gas
station. My mother finally accepted that she couldn’t keep me home
anymore. She drove me to school for a while instead of riding the
bus. On the first day, she left me scared and alone with a bunch of
strangers. I had never ever been on my own without a family member
nearby. Back then, they had no thoughts of kidnappers and child
snatchers. I was crying alone as I sat on a cement stoop at the
back of the building after school, waiting for a mother whom I felt
sure had abandoned me. Over time, however, I grew accustomed to
going to school, and that improved.



One at a time, the teacher assessed the
students for any deficiencies, and I had many of them. I could
barely read. I couldn’t write much. I could count only to 101. I
had no idea how numbers worked; I just memorized the numbers my
sisters taught me. And if that weren’t bad enough, I had
comprehension skills below first-grade levels.

The teacher immediately
placed me in a remedial reading class with her assistant, a horrid
woman I never liked. She would send home reading assignments every
night, and I would never do them, giving her some excuse the next
day. I would have difficulty explaining my problem with them,
except that I had no engagement at home and no real discipline. I
had love, muddled with fear and dependency. I obeyed my mother
because I had to keep her happy; otherwise, I would suffer. Why
should I obey the woman in school? She was a stranger and not part
of our family, our in-group. I couldn’t see why I should do it. I
only knew what I knew and understood life at home; school felt
foreign to me. In retrospect, I would not have passed me to
2nd grade, but they did.
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Kefauver Hills, Madisonville,
Tennessee

Sometime between the first
day of 1st grade and the summer before 2nd grade, my father decided that
we needed to own a house. My mother wanted us to stay in the
trailer, but my father imperiously decided we were moving into a
house. He finagled some deal, and we moved to a ranch-style home in
a subdivision called Kefauver Hills there in Madisonville. My
mother was livid and didn’t like it. Since my father rarely came
home anyway, why should our owning a house matter? It was a status
symbol; the men my father worked with had houses.

That summer, my family attended the
country’s bi-centennial, Fourth of July celebration in downtown
Madisonville. They had the parade, and everyone wore foam boater
hats with a red, white, and blue band made of paper above the brim.
That’s one of only two things I remember about that summer. I also
remember that my mother’s father died of prostate cancer. We sat at
dinner when the call came from her family in Florida. I don’t
recall my mother crying. I remember her as quiet. I barely knew the
man, and I think I took my reactionary cues from her. I’m not even
sure I understood what “dead” meant at the time; I was still so
young, and I never knew anyone else who had died. My sisters cried;
they liked our grandfather, but they never knew him as an active
alcoholic. When my mother left her family’s home to marry my
father, that’s about the time he stopped drinking, and he just laid
it down. My mother always held a lot of resentment and anger toward
him for that. “If it was that easy, why couldn’t he have done that
earlier?”

I rode the bus at the start
of my 2nd grade year. Scholastically speaking, I hadn’t improved over
the summer much, if at all. My new teacher made the previous year’s
assistant look like an angel. She sounded harsh and angry to me. I
remained in a remedial reading class, and I continued to do poorly
in school, but I was trying a little harder at first.

Two crucial things began that school year,
two things that would change my life. I had a crush on the adorable
little boy who sat in front of me in class. He wore a black leather
motorcycle jacket, jeans, and a white t-shirt to school every day,
and I remember he was a friendly kid. When possible, he would
occasionally turn around and talk to me.

The other thing that began
that year was the bullying. I was a meek and mild child, and I
wouldn’t consider myself particularly feminine or masculine; I was
just me; I couldn’t be anything else. However, the others at school
sensed the difference, which began the bullying that would follow
me for over a decade. It started with name-calling, as it usually
does. Being 2nd
graders with a limited vocabulary for such
things, sissy became the most prominent, and there were two incidents of
physical violence that I recall, but they were my first ever, so
they had burned themselves into my mind. As we lined up to get off
the bus one morning at the school, a boy named Doug, entirely out
of the blue, turned around and punched me so hard in the stomach
that I doubled over and couldn’t breathe. I discovered years later
that his father was physically abusive, and most likely, Doug had
inappropriately vented his anger on me. Also, a boy on the
playground (I know his last name, but I think his first name was
Tony) came up to me for no reason that made any sense, he wrapped
his fingers around my throat, and he choked me. I held his wrists,
trying to pry him from me, but with more strength than I had, he
squeezed my neck and pushed his thumbs into my Adam’s apple until
it popped inward. I don’t know how long we stood there; it felt
like a long time. I couldn’t breathe, and I’m sure I was turning
blue. No-one stopped him; he just suddenly let go and walked away
like it hadn’t happened. I had trouble swallowing and had a sore
throat for days afterward.

I don’t recall telling my mother about the
name-calling; I think I was too embarrassed. I think I told her
about the violence, but I don’t remember what came of it.
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Forrest Park, Atlanta, Georgia

That summer, before
3rd grade started, we moved to Forrest Park in Atlanta for some
unknown reason (probably financial). That was both good news and
bad. The good news was that I got away from Madisonville, where I
was getting bullied, and the bad news was that, in Georgia, the
bullies lived in the apartment below us.

The woman who lived there was named Nelly.
She was like Nelly Olson from Little House on the Prairie. She was
abominably mean and rude, but that wasn’t the worst part. She had
two daughters who began calling me sissy and similar names not long
after I arrived. It seemed that the name-calling was inescapable,
and one of them even pulled my hair.

The only good thing that
came from living there was that, when 3rd grade began, I discovered I
would attend a far better elementary school than the one in
Madisonville. It sat adjacent to the apartment building, so I
walked next door to go to school. The rooms were brighter, the
teachers more engaging, and I improved there. Also, I experienced
little bullying in that school except by the brats that lived below
me, and that only happened whenever we crossed paths, which
occurred less once school started.

One of the teachers read to us in class. She
read The Trumpet of the Swan by E.B. White. No one had ever read a
novel to me before, so that was my first experience with a whole
book, even if someone else read it, and that helped me want to
learn to read better. I still struggled with the mechanics of
writing; as a left-hander and not very coordinated, I always had
poor penmanship.
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Gudger, Madisonville, Tennessee

Apparently, my father’s
father began to have health problems, and for a couple of months
before Christmas, practically every Saturday, we would drive to
Madisonville to see my grandparents. By Christmas break of that
year, we moved back to Madisonville in an area called Gudger, so I
would finish 3rd
grade in Madisonville Elementary School, once
again, among my bullies.

At some point before this,
my family had gone fishing at my grandmother’s pond in
Madisonville; I recall my uncle was there. I caught a fish, and I
loved it. After that, I used to beg my father to spend time with
me, mainly when we lived in Gudger. I wanted to go fishing and
camping and do things that boys want to do. I gave him the
opportunity to have a real father/son relationship with me, but any
time he spent was never of his own volition. My mother prodded him
to do it, in evidence by how not-present he was while we were out.
What my father excelled at were promises. He made a lot of promises
and never kept one of them. We’ll go
fishing. We’ll go camping. We even had all
the equipment to go, but we never used it.

While we lived there, he gave me a softball
and a softball bat for my birthday. I loved it, but he would never
play catch with me.

One Christmas, while living in Gudger, my
Dad gave me a fuel-powered airplane. It was a precursor to the
remote-control planes; you controlled it by two strings that would
make it go up and down as it went around and around. He bought the
fuel for it and everything. As I unwrapped it that Christmas
morning, the first thing that struck me was (and I remember this
vividly) how he hadn’t given me an airplane. No, he had given me a
broken promise. That was worse than giving me nothing. I just sat
there not knowing what to say; I was so disappointed. My mother
prompted me to recollect my manners and thank him for it. I had no
way to run it on my own, and he would never spend time with me to
fly it, so it sat unused in its packaging inside my closet for
years, an occasional reminder of his many broken promises.
Eventually, we donated it to charity.

Back in school, the bullying
took on a new element. It was bad enough to be called a
sissy, but they
introduced the new terms queer
and fag. I hadn’t known what those words
meant, but since they used them in the same way they used sissy, I
could only conclude they hadn’t complimented me. The bullying went
on daily at school, and over time, it really got to me.

At home, things deteriorated. My
grandfather’s health continued to decline. So, while my father
worked at the army post in Georgia during the week, my mother would
go to my grandparent’s house to help my grandmother take care of
that abusive, sorry-excuse-for-a-human-being grandfather. He needed
a nursing home, but he refused to go, and my grandmother couldn’t
insist.

My father would come home on weekends and
sleep on the couch. He was a grouch who insisted that everything
change to suit him while he was home. It got so bad that, when he
came home, my sisters would go into their room, I would go into
mine, and we would stay there until he returned to Atlanta every
Monday. We used to tell him goodbye before he left, his shoes
polished, all the brass on his uniform shiny and reflecting like a
mirror, but he would say as we went to hug him goodbye, “Don’t
touch me!” He had the fear we would somehow touch his army brass,
and it would tarnish faster, making him look bad. We heard that
once too often and gave up. At one point, I remember him leaving
without so much as a bye, which probably suited him fine.

During that time, my father received orders
from the Army, transferring him to a post in Korea. He absolutely
intended to go. He loved to travel, and he would go no matter what
else was happening or who needed him. My mother had started having
mental health issues and uncontrollable bleeding from her uterus
(no doctor would give her a hysterectomy at the time), so she
begged him to stay. “Nope, I’m going.” So, when the time came, he
packed his bags and left.

My mother’s mental health issues grew
significantly worse, and it had her on the verge of suicide. Years
later, she told me that she had the pills in her hand, ready to do
it, only the thought of us returning from school and finding her
had stopped her. It took a while, but with the help of a kind woman
from the Red Cross, they had my father moved back to the US on a
hardship transfer, and he began working at the Military Entrance
Processing Station (MEPS) in the old Sears building in Knoxville,
Tennessee. My mother went to the mental health floor at St. Mary’s
Hospital, also in Knoxville, and she stayed there for nine months
(when such things were possible in the late 1970s).

Those months felt like I had no parents at
all. My oldest sister was 16 or 17 at the time, and she did her
best with two younger siblings plopped into her lap to care for. My
father would go from work to the hospital to see my mother every
day, staying there for several hours while we were home alone. She
would tell him to go home to take care of us while she tried to get
better. “But you need me,” he would say.

On occasion, my father would shop for
groceries during that time, and he would bring home peanut butter,
popcorn, and pork and beans. This went on for months.

My oldest sister began having problems; the
stress from things I was unaware of, the necessity of taking care
of us and the house, while attending school was getting to her. She
was falling apart. The youngest sister, she may not have been, but
I remember her as quiet. I have no memory of my sisters and I
complaining to one another, but if it happened, it must have
occurred so seldom that it hadn’t registered with me. I think,
considering the circumstances, we were damn good kids and good to
each other.

If I recall correctly, I saw
my mother once during those months. The hospital would not allow
children under a certain age to visit the 4th floor of St. Mary’s, but I
remember they finally let us once because I distinctly remember
that day.

During that time, the bullying at school
continued unabated. I was about nine years old, and I had no
parents, so I had no authority figure who could help me, no matter
how bad things continued to get at school. Somewhere during that
muddled era, I gave up on my father ever spending time with me or
engaging in parental responsibilities.

Sometime around then, the
phrase it doesn’t matter
entered my internal dialogue, and I used it in
growing frequency, sometimes literally thinking it, but often it
expressed itself in my attitude toward whatever situation I found
myself. Upon reflection, I believe that the
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