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 When I was thirty-three years old, I discovered I was an adoptee. In this memoir of 

secrecy and love, betrayal and redemption, I reflect on my early experiences as a doted-on only 

child firmly rooted in the abundant love of my adoptive family, my later struggles with 

depression and obsessive-compulsive disorder, my marriage to a fellow-adoptee, my discovery 

of my own adoption and the subsequent reunion with my birth family, my navigation through the 

thrills and tensions of newly complicated family dynamics, and my witness to God’s perfect 

timing through it all.  
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PART I 

THE IMPERFECT, DELAYED CONSTRUCTION OF GOD’S PERFECT TIMING 
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In April 2003, as I was completing my first year of doctoral work in the University of 

North Texas English department, I discovered I was adopted, or rather, my adoption discovered 

me. At this point I had not decided what topic to pursue for my dissertation; in fact, I had not 

even determined whether I would write a literary thesis or a creative one. My academic 

background was more in literature than in creative writing, but I had spent the ten years before 

UNT writing songs, the last five in Nashville, and now I thought I might try my hand at writing a 

novel or a collection of short stories. Then, as the fall semester commenced, I tracked down my 

birth parents and found that they have three other children, my full-blooded siblings. After our 

joyous reunion with my birth family, my wife Amy, who is also adopted, had an a-ha moment.  

“This is what you ought to write your dissertation on!” she said. 

“You think? It is a dramatic story.” 

Writing a whole book with me as the main character, though, sounded pretentious at best and 

narcissistic at worst. Later I would read Frederick Reiken‟s contention that “[t]he quicker a 

writer becomes aware of this propensity for self-absorption and self referencing, the quicker it 

will become an asset, rather than an Achilles‟ heel” (63). At the time, however, when I 

contemplated writing an entire book about me, I felt like an ass and a heel. Amy suggested I 

could write each chapter from a different participant‟s perspective: one from each adoptive 

parent, one from each birth parent, one from each sibling, and so on. It was worth considering. It 

could be a powerful testimony to God‟s redemptive love. Eventually I found further 

encouragement in the realization that Augustine‟s Confessions is less about him than about 

God‟s grace in his life. Though no Augustine, I could aspire to the same purpose in my memoir, 

transcending mere navel-gazing to point the reader toward something higher. 
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That semester in Dr. Barbara Rodman‟s creative writing prose class I made my first 

serious attempt at writing in a creative genre other than song or poetry, not counting the stories I 

used to write in elementary school. When on the first day of class Dr. Rodman paired up the 

students and had us interview each other about our earliest writing experiences, I recalled the tale 

I wrote in second grade about a group of people who enter Hell through an underground cave. 

 “Ah, a young Dante, huh?” my interviewer said.   

 “Not quite,” I laughed. 

One of my office mates from the year before was a novelist, and I loved to pick her brain about 

her craft. She said she constructed her novels from pieces of her life, and her characters from 

people she knew. I found this fascinating and wondered if I could do the same. I tried in Dr. 

Rodman‟s class, writing two short stories featuring loosely autobiographical main characters, 

one obsessed with urinating, the other defecating. Did I subconsciously believe fiction/life-

writing amounted to eliminating bodily wastes?   

The next fall, 2004, I took Dr. Rodman‟s creative nonfiction course where, in addition to 

learning that autobiographical writing need not be excretory or masturbatory, I wrote a piece that 

would become the kernel of my dissertation, as well as a few other pieces that would find their 

way into my dissertation in one form or another. My first stab at writing about the adoption 

received mixed reviews. My classmates thought it was “sweet,” but several thought it was too 

sweet. They could not believe that someone in my situation harbored no ill will toward either set 

of parents. They wanted to see more “ambivalence.” When I shared this with my birth mother via 

email, she replied, “Your classmates‟ skepticism that anyone could be so accepting and gracious 

is understandable; you are exceptionally kind, sensitive and talented.” Of course she is biased, 

but what was I supposed to do, fabricate negative emotions I did not feel to make my story 



4 
 

“grittier”? James Frey fared poorly with that strategy when the truth came out about A Million 

Little Pieces. Dr. Rodman simultaneously stood up for me and challenged me, suggesting that a 

story can be authentic without being dark as long as it contains honest self-examination. Perhaps 

I had not yet examined myself closely or honestly enough. Ironically, whereas the 

aforementioned classmates believed my story was sugar-coated, another worried that my 

thanking my birth mother “for not aborting me” was “too blunt.” My birth mother‟s bias was 

personal; I suspect this student‟s was political. It seems we appreciate directness only when we 

agree with the direction. At any rate, I dug a little deeper and produced “God‟s Perfect Timing,” 

in which I gave more voice to my adoptive parents‟ conflicted reaction to the reunion, as well as 

more disclosure of my frustration with their confliction. My classmates liked this treatment better 

as it contained more of that necessary ingredient for a compelling plot: conflict.  

At the Mayborn Literary Nonfiction Writers Conference of the Southwest in Grapevine, 

TX, June 2006, one of the peer reviewers of “God‟s Perfect Timing” appreciated that it “sounds 

upbeat, rather than bitter.” Another “enjoyed reading. Felt like I got to know a warm family.” 

Like my classmates before, though, several of the reviewers wanted more angst.  

“You‟re hiding some of yourself,” one reviewer wrote. “More of your pain. Your 

longing—You‟ve sanitized some of this story.” 

Another reviewer agreed, “This story needs some shadows to highlight all the sunshine.” 

As I have expanded the nine-page story on which these reviewers were commenting into a two-

hundred-and-nine page memoir, I have had more room to explore the shadows, which I believe 

the earlier rays of sunshine deepen, and which, in turn, bring the sunshine into relief. 

At the time, though, another reviewer wrote, “Too happy and too personal? I think you 

want to present a new view of adoption where everything comes out great in the end, but there‟s 
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not much for a reader to „chew on‟… It seems „unfair‟ that when you are happy and life is good, 

you are not as believable.” Indeed.  

This last observation raises an issue I have often pondered: why do we deem pain more 

authentic than joy? I understand why we find pain more intriguing—“If it bleeds it leads,” the 

newspaper editors say—but why more authentic? Is happiness inherently less “real” than 

sadness? Horace said art should delight and instruct, but while comedy seems more delightful, 

tragedy tends to be more instructive. Tribulation teaches more than triumph does. “Smooth seas 

never a true sailor did make,” the old adage says. Smooth sailing requires no assistance. We read 

others‟ lives to learn how they navigate the rough waves—which constitute much of our real 

lives—so that we in turn can become better sailors. Moreover, maybe we deem sadness more 

authentic than happiness because while happiness is fleeting, death is the “final reality.” As 

Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 7:2, 

Better to go to the house of mourning  

       Than to go to the house of feasting,  

       For that is the end of all men;  

       And the living will take it to heart.  

In other words, pain wakes us from superficiality, forces us to focus on the ultimate questions, to 

consider whether death really is the final reality. Perhaps whether they realized it or not, my peer 

reviewers sought shadows in order to see the light. 

Roger Neustadter classifies memoirs of childhood into three categories: those that portray 

childhood as horrific, those that portray it as idyllic, and those that portray it as a liminal 

experience. The first kind dominates today‟s literary landscape. As Neustadter notes, “The story 

of inadequate and dysfunctional families has become one of the central motifs of the late 
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twentieth century” (240). I suspect that the popularity of this morbid type of memoir has 

occurred as a reaction against the second type, a reaction paralleled by the replacement of 

bucolic portrayals of family life in shows like Leave It to Beaver and The Andy Griffith Show 

with mockeries of family life in shows like Married with Children and The Simpsons. In my 

memoir, I have tried to avoid the “uncomfortably sentimental effusions characterized by a 

mawkish enthusiasm” (247) in the former, as well as the self-indulgent, corrosive cynicism of the 

latter. The first task would prove more difficult in my case as I am given to nostalgia. 

When my dissertation director Ann McCutchan read “Early Glimpses,” the chapter 

detailing some of my earliest childhood memories, she noted the abundance of “cute” details 

highlighting “the precious child.” I saw what she meant and agreed. As I suspect is the case with 

most people, excepting those who suffered abusive childhoods, my earliest memories tend to the 

positive. What‟s more, my childhood really was idyllic, thanks in large part to my doting 

adoptive parents, and I wanted to illustrate this as important context for their guarding my 

adoption secret so diligently after I balked at the initial disclosure. I could have made the point 

with fewer “precious” details, though, as I would in a later draft of that chapter.  

While writing the next draft, I worried that I might be overcorrecting. From the day I was 

born, my parents have dedicated themselves to loving me and providing for me, and they have 

done both exceedingly well. Of course they have faults, but accentuating these, especially too 

early in the narrative, would be both inaccurate and ungracious. Or would it? I tried to resolve 

this question by explaining that while they saturated me with love, my parents often showered 

each other with verbal abuse, and that made me insecure. This is, after all, the truth. 

But the truth hurts, and brutal honesty can make a writer‟s life lonely. My wife, my 

adoptive mother, and my mother-in-law have each expressed misgivings over how I might depict 
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them in my memoir. Knowing their secrets gives me power over them, especially as I might 

publish those secrets for the whole world to see. But the “characters” in a creative nonfiction 

piece are signifiers whose signified counterparts exist outside the text, thus retaining power of 

their own over the sign-maker. 

“Don‟t forget you still have to live with us,” Amy cautions. 

She, my mom, and my mother-in-law actually have little to fear, as I think highly of them 

and have healthy relationships with them (yes, even with my mother-in-law…I think).  I can only 

imagine how threatened they would feel if this were not the case. Yet even in the best of 

relationships there are sore spots, and these often reveal the deeper drama of a story. 

 “No telling what he‟s writing about us,” Mom tells Amy. “But I bet Chris [my birth 

mother] will come out smelling like a rose.” Perhaps I should add that revealing statement to the 

memoir.  

Contrary to the self-indulgence run amok on Oprah and Jerry Springer, Augustine 

demonstrates that confessing one‟s sins publicly can be edifying. But what about publicly 

exposing the flaws of others? Addressing the ethics of portraying real people in creative 

nonfiction, Bill Roorbach asks,  

What do we owe our families? Our friends? Our lovers (past and current)? Our 

enemies?... You can make someone bad look worse; you can make someone good look 

better; you can make someone bad look good and vice versa. Every writer‟s ethical 

stance is going to be different: How far do you go in the service of drama, for instance, or 

of your idea? How can you tell when you‟re going too far? (75 and 76)  

I have tried to tell in part by examining my motives. Did I detail an early sexual experience, for 

instance, because it helps clarify the story or because I pruriently want to relive the experience? 
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If the latter, then I have gone too far…or not far enough. This raises the issue of audience as 

well. Do I want my nine-year-old son reading certain parts of the story? Probably not. But then 

maybe this is not a book for children. Roorbach asks, “Are we going to write the sanitized 

versions with which we and our families face the world, or are we going to write the truth?” (78). 

I have tried to write the truth as I see it without needlessly hurting anyone in the process. 

Inevitably some of the people in my life will disapprove of their portrayals in my memoir. As 

Roorbach points out, “It‟s seldom you like your own photo” (77). I hope each reader of my 

memoir will be able to see, however, that I was motivated by the desire for truth, not flattery or 

spite.   

After reading the first draft of “Early Glimpses,” McCutchan found some of the details 

not only “precious” but unoriginal. 

“These could be from anyone‟s childhood,” she said. Natalie Goldberg‟s promise 

apparently had let me down. “[U]se original detail in your writing,” Goldberg advises. “Life is 

so rich, if you can write down the real details of the way things were and are, you hardly need 

anything else” (41; her emphasis). I thought I had done that. Could I help it if McCutchan found 

the “real details” of my childhood prosaic (or “precious” for that matter)? Mom did organize 

deluxe birthday parties for me, for which she bought elaborate cakes, one with a red “big top” 

and circus animals on it, another with a daredevil jumping his yellow motorcycle over a ravine of 

blue icing. I included these details to illustrate how Mom “fussed over me,” but perhaps the 

accumulation of “sweet” details gives the reader a sugar overload. McCutchan liked the 

following description, though it too contains literal sugar: “One day at Gooseneck Trailer 

Company where Dad worked, after I finished my powdered sugar donuts and orange juice, I used 

the empty orange juice carton as a bowling pin, which I set in the hall-way and repeatedly 
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knocked down with a rubber baseball.” Does this ring truer than the business about the birthday 

cakes? If so, maybe it is because I actually remember bowling for orange juice. The specifics of 

the cakes, on the other hand, I only know from pictures in the family photo album, and family 

photos tend to be more scripted and sentimental than actual experience.  

Besides being unscripted, maybe the orange juice bowling resonates because it is quirky. 

Quirks effectively convey authenticity, or in the case of fiction, the illusion of authenticity. 

David Updike‟s short story “Summer” provides an excellent case in point. Here, similar to my 

makeshift bowling game, Updike describes a makeshift baseball game, “a variant of baseball 

adapted to the local geography: two pine trees as foul poles, a broomstick as the bat, the apex of 

the small, secluded house the dividing line between home runs and outs” (169). I believe this 

more than I would have if Updike had written about an official baseball game on a baseball 

diamond with standard bats, balls, and gloves. Admittedly, I believe in part because I can relate. 

When I was growing up, my friends and I played what we called “stickball” with a shovel 

handle, tennis balls, and the neighbor‟s roof as the homerun mark. On the other hand, I played 

regular baseball too, indeed more often than stickball. And I submit that even for someone who 

has played neither, the quirky specificity—i.e., the originality—of Updike‟s description makes it 

ring true, same as my orange juice bowling. Both qualify as “original detail.”  

As a writer I have been blessed and cursed with keen attention to detail. Blessed because 

my noticing subtle details and patterns helps me write original literary analyses. Cursed because 

I sometimes miss the forest for the trees and because the number of trees I notice often 

overwhelms me to the point of intellectual paralysis. When I wrote one of my first term papers in 

the M.A. program at Texas A&M in 1995, Dr. David McWhirter said I had perceptive “local” 

insights but no larger banner under which to marshal them. By the time I started the doctoral 
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program at UNT seven years later, I was better at fashioning banners, but I still tried to march 

too many troops under them. Dr. David Holdeman recognized these tendencies when I took three 

of his literature courses in the doctoral program, but he nurtured my analytical skills and helped 

me discern between more and less relevant interpretive pursuits. He also encouraged me to 

continue working on two of the term papers I had written for his courses, and to seek publication 

for both. Subsequently, for the better part of 2006 I obsessively polished these two papers, 

putting to good use my terribly inefficient, perfectionistic writing process, what Dr. Rodman 

accurately calls the “rock polishing” method. This delayed my dissertation, but I got both papers 

accepted for publication without revision requests in 2007, and in 2008 “The Paradox of 

Spiritual Matter and the Spiritual Matter of Paradox in Seamus Heaney and Robert Boyle” 

appeared in Literature and Theology, and “The Jackdaw Blooms in Purgatory” appeared in the 

Yeats Eliot Review. My first scholarly publication, “Robert Francis‟ „The Pitcher‟” appeared in 

The Explicator in 2007. Now I was ready to dive into my dissertation. 

So I set out to follow the original details of my life wherever they might lead me. This 

inductive journey, I thought, would be a refreshing departure from the “front loading” technique 

I had been practicing in my academic writing, the literary argument mode in which the critic puts 

the “big ideas” first, beginning each paragraph with an encompassing topic sentence and then 

providing specific support in deductive fashion. Instead of beginning with a thesis, as Peter Ives 

puts it, I would be “remembering and telling in order to arrive at an understanding…thinking out 

loud” (327), working toward a banner rather than carrying one from the outset. Or as Sydney Lea 

clarifies, “My point is that I foisted no metaphors or themes upon my perceptions. Rather, by 

beginning in particularity, without great regard for what my essay would be „about,‟ I found 

organic metaphors or thematics coming to me” (350; his emphasis). I knew my memoir would be 
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“about” my adoption experience, but having never written a book-length work—“The 

Paradox…” and “The Jackdaw Blooms…,” at over thirty pages each, were the longest works I 

had written at this point—I worried whether I could produce two-hundred pages on the adoption 

alone. By the time I started in earnest on the dissertation I had thirty-six years of lived 

experience, only the last three years of which I had even known I was adopted. Thus, I wanted 

latitude to explore parts of my life not directly related to being “an adoptee.” Anyway, I told 

myself, this would provide the reader with a richer context in which to appreciate more fully the 

miracle of my adoption story.  

I found precedence for this wider-ranging approach in Karen S. McElmurray‟s memoir 

Surrendered Child: A Birth Mother’s Journey (2004). While the central event of her story is the 

relinquishment of her son, McElmurray devotes the bulk of her narrative to describing her 

childhood imprisonment, with her father as fellow inmate, to her mother‟s obsessive-compulsive 

cleaning rituals; her subsequent escape as an adolescent into late-1960‟s hippie/drug culture; and 

her attempts in adulthood to “find” her lost son in a succession of what she calls “boy lovers.” 

Similarly, I could explore my charmed childhood and adolescence as the only son and only 

grandson of doting parents and grandparents; my subsequent struggles with depression and 

obsessive-compulsive disorder; and my redemption in adulthood through a deeper walk with 

Christ, Who would later reward me with the siblings for whom I had always longed. 

The childhood-adolescence-adulthood trajectories listed above suggest chronology as the 

organizing principle of memoir, but I have found chronology to be even more tyrannical than 

deduction. As Robert Root observes, “Any writer runs up against the insidious demands of linear 

presentation of material whenever he or she selects chronology…as the organizing principle of 

an essay or article”—never mind a book—“A paper about high school begins at the moment the 
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writer entered the building for the first time in ninth grade and moves inexorably toward the 

moment of graduation, growing more perfunctory year by year” (“Collage,” 371). I fell into this 

trap several times when drafting my dissertation—“The next week…”; “The following 

semester…”; “A year later…”—and when I did, McCutchan gently reminded me that I was 

supposed to be writing a memoir, not a history.  

Straight history, linear chronology does not accurately reflect lived experience because 

we do not live only in the present. The past and the future constantly impinge on the present as 

we remember and dream. Thus, as Gary Hagberg points out, “the content of the experience 

cannot be accurately captured by any description that fails to acknowledge the interpenetration of 

lived experiences, the contextually specific seepage of one experience into another” (357; his 

emphasis). This phenomenon adds texture to the scene in my memoir when I recall one of the 

“Proustian moments,” an “instance…of almost epiphanic intensity” (Ives 325) from my senior 

year in high school, the night our high school choir debuted its production of South Pacific:  

It was “Some Enchanted Evening,” indeed, as there I sat in the dark of Rudder 

Auditorium with Sharon on my left, Terry on my right, Karen backstage, and magic in 

the air. I was holding Sharon‟s hand when Karen entered the stage and I turned to Terry 

and whispered, “There she is.” He smiled at me with a look that said, “You scoundrel,” 

and though I agreed, I absolved myself of undue guilt by recognizing that it was not my 

fault that Sharon wasn‟t allowed to date.  

At this point in the narrative I step away from my eighteen-year-old self and reflect back on the 

scene from my current perspective two decades later: “Of course, it wasn‟t her fault either. And 

now that I am older and a parent, I see that her father was right not to let her date at age fourteen. 

But at the time I was carried away by youthful romance.” Next I provide context leading up to 
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the moment of seepage: “I‟ve never been particularly inclined to musicals before or since, but 

Amy loves them—in fact she would be singing on Broadway right now if her life had gone 

differently—so I‟ve seen my share of them with her, and I enjoyed watching the musicals she 

helped direct at Freedom Middle School in Franklin, Tennessee.” Then the seepage itself, “At 

each of those shows, when the lights went down, I was transported back to that night at Rudder 

Auditorium, exhilarated by the romantic possibilities before the young actors on stage, saddened 

by my own lost youth.” Clearly the past haunts the present, especially for someone as nostalgic 

as I. And perhaps it is no accident that the memories above that remain so vivid to me occurred 

during plays (technically, musicals) performed in dark theaters. “The play is memory,” Tom tells 

us at the outset of The Glass Menagerie. “Being a memory play, it is dimly lighted, it is 

sentimental, it is not realistic” (Williams 1625). Nevertheless, my memories from Rudder and 

Freedom remain intensely realistic to me, in part because of their interpenetration of one another.   

Linear chronology fails to capture the complexity of lived experience. “The more 

complex the story is,” Root explains, “the more interwoven with other subjects, ideas, incidents, 

experiences, the harder it is to make it all connect in a linear way that doesn‟t extend the 

narrative or the development beyond the patience of writer and reader alike” (“Collage,” 371-2). 

And yet the longer and more complex the story, the more tempting it becomes to choose 

chronology as a way to order what Patricia Hampl calls “all the mass (and mess) of detail” (313). 

At least that has been my experience drafting the dissertation. Linear tyranny invades my rock 

polishing method as well in that I compulsively must “perfect” the introduction before I can 

move to the next section, I must “perfect” that section before I can move to the next, and so on. 

Finally I had to force myself to break away from “Early Glimpses” and write some separate 

chapters in the middle. Once those were somewhat in place, I could see “Early Glimpses” less 
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rigidly, and some of my polished rocks became more fluid, or at least I didn‟t mind the jagged 

edges as much. 

These jagged edges bring to mind Root‟s “[c]ollage, montage, mosaic, vignette, episode, 

segment” (381) metaphors as well as Lea‟s “impressionistic essay” and “lyrical essay” (344), but 

as the latter two phrases indicate, Root and Lea have in mind essay-length pieces. Can one 

sustain the segmented, impressionistic form for an entire book that still seeks to deliver a 

coherent narrative? After all, I was not interested in re-writing Virginia Woolf‟s The Waves. 

Again McElmurray‟s Surrendered Child proved a useful model as it alternates straight-forward, 

narrative, expository sections with more lyrical, impressionistic, image-driven sections that 

McElmurray offsets with italics: “…black hair, the braids of it, held up with tortoiseshell combs. 

Sugar syrup and butter on a plate, green horsehair sofa, linoleum of gold and blue” (40); 

“There’d been a flood and I saw a pillow embroidered with a hula dancer floating in a ditch 

under a streetlight at a truck stop” (147). I included a couple of similar passages in my memoir, 

sans italics: “Bright lights. Steel beds on wheels. Strangers smiling through hospital nursery 

glass at the squirming newborns. When I was six or seven years old, and these images flashed in 

my mind, I believed they were flashbacks of my own birth and that I was seeing myself from the 

outside the way we see our own „dream character‟ when we dream;” later, 

As I tossed and turned under tangled sheets, images flickered on my subconscious movie 

screen like an old highlight reel: the backyard on Esther, the gray helmet on the 

hobbyhorse; the tan ball signed by the 1973 Aggie team; the sacred green and gold carpet 

ball; the orange ball spiraling against the black sky over the street lamp; the Hail Mary 

touchdowns between me and Skeeter; the edge-of-the-creek diving catch; the Marino and 

Flutie jerseys; the record-setting connections with Chris over the middle and on the flag 
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routes; the throwing hand swollen like the Hamburger Helper glove; the chipped ankle 

bone and the broken tailbone; the ghost-shrieked “THROOOW TO THE SPLIT-END 

SIDE!”; the ice-chewing with Scott at practice; the crack of the ball against the receivers‟ 

shoulder pads; the long pass to Tony Lynch in Conroe; the interceptions in Kingwood 

and Humble and the dazed bus ride home; the humiliating sideline view of Hanslik 

leading my team to a near loss against Consolidated; the dropped pass to Jeff at Kyle 

Field; the fake pitch and scamper down the sideline in the spring game; the angry striking 

out of the side against Conroe; the “two bright spots” in McCullough; the strikeouts 

against Waxahachie, the homerun against South Houston, and the handshakes from 

Coach Johnson. There in the dream state I wrestled with a dilemma of which I had not 

been fully aware in the conscious realm.  

Some of McElmurray‟s impressionistic sections comment on their form meta-textually:  

I try to remember how such moments in time were the beginning or the end of something. 

How they had any logic at all, any flow, any impetus toward the all-important story, the 

truth. Memory, like water, refuses to be held. Events flood past, seeking a shape that 

matters (80); Memory is this image and the next and the one after that and you want to 

put your hand up to the air and say, Now, say, Stop, and time holds still, holds all these 

images together, intact, a comforting whole you can understand at once and forever 

(144); Memory becomes a collage. (89) 

Besides the two sections I cite from my memoir above, I adopted McElmurray‟s juxtapositional 

strategy by peppering my narrative with epigraphs, emails, song lyrics, and two of my birth 

mother‟s essays. I got the idea for this pastiche technique in part from Charlotte Salomon‟s 

autobiography Life? or Theater? (1942), which Leah White describes as “an innovative blend of 
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textual narration, dramatic dialogue, and hundreds of paintings” (1), and in part from my birth 

mother, who has placed fragments of my song lyrics in relevant parts of several of the photo 

albums she has given me. For such a medley to work, however, the parts must harmonize over 

multiple measures; thus, there must be a recognizable central melody, and I must sustain it for 

the length of the symphony. 

Though the scope of this challenge was new to me, the essence of it was not. In “The 

Paradox of Spiritual Matter and the Spiritual Matter of Paradox in Seamus Heaney and Robert 

Boyle,” I synthesized Heaney‟s poetic and critical oeuvre with Boyle‟s sixty-three page scientific 

treatise “The History of Fluidity and Firmness” (1669), fourteen outside critical sources, and a 

number of Biblical passages. Originally I had Phillip Larkin‟s Collected Poems in the mix as 

well, but I reluctantly cut Larkin for the sake of the essay‟s manageability and my sanity. 

Likewise, in “The Jackdaw Blooms in Purgatory,” I show how W. B. Yeats‟ play Purgatory 

(1938) converses with Lady Gregory‟s play The Jackdaw (1906) to proleptically “correct” 

Harold Bloom‟s The Anxiety of Influence (1973). In this thirty-eight page essay, I juggle forty-

five disparate primary and secondary sources. The longer and deeper I pursued the project, the 

more connections I discovered, including a tantalizing connection to Jonathan Swift. I was 

experiencing the truth of Montaigne‟s observation that “all subjects are linked to one another” 

(Lopate 352). But I had to draw the line somewhere, so Swift had to go. Eventually I will write a 

“sequel” elucidating the Swift connection. 

Another of my simultaneous blessings/curses: I have an associative mind that perceives 

connections all over the place. Moreover, the very act of writing triggers associative thinking. As 

Goldberg notes, “When we write, many avenues open up inside us” (56). When I write literary 

analyses, the lanes are marked by physical texts. Setting out to write my memoir, though, facing 
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the daunting, nearly boundless “text” of my entire life, as Hagberg says of Virginia Woolf, I did 

“not know how or where to draw the lines around the experience, or set of interrelated 

experiences” (363). I saw too many possibilities at every turn. For instance, after writing, 

“Opposite of the stereotypically cold, distant father, Dad has always freely expressed his 

affection for me,” and illustrating that observation with an example or two, should I then 

psychoanalyze how his close relationship with his mother helped make him that way? Or should 

my next move be to explore how Dad‟s “kinder, gentler” model of masculinity helped mold me 

into the “sensitive” male who scored “51% feminine/49%” masculine on the gender survey we 

took in my high school psychology class? I could then describe how my high school girlfriend 

called my masculinity into question a year later when she saw me cry, and how a decade after 

that when I cried during an episode of Baywatch—it was an episode featuring Special Olympics 

kids—my wife asked, “Why are you crying?,” inadvertently reactivating the earlier humiliation 

and deepening the scar so that now I have trouble crying about anything. Or, going back to the 

sentence in question, should I trace how Dad‟s nurturing example has shaped the way I father my 

own sons? Or how it paved the way for my accepting the reality of a loving Heavenly Father? 

Perhaps I could follow all of these connections, but if so, in what order? Which routes are most 

essential?  

When I contemplate my life, everything seems connected, no matter how tangentially, 

and over fourteen years of teaching, I have found that tangents often lead to the most interesting 

rabbit holes. Speaking of rabbits—here comes the tangent, though the relevance here is quite 

clear—Scott Russell Sanders uses a rabbit hunting metaphor to describe the discursive, 

tangential nature of writing in which  
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each doggy sentence, as it noses forward into the underbrush of thought, scatters a bunch 

of rabbits that go bounding off in all directions. The essayist can afford to chase more of 

those rabbits than the fiction writer can, but fewer than the poet. If you refuse to chase 

any of them, and keep plodding along in a straight line, you and your reader will have a 

dull outing. If you chase too many, you will soon wind up lost in a thicket of confusion 

with your tongue hanging out. (385)  

I got lost in a number of these thickets as I drafted my memoir, confused over which rabbits were 

most worth hunting. “Don‟t get too far afield,” Goldberg advises. “Stay with the details and with 

your direction” (56). So much for the non-directed approach Lea and Ives endorse, or is 

Goldberg simply delineating the limits of such an approach? “Don‟t be self-absorbed,” she 

continues, “which eventually creates vague, muddy writing” (56). This is ironic, considering that 

in writing my memoir I contemplated tangents as a way to steer away from the subject of myself. 

But Ives recommends  

following the patterns of memory, even if that means [as essayist and critic Sven Birkerts 

writes] you “devote six pages to writing about a grandfather‟s cigar box, then jump to the 

memory of burning ants with a magnifying glass, and then recall the braid of a girl you 

sat behind in third grade.” Birkerts suggests letting the force of memory, not public 

concerns, be the measure of an event‟s importance. (325-26) 

Are Birkerts and Ives suggesting that memoirists disregard audience? After all, memory is 

subjective, so who besides me can determine the “force” or “importance” of my memories? This 

question might be more applicable if I were writing my memoir only for myself, but I want to 

reach an audience. I have told my adoption story over a dozen times in casual conversation with 

strangers on planes, in restaurants, at libraries. I don‟t seek these opportunities for self-



19 
 

disclosure—it usually happens that the person politely asks what I do for a living, I tell her I am 

working on my dissertation, she asks what it‟s on, and so I tell her the story. Almost every time I 

have told the story in such a setting—or in any setting for that matter—the listener has been 

visibly moved, often to tears. Could the story on the page have the same power or more? What 

could I do to help make that happen?    

So in addition to being original and un-precious, the details of my memoir would need to 

be relevant, and not just to me. 

“This is interesting,” McCutchan said, musing over one of my details from an earlier 

draft, “but what does it have to do with the story?” Goldberg says “there is a fine line between 

precision and self-indulgence…. Stay on the side of precision; know your goal and stay present 

with it” (55). Maybe that was the problem—maybe in my attempt to be lyrical and 

impressionistic, I had not clarified my goal. “A memoirist must acquiesce to selectivity, like any 

artist” (313), Hampl states. With a clearer goal, perhaps I could be more selective. 

“Why are you writing this story?” McCutchan asked me one day when I was struggling 

with organization and focus. 

  “Well, I didn‟t know what I was going to write my dissertation on, and then my wife 

suggested…” 

“No, why are you writing this story.” 

I thought for a second, then said, “I think it‟s a story worth telling. It‟s a good testimony.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “It‟s also a record I can leave my sons.” 
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In each of the literary analyses I got published in 2007-2008, I was able to navigate a 

complex array of materials and ideas with the help of a clear, specific, and—at the risk of 

sounding self-congratulatory—penetrating thesis. A memoir is not a literary analysis. It does not 

have a thesis per se. But it does have a point(s), or, if one prefers, a theme(s). Or at least it 

should. What is the theme of my memoir? I see several running through it, the foremost being 

the theme of redemption, which resonates with the title God’s Perfect Timing.  

To bring this theme into relief I would need to get rid of clutter. McCutchan proved to be 

a veritable Ezra Pound in this regard, convincing me to streamline my sentences and to cut some 

minor characters, or at least their names since, as McCutchan explained, names elicit in the 

reader the expectation of development. On a couple of occasions, McCutchan said something to 

the effect of, “Granted, I‟m not a baseball fan, but do you really need so much detail about your 

baseball games?” Perhaps…if my intended audience was limited to baseball fanatics like me. It 

isn‟t. Michael Steinberg faced the same challenge when he wrote a memoir involving his 

experience playing high school baseball:  

At readings, whenever I introduce the piece as a baseball memoir, I watch the expressions 

on the faces of several of the women in the audience. Some roll their eyes, some cross 

their arms, some even grimace. To them, it‟s another baseball story, about some poor 

kid‟s bad experience with a mean-spirited coach—the kind of jock story their boyfriends 

or husbands may have told them over and over again. (405)  

As Steinberg explains, though, “the memoir isn‟t really about baseball.” Nor is mine. “Baseball 

is the setting, the stage for the conflict between the young boy and the coach” (405-6). In my 

memoir baseball is the field of broken dreams where I slide from innocence to experience, from 

the naïve belief that if you want something bad enough and work hard enough to get it, it will be 
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yours, to the rude awakening that try as you may, sometimes you can‟t  reach your most desired 

goal. Hence Steinberg contends that “the more interesting and important story is what goes on in 

the mind of the narrator as he agonizes over how badly he wants this” (406). So while Hampl 

observes, “Memoir is the intersection of narration and reflection” (313), the narrator‟s reflections 

on the narrative tend to be the real pay-off of memoir. Virginia Woolf recognized this in her 

essay “A Sketch of the Past” (1939) long before the current popularity of life-writing: “„Here I 

come to one of the memoir-writer‟s difficulties—one of the reasons why, though I read so many, 

so many are failures. They leave out the person to whom things happened‟” (qtd in Hagberg 

364). Steinberg echoes this sentiment sixty-four years later: “The comment I find myself making 

most frequently to my students…is, „The main thing that‟s missing in this piece is your story.‟…. 

a lot of nonfiction writers are narrating only the literal story of their experience, and leaving out 

the „inner story‟; that is, the story of their thinking” (405). I have been guilty of this, too, because 

I have been taught, “Show—don‟t tell. Let the story speak for itself. Resist the urge to tack on 

commentary.” According to Steinberg, though, “A memoir…can have more than one voice. 

Sometimes it must. There‟s the voice that tells the surface story, and another, more reflective 

voice that comments, digresses, analyzes, and speculates about the story‟s events—in other 

words, a voice or narrative persona that looks to find a human connection or larger meaning in 

his/her personal experience” (407). With this in mind I added cultural analysis and political 

commentary to some of the descriptive narrative in my memoir.  

When I did, McCutchan gently explained that a memoir is not a “cultural studies” piece 

and that my reflections need to be “personal.” I had been operating along the lines of 

Neustadter‟s observation that “In many contemporary memoirs, the author successfully 

combines…the personal with public dimensions of experience” (237) and that one “purpose that 
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is served by the memoir is that of providing a convenient allegorical framework for the 

expression of certain political and philosophical viewpoints” (258). Judging from the examples 

he selects, I saw that Neustadter buys the tired assumption that these “certain…viewpoints” will 

necessarily be liberal or “progressive,” and I thought I might provide a much-needed alternative 

to such dogma in my memoir.  

Once again, however, consideration of audience led me to adjust my course. In short, I 

did not want to limit my audience; nor was I interested in preaching to the choir. The 

conventional wisdom of avoiding politics and religion in “polite conversation” comes to mind, 

but I do not believe I “sanitized” my memoir just to be polite. Instead I have tried to present an 

honest, compelling story from which people of all persuasions might find something of value. 

My faith obviously shows up in the narrative—otherwise, the story would not be accurate or 

honest—and some of my values are implied, but I believe I have steered clear of political 

propaganda or direct evangelism. McCutchan reassured me of this when she read my first full 

draft and said it was “bigger and better” than a political pamphlet or religious tract. I hope she‟s 

right. I hope my story speaks for itself, and, yes, I pray that God speaks through it.  
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GOD‘S PERFECT TIMING 
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Chapter 1  

The Secret Exposed 

A word was secretly brought to me, my ears caught a whisper of it. 

Job 4:12 

As the sun melted into the horizon, casting a pink and purple glow over the mismatched 

boathouses at Tower Bay, anglers lined the banks watching and waiting for spawning crappie to 

pull under their orange bobbers. Meanwhile, Scott and I slung lures for bass. Nineteen years 

earlier, in junior high, Chris Stratta and I had dubbed Scott ―The Buzzbait Master‖ due to his 

knack for catching bass on a buzzbait at times when the fishing magazines say it is too cold or 

windy to do so. This time, however, Scott‘s magic rubbed off on me. When my buzzbait gurgled 

over a tuft of flooded grass, I saw the black skirt disappear in a sudden swirl. Setting the hook 

and reeling in, I felt less resistance than expected, and when I got the fish to shore, I saw why.  

―Cousin!‖ I shouted across the cove. Scott and I are not actual cousins, but in junior high 

my actual cousin Lee and I started calling our closest friends ―Cousin,‖ and they reciprocated. 

―A crappie. On a buzzbait!‖ I continued. Crappie don‘t fight as hard as bass, and they usually 

don‘t strike top-water bass lures, but then strange things happen when Scott and I are together. 

―OWWOHHOOO!‖ came Scott‘s response, the primal cry he and I had patented in high 

school to signify the beautiful wackiness of life.  

Though we were both born and raised in Bryan, the county seat of Brazos County and the 

sister-city of College Station in Southeast Central Texas, otherwise known as Aggieland, Scott 

Smith and I did not meet until our eighth-grade year in the fall of 1984 on the football practice 

fields at Stephen F. Austin Junior High where we both played quarterback. Scott‘s square jaw 
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and prominent brow led Bob Holliday to call him ―Frank,‖ short for Frankenstein. Bob called me 

―Nervous‖ because of my habit of looking around nervously as I ate lunch in the cafeteria. I was 

fourteen, at the height of adolescent self-consciousness.  

―Nervous and Frank!‖ Bob would announce when he saw Scott and me together, which 

was all the time by the end of eighth grade. Scott threw left-handed, so I soon started calling him 

―Boomer‖ in reference to the Cincinnati Bengals‘ southpaw quarterback Boomer Esiason. Scott, 

however, wore a Boston College 22 jersey as this was the year Doug Flutie won the Heisman 

trophy. I wore the 13 Miami Dolphins jersey in honor of Dan Marino who broke the NFL single-

season touchdown pass record that year. Though in a sense Scott and I were each other‘s 

―competition,‖ instead of viewing each other as such, we quickly became best friends and fishing 

partners, along with our favorite receiving target, tight end ―Cousin‖ Chris Stratta. When we 

were seniors in high school, shortly after I started dating Karen Meir, Scott started dating her 

best friend Julie Allen. Karen and I broke up in college, but Scott and Julie ended up getting 

married in December 1994. Three months later, on March 11, 1995, I married Amy Hanna. 

Back at Tower Bay, that fateful April weekend in 2003, I caught two more crappie, and 

Scott caught a bluegill, all on buzzbaits; then we crossed the I-35 bridge north over Lake 

Lewisville and drove back to my house in Lake Dallas where we rejoined Amy, Julie, and the 

kids. The next day, we said our goodbyes in the driveway, Scott and Julie loaded their daughter 

Riley into the car and headed back to Austin, and Amy and I walked back inside with our son 

Sam. After putting Sam down for a nap, I made my way into the kitchen where Amy was 

waiting.       

  ―Julie and I had an interesting conversation yesterday,‖ Amy said, raising her eyebrows 

and the level of expectancy in the room. I immediately felt a twinge of trepidation in my 
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stomach—was it something in her tone, or did I just feel guilty for having fished even more than 

my usual share lately?  

―Oh yeah?‖ I asked. ―What about?‖ Amy knew of my fishing habit even before we 

started dating, and she usually takes it in stride, but she lets me know when she thinks I am 

overdoing it. Maybe my anxiety on this occasion, though, stemmed from something else entirely, 

a vague sense of…something. 

 ―Well, it turns out Julie didn‘t know I was adopted,‖ Amy explained. ―When she learned 

yesterday that I was, she said, ‗Oh, how neat! There‘s something else you and Steven have in 

common.‘ ‗Julie,‘ I said, ‗Steven doesn‘t know he‘s adopted.‘‖  

Amy and I had suspected it, Amy more so than I. At 6‘ 1‖ I tower over my mom and dad 

who are 5‘ 2‖ and 5‘ 7‖ respectively. I also have a much more laid-back personality than they do.  

―There‘s no way you‘re not adopted,‖ Amy would say from time to time, only half-

teasingly. I would just shrug it off. After all, I do have my parents‘ dark hair and brown eyes, and 

I always attributed my height and personality to Pa Paw, my paternal grandfather who was 6‘ 

even and relatively easy-going. My dad clearly takes after Ma Maw, who was a 4‘ 11‖ tightly-

wound bundle of worry.  

Amy ran errands as a student-worker for University Relations at Texas A&M University 

where she and I met in the fall of 1992. When we started dating, she told her co-worker Lillian. 

―No way!‖ Lillian said. ―I know his family really well. Grew up with his aunt Theresa. 

What a small world. Oh, wow, it‘s so cool what y‘all have in common, you both being adopted 

and all.‖ 

―He‘s adopted?‖ Amy asked. ―Are you sure? He‘s never told me that.‖ 
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When Amy asked me about it that night, I was surprised but didn‘t think much of it as I assumed 

Lillian was simply mistaken. I didn‘t know her, so I found it easy to dismiss her claim. 

One night during the first year of mine and Amy‘s marriage, my aunt Ann—Mom‘s 

sister—called and told Amy that I was adopted and that my birth family was the Fullers. Mark 

Fuller was two years ahead of me in school, but when he was in seventh grade and I was in fifth, 

even though he was a star pitcher and quarterback and the most popular boy in his school, he 

condescended to take me under his wing. Most seventh-graders—then and now—think they are 

too cool to hang out with younger kids, but Mark has always had character. Scott and I looked up 

to him as a mentor and big brother figure throughout high school and beyond.  Mark and I do 

have a lot in common, both being good students, athletes, and fishermen. And we are both tall 

with athletic builds and long faces that resemble each other. Still, Amy didn‘t believe Aunt 

Ann‘s story because Aunt Ann was drunk. Furthermore, in the same conversation, Aunt Ann said 

she had a Ph.D. in psychology when, in fact, though intelligent, she never pursued her education 

beyond high school. When I got home that night, Amy told me what Aunt Ann had said, and, 

with good reason, I laughed it off as quickly as I had Lillian‘s allegation a year earlier. 

Julie was a different story. With porcelain skin, big blue eyes that suggest the 

wholesomeness of a Precious Moments figurine, and sincerity of heart to back up the suggestion, 

Julie makes a compelling source. In high school she and I often discussed our mutual affection 

for the puppy-love ballads of the R&B group New Edition, and in those discussions I found Julie 

to be an idealist like me, a true believer in love, loyalty, and truth. Julie and Karen started their 

freshman year at Texas A&M in 1991 when Scott and I were juniors, and though the girls were 

still best friends, and now roommates, when loyalties became divided, Julie chose truth. Thus, 

when she saw Karen hanging out with some boys at the Taco Cabana drive-through one night 
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during rush week, though it pained her, Julie told me. I was shattered because I knew it had to be 

true. To me, Julie‘s word is gold.  

What‘s more, she‘s married to Scott, whose every word I trust implicitly. Bryan High 

School was an open campus in the late eighties when Scott and I attended, meaning students 

were allowed to drive off campus for lunch. Scott tells the story of how one day he went to lunch 

with a girl in her red jeep, and they were going about eighty when the jeep flipped. 

―Looking out the windshield,‖ Scott describes, ―I saw asphalt, then grass, then blue sky, 

then asphalt again. We did a front flip, landed on all four tires, and kept going.‖ To this day I am 

the only one who believes Scott‘s story. I‘m not even sure if Julie does. I know a jeep turning a 

front flip on its own seems to defy the laws of physics, but stranger things have happened when 

Scott and I are together.  

One day in high school Scott contracted a bad case of the flu. He went to sleep early one 

Tuesday evening and didn‘t wake up again until Thursday afternoon. I‘m also the only one who 

believes that story. It‘s not that I am particularly gullible—though I can be at times—it‘s that 

Scott and I have earned each other‘s undying loyalty and trust. If he says it, it‘s true. And the 

same goes for his wife. 

So there I sat with my wife at the kitchen table, the harsh Texas sun streaming through 

partially opened blinds as if to further highlight this glaring revelation that for three decades had 

been lurking in the shadows of my subconscious.  

―What do you think?‖ Amy asked me. 

―Well, if Julie said it, it must be true. I guess I‘m adopted.‖  
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Amy was upset with my parents because she couldn‘t imagine why they would keep such 

a secret from me my whole life. Amy had known of her adoptive status ever since her parents 

told her when she was five. Eight months before our wedding, Amy received a certified letter 

from her birth mother, Carol Camp. This was the first contact between the two.  

―They at least could have told you when we got engaged, and they knew I was adopted. 

Then, when Carol contacted me, you would have been able to relate better to what I was going 

through.‖ I understood why she felt that way, but I felt neither bitter toward nor betrayed by my 

parents. I assumed they must have a good reason for never having told me. I knew they loved 

me, and, right or wrong, they must have been afraid to hurt me. I was curious, though. Curious as 

to how the entire town had managed to keep such a big secret from me for thirty-two years. I 

imagined a huge conspiracy spun out of good intentions. After all, Julie is two years younger 

than me, so if she knew, I surmised, all of my friends must know. But how had no one ever 

slipped? And/or was I that oblivious? Then, as I walked out of my office at the University of 

North Texas on a Tuesday, like a muted epiphany the possibility occurred to me. Maybe my 

parents had told me when I was younger, and I had just blocked it out. But why? The thought of 

being adopted didn‘t bother me now. If anything it made me love my parents more, knowing that 

they were under no biological obligation to love me. 

Two weeks after Julie and Amy‘s conversation, Amy and Sam and I joined my parents, 

my maternal grandmother Ma Maw Holidy, my cousins Holly and Rick, and their respective 

families for a weekend get-away at Rick‘s bay house in Rockport. That Saturday afternoon, 

while I was across the bay fishing for redfish and speckled trout with the guys, back at the house 

Rick‘s wife Cathy started sharing with Amy how she and Rick had explained to their young 

daughters that they were adopted. At this point, as Amy would tell me later, my mom and Holly 
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seemed uncomfortable and abruptly left the room. Holly‘s son Kash was nineteen at the time and 

still believed that Holly‘s husband Alan was his biological father. Alan had adopted Kash shortly 

after Kash was born. When Cathy left the room, Amy told Ma Maw what Julie had said, and Ma 

Maw confirmed that it was true. That Sunday evening, as we drove back to Lake Dallas, Amy 

relayed all of this to me and asked, ―When are you going to talk to your parents about this?‖ I 

wasn‘t sure. Afraid of hurting them or myself, I deemed it prudent to pause before potentially 

opening Pandora‘s Box. 

The following weekend we were at my parents‘ house for the wedding shower we were 

giving Cousin Chris and his fiancée Lisa. Not wanting to draw any attention away from the 

couple of the hour, I didn‘t mention the adoption issue Friday night or Saturday. Saturday night, 

though, after the shower, Amy, my mom and dad, and I were all sitting in the living room. I kept 

waiting for the opportunity but chickening out. How do you broach a subject that evidently had 

been taboo your whole life? Finally, when around 11:00 my dad got up to go to bed, I knew the 

time had come. 

―Wait, Dad. Before you go, there‘s something Amy and I have suspected for a while, and 

now we know it‘s true. I just want to thank y‘all for adopting me.‖ Dad stopped in his tracks. I 

looked at Mom and saw on her face a mixture of shock and relief. 

 ―How did you find out?‖ she asked. 

Amy and I recounted the events of the last couple of weeks, after which Mom and Dad explained 

that they had indeed tried to tell me I was adopted when I was five but that I simply refused to 

listen and insisted that I had ―come out of my mommy‘s tummy.‖ They even had my babysitter 

who herself was adopted talk to me about it, but I refused to listen to her, too. When Mom and 

Dad asked my pediatrician what they should do, he said that since I was reacting that way it 
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might be best to let it be for a while. Then, I guess the older I got the more awkward it became to 

consider saying, ―Oh, by the way, you‘re adopted.‖ Mom and Dad said they lay awake many 

nights wondering what to do, and Mom said her worst fear was that she would have to tell me on 

her deathbed. 

 ―And as you got older,‖ Mom added, ―your dad and I thought you had probably figured it 

out and just never said anything.‖ Such denial of common knowledge has precedence in our 

family. For example, while she has been a chain-smoker most of her adult life, around her own 

mother, Mom pretends she doesn‘t smoke. ―Out of respect,‖ she has said. Ma Maw knows her 

daughter smokes but doesn‘t let on to her that she knows. Likewise, Dad smoked until I got to 

college, then quit, then, when he started smoking again, did not do so openly around me (I see no 

special significance in smoking—both examples just happen to involve it). I would walk around 

the corner of the house and see him sneaking a smoke. As soon as he saw me, he would flick 

away the cigarette or hide it behind his back. Embarrassed, I always pretended I didn‘t see. But I 

never pretended I didn‘t know I was adopted. I really didn‘t know, at least not at a conscious 

level.  

 ―Don‘t you remember in high school when you and Sy were playing stickball and he 

asked you about your being adopted?‖ Dad asked. Evidently, my friend Sy Stone—also a good 

friend of Julie‘s—had found out and asked me about it. As he reported to my parents later that 

day, I simply ignored the question. I have no memory of this. 

 ―And what about all the times we told you we‘d take ten more just like you if we could?‖ 

Mom posited. I do remember Dad telling me this, one time in particular when we were on 

Waverly Drive heading home from a baseball game at the old Williamson Park in north Bryan 

when I was eleven. I don‘t know why that time stands out in my memory. 
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 Amy laughed. ―Come on, Kay. Why would that make him think he‘s adopted?‖ Amy 

didn‘t want me to feel responsible for not having picked up on ―hints‖ that were cryptic at best. 

―I, on the other hand, have noticed a few things,‖ Amy continued.  

I always thought it was strange, for instance, that in his baby book you wrote, ―Went to 

pick you up at the hospital today.‖ ―Now why would she have gone home and then back 

to the hospital if she had just given birth?‖ I wondered. Then, in all his baby pictures you 

look way too good and thin to have just had a baby. ‗Well maybe she‘s one of those 

sickening mothers who has a cute little pooch when she‘s pregnant but doesn‘t gain 

weight anywhere else,‘ I told myself. I always had my doubts, though.  

Nostalgic by nature—and not without my share of narcissism—I have always enjoyed perusing 

my baby books and have done so dozens of times throughout my life, never detecting these 

inconsistencies that seemed so obvious now. ―How could I be so obtuse?‖ I now wondered. How 

ironic that an astute perceiver of the hidden details in literary texts failed to ―read between the 

lines‖ of his own life story. Perhaps in reading this story I had been unusually successful in my 

―willing suspension of disbelief.‖ 

When I asked about the circumstances leading to their adopting me, Mom told of how she 

and Dad had tried to get pregnant their first three years of marriage only to have three 

miscarriages. They had never revealed this to me. 

 ―I‘m so sorry,‖ I said, instantly mourning the loss of my would-have-been siblings, not 

recognizing that had one of these babies survived, I would not have become their sibling because 

my parents would not have had the occasion to adopt me. While profoundly grateful that my 

parents adopted me, I am still saddened by the death of these babies.  
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―Sorry? Sorry for what?‖ Mom replied. ―It turned out to be a blessing because we got to 

have you, and you‘re better than any child we ever could have dreamed of.‖ Still I felt sad for my 

parents, and guilty that, though it took us nine months to get pregnant with Sam, Amy and I had 

been able to have a child of our own. When I expressed this guilt to Mom and Dad, they 

admonished me. 

―We wouldn‘t trade you for any other kid in the world,‖ Dad said.  

―You are our son,‖ Mom added. ―There‘s no way we could love a biological child more 

than we love you. If anything,‖ she continued, ―you‘re more special to us than a biological child 

could be. It makes me so mad when people act like adopted children are second-rate. I knew this 

one lady who had an adopted child and a biological child, and she called the biological one her 

‗real‘ child. I just can‘t understand that. It burns me up.‖ 

Trying to lighten the mood, Dad interjected, ―Besides, you turned out better and smarter 

than any kid your mom and I could have produced.‖ This statement exemplifies Mom and Dad‘s 

shared perception that they are intellectually inferior to me, a perception that sets me ill at ease. I 

am more ―academic‖ than Mom and Dad, but they definitely have more common sense than I do. 

At any rate, they both sell themselves short.  

―We owe a lot to Ann,‖ Mom stated. ―She‘s the one who found out about you. Dr. Smith 

told her about this patient he had, a freshman at A&M who was pregnant and needed to give her 

child up for adoption. He asked Ann if she was interested in adopting you. ‗No,‘ she said. ‗I have 

all I can handle‘‖—her daughter, my cousin Holly was three at the time—―‗but I know my sister 

will be interested.‘ Boy was she right! Dad and I jumped at the opportunity, and that‘s how we 

got you.‖ I asked Mom and Dad whether after adopting me they ever thought about trying again. 

―Remember when Mom was in the hospital getting her hysterectomy?‖ Dad asked. 
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―Yeah,‖ I said. ―It was in the middle of July, and she told me to move the Christmas tree 

out of the street. It scared me. I didn‘t know what she was talking about.‖ Only five years old, I 

hadn‘t understood that she was experiencing pain-killer induced hallucinations. Nor had I 

understood the gravity of the situation.  

―She bled so much we almost lost her that night. After that, our only chance for another 

kid was to adopt another one. We thought about it, especially when every Christmas and birthday 

you begged for a little brother. But we really couldn‘t afford it. We still would have tried, 

though, if we could have been guaranteed another child like you.‖    

―You wanted a baby brother so bad,‖ Mom added. ―It broke our heart that we couldn‘t 

give you one.‖ 

―I‘m so sorry,‖ I said, stung by a new jolt of guilt, understanding for the first time what 

pain it must have caused Mom and Dad every time I asked them for a little brother. 

―No, no,‖ Mom insisted. ―There you go again. It all worked out for the best. We have so 

much to be thankful for.‖ 

Mom, Dad, Amy, and I all hugged. Mom cried. The only time I cried was when Dad told 

me about the day he was at the country with his brother—my uncle Luke—and their dad, my Pa 

Paw. ―The country‖ is what we called Pa Paw‘s three hundred eighty-five acre property on Old 

Reliance Road in northeast Bryan. On occasion we used the more formal designation 3-R Ranch, 

the title Pa Paw formulated in honor of his three Rizzo children. Uncle Luke is the classic middle 

child, a rebellious hell-raiser and self-proclaimed black sheep of the family. But standing six-feet 

tall and weighing two-hundred-plus pounds with an ample head, thick black hair, flared nostrils, 

and chocolate-colored eyes that gleam wildly when he is drunk or angered, Uncle Luke 

resembles a handsome Angus bull more than he does a sheep. In fact, Pa Paw often called him 
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―bull-headed‖ in reference to his stubbornness, and his CB handle was ―Baby Bull.‖ Moreover, 

in the 1970s he worked for the local Schlitz distributor, and much like the bull who crashes 

through the walls in those old commercials, ―inspired‖ by the Schlitz product, Uncle Luke made 

a habit of tearing down the walls of domestic tranquility. Each time he did, Dad extolled Pa Paw 

to disown him—at least temporarily—but like the father of the prodigal son, Pa Paw insisted, 

―No matter what, he‘s still my son.‖ This even after Pa Paw had a heart attack and Dad 

overheard Uncle Luke drunkenly bragging to his friends, ―When the old man dies, I‘m gonna 

party on the inheritance.‖ Pa Paw shrugged off this statement when Dad reported it to him, but in 

keeping with the older brother in the parable, Dad did not forgive so easily or quickly. And while 

Uncle Luke most closely resembles the prodigal, he too has carried the jealousy and resentment 

of the prodigal‘s older brother, believing that Ma Maw and Pa Paw favored Dad. This jealousy 

and resentment, once again fueled by alcohol, surfaced that day in the country. Uncle Luke has 

two daughters, my cousin Melissa from his first wife, and my cousin Margaret from his second. I 

am Pa Paw‘s only grandson. So when Pa Paw bragged about my carrying on the Rizzo name, 

Uncle Luke said, ―Well, I don‘t know why you‘re so happy. He‘s not even our blood.‖ In a flash 

of rage Pa Paw grabbed his son Luke by the collar, threw him against the wall, and said, ―That 

boy is my blood, and if I ever hear you say anything like that again you son of a bitch, I‘ll beat 

you down like a dog.‖ Now I love my uncle Luke, and he and I have never had a bad 

relationship, but, oh, the pride I felt upon hearing this story! Pa Paw, whom I admire more than 

any human being in the world, had threatened his own son on my behalf. This story punched a 

hole in the dam that had been holding back my tears, but only a few trickled out. 

With tears glistening on her lightly freckled cheeks, Mom brought out the adoption 

papers she had been keeping in a green metal box for thirty-two years. I picked up the onionskin 
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pages and felt that their thinness, along with the faint typeset, matched the fragility of the truth 

they documented: ―On this the 23 day of November, 1970, the time heretofore appointed by the 

Court for the hearing herein, came on to be heard the petition of JOHNNY SAMUEL RIZZO 

and wife, NANCY KAY RIZZO, for leave to adopt Baby Loff.‖ Baby Loff? It took more than a 

few seconds for me to comprehend that this strange phrase in fact referred to me. All my life I 

had been Steven Rizzo, the only child of Johnny and Kay Rizzo and the only grandson on either 

side of the family.  

―You‘re the only one who can carry on the Rizzo name,‖ Ma Maw and Pa Paw Rizzo 

often reminded me, the fervency of their hope in this promise demonstrated by Pa Paw‘s fierce 

reaction to Uncle Luke‘s scoffing that day in the country. Now, reading myself described as 

―Baby Loff‖ recalled the surreal dissociation I had experienced on two or three occasions during 

my childhood and then during my early adult years when I would unintentionally catch a glimpse 

of myself in a mirror and for a split second think I was looking at another person.  

Toward the bottom of the first page of the adoption papers, I read ―that Cecilia Christina 

Loff is the natural mother of said child.‖ Mom and Dad explained that they had hoped to meet 

Miss Loff so that they could thank her, but that she had declined. I briefly wondered why. Did 

she want nothing to do with me? Perhaps she simply felt that a meeting with my soon-to-be 

parents would make the agony of giving me up even more unbearable. All Mom and Dad knew 

about her was that she was a nineteen-year old freshman at Texas A & M University at the time. 

 ―Doctor Smith assured us that she and your birth father were very much in love,‖ Mom 

said. 

 ―And he told us several times that you definitely came from good stock,‖ Dad added.   

―Is she Italian?‖ I asked Dad. 
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―No, I think I remember the doctor saying she was Swedish.‖ 

I wondered if that explained my height and Sam‘s blonde hair and blue eyes. I had never been all 

that interested in ethnicity, but I was somewhat curious now that mine was in question. My 

whole life I had believed I was half-Italian, and my dark features and fairly dark complexion 

seemed to confirm this. Now I found myself mildly disappointed by the prospect that I may not 

be Italian at all.  

―It seems like I remember Dr. Smith saying something about your birth father maybe 

being part Italian,‖ Dad tried to reassure me. I was less than convinced. When I broke the news 

to him, Cousin Chris, himself half-Italian, assured me I was still an honorary Italian. But Vikings 

are intriguing too, I thought, and Viking ancestry seemed strangely apt considering that I had 

played high school football and baseball for the Bryan Vikings. I thought back to eighth grade in 

Mrs. Castenson‘s Spanish class where Donna Jean Cangelosi and I sat at adjacent desks and 

found common ground in our enthusiasm for the Norwegian pop band a-ha whose song ―Take 

On Me‖ and the accompanying video had captivated our MTV generation. While I dug the pretty 

girl in the video, Donna Jean drooled over the boys in the band. We both loved the song and sang 

it every day before the bell rang to signal the beginning of class. As her surname ―Cangelosi‖ 

suggests, Donna Jean was of Italian extraction—as we both believed me to be—but her 

infatuation with a-ha led her to fantasize about Norway rather than Italy. ―How ironic,‖ I now 

mused eighteen years later. ―Little did we know that I share a-ha‘s Scandinavian roots, at least 

genetically. I wonder what Donna Jean would have thought about that!‖ Suddenly I had a new 

take on me. 

Mom, Dad, Amy and I talked frenetically for about forty-five minutes before Mom 

remembered: ―You better call Auntie and tell her the news.‖ 
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―Auntie,‖ Dad and Uncle Luke‘s baby sister Theresa, helped raise me. She was only 

sixteen when I was born, and, having no children of her own, she has always considered me hers. 

She still brags about the time she was bathing me in Ma Maw‘s sink and I peed in her face. And I 

have always viewed her more as a cool big sister than an aunt. When I learned how to talk, she 

jokingly encouraged me to call her ―Auntie‖ (AHN-tee), the favored designation for ―aunt‖ in 

Bryan‘s black community. The name stuck, so much so that when I was three years old and Pa 

Paw asked me what Auntie‘s real name was, I couldn‘t remember. Embarrassed and ashamed, I 

started crying in Ma Maw and Pa Paw‘s garage.  

―Aww, it‘s alright, Honey,‖ Pa Paw said. ―Her name is Theresa, but you can call her 

whatever you want.‖  

Now I was calling her to tell her I knew my original name: Baby Loff. 

 ―Auntie! Guess what? I know I‘m adopted.‖ 

 ―What?‖ 

It took her a moment to comprehend. Then— 

 ―Monte and I will be right over.‖ 

Fifteen minutes later Auntie and Monte arrived, and Auntie explained, ―I haven‘t thought of you 

that way for so long, I actually ‗forgot‘ you were adopted! In fact, I had never even told Monte. 

Poor Monte, I had to give him a crash course on the way over here.‖ 

―Now I‘m wondering what else she hasn‘t told me,‖ Monte joked. He and Auntie had 

only been married for two years at this point. 

Auntie proudly recalled how she had been the first one in the family to see me at the 

hospital nursery. 
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 ―Yeah,‖ Dad interjected, ―the doctor told us not to come to the hospital the day you were 

born, in case your birth mother changed her mind. But of course your Auntie didn‘t listen.‖ 

 ―That‘s right,‖ she said. ―Your mom and dad were chicken. ‗Theresa!‘ they said. ‗You 

better not go up there!‘ But you know they didn‘t scare me, and neither did those doctors. 

Besides, I couldn‘t wait. And you were so cute!‖  

 ―Auntie, you‘re the one who named me ‗Steven,‘ right?‖ I asked. 

 ―That‘s right,‖ she said. 

I had heard the story before. My parents were going to name me ―Johnny‖ after my dad, but they 

decided I needed a name of my own, as Pa Paw had a brother named ―Johnny‖ and a cousin 

named ―Johnny,‖ which, after my dad, would have made me the fourth ―Johnny Rizzo‖ in our 

family. After considering ―Johnny‖ for my middle name, Mom and Dad decided against that too, 

ultimately making my middle name simply the letter ―J‖ without a period. So the ―J‖ sort of 

stands for ―Johnny,‖ but having no period, it is not an initial. I have often thought of my middle 

name as ―Jay,‖ the sound of which I like, in part because my favorite bird is the blue jay, in part 

because Dad used to call me ―Jay- bird.‖ Furthermore, one of the best dogs I ever had was a 

golden retriever I named ―Jay.‖ Jay Wilder was my catcher in Little League. He sewed one of his 

mom‘s powder puffs into his catcher‘s mitt to mitigate the sting of my fastball. And when I 

started college I met a guy named ―Jay Jones‖ who quickly made it to the inner circle of 

Cousindom with Scott and Chris and remains there to this day. In addition to being partial to the 

name and the letter ―Jay/J,‖ I have always enjoyed the enigma of my non-initial, its quirkiness 

reinforcing my sense of myself as unique. ―Steven,‖ likewise, sounded unique to Auntie and my 

parents when they were naming me. At least no one else in our family was named ―Steven.‖ And 

the name‘s meaning—―crown‖—fit, as Auntie, my parents, and my grandparents have always 
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treated me like a crowned prince. Auntie claims that she came up with the name ―Steven.‖ Dad 

corroborates her claim. Mom remembers differently. She and Auntie are close but competitive, 

having the kind of love-hate relationship more characteristic of sisters than sisters-in-law. Auntie 

was only thirteen when Mom and Dad married, and, according to Mom, Auntie was bitter that 

Mom was ―taking her big brother away.‖ Once I was born, though, I replaced Dad as the 

occasional focal point of tension and jealousy between Mom and Auntie.   

 After Amy went to bed, the rest of us reminisced about my childhood for another hour or 

so.  

―Could y‘all imagine if Momma and Daddy were still alive?‖ Auntie conjectured. 

―They‘d be beside themselves. They never wanted anyone to think of ‗their baby‘ as adopted.‖  

Auntie and Monte left around 1:30 a.m. Then Mom and Dad and I hugged and said our 

―good nights‖ and ―I love yous,‖ and I retired to the study and turned off the light. As I lay on 

the couch, memories swirled in my mind, punctuated by pieces of the evening‘s conversation. I 

thanked God for giving me a family that loves me. Then I wondered about my birth mother. 

―What does she look like? Is she pretty? Does she look like me?‖ I repeated the name ―Cecelia 

Christina Loff‖ to myself until its amphibrachic rhythm lulled me to sleep. 
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Chapter 2 

The Rizzo Side 

 A good name is worth more than a good bank account. I know you‘ll keep the Rizzo 

name good. 

Sam Rizzo, Jr. speaking to me 

―Ah, like Rizzo in Grease!‖ the Alsup‘s convenience store clerk says when he looks at 

my name on the debit card. I get that a lot, that and, ―Oh, like Rizzo the Rat on the Muppets!‖ or, 

―Dude! Ya ever hear the Jerky Boys? They got this crazy friend named Rizzo.‖ I first heard of 

the Jerky Boys from my friend Wade in Nashville, but I have never heard the Jerky Boys 

themselves. I might have seen the Muppets rat on TV once or twice when I was a kid. And when 

I saw Grease at the movie theater as an eight-year-old, I lusted after Olivia Newton John‘s 

transformed, leather-clad, high-heeled cigarette crushing Sandy, but found Stockard Channing‘s 

Rizzo unattractive and irritating. Still, I have always liked the name Rizzo, partly because it looks 

like pizza, my favorite food; partly because it always sounded distinctive coming out of the 

loudspeaker at football and baseball games; and mostly because it is Pa Paw and Dad‘s name.  

―I married you for your cool name,‖ Amy half-jokingly confesses.   

As the Oxford English Dictionary indicates, Rizzo means ―curly-haired,‖ perfectly fitting 

for Dad whose black hair was so thick and curly when he was a child that he looks like a girl in 

one of his baby pictures. By his teenage years he hated his curly hair, so he straightened it every 

day with hairbrush and hair spray. In his wedding picture, Dad‘s hair is wavy, and he looks like 

Frankie Avalon. My hair, conversely, is baby-fine and so straight that, as Auntie says, ―It shows 

every stray scissors mark.‖ When I started dating, I came to appreciate the fine texture and 

softness of my hair as my girlfriends loved to run their fingers through it cooing, ―Mmmm, it‘s 
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so soft!‖ But when I was eight I wanted an afro like the Houston Astros‘ Enos Cabell whom I 

saw play at the Astrodome, and when I was fourteen Auntie gave me a perm to match the 

naturally curly locks of my football idol Dan Marino. I woke up the next morning disappointed 

by how my curls had become mere waves, and, not realizing that a simple shower would bring 

the curls back, I talked Auntie into giving me another perm, this one stronger, after which my 

head looked like a Brill-o pad. Mom cried tears of mortification, already having been concerned 

that I was starting to ―act black.‖ Now, according to her, I was trying to look black as well. Had 

Dad straightened his hair back in high school to look less ethnic rather than less feminine? Two-

and-a-half decades later, in 1984, shortly after Run-DMC hit the airwaves, I was the first 

person—white or black—in Bryan-College Station who rapped. And I did like the look of long, 

wet jerry-curls, ala the singers in the soul group Ready for the World. To approximate this look I 

started using mousse. But I got a perm in order to look like Dan Marino, not Michael Jackson.  

One day in 1995 I hired a professional sound company to dub copies of and make labels 

for my country band‘s demo tape. We were called Steven Rizzo and Uptown Country, but our 

lead guitarist, David Kasper, thought we should be Steven Rizzo and Spaghetti Western. 

Contemplating my last name, the owner of the sound company—who was not Italian—asked me 

if I had noticed the prevalence of Italian-Americans in positions of power in the Bryan-College 

Station community. I told him I had, adding that I was only half-Italian. Then he proceeded to 

tell me about the early history of Italian-American settlement in the Brazos Valley. In the 1880s, 

when the first Italian-Americans migrated to the Brazos Valley, the city of Bryan‘s all-white, 

mostly Protestant leaders banished these darker-skinned Catholics to the Brazos River bottom 

southwest of town. Unperturbed, the new arrivals started toiling the rich, dark, river-bottom soil, 

which was the most fertile land in the entire county, a fact that the city leaders had overlooked. 
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Subsequently, these Italian-American pioneers became wealthy cotton farmers, eventually 

usurping power from those who had expelled them. Half a century later, when the first oil boom 

struck the Brazos Valley, the Brazos River bottom produced the most lucrative wells, and so to 

this day, Scarmardos, Carrabas, Variscos, and Patranellas remain among the wealthiest families 

in Brazos County. The first Rizzos in Bryan, however, were in the grocery business, so I have 

inherited none of this cotton or oil wealth. Still I love the story for its poetic justice. 

Cosimo Rizzo was born May 19, 1861 in Corleone, Sicily. In 1883, Cosimo, his wife 

Josephine, and their infant son Salvatore (―Sam‖) boarded the ship Egbert in Corleone and sailed 

to New Orleans. Eventually the Rizzo family settled in Texas, and Sam grew up and married a 

young lady named ―Rose‖ in Bryan, Texas on November 5, 1904. When a storm hit Bryan a 

couple of years later, Sam and Rose lost everything; subsequently, they moved to Houston where 

they went into the grocery business. On September 6, 1919, in Houston, Sam and Rose 

welcomed into the world the sixth of their nine children, Sam Rizzo, Jr., who fifty-one years later 

would become ―Pa Paw,‖ my adoptive paternal grandfather and hero. Amy and I named our first 

son ―Sam‖ after Pa Paw. Our Sam was born November 5, 1999 on what would have been his 

great-great grandfather Sam‘s ninety-fifth wedding anniversary. 

Pa Paw was born a month before the infamous Black Sox scandal in which eight Chicago 

White Sox players allegedly conspired with gamblers and gangsters to throw the World Series, 

an ironic counterpoint to the man who would teach me to love baseball and live with integrity. I 

grew up relishing the stories Pa Paw told me about his formative years when he and his friends 

played pick-up baseball games against an all-black team across the railroad tracks in south 

Houston.  
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―Boy, that big colored fella Willie threw the ball so fast you couldn‘t even see it!‖ Pa 

Paw would chuckle, his eyes dancing with the memories, revealing the respect he still felt for 

those black players against whom he had competed a generation before Jackie Robinson came on 

the scene. The 1919 Black Sox conspirators cheated to make a buck. Pa Paw, by contrast, was 

one of the most honest people I have ever known.  

―Sam, we‘ll never have any money,‖ Ma Maw used to tease him, half in scorn, half in 

admiration. ―You‘re too damn honest.‖  

Whereas the Black Sox willingly involved themselves with mobsters, Pa Paw‘s hackles 

rose at the mere mention of organized crime. One night after I had seen The Godfather, I asked 

Pa Paw if he ever knew any Mafiosi. Contempt flashed in his grayish-blue eyes. Then he began:  

One time when I was a kid, a man swindled my family out of some money, and the next 

day, this shady character—a supposed distant cousin of ours—shows up at our door 

offering to ―take care of the situation.‖ My father told him to leave and never come 

around our family again. Then he slammed the door in his face. Daddy was so insulted. 

He hated the Mafia. 

Clearly Pa Paw did too, the disdain still resonating in his voice all those years later. Never again 

did I mention the Mafia in Pa Paw‘s presence.  

Instead of romanticizing ―the Family‖ and ill-gotten gain, Pa Paw cherished family and 

provided for his through hard, honest work. He followed his father‘s footsteps into the grocery 

business, and he and Ma Maw owned and operated Southside Food Mart on FM 2118 and Jersey 

Road (now George Bush Drive) at the southeast corner of Texas A&M University in College 

Station where they worked side by side for twenty-five years, 1947-1972. Pa Paw smiled 

recalling the Baptist ministers who bought their alcohol from him at the back door of the grocery 
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store to avoid public scrutiny. Early one morning with the store empty save he and Pa Paw, one 

of these ministers boldly purchased his whiskey inside. There he stood at the counter chatting 

with Pa Paw when the front door opened and in walked a customer. Recognizing the customer as 

a member of his congregation, the minister thrust the bottle behind his back, but it slid out of the 

paper sack and shattered on the floor. Pa Paw told this story with amused compassion for the 

preacher, not the vicious glee less magnanimous souls derive from any hint of another‘s religious 

hypocrisy. Had Miss Loff wandered into Pa Paw‘s store and confided in him when she was 

pregnant with me, he would have eased her guilt and let her know that everything was going to 

be alright.  

Pa Paw always spoke of his parents and siblings with affection and reverence. Sam, Sr. 

and Rose raised their seven sons and two daughters in the Catholic faith, and all nine children 

remained devout throughout their lives. Pa Paw lived his faith more by example than by word. A 

quiet, gentle man, he didn‘t talk a lot, but when he did talk, people listened. He exuded gravitas 

and earned his good name through strong character and generous action. I loved Ma Maw, but 

any time she fussed at Pa Paw I took his side. She didn‘t mind. She thought it was sweet how I 

looked up to him. Not once did he raise his voice at me. He had no need to because my desire to 

make him proud kept me in line. In that way he resembled the portrait of Jesus on Ma Maw‘s 

dining room wall. No matter where I walked in the dining room, living room, or kitchen, Jesus‘ 

sad eyes followed me, encouraging me but not coercing me to be good.  

In the late 1980s in Bryan it was still scandalous for males to wear earrings. In fact, I only 

knew of two boys who did so. The first was a wanna-be rock star who only wore his earring to 

gigs. The second was a drug dealer despised by everyone, probably even his own junkies. One 

day in high school I borrowed a magnetic earring from a kid down the street and wore it to Ma 



48 
 

Maw and Pa Paw‘s house to trick them. As soon as he saw the diamond stud on my left ear, Pa 

Paw cried real tears, and I felt horrible. 

―No, no, look Pa Paw, it‘s not real,‖ I pleaded, taking off the stud and showing him the 

magnet. Instant relief replaced his tears. Years later when I toyed with the idea of getting a real 

earring, the memory of Pa Paw‘s tears helped me decide against it.   

In 1932, when Pa Paw was only thirteen, his father went deer hunting in New Mexico and 

died of a heart attack. Fifty-three years later, when I was fifteen, Pa Paw took me fishing one day 

at his friend‘s place, a friend who, ironically, though not related, was also named Sam Rizzo. Mr. 

Sam‘s place was ten miles outside of Bryan off Highway 30. After fishing with me for fifteen 

minutes or so, Pa Paw walked up the hill to deer hunt while I continued fishing.  Less than an 

hour later, he came walking back down the hill with his rifle strapped to his shoulder, and I 

wondered why he was returning so soon. When he got closer I saw that he was sweating, and his 

face looked paler than I had ever seen it. I didn‘t even have my learner‘s permit yet, so when he 

handed me the truck keys and told me I would have to drive us home, I knew something was 

terribly wrong. I had driven through the pasture before but never on public roads. Now, though 

the rain was pouring down and the speed limit was only fifty-five, I drove eighty-five the whole 

way down Highway 30. Pa Paw was in too much pain to protest. Still, when I said I was taking 

him straight to the hospital, he insisted I take him home to Ma Maw first. Since they only lived 

two blocks from the hospital, and since I didn‘t want to upset him further, I complied. When we 

got to the house, Auntie was there and she called 9-1-1. The ambulance arrived a few minutes 

later and transported him to the emergency room. After a tense wait, we learned that Pa Paw had 

suffered a massive heart-attack. He was stabilized for the moment, however, and had a good 

chance of recovering with heart surgery.  
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―It was a close one,‖ the doctor said. ―If he had gotten here five minutes later, he would 

have died on the spot.‖ Ma Maw, Auntie, and Dad looked at me with gratitude, and I thanked 

God that I had broken the speed limit. The doctors performed balloon surgery on Pa Paw the next 

day, and over the next couple of weeks he recovered completely. Also, after decades of smoking, 

he quit cold turkey and never smoked again. 

Pa Paw fondly recalled his boyhood days catching mullet in the gullies around Galveston 

bay and his teen-aged days working as a ranch hand on the King Ranch where one afternoon he 

bagged a ten-point buck. Decades later, the head of this buck would grace the back wall of ―the 

meat-house‖ at 3-R Ranch. Moth-bitten, but his nobility still unshed, the old buck stared 

indignantly at the jack-a-lope on an adjacent wall. Every deer season hunters from across Brazos 

County brought their wild game to the meat-house for Pa Paw to process into venison steaks and 

deer sausage. I remember the chill of the meat locker where the deer carcasses hung on metal 

hooks. I remember the solid wood butcher‘s block, its surface criss-crossed by years of cleaver 

strokes, its sides bristling with knives, a saw, the cleaver, and a butcher‘s steel, all dangling from 

their respective rings. With its cylindrical shaft and curved prongs, the steel reminded me of a 

martial arts sai, so I used it to play ―kung-fu.‖ I remember Pa Paw in his blood-stained apron and 

white paper hat, leaning over the counter, neatly wrapping slabs of meat in white butcher paper, 

sealing the packages with masking tape, and scribbling on the packages the names of the cuts in 

magic marker.  

―Like Sam the Butcher on The Brady Bunch!‖ Amy observed when she discovered Pa 

Paw‘s old trade—he had retired from the deer processing business by the time she came along.  
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Skilled as he was at processing deer, Pa Paw preferred hunting them. He hunted with a 

rifle but preferred the bow-and-arrow because that was more challenging and closer to ―how the 

Indians did it.‖  

―Watch out for the redcoats,‖ he whispered one day as we crept past the mesquite and 

dewberry bushes on the tank dam and entered the dark forest of post oak and yaupon.  

―Who are the redcoats?‖ I whispered back. I was only six. 

―British troops.‖ 

We were Indians. More specifically, according to Pa Paw‘s vision, we were Indian scouts 

serving the colonial army in the American Revolutionary War, a charming indication of Pa 

Paw‘s patriotic self-identity. Having come of age before the advent of identity politics, Pa Paw 

would have found the label ―Italian-American‖ absurd. Second generation or no, he was simply 

and proudly American. Ma Maw spoke Italian, so one day Amy and I asked Pa Paw why he had 

never learned the language. 

 ―Why should I?‖ he said, a bit indignantly. ―I‘m American.‖ Ma Maw called non-Italian 

whites ―snuff-dippers.‖ I believe Pa Paw found such ethnic divisions embarrassing. What‘s 

more, as demonstrated by his violent reaction to Uncle Luke that day in the country, Pa Paw 

understood that blood is not destiny—love is. He wasn‘t ashamed of his Italian heritage. He 

savored the Sunday spaghetti dinner, a tradition on which his parents raised him, and one he and 

Ma Maw carried on with their own children and grandchildren. Like many others of the Greatest 

Generation, however, Pa Paw harbored no misplaced loyalties. Rather than cling to an idealized 

ancestral ―homeland‖ he had never even seen, he embraced the ideals of the America in which he 

lived. On several occasions I heard Ma Maw say she would love to visit Sicily one day and try to 

track down long-lost relatives. I never heard Pa Paw express such a desire.  
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In his teenage years Pa Paw dated a girl named Helen, a ―white‖ girl from a prominent 

Houston family. Having ―courted‖ her exclusively for six years, Pa Paw was just about to 

propose marriage when his brother Tony broke the news to him: ―I hate to be the one to tell you 

this, Pep, but I‘ve heard Helen is seeing someone behind your back.‖ Many young men at this 

point would have gone into denial mode and lashed out at their brother. Not Pa Paw. He enjoyed 

an extremely close bond with his brothers and sisters and trusted them implicitly, so when Tony 

alerted him to Helen‘s alleged infidelity, Pa Paw went to catch her in the act. That evening he hid 

behind the bushes outside the front door of Helen‘s flat and waited. Before long a young man 

walked up to the door, and Helen let him in. Two hours later Helen and the young man walked 

back out the door laughing and holding hands. Instead of jumping out from behind the bushes 

and confronting the two rats like a less composed soul would do, Pa Paw maintained his dignity 

and walked away without disclosing his presence. He had seen all he needed to see. From that 

point on he simply stopped calling Helen and instructed his family and his boss to tell her he was 

not in when she called him at home or work. After a week of refusing her increasingly desperate 

calls, Pa Paw walked to his car after work one day and found Helen sitting in his passenger seat. 

―What are you doing here?‖ he demanded, easing into the driver‘s seat. She started sobbing, 

wringing her hands, pleading for mercy. 

―Please forgive me, Sam. He means nothing to me. I made an awful mistake. I love you, 

Honey. I want to be with you forever. I swear I‘ll never mess up again. You‘ve got to believe 

me. Please. I know you still love me…‖  

A lesser man would have crumbled. Not Pa Paw. Her ancient namesake may have launched a 

thousand ships, but this Helen was no match for Pa Paw‘s resolve. 

 ―Get out.‖  
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 ―But…but…‖ 

 ―I said, Get out!‖ 

When she failed to comply, he opened the passenger door for her and used his foot to nudge her 

out. I suspect that he considered her too tainted for him to touch her with his hand. She slid off 

the seat and landed on her rump in the parking lot. He drove off and never looked back.  

Scott and I revered this story and often asked Pa Paw to tell it to us when we were in high 

school struggling with our own girl problems. We envied Pa Paw‘s stoicism. Weak by 

comparison, we gave in to our Helens.  

A week after Pa Paw kicked Helen out of his life, his priest asked him to run an errand up 

to Bryan. After getting his mother‘s permission, Pa Paw agreed. Back then—the late 1930s—the 

one-hundred mile trip from Houston north to Bryan entailed an overnight stay, as travelers had to 

navigate a one-lane dirt road for much of the way, including a sand trap in Hempstead where an 

old black man made his living by pulling stranded cars out of the sand with his mule-drawn 

wagon. After the priest arranged for him to spend the night with one of the families belonging to 

St. Anthony‘s Church in Bryan, Pa Paw commenced his journey. St. Anthony‘s was holding a 

bizarre that weekend, and when Pa Paw arrived in Bryan, his hosts invited him to the dance that 

night.  

―I walked in to the dance, and sitting there among this group of girls was the cutest little 

thing I had ever seen,‖ Pa Paw recounted to me over fifty years later, with a gleam in his eye. 

―I‘ve been in Bryan ever since.‖  

That ―cutest little thing‖ was Rosie Collette, so like his father before him, Pa Paw had 

found his Rose in Bryan. After a courtship of only a year—short compared to his six years with 

Helen—Sam Rizzo, Jr. married Rose Collette on October 20, 1940.  
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Ma Maw hovered at her kitchen window like a silver-tufted hummingbird, her black eyes 

darting back and forth behind thick, octagonal framed glasses, peering across the acorn-strewn 

yard, past the post oak to the street, desperate for any sign of mine or my dad‘s truck. These were 

the days before cell phones, and this Sicilian lady was a professional worrier. At only four feet 

eleven inches, she made a cushioned bar stool her perch of choice, and there she would sit for 

hours caressing her rosary beads, mouthing prayers half in English half in Italian, watching, and 

waiting.  

Though we didn‘t have cell phones then, Pa Paw had a two-way radio in his truck paired 

with another in Ma Maw‘s car from which she could reach him within a forty-mile radius. When 

she didn‘t go with us on a fishing trip, she would call us seven or eight times that day from her 

car in the garage. 

―Sa-a-yum,‖ her voice would whine over the radio as Pa Paw and I were catching fish or at 

least having fun trying. ―When y‘all comin‘ back? It‘ll be dark fore too long, and you know that 

baby needs to eat.‖ That baby meant me, even when I was in my twenties. I love Ma Maw deeply 

and unconditionally, but at those times I wanted to throw the radio into the lake. It irked Pa Paw, 

too, but he gave in. 

―Dammit, Rosie! Alright, we‘ll be home in a minute.‖ Many of our fishing trips were cut 

short in this manner. 

―Momma, you‘re gonna worry yourself to death,‖ Dad warned her. 

―I know, I know. I wish I wasn‘t like this,‖ she would say. ―I just can‘t help it.‖ Neither can 

Dad. He inherited his mother‘s obsessive worrying and over-protectiveness in full measure. 
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On the way to Red River, New Mexico for a skiing trip my senior year in high school, we 

stopped to eat. After the meal I found a stray cat in the restaurant parking lot, put her under my 

coat, and got in the van. Mom, Auntie, and Cousin Margaret laughed. Dad wondered what was 

going on; then, when he saw the cat, he got furious and couldn‘t resist calling Ma Maw. 

―Momma! You won‘t believe what Theresa and Kay did.‖ 

―What, Johnny? What? You‘re scarin‘ me to death.‖  

―They let Steven pick up a stray cat.‖ As if I had no free will. I was eighteen. 

―What do you mean?‖ 

―He put it under his coat and brought it in the van.‖ 

―Oh my God! Did it scratch him, did it bite him, is he okay? That thing could have 

rabies!‖ 

―I Know, I know, that‘s what I told ‘em. They‘re so stupid. They‘re laughin‘ about it.‖ 

―Johnny, you better check that baby and make sure he‘s okay. I tell ya, Johnny, y‘all 

scare me to death. I bet my sugar just went up a hundred points.‖ 

―Don‘t tell me. My blood pressure‘s through the roof. You can‘t fool with these damn 

people.‖ 

The doctor recently found that Dad has a bleeding ulcer, and none of us were surprised. 

We tell him that worry is sin caused by a lack of faith—just like we used to tell Ma Maw—but 

like Ma Maw he says he can‘t help it. Much of her worry came from how fiercely she loved us, 

and Dad loves us just as fiercely, but the worry Ma Maw bequeathed him goes beyond love to 

pathology. 

―Why y‘all wanna make me worry?‖ Ma Maw would say. ―Y‘all keep it up. Y‘all be 

sorry when I‘m dead and gone.‖ Dad has not yet resorted to a guilt trip of this magnitude, but he 



55 
 

does say he would worry less, feel better, and maybe even live longer if we moved back closer to 

him and Mom where they could see their grandsons more often.  

I suspect Ma Maw‘s and Dad‘s obsessive worry and over-protectiveness played a key 

role in my never finding out I was adopted. Ironically, the stark contrast between their uptight 

deportment and my laid-back demeanor figured prominently in Amy‘s first suspecting that I was. 

When I was a little boy, Ma Maw and I loved to play a game in which we pretended I 

was a ―hobo.‖ I would go outside and knock on the door. She would open the door, and when I 

said, ―I‘m hungry, ma‘am,‖ she took great delight in ―taking me in‖ and feeding me spaghetti 

with boiled eggs, a pot pie, oatmeal, or whatever happened to be cooking at ―Rosie‘s Café.‖ 

Little did I know that my family really had ―taken me in.‖  

The TV commercials raising awareness and funds for orphans always stopped Ma Maw 

in her tracks.  

―Poor babies,‖ she would croon. ―I wish I could take ‘em all. If me and Pa Paw were 

younger, we really would adopt one.‖ I never knew how close to home those commercials hit for 

my family. Ma Maw and Pa Paw never told me I was adopted. 

Tom Borski built the house on the corner of Broadmoor and Briarcrest where Ma Maw 

and Pa Paw lived together the last thirty years of their lives. Whenever thunderstorms hit the 

Brazos Valley, rain seeped into the sunroom, soaking the green and yellow indoor/outdoor 

carpet, and Ma Maw swore, ―I wouldn‘t let that Tom Borski build me a shithouse!‖  

Nevertheless, she kept her ―shithouse‖ immaculate, and she did so compulsively, which 

always made my mom self-conscious about her own housekeeping, even though she too kept her 

house immaculate. When I was a toddler Ma Maw used to pay me a quarter to rake her living 

room carpet. I would have done it for free. I admired the neat lines the rake etched in the 
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cranberry shag like a plough carving furrows through a rich field, and though the aesthetic effect 

evaporated as soon as someone walked across the carpet, at least for a few seconds I could 

survey my work and see tangible results, temporary perfection. 

I suppose it is because Ma Maw wanted permanent perfection that she never lit her 

fireplace, not once, in thirty years. She kept logs stacked in the iron rack atop the mauve and 

black brick just for show. This way she could maintain a perfectly clean, albeit perfectly useless 

fireplace. My dad loved to tease her about this, and she always said, ―Oh, Johnny, leave me 

alone. I‘ll use it one day.‖  

During the summers growing up I used it nearly every day—the brick ledge that is—for 

an outfield fence. All told I made hundreds of those little triangular paper footballs and taped 

them up to reach maximum flight potential. For hours I sat on the floor, my cache of paper 

wedges by my side, launching them off my left knee one at a time with a flick of my right index 

finger, sending them hurtling through the air, past the TV, across the living room, toward the 

brick. If the ―ball‖ cleared the brick it was a homerun. I played nine inning games and was 

always the Chicago Cubs versus the Cardinals, Padres, or some other nemesis. As I played, I 

often had the TV on and tuned to the real Cubs game on WGN. After playing a couple of hours 

straight, I usually felt guilty that I wasn‘t doing something more ―productive,‖ the same way I 

feel now when I play Madden football on the computer too long. I played paper baseball in Ma 

Maw‘s living room well into college, and almost every time she cleaned house she would call 

and tell me she had found some more of ―those little paper things‖ behind the rack of logs, under 

the couch, or behind the TV. She feigned bewilderment, but I knew she didn‘t mind. She saved 

the wedges for me in the second drawer of her credenza.  
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From Little League through High School, Ma Maw and Pa Paw rarely missed one of my 

ball games. They sat in their lawn chairs watching every pitch, and sometimes, when the game 

was important and close, Ma Maw got out her rosary beads. She also gave me blessed beans to 

wear in the pocket of my baseball pants. According to legend, when a severe famine hit Sicily in 

the middle ages, and the people prayed for St. Joseph to intervene, while other crops failed, the 

resilient fava bean thrived, saving the people from starvation. Since that time, this bean has been 

an important token of the St. Joseph‘s Day Altar, and it is believed that as long as you have one 

in your pantry, you will never be without food, and as long as you have one in your pocket or 

purse, you will never go broke. In my case, with bean in pocket I rarely went without winning a 

baseball game. When I was twelve, after the third time I pitched a one-hitter with seventeen 

strikeouts, every player on the team, including those who weren‘t even remotely Catholic, 

wanted one of Ma Maw‘s beans. According to the totallycatholic.com website, ―The beans 

should not be viewed superstitiously as a ‗good luck charm‘ but only serve as a reminder to pray 

for our needs and the needs of others.‖ Then again, baseball players seem to be inherently 

superstitious. During our senior year in high school, for instance, Cousin Chris and I got into the 

habit of patting our left ankle with our right hand before every at bat. Even though for the most 

part I no longer adhere to such superstitions, including those of my dad, which he inherited from 

Ma Maw—when someone lets you borrow a pocket knife, return it the same way you received it, 

whether opened or closed; pay a penny or nickel to anyone who gives you a knife as a gift 

because it‘s bad luck to get a knife for free; never open an umbrella inside; and never leave a hat 

on the bed—I still have to guard against my spiritual life becoming mere ritual and my prayers 

becoming mere incantations. After warning, ―And when you are praying, do not use meaningless 
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repetition‖ (Matthew 6:7), Christ presents the Lord‘s Prayer, which, ironically, people 

throughout the ages have repeated in rote fashion. 

Only strangers and solicitors came to Ma Maw and Pa Paw‘s front door. Everyone else 

knew to come through the garage on the other side of the house. Ma Maw thought the front door 

was difficult to lock and unlock, so she simply preferred not to use it. She also preferred not to 

use ―the sitting room,‖ which was to your immediate right if you did happen to be stubborn 

enough to come through the front door. This was Ma Maw‘s shrine, and she kept the French 

doors on either end of it closed at all times. Auntie used to say only half-teasingly that I was the 

only one Ma Maw allowed in that room. On a few enchanted evenings Ma Maw led Pa Paw and 

me through the French doors to her record player where we listened to 45‘s and 33‘s of artists 

like Ernest Tubb, Ray Price, Crystal Gayle, and Jim Reeves. Ernest Tubb was her favorite. She 

saw him play at the Texas Hall of Fame in Bryan where he autographed a Schlitz can for her. But 

her favorite song was Jim Reeve‘s ―He‘ll Have to Go‖: 

Put your sweet lips a little closer to the phone  

Let‘s pretend that we‘re together all alone 

I‘ll tell the man to turn the jukebox way down low 

And you can tell your friend there with you he‘ll have to go. 

When I got the band together in college, Ma Maw and Pa Paw came to all the gigs just as they 

had come to all my baseball games. And I always played ―He‘ll Have to Go‖ for her.  

The other thing I remember about Ma Maw‘s sitting room was the frog she kept on her 

glass coffee table. It was a 14kt gold frog with baby-blue topaz eyes, and the top half of its body 

was a lid, the lifting of which revealed a hollow body meant to house a trinket or two. The frog 
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was always beautiful, always perfect, and always empty, just like—except on those rare 

occasions—the room it inhabited. 
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Chapter 3 

The Holidy Side 

Every night‘s a party, every day‘s a holiday! 

motto coined by A.H. ―Cooter‖ Holidy  

 Mom is usually warm, kind, and good-natured. Ever so often, though, she gets ―in a 

mood‖ in which she becomes irrational and verbally vindictive, coiled like a cobra, ready to spit 

venom at me and Dad for anything we do or say. Sometimes Dad attributes these moods to her 

hysterectomy, which her doctor warned would cause hormonal imbalances and emotional surges. 

Other times Dad blames Mom‘s moods on ―that Holidy mean streak‖ most clearly manifested in 

her sister Ann and her father, Alvin Henry ―Cooter‖ Holidy, who spent his younger days riding 

bulls and beating up any man who ―looked at him funny.‖ Pa Paw Holidy was only 5‘ 6‖ and 150 

pounds, but he was wiry and tough. His branch of the family changed the spelling of its surname 

from the original ―Holliday,‖ and, according to family legend, Pa Paw is related to Doc Holliday. 

I haven‘t been able to disprove this; nor have I been able to verify it, but that didn‘t keep me 

from bragging to Amy throughout the movie Tombstone, ―That‘s my ancestor! I’m your 

huckleberry.‖ Doc had no children, and neither did his two siblings, so if he is related to Doc, Pa 

Paw would have to have descended from one of Doc‘s cousins. Blood-related or not, Pa Paw 

shared Doc‘s temper and dramatic flair. He also shared Doc‘s speech impediment, making it 

difficult for me to understand him, especially when I was a child. Ma Maw and Pa Paw Rizzo 

and Auntie loved to tease me about this. 

―Steven, what did Pa Paw Holidy tell you?‖ 

―I don‘t know,‖ I would say, shrugging my shoulders, eliciting bemused laughter from 

the Rizzos.   
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When the Navasota River flooded its banks in June of 1899, Mrs. Birch died giving birth 

to her fourth daughter, and her peddler husband skipped town, never to be heard from again by 

his four girls. The Gannon family adopted the oldest of the four girls, Euna Lee, who married 

Sherrod Holidy when she was thirteen and gave birth to her first child the same year, all before 

she had ever had her first period. A decade later, on February 20, 1917, Euna Lee gave birth to 

her fifth child, a baby boy she named Alvin Henry. One of the sisters tried to call her new baby 

brother ―cutie‖ but couldn‘t quite pronounce it, and that‘s how Pa Paw got his life-long nickname 

―Cooter.‖ 

Cooter grew up as wild as the bulls he rode, ―full of piss and vinegar‖ as Mom and Dad 

used to say. He ran the dirt roads off Old San Antonio Road looking for fist fights, and when he 

found them he won. He hit the rodeo circuit with his brother ―Pistol,‖ a career Rodeo clown. I 

remember Uncle Pistol‘s beloved rat terrier who entertained crowds at the Brazos County 

Pavilion by walking on her hind legs and jumping through brightly-colored hoops. Cooter 

refused to jump through hoops until he laid eyes on the auburn-haired beauty Opal Hardin, who 

had been one of his classmates at the little schoolhouse in Edge, Texas, a tiny rural community 

near Caney Creek, fourteen miles northeast of Bryan. 

Opal‘s mother and father, Amanda Grace Williams Hardin and Roy Polk Hardin, were 

salt-of-the-earth farmers and washed-in-the-blood Assembly of God Christians who lived on a 

hundred acres in Edge. 

―See those trees?‖ Grandma Hardin would say, pointing at the post oaks off FM 974, her 

head shaking like a duck‘s from the palsy-like condition she had sustained in a car wreck years 

earlier. ―I remember seeing Indians hiding in those trees when I was a little girl.‖ I loved 

listening to her stories, and she made the best chicken-and-dumplings I‘ve ever tasted. 
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 ―Stay out of the garden!‖ Mom would warn me and Cousin Holly as we hunted Easter 

eggs in Grandma Hardin‘s lush front yard. Still working in that garden in her seventies, Grandma 

Hardin got bitten by a copperhead one day. She felt nauseous, but after killing the snake with a 

hoe, she kept right on working. Eventually she had to go lie down, but she never went to the 

doctor. She reminded me of the hardy pioneer women I read about in school. Two weeks after 

the copperhead incident, working at the same spot in the garden, Grandma Hardin got bitten by a 

rattlesnake. This time she had to go to the hospital, but she resumed work in the garden the next 

day. A devout follower of Christ, she was an attractive target for Satan‘s serpents, but she 

refused to let them keep her from her work.  

 In 1936 Grandma Hardin‘s son Hubbard almost drowned in a stream called Devil‘s Jump. 

―My bro. gave him up once but began to work again and brought him around,‖ she recounts in 

her notes. ―My Lord and Savior, my Redeemer, does work miracles His wonder to perform.‖ 

One day when she was ―working button holes,‖ Grandma Hardin suddenly felt the 

presence of ―someone real clost‖ to her. ―I call my daughter Opal,‖ she writes. ―I turned and 

looked out a window—there stood the most beautiful site I ever seen in my life, a beautiful angel 

with her hand on my door knob.‖ After Grandma Hardin ―began to cry out to Jesus,‖ the angel 

―drifted off at the end of the porch, not at the steps. I don‘t know if it was a death angel or a 

guardian angel.‖ She did know that ―when I received the Baptism of the Holy Ghost, heaven 

opened up. Jesus was sitting. He stood up and reached one hand toward me. I went out under the 

power of God. Jesus is beautiful, but still there is a difference in the beauty of an angel.‖ Most 

who knew her would swear that Grandma Hardin was herself an angel with her eyes on Heaven 

and her heart, mind, and hands helping those on earth. 
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 For much of her adult life, Grandma Hardin worked as a nurse. In a recollection she 

entitled ―A Nurse‘s Tribute,‖ she writes of a dear patient, ―If I ever saw the beatitudes in a life I 

saw them in her life.‖ When ―this sweet and precious spirit took its flight back to its maker,‖ 

Grandma Hardin concluded that ―she is enjoying the bliss of Heaven and looking over the 

mansions the Bible assured her were there for the faithful ones.‖ Grandma Hardin was one of the 

most faithful ones I have ever known, and she successfully transmitted her faith to her daughter 

Opal, my Ma Maw Holidy, who continues to strengthen my faith every time I see her.   

 On her mother‘s side, Grandma Hardin was a descendant of the famous outlaw Frank 

James, Jesse‘s brother. Of course I brag to Amy about this too, and she rolls her eyes and asks if 

I‘ve seen the Brady Bunch episode in which Bobby romanticizes Jesse James only to learn that 

bloodthirsty psychopaths are not worthy role models.  

Still, I can‘t help but be intrigued by my infamous relations. Considering Doc Holiday, 

Frank James, and the speculation that Grandpa Hardin was related to the notorious gunslinger 

John Wesley Hardin—as with Doc Holiday, I haven‘t been able to confirm this connection—

before I knew I was adopted, I used to joke about how I was ―glad I got the recessive genes.‖ 

 Too bad I don‘t have the longevity genes so prevalent on Mom‘s side. On July 6, 1989, a 

month-and-a-half after I graduated from high school, I saw Grandma and Grandpa Hardin 

celebrate their seventieth wedding anniversary. The only other marriages I‘ve heard of lasting 

that long are in the Old Testament. Two months after the anniversary party, Grandpa Hardin died 

at the age of ninety-one. Grandma Hardin died at the age of ninety-three in February 1995, a 

month before Amy and I were married. I was blessed that Amy got to know her before she died.  

Grandma Hardin‘s maternal grandfather, Walter Williams, was long thought to be the last 

surviving Confederate soldier. He died in 1959 at the reputed age of 117. I say ―reputed‖ because 
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some researchers now dispute his birth date, claiming he was ―only‖ 105 when he died and 

would have only been eight at the end of the Civil War. I suppose an eight-year-old could have 

found food for the troops as well as anyone—records list Williams as ―Forage Master‖ of Hood‘s 

Brigade—and I tend to agree with the blogger ―Trosshill‖ who on November 19, 2000 posted on 

a History Channel thread,  

All Northerners will say that Williams was an imposter, despite the FACT that he was 

recognized as the last veteran by the UNITED STATES government and the Texas state 

government. He drew a pension as a veteran and was generally recognized as the real 

thing by other veterans of the war at the time of his application for the pension. I think a 

fake would have been found out well before 1959. But the revisionists must have their 

say.  

The revisionists say Grandpa Williams was born November 14, 1854 rather than the originally 

claimed 1842. Grandma Hardin says in her notes that in 1910 he erected his own headstone at the 

New Church Cemetery in Edge and that on the headstone he had his birth date inscribed as 

November 14, 1843. Therefore, Grandma Hardin determines, he was ―116, not 117. This head 

stone is still there. I think it needs to stay there as it is proof of his age. So many lies have been 

told about his age.‖ Whatever the case may be, I‘ve always been fascinated by the photograph 

Ma Maw has of Grandpa Williams in her hallway. He‘s in his casket wearing his Confederate 

gray uniform with the Confederate flag hanging on the wall behind him and a cigar sticking out 

of his mouth.  

 ―He smoked those things ‘til the day he died,‖ Ma Maw said. She once showed me an old 

clipping from the Houston Chronicle portraying him as a bit of a rascal who at the age of 100 

bragged about ―chasing younger women‖ in their eighties. 
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 Cooter‘s skirt-chasing days came to an end when he fell for young Opal and married her 

in June 1939. Four years later, at the height of World War II, he enlisted in the U.S. Army and 

shipped off to fight in the Philippines. He was there when my Aunt Ann was born, and he didn‘t 

get to come home until two years later. Ma Maw had shown Ann photos of her father every day 

he was gone. Then, one day when they were shopping in downtown Bryan, Ma Maw heard her 

two-year-old daughter say, ―Daddy!‖ Sure enough, when Ma Maw looked up, she saw Pa Paw in 

his army uniform, holding his grip and smiling at them through the front window of Wool‘s 

Worth.  

 Aunt Ann was at Pa Paw‘s heels from that moment on, following him through clouds of 

dust, learning to ride horses, herd cattle, spit, kick, and swear. She made tom-boys seem 

feminine. A photograph on Ma Maw‘s living room wall shows Ann in her early twenties looking 

pretty, glamorous, and feminine. Years of hard living since have left her body gaunt and her face 

worn and lined. Now, when she‘s in her normal get-up of cowboy hat, man‘s button-down shirt, 

and starched Wranglers, you can‘t tell she‘s female until you get up close. From the time her 

little sister, my mom, was born, December 23, 1948, Aunt Ann has made it her mission to 

―toughen her up.‖  

―Cowboy up, Kay!‖ became Ann‘s drunken cry when they got older. When Mom was 

only two, Ann put her on the back of a full-grown horse with no saddle and slapped him on the 

rump, sending baby and horse on a mad dash across the yard. Mom barely escaped being 

beheaded by a clothesline. The night of Mom‘s senior prom, Ann threw a snake down her dress. 

In a frenzy, Mom ripped the dress to shreds, only to discover that the snake was rubber. Still, 

Mom was so shaken, she skipped prom and stayed home weeping instead. To this day she has a 
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snake phobia so intense that she cries hysterically if you show her even a cartoon picture of a 

snake.  

 Like Uncle Luke, when Aunt Ann drinks, she‘s a mean drunk who tries to pick a fight 

with anyone and everyone around her, making holidays and other family get-togethers tense and 

awkward. We try to walk on egg shells around her, but she needs no provocation, so Dad taught 

me at an early age to stay out of her way when she‘s lit. I‘m easy-going and uncomfortable with 

confrontation, sometimes to a fault. I‘m ashamed, for example, that I didn‘t do more to stand up 

for Amy when Ann picked on her the first Christmas we were engaged. I should have told Ann 

off. Instead, Amy and I just avoided her by retreating to Ma Maw‘s back porch. Saying 

something to Ann would have caused her to escalate, and for Ma Maw and Holly‘s sake, I didn‘t 

want to cause a bigger scene. Or maybe I was just a coward.  I don‘t know who decided to seat 

Uncle Luke and Aunt Ann next to each other at mine and Amy‘s rehearsal dinner, but when they 

each stood to give their toasts, we all held our breath. To our great relief, their toasts were sweet 

and tame. Afterward, though, Ann picked a fight with Cousin Chris who, unlike me, does not 

back down. Luckily, someone whisked Ann away before it could get out of hand. 

 Despite the meanness that comes out when she‘s drunk—she broke Mom‘s finger a few 

years ago—Aunt Ann has a compassionate heart. She will do anything for people in need, like 

Patsy. When her husband left her, Patsy blew half her face off with a shotgun, leaving her blind 

and severely deformed, but still alive and with no brain damage. Ann barely knew Patsy before 

the suicide attempt; afterward, they became best friends, and now Ann takes Patsy with her 

everywhere she goes. In 1970, when Aunt Ann heard of a pregnant, unwed nineteen-year-old, 

she arranged for the baby to have a secure, happy life. I will never be able to repay her for that.     
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 Unfortunately, the life Ann provided her own daughter was a bit less secure. Uncle 

Mitchell is a nice enough guy, but he mostly keeps to himself. Thus, Cousin Holly, who is three 

years older than me, spent much of her childhood with Ma Maw Holidy, who raised her while 

Ann was out raising hell. Ma Maw recently told me that Ann left Holly with her one day when 

Holly was two. Then Ann disappeared. A week later Ma Maw received a phone call from her 

saying she was in Tahiti. She came back two months later. Doctor Smith offered me to Ann a 

couple months before I was born. Had she accepted rather than given her sister the chance, I 

would have grown up in the same boat as Holly.   

 Instead, I sailed through life with the Rizzos. If Holly was neglected, I was sheltered. 

Ann, Mitchell, and Holly lived right across the street from Ma Maw and Pa Paw Holidy. Mom, 

Dad, and I lived right around the corner from Ma Maw and Pa Paw Rizzo. Only 5.2 miles away 

from each other, Holly and I grew up worlds apart. Because Ma Maw and Pa Paw Holidy‘s front 

yard abuts North Texas Avenue, which abounds in heavy, high-speed traffic, Dad worried that a 

car might hit me when I played there. He also worried about Pa Paw Holidy‘s and Aunt Ann‘s 

unstable, unpredictable behavior, so I didn‘t spend a lot of time with the Holidy side when I was 

a kid.    

I treasure the limited time I did get to spend with Ma Maw Hollidy and Cousin Holly. I 

remember riding in Ma Maw‘s Oldsmobile, picking up Holly from school one Friday afternoon. 

Holly was eating a Bit-O-Honey. Friday nights the three of us would go to Pizza Hut and eat 

thin-crust hamburger pizza, my favorite to this day. After Pizza Hut we always went to Baskin 

Robbins, where I got bubble-gum ice cream and Holly got chocolate. Then it was back to Ma 

Maw‘s house where Holly and I slept on the fold-out couch in the living room. The next morning 

we would wake up and watch Saturday morning cartoons, especially The Great Grape Ape 
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Show, which was broadcast on ABC from 1975-1978. After Grape Ape, we ate Ma Maw‘s 

oatmeal, very tasty with large coarse flakes, or Sugar Pops cereal, now called Corn Pops. The 

smiling cowboy in the red shirt on front of the yellow box made me think of Pa Paw Holidy who, 

while we ate breakfast, was penning cattle for Saturday auction at the ―sale barn,‖ The Brazos 

Valley Livestock Commission on Highway 21, where he worked until his early seventies. I liked 

playing with Pa Paw‘s wooden boot jack and leather stock whip. He had a Hot Shot electric 

cattle prod too, but they kept that out of my reach. After breakfast Holly and I played Operation, 

giggling every time the buzzer sounded and the red nose lit up. Once we cured Cavity Sam, we 

ransacked Ma Maw‘s huge walk through closet where we played ―dress-up.‖ Holly liked to put 

me in dresses. Then off to the more masculine endeavors of making mud pies and throwing pine 

cones in the backyard; playing baseball in the side yard, with Pa Paw‘s wooden cattle cane when 

we couldn‘t find the bat; and climbing the big oak in the front yard. One day I scurried to the top 

and got stuck, afraid to come down. Ma Maw almost called the fire department, but after a half-

hour or so, she finally bribed me down—I forget how.  Sometimes for lunch Ma Maw took us to 

Caldwell, Texas (twenty-five miles southwest of Bryan) where we ate tuna fish sandwiches on 

the shores of Cade Lake.  

On a few occasions I spent the night with Holly at her house. I remember the dark 

paneled hallway and the velvet prints of cowboys and rodeo clowns. We rode the zip line in the 

backyard, looked for mice in the horse barn, and looked through the fence at Uncle Mitchell‘s 

fighting roosters. We also walked through the pasture to a little mud hole where we tried to catch 

crawfish with string and bacon. We never caught any, but we laughed the whole way singing,  

You get a line, I‘ll get a pole 

We‘ll go fishin‘ in the crawfish hole 
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Honey, Babe, be mine  

Aunt Ann would warn me not to step in the bull nettle. Then Uncle Mitchell would trick me into 

touching the electric fence with a stick. 

 ―I promise, it‘s not on,‖ he smiled, his narrow eyes playful under thick lids. A full-

blooded Cherokee, he can be quite the trickster. I fell for it…twice. Yes, I‘m gullible and 

sometimes overly-trusting. But despite Dad‘s concerns, besides the mild shock from the fence, I 

never got hurt at Aunt Ann‘s. 

 When I was six or seven, playing with dolls in Cousin Holly‘s room, I pressed Barbie 

against Ken and made them kiss. A couple of years later, Holly invited me and five girls to a 

slumber party at her house. I was thrilled by the story Holly told about the ghost who walked the 

railroad tracks just south of the crawfish puddle. 

 ―He carries a lantern. Some nights when it‘s dark enough you can look across the pasture 

and see the light,‖ she said, motioning toward the window. My eyes widened with fear and 

excitement. I was even more excited by one of the pretty twelve-year-old girls there, but I was 

too shy and young to do anything about it. The six girls and I slept on blankets and sleeping bags 

on the living room floor that night. When I woke early the next morning to a fighting rooster‘s 

crowing, one of the girls had her arm around me.  

 ―Could it be her?‖ I gasped, my stomach suddenly quivering with sweet nausea. I was 

facing away from her, but I dare not move. I lay there frozen, yet burning, for what seemed like 

an hour. Then, finally, building up the nerve, scared to breathe lest I break the spell, savoring her 

perfume, slowly turning my head, wondering, ―Is she awake? Will she be smiling at me? Am I 

really going to get to kiss her? What will her lips taste like?‖ head still turning, stomach turning, 
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heart thumping, palms sweating, cool sweat on my brow, I swallowed hard, turned to face her, 

then…it was Cousin Holly, and she was asleep.          

 After my weekends with Ma Maw Holidy and Cousin Holly, I would tell Ma Maw Rizzo 

and Auntie about all the fun we had, and they would say, ―Holly, Holly! That‘s all we hear about 

is Holly, Holly!‖ They had nothing against Holly or Ma Maw Holidy. They just liked to tease 

me, and they got jealous when I didn‘t spend all my time with them. 

  The disparity between the amount of my childhood I spent with the Rizzos versus the 

amount I spent with the Holidys remains a source of tension between Mom and Dad.   

 ―You and your parents thought my folks weren‘t good enough to keep Steven,‖ Mom 

accuses Dad. 

 ―That‘s not true, Kay. Don‘t you remember? You were the one concerned about what 

Cooter or Ann might do,‖ Dad responds. 

 ―That‘s a damn lie!‖ 

Mom and Dad had this argument in front of Ma Maw Holidy in mine and Amy‘s garage one 

Sunday afternoon when they had come to visit us for the weekend. 

―Johnny, did you really think Cooter would hurt Steven?‖ Ma Maw protested. ―He loved 

that boy. Don‘t you remember the first time y‘all brought Steven over, and Cooter sat in his 

recliner grinnin‘ from ear to ear, watching Steven on the blanket kicking his little legs, and 

Cooter said, ‗That boy‘s a keeper‘?‖ 

 At this point Mom started crying and turned on Ma Maw: ―Mother, it hurts me that you 

always did more for Holly than you did for Steven.‖ 

 ―What are you talkin‘ about, Honey?‖ Ma Maw asked. 
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 ―Yeah, what are you talkin‘ about?‖ I echoed, never having heard this point of view from 

Mom.    

 ―You gave the trailer to Holly,‖ Mom explained. ―Did you ever think about asking Steven 

if he wanted it?‖ Ma Maw has a trailer house on her property that she rents out. Beside this 

trailer is where we used to make mud pies. Evidently Cousin Holly owns the trailer now, so the 

rent money from the current occupants goes to her. 

 ―Mom, I don‘t care about that,‖ I said. ―I‘m glad Holly has it.‖ 

 ―It‘s the principle of it,‖ Mom said. 

 ―Well, Kay,‖ Ma Maw sighed. ―I guess you‘re right. We‘ve all made mistakes. I just 

didn‘t think Steven would be interested.‖ 

 ―That‘s right, you never think about that,‖ Mom snapped. 

 ―I did spend more time with Holly. She lived right across the street, and Ann left her with 

me. Two months one time.‖  

 ―We know. You‘ve told us about that,‖ Mom went on… 

 I had inadvertently precipitated the above exchange when Ma Maw and I were sitting by 

ourselves in the garage, and I told her I regretted not having spent more time with her when I was 

growing up. As Ma Maw has survived my other three grandparents, though, she and I have been 

blessed to do a lot of catching up these past several years in which I have benefited from the 

grace she exudes, a grace she has gleaned from a lifetime of abiding deeply and faithfully in 

Christ.  

The reason I had gone into the garage that day in the first place was that Mom was in one 

of her moods complaining that Amy didn‘t respect her and Dad because she takes naps while 

they are visiting. Mood or not, Dad agreed. This time I did stand up for Amy. Of course, she 
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didn‘t witness my courageous stand because she was flat on her back in our bedroom taking a 

nap. Still, I told Mom and Dad how ridiculous they were being. Then I escaped to the garage. 

 ―Why‘d you come out here?‖ Mom asked me when she came out five minutes later.  

 ―To visit with Ma Maw,‖ I said, which was partially true. 

 ―Oh, now that we‘re about to leave? Funny you haven‘t visited with her all weekend.‖ 

This was patently false, but who was keeping track at this point?   

 Holly looks more like Mom than she does Ann. People mistake them all the time for 

mother and daughter instead of aunt and niece. A photograph in Ma Maw‘s living room shows 

Mom in her mid teens smiling with impossibly white teeth. In that picture she reminds me of one 

of the original Mouseketeers or one of the teenyboppers you see in footage from American 

Bandstand (Incidentally, Mom never liked Elvis. Ricky Nelson was her teen idol). But she really 

looks like actress Diane Franklin‘s ―Monique‖ in the film Better Off Dead (1985), one of my top 

three favorite movies of all time. I think Monique is very pretty, so when I first saw the film as a 

sophomore in high school and noticed the resemblance to Mom, I felt the way Marty McFly 

must have felt when he went Back to the Future (also 1985) and met the younger version of his 

mom. My mom is the only heavy smoker I know who has managed to keep her facial skin supple 

and smooth past the age of sixty. I attribute this in part to her fanatical use of lotions. 

 Mom was a champion barrel racer in her teens. One day in 1964 she rode her horse down 

Old Hearne Road to Benny Degilia‘s place. The Degilia‘s had a small roping pen and barrel run 

behind their house, a popular attraction to the local equestrians. Dad happened to be keeping his 

horse at the Degilia‘s, and he was there that day. He was twenty-one. Mom was sixteen. They 

had never met. To this day they offer differing accounts of the motives behind that first fateful 

encounter. 
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―Your mom knew what she was doing when she rode her horse to Benny‘s that day,‖ Dad 

brags. ―And after that she started following me everywhere on that horse.‖ 

―You wish!‖ Mom retorts. ―I was going to Benny‘s long before I knew you existed. And I 

went to the Saddle Club every Tuesday night for a year and never saw you there once. You 

didn‘t start saddling up your horse until you saw me that day at Benny‘s.‖ 

Regardless of who pursued whom, Nancy Kay Holidy became Mrs. Johnny Samuel 

Rizzo three years later on August 27, 1967, and three years after that, they adopted me.  

Cousin Holly was a champion barrel racer in her teens as well. When you look at her and 

Mom‘s rodeo pictures, it‘s hard to tell them apart. Mom‘s rodeo career ended when at the age of 

nineteen she got married. Holly‘s ended when, like my birth mother, at the age of nineteen she 

got pregnant. The sperm donor was a tall, black-haired bull rider with plenty of charm but no 

maturity or character. I was a junior in high school in 1986 when Holly announced to the family 

at Thanksgiving that she was having a baby. I remember Ma Maw asking me to say grace there 

in her kitchen where a decade before Holly and I had eaten oatmeal and Sugar Pops, and where 

now Grandma and Grandpa Hardin, Ma Maw and Pa Paw, Mom and Dad, Ann and Mitchell, and 

Holly and I were gathered around the Thanksgiving table. I thanked God for giving Holly the 

strength and compassion to have and keep her baby, and I thanked God for the beautiful baby 

boy on the way. Little did I know that sixteen years before, there had been a similarly 

courageous and compassionate young girl for whom I would be profoundly thankful, a mother 

who, like Holly, chose life.      

 

 

 



74 
 

 Chapter 4 

Early Glimpses 

There is no transition: you wake up in the dream in the other world, on the other side; 

there is no passport, no visa but this extreme familiarity with extreme strangeness.  

Hélène Cixous, Three Steps on the Ladder of Writing  

Bright lights. Steel beds on wheels. Strangers smiling through hospital nursery glass at 

the squirming newborns. When I was six or seven years old, and these images flashed in my 

mind, I believed they were flashbacks of my own birth and that I was seeing myself from the 

outside the way we see our own ―dream character‖ when we dream. Later I realized I must be 

recalling times my parents took me to see other babies—perhaps my younger cousin Margaret or 

my parents' friends' babies—when I was two or three. Until that realization, however, I 

convinced myself, and tried to convince my parents, that I remembered the day of my birth.  

―Boy, there‘s no way you can remember that far back,‖ Dad would laugh. 

―You never know, Johnny, maybe he really does,‖ Mom would reply. Did she fear that I 

might ―remember‖ my birth mother? Did I insist on this primal memory to try to prove that Mom 

and Dad were my birth parents? 

My earliest legitimate memories flicker through the corridors of time from the house on 

Esther Boulevard where I lived with Mom and Dad and our poodle Gidget the first four years of 

my life, 1970-1974. In 1970, Bryan‘s population was 33,141, and north Esther was a quiet, 

middle-class neighborhood of houses built in the 1950s. Ours was a crème brick, one-story house 

with pale green shutters and trim on the outside, tan paneling walls and beige and brown tile 

floor on the inside, the tile in the living room covered by a gold and brown shag area rug. 

Saturday mornings I sat on the shag, swaths of it here and there ablaze with shafts of sunlight 
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beaming in from the backyard, competing with the blue glow of the TV on which I watched 

episodes of Godzilla and Kung-Fu, snippets of baseball games, and commercials, including the 

Kawasaki commercial with the slogan ―Let the good times roll.‖ Mom and Dad laughed heartily 

when, trying to mimic this line, I proclaimed, ―Let the good tra-troll!‖ Eventually the sunlight 

would draw me to our glorious one-third acre backyard where I threw footballs and baseballs 

with Dad, played pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey and whack-the-piñata with my cousins during the 

elaborate birthday parties Mom planned for me each year, and ran from Dally, our hyper 

dalmatian who inadvertently scratched me and knocked me down in her eagerness to play. I 

found refuge in a pear tree at the back left corner of the yard. Soon Dad gave Dally away to 

protect me from harm. He replaced her with a crawfish I named ―Willy.‖ We kept Willy in a 

goldfish bowl with red and blue gravel on the bottom. One morning I ran into my parents‘ 

bedroom yelling, ―Momma, Daddy, hurry, Willy changed his clothes!‖ It was spring, and he was 

molting. About a year later, when Willy had outgrown his bowl, Mom and Dad said it was time 

for him to go live with other crawfish, so we took Willy to the country where I let him go in a 

puddle at the end of a gully. 

While most people turn nostalgic when they get older, I was already nostalgic by the age 

of six. Thus, not two years after we moved out of the Esther house, I began mythologizing it as 

the ur-home. My experiences at Esther did help shape my sensibilities. Until recently, for 

instance, I assumed that my fondness for antique street lamps began when I saw a picture of one 

in a story book. I recently saw in the family photo album, however, that such a lamp stood at the 

edge of our backyard patio on Esther. No wonder that the sight or thought of such lamps still fills 

me with the warm glow of security and the chill of wistfulness. But I require no magic lamp or 

rose-colored glasses to see that my childhood was indeed idyllic.  
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From the beginning, Mom and Dad adored me and made me feel special. On the second 

page of my baby book, under the prescribed heading A day to remember! Mom wrote, ―Was 

when daddy and I went to the hospital to get you. When you were brought down in your little 

blue suit was our happiest day of our life. You were the cutest little boy in the whole world, and 

we were so lucky to get such a pretty little boy.‖ These were the lines that had tipped off Amy. 

How had they never raised my suspicion? When I read them the other day, I did not recall ever 

having read them before. Yes, I grew up looking through the photo albums but not the baby 

book. Or maybe I had browsed through the baby book and simply glossed over these lines. Or 

maybe I had read these lines when I was too young to understand their implication. At the Esther 

house, on the corner shelves mounted just out of my reach in the living room, Mom proudly 

displayed her fine china and six professional photographs of me. A couple of decades later Amy 

would refer to Mom‘s now-expanded collection of photographs as the ―shrine to Steven.‖ But 

while Mom and Dad cherished their ―pretty little boy‖ and protected me like the fine china, they 

did not leave me on the shelf. Instead, they got on the floor with me and helped me play with my 

toys, and they showered me with love, attention, and gifts. 

Opposite of the stereotypically cold, distant father, Dad has always freely expressed his 

affection for me, blessing me with countless hugs, kisses, and ―I love yous.‖ I remember him in 

his white undershirt and black, horn-rimmed glasses, holding me in his lap in the recliner and 

reading to me, firing my imagination as his apple-scented pipe smoke curled to the ceiling.  

 Ma Maw said Dad loved to read when he was a young boy, and he was the first Rizzo to 

go to college, completing his Bachelor of Science degree in Agricultural Education at Texas 

A&M in 1968, after which he taught high school for a year in tiny Mumford, Texas. Ma Maw 

and Pa Paw hoped that Dad would continue his career in education, but when I came along, he 
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took the higher-paying job as trailer salesman at Gooseneck Trailer Company in Bryan. Ma 

Maw‘s second cousin owned Gooseneck, and when he hired Dad, he also hired Pa Paw to be 

foreman of the paint shop in the back. I remember the perpetual smell of grease and the water jug 

with paper snow-cone style cups. One day after I finished my powdered sugar donuts and orange 

juice I used the empty orange juice carton as a bowling pin, which I set in the hall-way and 

repeatedly knocked down with a rubber baseball. From Gooseneck Dad often took me to nearby 

Berneath Concrete Company where he let me climb the gravel ―mountain,‖ an apt metaphor for 

how he has always encouraged me in my pursuit of lofty goals.  

Mom works harder than any person I know. She always has. Married at nineteen she 

started as sales associate at Sears where she worked for seventeen years full-time, even after 

becoming a full-time mother. I loved the smell of the ink in the Sears catalog. Sometimes Mom 

took on extra work helping Aunt Ann hang wallpaper. I remember Mom coming home in the 

evenings, her sweatshirt splattered with paste, her face splotched with fatigue, still cooking a full 

meal for me and Dad. Mom loves yard work. She‘ll mow, trim, rake, plant, and water all day if 

you let her. Dad tries to help, but they inevitably find something to fight about. 

 ―Dammit, Johnny! You‘re not doing it right. Gimme that hoe. I swear I have to do 

everything around here.‖ A couple Saturdays every August Mom and Dad walked eighty acres of 

pasture at the country, rolling a canister of poison, spraying hundreds of mesquite, marking each 

bush with a ribbon to keep track of which ones they had sprayed and which they had not, often 

ten hours straight in a hundred degree Texas heat and humidity. 

 ―No way I could do it without her,‖ Dad admitted.  
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When we raised pigs for 4-H, Mom was right in the middle of it, walking them in thirty-degree 

weather, bathing them, brushing their coarse hair with pumice stone and smoothing it with 

mineral oil, feeding them oatmeal slop, and scooping their poop. 

 ―You could do that a lot better without that cigarette hangin‘ out your mouth,‖ Dad would 

scold. 

 ―Keep dippin‘ your snuff,‖ she would retort. Ma Maw Rizzo took up for Mom on those 

occasions. 

―That‘s one thing about your momma,‖ she would tell me. ―Ain‘t nobody works hard as 

that girl does. I don‘t know how she does it.‖ 

Though sometimes she complains about not being appreciated for all the work she does, I 

think Mom actually likes to work. After Amy and I got married, when Mom and Dad visited, 

Mom would clean our whole house and do all our laundry without being asked, making Amy 

feel inadequate the same way Ma Maw Rizzo used to make Mom feel. As usual, I got caught in 

the cross-fire. 

―Tell your Mom to stop it. We‘re adults, and this is our house.‖ 

―Your wife doesn‘t appreciate all I do for y‘all.‖ 

Eventually Mom stopped taking over our house chores without permission. Now that we have 

three boys, Amy grants Mom that permission more often than not.  

 After seventeen years at Sears and then a one-year stint doing wallpaper full-time, 

followed by two years as a secretary at a law firm, in 1990 Mom got hired at Foley‘s in College 

Station where she started as a sales associate and soon worked her way up to executive secretary. 

Over the next eighteen years Mom saw eight bosses come and go, and though she did not make 

the executive salary they did, Mom ran the place. She finally retired about a year ago, and the 
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folks from Macy‘s—they recently changed the name to that of the parent company—still call her 

all the time with how-do-we-do-this-or-that questions. A few weeks ago Mom helped them do 

inventory from 4 a.m. to 4 p.m.  

Since they both worked full-time, Mom and Dad enrolled me in Humpty Dumpty 

Nursery School when I was two, and I attended until I was four. On the way to Sears, Mom 

would drop me off at Ma Maw and Pa Paw‘s house. Many times I would plead, ―Ma Maw, Pa 

Paw, please don‘t make me go to school. I promise I‘ll be a good boy.‖ Evidently, this worked 

more often than not. Not until a couple of months later did Mom discover that Ma Maw and Pa 

Paw often let me play hooky. Mom was not happy! As for the times Ma Maw and Pa Paw did 

take me to Humpty Dumpty, Pa Paw said I was ―like an angel‖ going in, but when they picked 

me up, ―the horns popped out.‖ Every day they asked me what I had for lunch, and every day I 

simply shrugged my shoulders. 

 ―To this day we don‘t know what you ate for lunch there,‖ Ma Maw would joke years 

later.  

I do remember one Humpty Dumpty food item, though: the vanilla pudding. I tasted it 

one day and could barely stomach it. The next time it was served, I refused to take any. Thinking 

I was just being stubborn, Mrs. White forced me to eat a helping, which I promptly vomited all 

over her white apron. 

The only other traumatic experience I remember from Humpty Dumpty involved 

something coming out the other end. One day after my class had gone swimming at the end of 

the day—I must have been four years old—I couldn‘t find my underwear. When my dad got 

there to pick me up, a teacher walked up to his truck carrying a sealed zip-lock bag containing a 

pair of underwear smeared with some poor kid‘s feces. I was mortified. I knew they weren‘t 
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mine—I had been potty trained for two years—but she told my dad they were, and I cried in 

shame. ―It‘s okay, Honey,‖ my dad tried to reassure me after the teacher walked away. ―I know 

they‘re not yours. She‘s just trying to cover for the school because they lost your underwear.‖ I 

was glad he believed me, but I remained bitter over my first run-in with ―abusive authority.‖   

Unike the nursery-rhyme character after whom the school was named, however, I was put 

back together again, and my overall experience at Humpty Dumpty was benign. We slept on 

little green cots at naptime. At recess, by the triangular slide—the kind I associated with the pink 

wax flutes we blew through and ate at Halloween—in the southwest corner of the playground, 

we played with doodlebugs (―roly-polies‖) and ate honeysuckles. Some kids ate the doodlebugs, 

too. And I discovered girls, or, to be more precise, a girl named ―Missy.‖ I never went through a 

stage in which I believed girls had ―cooties,‖ especially not Missy. I must have been three years 

old when I first saw Missy in my nursery school class. One look at her long sandy hair, 

mesmerizing green eyes, and cherub-like dimples, and I felt a funny feeling in my stomach, a 

feeling not all together different from but infinitely more pleasurable than what I felt while 

eating the vanilla pudding.  

Several years after graduating from Humpty Dumpty, I woke up one morning at Ma Maw 

and Pa Paw‘s, walked into the living room, and experienced a sensation that, at the time, I could 

only describe as being hungry and thirsty at the same time, but neither really. A few years later I 

would recognize this feeling as sexual appetite. Amy protests that three-year-olds cannot feel 

sexual attraction, but I‘m not so sure. I don‘t necessarily believe Freud‘s idea that young children 

are ―polymorphous perverse,‖ but I do remember watching The Electric Company as a toddler 

and feeling an erotic charge from the two faces silhouetted in profile spitting prefixes and 

suffixes back and forth, as well as from the Sesame Street skits in which the ―Mad Painter‖ 
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violates strangers‘ privacy and property by painting numbers on a sailboat‘s sail, a lady‘s purse, 

and a man‘s bald head. My cousin Lee, a fellow Humpty Dumpty alum, had a crush on Missy at 

the same time that I did. Now, I don‘t believe Lee or I ever imagined anything beyond holding 

Missy‘s hand or possibly even kissing her, but that is the beginning of a sensuous continuum. 

What‘s more, I distinctly remember one day sitting on top of the Humpty Dumpty monkey bars 

and daydreaming about Missy, when the image of Missy in my mind morphed into an image of 

Mom smoking a cigarette, and both images were tinged with erotic undertones. Yes, Freud 

would have a field day with that one, arguing that I had not yet resolved the oedipal conflict, or 

that I was stuck in the oral phase, or that a subconscious awareness of my adoptive status had 

deactivated the incest taboo. But I didn‘t want to kill my dad, only the teacher who said I crapped 

my pants, and maybe Mrs. White; I hated the smell of cigarettes even then and was never a 

thumb-sucker; and I can attest that at all other times in my life, though I think Mom is pretty, the 

incest taboo in regards to her has been alive and well in my superego, ego, and id. Maybe my 

precocious ―sexuality‖ resulted from my being a ―love child,‖ a product of my birth parents‘ 

illicit passion. Or maybe God simply created me with a passionate spirit. 

Pa Paw‘s sister Anne Louise loved to tease me about my ―girlfriends‖ when I was in 

elementary school. ―Ann-eeze,‖ as we called her—for the longest time I thought we were saying 

―Aunt Ease‖—was a jovial, larger-than-life presence much like her kid-brother, whom she called 

―Pep,‖ short for ―pepper belly.‖  He called her ―Snag,‖ a nickname dating back to the time she 

had lost some teeth as a young girl and, thus, was ―snaggle-toothed.‖ A wealthy widow, she 

covered her tall, broad frame with furs and adorned her thick but graceful neck with pearls. Her 

son Ray traveled the world, and as a young boy I was amazed by the mounted polar bear he had 

in his house. I always looked forward to Ann-eeze‘s visits from Houston because she loved to 
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laugh, and she made everyone else laugh along. With a mischievous twinkle in her commanding 

blue eyes, she would start. 

―Who‘s your girlfriend this week, Honey? Don‘t be bashful. Tell Ann-eeze all about her.‖  

Whatever my embarrassed response, she would throw back her great head of thick, fiery curls; 

let out a booming, hoarse laugh; and take another drag from her lipstick-stained Salem cigarette.   

Ann-eeze was Auntie‘s favorite aunt, and Auntie adopted her flamboyant style and 

personality. I have seen pictures of Auntie as a young girl with her natural black hair color, but 

the only other way I have ever seen her is with her trademark bleach-blonde, stylishly spiked 

hair. When Auntie graduated from beautician school at the age of twenty, Pa Paw bought office 

space in a shopping center on the corner of University Drive and East 29th Street in College 

Station, and thus was born La Casa Capri Beauty Salon, or what the family referred to simply as 

―the beauty shop.‖ I spent many afternoons at the beauty shop as Pa Paw would drop me off 

there after picking me up at Humpty Dumpty. I played behind the front counter where Ma Maw 

worked as receptionist and cashier. I spent hours entertaining myself with coloring books, 

matchbox cars, and little plastic soldiers, dinosaurs, and cowboys and Indians, all of which I set 

in formations atop the three-foot tall partition wall that separated Ma Maw‘s reception area from 

the center of the salon, a green carpeted square with hooded hair dryer chairs lining all but its left 

side, thus forming a backward C. I imagined the amber-colored upside-down bowls to be not just 

hair dryers, but brain zappers, interrogation tools from Star Trek. These, along with the ―loud‖ 

‘70s wallpaper with green, yellow, and orange criss-crossing lines, helped create a surreal, 

hyper-artificial environment, as did the women with sparse strands of bleached hair sticking out 

of the holes of their rubber hair-dye caps, making them look like Dr. Seuss creatures. And 

always the toxic odor of perm ammonia mixed with cigarette smoke—it seems everyone smoked 
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in the ‘70s, including Auntie and her colleagues, many of the customers, and even Ma Maw. 

When I got bored coloring or setting up battle scenes with my plastic menagerie of mass-

produced figures, I went to the shampoo room in the back where Johnnie washed the customers‘ 

hair before they got it cut. Johnnie Cross was an African-American woman who wore glasses 

and—true to her androgynous first name—hair as short as a man‘s. Lying back in the chair and 

arching my neck into the sink, I would close my eyes as Johnnie scrubbed my head with expert 

fingers and rinsed out the shampoo with warm water, a routine that often gave me goose bumps 

and always made me want to drift into dreamland.   

Auntie worked as lead-beautician, thereby acquiring the CB handle ―Hair Bender.‖ Her 

sister-beauticians were Josey, Virginia, and Julia—three pretty Hispanic ladies all in their 

twenties—and a gay Hispanic man named Jesse. When I was four I had a crush on Virginia. One 

afternoon when she left without telling me goodbye, I started crying, so Auntie ran out the door 

and brought Virginia back in. 

―Awww, that‘s so sweet!‖ Virginia said. Then she kissed me on the cheek and left again. 

I felt much better.  

Myrtle was an African-American maid who worked for Ma Maw and Auntie. One day, 

Ma Maw stopped in at Auntie‘s house and found Myrtle passed out on the couch. She had drunk 

a whole bottle of Uncle Tommy‘s vodka. Rather than fire her, Ma Maw and Auntie gave her a 

second chance, and, to their knowledge, Myrtle never got drunk on the job again. Dorothy was 

an African-American maid who worked for my mom. One of the family photo albums contains a 

photograph of Dorothy in a white cotton house dress, sitting on our beige leather couch with her 

legs crossed at the ankles above her white sandals, holding a swaddled baby—me at ten 

months—in her lap, and smiling close-lipped at the camera. Another photo in the same album 
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shows Dorothy in motion reaching down to stop me as I am standing in my cloth diaper reaching 

for the black rotary phone a top a small chest-of-drawers. ―Unlike Myrtle, Dorothy had no 

mishaps and indeed became like part of the family.‖ I had included that sentence in this 

paragraph originally, but after I read it to Mom, she corrected me:  

Uhmmm…not exactly. One time Dorothy stole some of the winter clothes out of my 

closet. She took them in the summer so I wouldn‘t notice them missing for a few months. 

I would have given them to her if she would have just asked. Anyway, I let it slide 

because Dorothy cleaned house better than any maid I had ever seen, and she took great 

care of you.  

So did Mom and Dad. But even they could not watch me every second. 

One night when Cousin Lee and I were four, he came over with his dad, Larry, and his 

mom, Nancy. Ever since eighth grade when I learned the term ―scaly-wag,‖ I have called Aunt 

Nancy ―Scally‖ as a term of endearment. To this day I am the only one she lets call her that. On 

the night in question, as the adults visited in the living room, Lee and I played in the guest room. 

After a while we got bored. Then the rocking chair under the window caught my eye.  

―Watch this,‖ I told Lee, and I climbed up on the chair. Playing Tarzan, standing on top 

of the backrest as if on the precipice of an African waterfall, I planned to dive into the seat 

cushion below. 

Strangely enough the breaking glass didn‘t make a very loud sound, so Lee had to run 

into the living room to tell our parents what had happened. When they rushed back into the guest 

room, there I was, suspended horizontally, seemingly in mid-air, my hands clutching the top of 

the rocking chair, my bare legs sticking straight through a pane of jagged glass. I remember a 

sense of calm coming over me. Whether or not I was in shock, I was certainly in the palm of 
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God‘s hand. Dad gently lifted me off of the chair and out of the window, and placed me on the 

floor. Miraculously, I didn‘t have a single scratch on my legs or anywhere else.  

Later, when Mom and Dad told my pediatrician, he said that had I panicked and started 

kicking—which, he said, would have been a very likely reaction, especially for a four-year-old—

I would have probably sliced my legs ―clean off.‖ And, he added, I would have sustained a 

severe gash even if I had only moved an inch one way or the other. Clearly, God had intervened, 

and I grew up recognizing this miracle as one of the first dramatic instances of His special 

protection over my life.  

Dad served as an altar boy at St. Joseph Catholic Church in Bryan and attended school at 

St. Joseph Catholic School from kindergarten through eighth grade. In fifth grade he and a 

couple of his friends were in the bathroom between classes having a contest to see who could pee 

the farthest. When the boys missed the tardy bell, one of the nuns came looking for them. She 

barged into the Men‘s bathroom, startling the miscreants, and the boy presently ―up to bat‖ 

reflexively turned toward the door and peed all over her. Miraculously, none of the boys were 

ex-communicated. Mom converted to Catholicism in order to marry Dad, and, technically, we 

were members of St. Joseph Church when I was growing up, but we rarely went. Dad never 

went. When Mom asked him why, he mumbled something about ―the fashion show in the pews‖ 

and ―those damned hypocrites like John Ben trying to buy their way to Heaven.‖  Clearly, at 

some point Dad had gotten burned and become disillusioned, not with God but with church. He 

still prayed daily and made the sign of the Cross every time he drove past a church, but he now 

preferred to commune with God from the peace and quiet of his deer stand.  

Ma Maw and Pa Paw remained active in church, and priests often joined our barbecues at 

the country. At one such event, one of the inebriated priests confessed that he satisfied his sexual 
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urges by getting naked and riding his horse bareback. I suspect that such revelations turned Dad 

off of religion. He did respect the Carmelite nuns who ran a monastery right across the street 

from 3-R Ranch. They loved Ma Maw and Pa Paw, and they were kind, genuine, and devout, but 

even they couldn‘t convince Dad to start going to church again. Consequently, Mom took me 

church hopping when I was young, sometimes to Protestant churches, sometimes to Catholic 

ones. At first we went sporadically, then not at all. Still, Mom and Dad impressed on me the 

importance of faith and morality. Furthermore, Mom demonstrated Christ-like love by always 

putting my needs before her own, denying herself new clothes, for example, so that she could 

buy me new clothes.  And Dad‘s nurturing example, his open expression of love for me, 

prepared my heart to accept the reality of a loving Heavenly Father. 

In addition to blessing me with a loving family, God blessed me with sensitive spiritual 

antennae at an early age. Long before I could read, I eagerly explored Ma Maw‘s huge Catholic 

Bible, the one with the gilded gold cover and the colorful pictures inside. I turned the pages in 

fear and wonder, mesmerized by the jet-black Satan perched on a cliff, pointing to the valley 

below with a long, claw-like fingernail. This depiction of the Devil eerily resembled the shadowy 

medicine man silhouetted on the toy drum Pa Paw bought me at the Alabama-Coushatta Indian 

Reservation in Livingston, Texas. The photographs of stern-faced priests in elaborate vestments, 

bearing wafers in their outstretched hands as if casting a spell, made me feel uneasy, but I came 

to understand that they were warriors consigned to do battle with the evil one. 

In the darkest of my memories from Esther Boulevard, I am lying in bed late one night 

with Mom and Dad watching Rosemary’s Baby on TV. I‘ve often wondered why this movie 

made such a lasting impression on a three-year-old. Now I think I know. First, at some level I 

must have sensed that, though I am no spawn of Satan, my birth, too, was ―different.‖ Second, as 
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mentioned above, from a very early age I must have been sensitive to the spiritual realm. As a 

toddler, my morning ritual involved eating a bowl of Cream of Wheat or Sugar Pops while 

watching Speed Racer. And the episode I remember most vividly was the one in which Speed 

has his back to Trixie, and all you can see are the back of his shirt and the back of his helmet. 

Then, when Trixie approaches him, he turns around and he‘s the devil with a sinister, flaming 

face. It turns out she was just dreaming, but this image haunted me for quite a while, as did the 

ram-horned character in The Devil’s Rain (1975), projected large on one of the screens at the 

Schulman drive-in in Bryan. There with my parents, watching a different film (I forget which) 

from the bed of my dad‘s truck, I furtively stole glimpses of the goat-devil on one of the adjacent 

screens. Several years later, I watched The Omen on television at our house on Camelot Drive, 

and for a month thereafter I was afraid to go to the bathroom by myself because doing so 

involved walking down the short but dark hall to the back of our house. I found particularly 

disturbing the scene in which Damien‘s nanny calls out, ―It‘s all for you, Damien!‖ and then 

hangs herself outside a second-floor window. Believing this to be the trigger that bewitched 

Damien, I worried that I too would be devil-possessed having watched the same scene as he, 

albeit on a TV screen. Evidently I did not fully comprehend that, as the son of Satan, Damien 

was born ―possessed.‖ Perhaps subconsciously I feared that the circumstances of my birth—

obscured as were Damien‘s—might control my destiny as well; thus, I insisted on granting more 

weight to nurture than nature. Still, after watching Damien: Omen II a couple of years later, I had 

to resist the urge to check my scalp in the mirror for a 666 birthmark, terrified that I might find it 

there and thus be unable to escape an inevitable destiny. 
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Chapter 5 

Camelot 

therefore I will see you all whole together in the meadow of Camelot… 

Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte d’ Arthur, Book XIII, Chapter VI 

Taras and Chip were the only kids close to my age on Esther. One day Dad caught them 

digging in the trashcan—for mischief, not need—and he pointed this out to me as an object 

lesson of what not to do.  

―Them boys gonna end up gettin‘ hurt. Don‘t let me ketch ya followin‘ their lead. If they 

call you ‗chicken,‘ tell ‘em, ‗I‘d rather be a live chicken than a dead rooster.‘‖ This made sense 

to me. What‘s more, I trusted Dad and desired his approval, so I obeyed. I was the classic only 

child, compliant and eager to please adults. I was also introverted, able to entertain myself for 

hours drawing pictures and playing with my toys. But I didn‘t really like being alone, and every 

Christmas and birthday I asked for a little brother. Because of this, and because they were 

concerned for my social development, when I was four, Mom and Dad moved us from Esther a 

mile northeast to Camelot Drive in Memorial Forest, one street over from Ma Maw and Pa Paw‘s 

house.  

Unlike Esther, Camelot contained many families with kids, and unlike most 

neighborhoods today, on Camelot we communed as neighbors. When Mom and Dad and I 

moved in, the whole neighborhood welcomed us warmly. Everyone knew everyone, so as long 

as we stayed in our neighborhood, we didn‘t have to worry about getting poison or razor blades 

in our Halloween candy. Instead, we had a block-wide festival, including apple-dunking in our 

garage. Every Christmas we had a parade. Dad donated the trailer and hay for our part of the 

block.  
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The Camelot house—where Mom and Dad still live—is a tan brick, one-story house with 

brown trim, its front accented by a small Spanish-style courtyard with wrought-iron gate and 

brick wall that curves down and to the left in the shape of an elephant head with extended trunk. 

As the house sits atop a hill, the driveway descends sharply from the garage a few feet, flattens 

out for about ten feet, and then drops at a forty-five degree angle the remaining twenty feet to the 

street, causing the tail-ends of most cars to scrape the cement unless the driver backs out at an 

angle. After heavy rains, the drainage rushing along the curb used to back up at the bottom of our 

driveway until Dad dug a trench through the black conglomerate to let the water pass. The most 

prominent feature on the inside of the house is the sunken-in living room with vaulted cross-

beamed ceiling. As a boy, I spent hours lying on my back on the living room floor, throwing 

spirals up to the twenty-foot ceiling, and catching the green and gold Green Bay Packers carpet 

football on its descent, all the while dreaming of my future as an NFL star.  

Before long many of the neighborhood kids began to congregate at our house because 

Mom and Dad paid attention to them, often more than their own parents did. 

―Man, I wish your mom and dad would adopt me,‖ I heard more than one kid say on 

more than one occasion. Did they know I was adopted? I don‘t remember any of them ever 

saying so. The year we moved to Camelot was the year Mom and Dad tried to tell me. Ironically, 

while some kids fantasize about being adopted into a better life, I must have feared that 

acknowledging my adoption status would jeopardize the wonderful life Mom and Dad had 

provided me. Perhaps I worried that were I an ―illegitimate‖ child, that would somehow make 

my relationship with Mom and Dad illegitimate as well.  

 



90 
 

Chris Grunkenmeyer was my first best friend. One weekend he and I and a couple of 

other kids from the neighborhood put on a circus in my backyard and invited all of the parents to 

attend. I made dumbbells out of sty foam, on which I wrote 100 lbs in black marker, and donned 

a paper sack that I had fashioned into a tiger-skin tunic, transforming me into the ―strong man.‖ 

When Chris and I performed a trapeze act on my swing set, he lost his grip on the bar and landed 

in the grass on his backside, after which he ran home crying.  

―Go check on him,‖ Mom insisted, and I did. When I walked into his room he was still 

whimpering. 

―You okay?‖ I asked, prepared to comfort him with reassuring words. 

―Go away! Leave me alone!‖ he snapped, taking me aback. Only five years old and un-

attuned to psychological nuance, I mistook his wounded reaction for deliberate rudeness.  

―Fine!‖ I retorted. ―You ruined the whole show.‖ I left without waiting for further 

response. A few minutes after I returned home, Chris arrived and reported our exchange to his 

mom, who then recounted it to mine. Mom was furious with me.  

―How could you be so cruel? Go apologize to Chris right now!‖ she demanded. 

―But, Mom!‖ I pleaded. ―You don‘t understand. He yelled at me first.‖ 

―Yeah, Kay,‖ Dad came to my defense. ―Steven‘s right. Chris didn‘t have to yell at him 

like that. I might have done the same thing in Steven‘s shoes. You just want to look good in front 

of Linda.‖ 

―I give up. It‘s useless,‖ Mom huffed, and marched away. Though grateful for Dad‘s 

intervention, I also felt guilty for having caused another rift between him and Mom.  

Each summer my feet became calloused from running through the neighborhood barefoot 

with no shirt on and belting out my best Tarzan yell. On a few occasions I even sacked Mom‘s 
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dresser and fished out her leopard-print panties, which I found to be ideal Tarzan shorts. Running 

around the house in them, I failed to identify the source of Mom and Dad‘s embarrassed 

laughter. In fact, I ran into the living room naked in front of Mom and Dad‘s guests until I was 

eleven. I‘ve never been modest about that kind of thing. One day when we were five or six Dad 

took me and Cousin Lee for an adventure in the woods where we swung from vines—not quite 

African jungle vines, but we still felt like Tarzan. Dad also let us use his set of throwing knives, 

each one sporting a handle wrapped in colored tape, one red, one blue, one yellow, one green. 

Lee and I flipped the knives at trees, every now and then actually getting one to stick. For added 

protection Lee had brought along a staff—which was really a yardstick. When he accidentally 

dropped the stick in a creek bed, and I shimmied down the steep bank to retrieve it, Lee treated 

me like a hero, and I felt like Tarzan indeed. 

I knew no black peers until I started kindergarten at Johnson Elementary School in 

September of 1975, a month shy of my fifth birthday. Until then, Johnnie, Myrtle, and Dorothy, 

in their twenties, thirties, and forties respectively, had comprised my only direct experience with 

―colored‖ people. When the bell rang for recess that first day of kindergarten, I lined up with my 

class, and we proceeded out the double glass doors and into the blinding Texas sun. While many 

of my classmates ran up the hill toward the ―big‖ playground, I lagged behind. Then, through 

squinting eyes, I saw the outlines of a tall, dark figure approaching me. Before I could say, 

―Hello,‖ the black boy threw a board at me, gashing my right side just above the hip, spilling my 

blood onto the baked sand. Having never even received a spanking by this point in my life, much 

less a violent, unprovoked attack, I crumpled to the ground and remained dumbstruck. The next 

thing I knew, another black boy sprinted down the hill and tackled my attacker. After roughing 
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up the villain, whom I would later learn was George Wilbur, my rescuer walked up to me and 

helped me off the ground. 

―Y‘okay? I‘m Lorenzo Hill. Any punk mess with you again, you come get me. I‘ll take 

care of it.‖ 

With his lean muscular build, large chocolate eyes, and distinctly handsome face, 

Lorenzo looked like a prince. He was certainly my knight that day, and from that point on, any 

time he was around, none of the other black boys dared pick on me. I often wonder what would 

have happened had Lorenzo not intervened that day. Would I have hastily concluded that all 

black males are violent and bitter? As it happened, one black boy hurt me, and the other helped 

me, thus searing into my developing mind the truth that some people are good and others bad, 

regardless of race. 

This lesson stuck with me even on the days Lorenzo was absent and the main recess sport 

involved the black boys chasing the white boys across the playground to a wooden jungle gym 

behind whose rungs the black boys would imprison the white boys, thereby reversing historical 

roles. Disgusted by the cowering of my fellow-inmates, and never lacking pride or hope myself, I 

was the only one of the white boys who ever tried to escape. I would bolt out of the jungle gym 

and sprint across the soccer field back toward the school. The black boys—four to six at any 

given time, usually including George—always caught me eventually, but never without my 

punching and kicking them back and ultimately winning their respect if not my freedom. On one 

such day, George, Lorenzo Shirley—the ―bad‖ Lorenzo—and two other black boys whose names 

and faces I do not recall chased me to the soccer goal in front of the concrete slab.  

This was the slab on which, during P.E., we bounced red playground balls, played ―Red 

Rover,‖ and made waves with a parachute, all under the supervision of our P.E. teacher, Mrs. 



93 
 

Lopez. But contrary to the spirit of these games meant to promote unity and teamwork among 

the entire class, George and company executed their own perverse, race-based teamwork by 

pinning my arms and legs to the ground while Lorenzo Shirley sat on my chest and punched me 

in the face. Due to the sound of his last name and the color of his skin, I associated Lorenzo 

Shirley with Hershey chocolate bars. I found that Mrs. Lopez‘s name suited her as well, given 

her short stature, which kept her low to the ground. My divining extra meaning from names in 

this fashion should have been an early warning sign that one day I would be a writer. On the day 

in question, however, I was a punching bag. With high cheek bones raised higher by his 

perpetual smirk, a high-pitched voice resembling that of Rudy on Fat Albert, a habit of uttering 

incoherent curses, a consistently crazed look in his eyes, and a wild and ―nappy‖ afro, Lorenzo 

Shirley epitomized the character Eddie Murphy sketches in Delirious when he advises black 

males who cannot fight how to scare whites into believing they can: ―First, you make your voice 

go up an octave and act real confused. And mumble…‖ The difference is that Lorenzo Shirley 

was not pretending. I was not afraid of him, though, despite Murphy‘s theory. Still, it was four 

against one, and they had me pinned.  

To my dismay, one of the teachers on recess duty, standing less than ten feet from us, 

said nothing and did nothing to dissuade my assailants. I was saved, literally, by the bell, after 

which I went to class with a red, fist-sized mark around my left eye. This teacher who had been 

on ―duty‖ happened to be white, and reflecting back on this incident, I have come to a grim 

conclusion. The legitimate push for racial equality in the 1960s, by the 1970s had begun to 

devolve into the entitlement mentality that still cripples blacks and discriminates against whites 

today, particularly in the schools. Small wonder, then, that a young white teacher in 1975 would 

look the other way when a white victim needed her, lest she be accused of racial favoritism in the 
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traditional direction. Back in 1965 Lyndon Johnson had introduced Executive Order 11873, 

instigating the first federal affirmative action programs. Ten years later, at an elementary school 

named after this president, the teacher in question revealed the true colors of Johnson‘s plan as, 

in an early instance of ―affirmative action,‖ she failed to act. For the sake of ―racial tolerance,‖ 

she tolerated four ―Negroes‖ beating the crap out of a defenseless white kid. Any bitterness I 

might have felt over this injustice, however, gave way to the positive example of Lorenzo Hill.    

 I distinctly remember walking across the alley and meeting Chris in the neighbor‘s front 

yard where he excitedly told me of a new movie that had just come out, a movie he said he had 

been dying to see, a movie called Star Wars. Everyone was talking about it, he said, and the 

previews looked ―so cool.‖ Hence my first conscious encounter with pop-culture ―buzz,‖ a 

phenomenon I reflexively resisted, in part because of my constitutional proclivity to 

individualism, in part because of Dad‘s persistent warnings against mindlessly ―running with the 

crowd.‖ Both parts—Nature and Nurture—would serve me well in the coming years as a shield 

against peer pressure. I hadn‘t seen the Star Wars previews. In fact I had never even heard of the 

movie, a testament to how back then I spent more time playing outside than I did watching TV. 

Neither the movie‘s title nor its premise as Chris described it sounded appealing to me, but I 

went to see it with him anyway, and I loved it. As an only child used to being the center of 

attention in my family, I gravitated toward Luke because I perceived him to be the film‘s main 

hero. As a naïve ―good boy‖ oblivious to irony, I preferred Luke‘s purer heroic status to Hans‘ 

more ambiguous status as an outlaw/reluctant hero. What‘s more, the name ―Skywalker‖ fit me, 

the dreamer with his head perpetually in the clouds. Chris, on the other hand, a bit older than me 

and quite a bit more experienced than me in the ways of the world, recognized the swaggering, 
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sarcastic Hans Solo as the more interesting of the two characters. And like Hans, Chris liked to 

challenge authority.  

Late one afternoon Chris talked me and our friend Kyle into hiding in his parents‘ car, 

which was parked in their garage. All three of us crammed into the space between the front and 

back seats, closed the door, and lay prone on the floor board, giggling all the while. We thought 

we were so clever. The Grunkenmeyers‘ garage faced the alley, and fifteen minutes into our 

scheme, as dusk settled in, we started hearing adult voices, including our parents‘, calling our 

names up and down the alley:  

―KYLE!‖—―CHRIS!‖—―STEVEN!‖ 

―Shh! They‘re gonna hear us,‖ we giggled. We thought we were in the biggest game of 

hide-and-seek ever. We weren‘t. This went on for over an hour, the voices growing stronger, 

then fainter, then stronger again, and increasingly desperate either direction. Finally, Kyle poked 

up his head and attracted the attention of one of the adults in the search party. 

 ―Here they are!‖ she screamed. Kyle, Chris, and I piled out of the car and trotted through 

the garage into the Grunkenmeyers‘ front yard. We were laughing at first, but not for long. I 

knew something was wrong when I saw Mom crying hysterically. Then I looked at Dad, and I 

had never seen him so mad. He jerked off his thick leather Western belt. I was wearing shorts.  

 ―I better never‖—crack!—―catch you‖—crack!—―pulling a stunt‖—crack!—―like 

that‖—crack!—―again!‖—crack! He whipped me all the way through the Grunkenmeyers‘ yard, 

through the Hendricksen‘s yard, across the alley, up our yard and driveway, through our garage, 

through our kitchen, and through the back door into our back yard. This was the first and last 

spanking Dad ever had to give me, and now that I have children of my own I understand that I 

utterly deserved it.  
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In the wake of Star Wars, like millions of other kids, Chris and I incorporated lightsabers 

into our daily imaginary play. The lightsaber ameliorated a conflict with which I had been 

struggling. Ever the nostalgic one, I had been saddened by the realization that modern armies 

could easily overwhelm my medieval sword-wielding heroes—as well as Tarzan and Indian 

braves—not through superior courage or skill, but merely through advanced technology. I felt 

the luddite‘s sense of loss. A Romantic at heart, primed by a parade of adventure films, I had 

internalized the classic theme of the underdog hero who, through superior character and ability, 

overcomes the external advantages of his foes, the ―good‖ pirate, for instance, who uses a piece 

of drift-wood to defeat his armed-to-the-teeth ―bad‖ pirate enemy. Thus, when four years after 

Star Wars, I saw George Lucas‘ next film Raiders of the Lost Ark and watched Indiana Jones end 

with a bullet his would-be-assassin‘s impressive flourish of sword play, I laughed but also 

lamented. The lightsaber had cut through some of my luddite disquietude by channeling space-

age technology into the ancient craft of swordsmanship. Did the underdog theme of Star Wars 

also resonate more intensely with me because of an unconscious intuition that as an adoptee I 

was supposedly an underdog? Maybe, but at the end of The Empire Strikes Back, when Darth 

Vader reveals to Luke that he is his father, I did not strongly identify with Luke as might 

someone consciously or unconsciously aware of being adopted. 

Each day I got home from school I went straight to my room and finished my homework 

so that I could then go outside and play without feeling guilty. Mine was a ―save the dessert for 

last‖ philosophy. Once outside, I played baseball or football with the neighborhood kids, but they 

all got tired or lost interest long before I did. I never got enough. In fact, one year I talked my 

dad into buying me an orange football so I could play after dark. My sentimentally favorite 

football, though, was made of Green Bay Packers green and gold carpet sewn together and 
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stuffed with cotton. Every week throughout the fall I watched Monday Night Football with Dad, 

and during the commercial breaks we played catch in the living room with the carpet ball. Over 

and over I would have Dad through the ball over my head so that I had to catch it at the top of 

my jump. We repeated this until Mom told us to stop for the third or fourth time, or until, on rare 

occasions, we broke something.   

In 1982 Dad lost his faith in people. For fourteen years he had been a faithful employee 

of Gooseneck where he sold more trailers than anyone else, and now he was considering starting 

his own trailer company. Envious of Dad‘s success, a couple of the Gooseneck employees set out 

to sabotage him. They found their chance when Dad sold a trailer to a man from Florida. The 

man was one of Dad‘s best customers, so Dad knocked off some of the price on the trailer, but 

Gooseneck still made a profit. Nevertheless, discovering that the Florida customer had given Dad 

a baby alligator, the conspirators told the boss that Dad had a history of ―cutting deals on the 

side‖ with his customers. The boss reprimanded Dad, solidifying Dad‘s decision to start 3-R 

Trailer Company. When Pa Paw confronted the boss that day, he tried to talk Pa Paw into staying 

on as foreman of the paint shop. 

 ―You do my son this dirty, and you have the nerve to ask me to stay?‖ Pa Paw said. ―You 

can kiss my ass you son-of-a-bitch.‖ With that, Pa Paw slammed the door on his crooked cousin-

in-law and never looked back.  

One of the conspirators was a traitor named Craig Crenshaw. Seven years earlier, 

Crenshaw, a bashful blonde oaf who reminded me of a cross between Barney Rubbles from The 

Flintstones and Lenny from Of Mice and Men, could barely afford to feed his wife and kid. Dad 

took pity on him and talked the boss into hiring him at Gooseneck. Then Dad took Crenshaw 

under his wing and helped him advance up the ranks in the company. Now, seven years later, 
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ambitious to climb even higher, this Brutus paid Dad back by squealing on him about the 

alligator and getting him reprimanded. Stung by this profound betrayal that seemed to prove the 

adage, ―No good deed goes unpunished,‖ Dad became jaded and lost his trust in people. 

Subsequently, he became even more protective of me and worried even more that people would 

take advantage of my trusting nature.  

Mom and Dad have loved me self-sacrificially to extraordinary degrees. Dad coached my 

Little League teams, and Mom was there every game in her green-and-white lawn chair cheering 

me on. Most of the other parents attended sporadically. Mom and Dad never missed a game. 

Mom could have gone to college, but she chose to be a mother instead. Before I learned 

to type my senior year in high school, I wrote my papers by hand in spiral notebooks, finishing 

late at night, after which Mom stayed up into the wee hours deciphering my atrocious 

handwriting and typing the finished product before sleeping a couple of hours and going to work. 

I still wrote papers longhand my freshman year in college, and when I suffered through 

depression the first semester, and on a couple of occasions did not finish term papers until 3:00 

a.m. the day they were due, Mom stayed up the rest of the night typing them for me before she 

went to work 8-5.  

When I started a country band in college, Dad bought all of our P.A. equipment and 

became our manager. He knew nothing about the music business, but I had a passion for it, and 

that was good enough for him. He and Mom spent their weekends at smoky dives all over central 

Texas supporting me just as they had at the baseball diamonds years before. The band stayed 

together for five years until Amy and I moved to Nashville. Throughout that stint Dad booked all 

of our gigs, often having to call elusive club owners throughout the day, and not once did he take 

a cut. In the early days of the band, before Dad bought us our own Well‘s Fargo trailer, he rented 
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a U-Haul every weekend to haul the equipment. Many nights we would finish a gig at 1 am, get 

back to the country at 2:30, and unload all the equipment in thirty-degree weather, after which 

Dad would drive the trailer back to U-Haul, get home at 4, and sleep maybe an hour before 

heading off to work at the Texas Municipal Power Agency. 

One day Dad took me and Cousin Chris fishing at Gibbons Creek Reservoir. We were in 

the back of Plum Creek when I caught a bass. 

―Here, I‘ll throw it back for you,‖ Dad said when I took it off my hook. I was making my 

next cast when I heard Dad yell. He had tried to hook the fish to his lure to trick me and Chris 

into believing that he had caught a bass of his own, but the bass flopped, impaling Dad‘s thumb 

on the hook past the barb. 

―Aw, man! We need to get you to the emergency room,‖ I said. 

―Yeah, let‘s go,‖ Chris agreed. 

―No, no, just hold on,‖ Dad said. ―I don‘t want to ruin y‘all‘s fishing trip.‖ 

Chris and I protested, but Dad insisted. Then he started pushing the hook further into his thumb. 

My stomach turned as I heard the hook tear through gristle. Finally, after a gut-wrenching couple 

of moments, the barb popped out the other side of Dad‘s thumb, and he clipped it off with wire-

cutters. Chris and I gained new respect for Dad that day. 

―Now that‘s a man!‖ Chris said.  

Dad had endured excruciating pain just so Chris and I could keep fishing.  

Mom and Dad always told me and showed me they loved me, but I needed to see that 

they loved each other. While they built me up, they tore each other down with verbal abuse. 

When I was seven, insisting I remembered the day I was born, Mom and Dad fought their way to 

the brink of divorce. I have vague, fragmented memories of this time. It‘s night time, and they 
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have tucked me away in my room. It‘s dark except for the light eking through the crack beneath 

the door. I hear screaming. Sobbing. A fist pounding the table. I‘m afraid. Where will I live if 

they leave each other? I remember staying several nights at Auntie‘s house, and Auntie and Ma 

Maw trying to reassure me that everything would be okay. This must have been when my 

recurring childhood nightmare first occurred. I was always happiest during the family get-

togethers when Ma Maw and Pa Paw, Mom and Dad, aunts, uncles, cousins, and I gathered in 

Auntie‘s garage or in a rented hall and spent the evening joking, laughing, and telling stories. In 

the nightmare I‘m at just such a gathering, sitting in a circle with my family when, suddenly, no 

one notices I am there anymore even when I scream, and a monster carries me away from the 

circle into the darkness, toward a closet. I always wake up before we reach the closet or anything 

else happens. Despite my family‘s doting, and perhaps in part because of it, deep inside I 

remained insecure. I was an only child who dreaded being alone, so I slept in ―the big bed‖ with 

Mom and Dad, and to fall asleep I had to be touching both parents‘ skin, be it an arm or leg. I 

realize now that I was trying to keep them together literally. When Mom expressed concern to 

my pediatrician about my refusal to sleep alone, Dr. Matthews said not to worry, that I would 

―grow out of it.‖   

During this time Mom met an older woman named ―Georgia.‖ In my memory she 

resembles Mrs. Roper from Three’s Company, or maybe Mona from Life: in her fifties, tall, 

close-cropped red hair (or was it grey?), moo-moo dress, gaudy hoop bracelets and earrings. 

More importantly, she had bought into the early 1970s ―women‘s movement,‖ with which she 

tried to indoctrinate my vulnerable, impressionable, twenty-eight-year-old mother who had never 

been to college. Georgia played Mademoiselle Reisz to Mom‘s Edna Pontellier. While Reisz 

hypnotized Edna with dark, Romantic melodies, Georgia turned Mom onto the Bee Gees. Reisz 
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reveled in being Edna‘s ―pimp‖ and wrecking her marriage. Georgia tried the same with Mom. I 

remember going to Pizza Hut with Georgia, Mom, and a guy Dad and I later dubbed ―Blondie.‖ 

He had blonde hair, a blonde mustache, and the look of a sleazy tennis instructor in 1970s short, 

tight shorts. Had he and Mom been to play tennis, or am I thinking of the scene in that T.V. 

movie I saw as a kid, the scene in which a man and woman are standing on a tennis court and the 

man squeezes the woman‘s breast as if it were a tennis ball? At any rate, there we were at Pizza 

Hut, and I was at a table by myself. This was probably Georgia‘s way of ―freeing‖ me from what 

she no doubt viewed as the oppressive, over-protective ways of my dad and grandparents. From 

this table of my own, I watched in shock as, at an adjacent table with Georgia, Blondie and Mom 

kissed. Even at the age of seven, I sensed the gravity of this betrayal, and I reported the sin to 

Dad as soon as I saw him. Though the ―affair‖ never went beyond the Pizza Hut—Dad would 

inform me of this twenty-nine years later—this adulterous kiss permanently branded itself into 

my psyche. It turns out that ―free love‖ comes with costs.   

A couple of years ago Dad confessed to me that Mom was not the only one who flirted 

with adultery. He had, too, and when he and mom decided to separate, Dad moved in with 

Auntie; hence my memory of staying at her house a few nights.  

―You know why I keep that picture on my nightstand?‖ Dad said, gesturing to the school 

picture of me with buck-teeth in second grade wearing my Johnson Jaguar t-shirt. 

―No. Why?‖ 

―That‘s the shirt you were wearing that day.‖ 

―What day?‖ 

―I was driving you back home after the weekend at Auntie‘s. I had made up my mind I 

was divorcing your mom. I couldn‘t take it anymore. I‘ll never forget—you were riding in the 
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passenger seat wearing that shirt. When we passed Ken Martin‘s Steakhouse you looked at me 

with tears rolling down your cheeks and said, ‗Daddy, please don‘t leave me.‘ That did it. I 

moved back home the next day.‖ 

I have a feeling Pa Paw played a role in this decision as well.  

―Johnny, Kay,‖ I imagine him saying. ―You adopted this baby, now you stick it out.‖ 

 And they did. Now they have been married forty-two years. 

I remember walking to the St. Joseph sanctuary one day with Mom, feeling proud of my 

recent all-star baseball season.  

―Do they let pitchers go to church here?‖ I asked her. I was twelve, old enough to realize 

the absurdity of the question, but asking it made me feel important.  

Aunt Dottie was my confirmation sponsor and my first spiritual mentor. She planted the 

seed that would begin to sprout when I was thirteen. After a baseball game one night that 

summer of 1984, I sat in the living room eating a Big-Mac and flipping through the channels. It 

was close to midnight, and Mom and Dad had gone to bed. The pastor on TV caught my 

attention, and what he said resonated in my heart, which Aunt Dottie had helped prepare. I 

closed my eyes and said the salvation prayer with the televangelist. Lights and whistles didn‘t go 

off, but I felt at peace, and I understood I was saved. 
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Chapter 6 

The Dream Denied 

What might have been and what has been 

  Point to one end, which is always present. 

T.S. Eliot, ―Burnt Norton‖ 

Fitted baseball caps were a hot commodity in the summer of 1988. Having worn the 

cheaper adjustable caps ever since Little League, I had never registered the distinction of the 

fitted variety until I noticed our opponents from the richer Houston schools wearing them that 

spring, schools like Kingwood and Conroe McCullough. Now that fitted caps had entered my 

consciousness, they appealed to my nostalgic bent, right along with Wrigley Field, Fenway Park, 

and the baggy wool uniforms I had seen only in books and on old flickering news reels 

highlighting Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig. At the American Legion tournament in Houston, I had 

seen several guys sporting the classic style with a new twist: fitted caps with vanity messages on 

the back. Normally I resist such fads, and I have always despised displays of arrogance. After the 

humiliation of the preceding football season, however—I led the team to the playoffs, and the 

coaches promptly benched me in order to ―get game film‖ for one of the seniors—I suppose I 

was acutely anxious to advertise my pitching prowess. So I bought a fitted Boston Red Sox cap 

for sixteen dollars and paid five extra to have ―2 Much Heat‖ ironed on the back in felt 

characters, this to honor Roger Clemens but also to suggest my eighty-something mile per hour 

fastball, certainly not ―heat‖ by major league standards, but quite fast for high school, and I was 

determined to increase my velocity over the off-season.  

I experienced the scouts‘ bias toward ninety-plus miles-per-hour fastballs when, a week 

after my successful performance at Hill Junior College, I attended a Cincinnati Reds tryout camp 
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at Sam Houston State University. The scouts were buzzing about a tall black pitcher who threw 

in the low-nineties, but he got shelled during his two-inning stint. It turns out that experienced 

hitters have little trouble hitting ninety-mile-per-hour fastballs thrown down the middle with no 

movement. When I took the mound I kept my fellow major league hopefuls off-balance by 

keeping the ball low and working the corners with my fork ball, cut fastball, and eighty-two-

mile-per-hour tailing fastball. In my two innings of work, through a series of ground-outs and 

pop-ups, I gave up no runs and only one hit. Mr. Ninety-Miles-Per-Hour, by contrast, had given 

up a slew of hits and several runs, but guess who the scouts were talking to afterwards? Not me. 

Sure, my critique is fueled by bitterness, but is the object of pitching to light up the radar gun or 

to get batters out and keep them from scoring? By the latter two measures, I was the most 

effective pitcher that day. I suppose the scouts believe they can take a young thrower with ―raw 

talent,‖ i.e., high velocity, and mold him into a pitcher. If it were that simple, however, good 

pitching would not be at such a premium these days. The truth is that control and movement are 

just as difficult to ―teach‖ as, and ultimately more important than, velocity. But, of course, logic 

does not always prevail in human endeavors.   

Once baseball was over for the summer, I experienced a bit of night-life at The Roxy, a 

new teenagers club on Texas Avenue just north of Southwest Parkway in College Station. I 

enjoyed hanging out with the guys, but the artificiality and sexual superficiality of 80s dance 

music left me feeling empty and dirty. One night Scott went with me to The Roxy, and after we 

had been there a while, two hefty girls asked us to dance. Not wanting to, but also not wanting to 

hurt their feelings, Scott and I consented. When my new dance partner noticed the gold ―10‖ 

pendant dangling from the gold chain around my neck, she smiled at me and said, ―You really 

are a ten!‖ I had never thought of this vain connotation of my pendant, obvious as it was. To me 
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10 was simply my number in football and baseball. Suddenly I was embarrassed, and as soon as 

the last note of the song sounded I thanked the girl for the dance and rushed off to find Scott, 

who had likewise parted with his partner. ―We gotta get outta here, Cousin!‖ I told Scott when I 

found him, and when I explained what had happened, he laughed, and we left. 

Though not interested in the girl at The Roxy, I was definitely interested in finding a 

girlfriend. Lee had embarked on a summer fling with Traci Binford, our classmate Brian 

Binford‘s little sister. Traci was a cute, spunky, doe-eyed brunette, but she was only in ninth 

grade, no older than Cousin Margaret.  

―Why she‘s just a baby!‖ Pa Paw marveled.  

One Saturday in early August, Lee called and invited me to a function the following evening at 

Central Baptist Church. He said a girl in his youth group wanted to meet me.  

―Do I know her?‖ I asked. 

―No, but she‘s seen you. She goes to Consolidated.‖ 

I had planned to go fishing that Sunday, but I would be free for the evening. I invited Lee to join 

me, but he had church plans, so he said he and the mystery girl would pick me up at my house 

when I got back.  

At the tank the next day, as I cast my plastic worm to a submerged oak, I smiled in 

anticipation. Who knew what lunker might be hiding at the base of that tree? And who knew how 

pretty my blind date might be? No lunker bit that day, but I remained excited about the evening, 

resolving that it would be fun meeting someone new even if I was not attracted to her. The 

afternoon waned, and for one of the only times in my life, before or since, I refrained from 

making ―one more cast.‖ 
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Getting home about an hour-and-a-half before Lee‘s arrival, I ate a quick bite, showered, 

and prepared for the evening. As I slipped into a red knit shirt, khaki slacks, and penny-loafers 

with actual pennies in them, and sprayed one shot of Polo cologne onto each side of my neck, I 

thought, ―Who knows? She may be cute.‖  

―Steven! They‘re here,‖ Mom intoned from the living room. I walked out to the driveway 

and saw Lee sitting in the driver‘s seat of Scally‘s maroon Cadillac with a girl beside him in the 

front seat and another behind him in the back seat. I opened the back, passenger-side door, and 

adrenaline shot through my body as I glimpsed my unexpected good fortune. There in a neatly 

pressed sun dress sat an elfish beauty with delicately pointed nose and chin, and oval ears that 

protruded daintily from sleek blonde hair. Her eyes were warm pools of baby-blue innocence, 

and they sparkled when she smiled at me, her thin lips curving up into adorable dimples, the only 

marks on her pristine face. I wanted to kiss…well, her of course…but also Lee for bringing an 

angel to accompany me to church.  

―Cousin! This is Michelle,‖ Lee said, indicating the girl in the front seat. ―And this is 

Sharon.‖ He nodded at the goddess in the back. Sharon and I hit it off immediately and 

conversed fluidly in animated fashion all the way down East 29th and the block down Coulter to 

the church. Lee parked in front of the covered sidewalk that connected the sanctuary to the gym. 

Under the cover next to the gym stood a large group of our fellow teenagers, and we got out and 

mingled as the service would not start for another half hour. Michelle had joined a group of her 

girlfriends, and Sharon had joined a group of hers, including Traci.  

―We‘re gonna go on in,‖ Lee told them. 

―Okay, we‘ll join ya‘ll in a minute,‖ Traci replied. Walking down the sidewalk with Lee, 

I was grinning ear to ear. Lee had an uneasy smile on his face.  
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 ―Cousin, she is fine!‖ I blurted out, as we approached the back door to the sanctuary. 

 ―Which one?‖ he said, knowing the answer. 

 ―Sharon, you wacker!‖ 

 ―I was afraid this was going to happen.‖ 

 ―What do you mean?‖ 

 ―Michelle is your blind date, not Sharon.‖ 

 ―Oh,‖ I said, deflated. Naturally, I had assumed that the girl in the back seat was my date, 

not the one sitting next to Lee in the front seat. But had Michelle been in my lap and Sharon on 

the roof of the car, I still would have fallen for Sharon, no offense to Michelle. ―Well, Michelle 

seems nice and all, but…‖ 

 ―I know, I know, Sharon is a fox, but…‖ 

 ―But what? What‘s wrong with…‖ 

 ―She‘s only fourteen.‖ 

My heart sank. She looked sixteen, easily. Michelle, by the way, was seventeen.  

―No way. Are you sure?‖ 

―I‘m afraid so.‖ 

I couldn‘t help it. I would just have to be a cradle-robber like Lee. The only problem was that 

Sharon‘s parents forbade her to date until she turned fifteen, and that was about a year away. But 

she was perfect. I would just have to wait. 

 I gushed about Sharon to Mom and Dad when I got home that night.  

―But she‘s just a baby,‖ they protested, echoing Pa Paw‘s reaction to Lee dating Traci.  

―I don‘t care,‖ I huffed, thinking, ―What do they know about true love anyway?‖ I was 

the epitome of teenaged naivety and idealism. Sharon and I were Romeo and Juliet with parents 
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who just didn‘t understand. Never mind that when they started dating, Dad was twenty-one and 

Mom only sixteen. Had I known this fact at the time, I might have raised it as an effective 

counterargument. I knew that Mom was nineteen when they married, and I knew that Dad was 

several years older, but I didn‘t know how long they had dated, and I had never done the math. 

Hence another example of my cluelessness. 

 ―Has Sharon said anything about me?‖ I asked Lee the next day. He handed me a note 

she had given him. ―Your cousin is SOOO cute and SOOO nice,‖ she wrote. ―I pray he feels the 

same about me.‖ 

Central Baptist Church became the center point of my socio-spiritual nexus over the 

remaining few weeks of the summer. I truly felt drawn to the Lord during this time, but my 

hunger for Him competed with a more prurient hunger as fourteen-year old Sharon and I sat in 

the penultimate pew, furtively holding hands, palms sweating, hearts racing. Perhaps prurient is 

a bit strong; after all, even my fantasies of Sharon never went beyond kissing. As the pastor 

shouted about the Lamb of God, I perceived Sharon as a lamb whose innocence I dare not 

violate. Nonetheless, while the sweet fragrance of praise wafted up to God‘s nostrils, the sweet 

fragrance of Sharon‘s perfume made me giddy. And while her beauty bolstered my ego, her 

youth induced mild shame and paranoia—what did the adults in the congregation think of our 

age discrepancy and hand-holding? We stood and prayed, and I wondered if she was asking God 

to convince her dad that it was okay for us to date. We sang hymns, and I tried to impress her 

with my voice and my piety. We took the Communion crackers and grape juice, and they 

temporarily absolved my feelings of guilt over focusing more on Sharon than on God.  In short, 

as with one of John Donne‘s Holy Sonnets, the potent mixture of sensual and spiritual fervency 

left me simultaneously perplexed and exhilarated. 
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On a couple of occasions when his parents gave in and let him go fishing with me and Pa 

Paw on Sunday morning, Lee and I went with Ma Maw and Pa Paw to Saturday night mass at St. 

Joseph‘s where we spiced up the communal droning of the hymns with personalized trills, 

answer lines, and octave leaps. We thought ourselves quite clever. Since then, partly through 

Amy‘s influence, my musical taste has matured.  

―Why can‘t anyone sing a straight note anymore?‖ Amy often laments. I still appreciate a 

trill here and there, but like Amy, I loathe the vocal affectation of singers like Mariah Carey and 

Christina Aguilera. Maybe subconsciously Lee and I were asserting our pop protestant 

individualism against catholic collectivism. Regardless, whether at Central Baptist or St. 

Joseph‘s, I always felt good being in church.  

After Bible study, Lee and I shot baskets in the gym where we developed a game of 

chance—ironic, considering that we were in a Baptist church. ―If this goes in, Sharon and I will 

get married one day,‖ I would announce from half-court before heaving a Hail Mary either 

baseball or granny-style. Lee did the same regarding Sharon‘s friend Traci. When we missed, we 

repeated the process, rationalizing, ―Okay, this time it counts for real.‖ Eventually the ball would 

go through the hoop, and we‘d skip across the court, whooping like school girls.  

One night during this time I must have fallen asleep reflecting on my past and future, not 

in romance but in sports. As I tossed and turned under tangled sheets, images flickered on my 

subconscious movie screen like an old highlight reel: the backyard on Esther, the gray helmet on 

the hobbyhorse; the tan ball signed by the 1973 Aggie team; the sacred green and gold carpet 

ball; the orange ball spiraling against the black sky over the street lamp; the Hail Mary 

touchdowns between me and Skeeter; the edge-of-the-creek diving catch; the Marino and Flutie 

jerseys; the record-setting connections with Chris over the middle and on the flag routes; the 
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throwing hand swollen like the Hamburger Helper glove; the chipped ankle bone and the broken 

tailbone; the ghost-shrieked ―THROOOW TO THE SPLIT-END SIDE!‖; the ice-chewing with 

Scott at practice; the crack of the ball against the receivers‘ shoulder pads; the long pass to Tony 

Lynch in Conroe; the interceptions in Kingwood and Humble and the dazed bus ride home; the 

humiliating sideline view of Hanslik leading my team to a near loss against Consolidated; the 

dropped pass to Jeff at Kyle Field; the fake pitch and scamper down the sideline in the spring 

game; the angry striking out of the side against Conroe; the ―two bright spots‖ in McCullough; 

the strikeouts against Waxahachie, the homerun against South Houston, and the handshakes from 

Coach Johnson. There in the dream state I wrestled with a dilemma of which I had not been fully 

aware in the conscious realm. Then I suddenly woke in a cool sweat and experienced an 

epiphany: ―I don‘t have to play football!‖ Euphoric relief spread throughout my body, and I leapt 

out of bed and ran down the short hallway to my parents‘ bedroom to share the news with Dad. 

One might think it strange that forgoing football had never even occurred to me as a possibility. 

After the Langham Creek game, Dad had said, ―I wouldn‘t bust my ass for those bastards 

anymore if they‘re gonna treat you like that.‖ But I took that as Dad blowing off steam and once 

again trying to get me to stand up for myself. Over the next few months, when he would get riled 

up thinking about the coaches, Dad would start,  

I‘m tellin‘ ya Steven, you really need to think about whether it‘s gonna be worth it to 

play. I can see it now—they‘re gonna use you as a pack-mule and sub you in and out with 

Johnson. They kiss the black quarterbacks‘ asses anyway. Just look at how they replaced 

Mark with that Eric Lewis who was so dumb he couldn‘t even remember any of the 

plays. They only put Mark back in after Lewis flunked out. I was in the booth with ‘em at 

the spring game, and they were licking their lips when they saw how well you could run 
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the option. ‗I told you he could run the damn option if you give him a chance,‘ I told ‘em. 

What dumb asses! 

Though deep down I suspected he was right, I never fathomed not playing. It is unheard of for 

the starting varsity quarterback of a Texas 5A school to quit, especially right before his senior 

year. But now, after suffering humiliating disappointment in football at the end of the fall, and 

exhilarating success in baseball through the spring and summer, I began to question the wisdom 

of jeopardizing my baseball career by risking likely injury for a football team whose head coach 

still ran the Wing-T offense from his glory days at the University of Oklahoma in the 1950s 

when quarterbacks averaged less than ten passes a game. Besides, Coach Green and his 

colleagues had proven that they did not respect me anyway, despite all of the hard work I had put 

into their program. My dad knew all of this better than anyone. Indeed, he agonized over it more 

than I did. So when I woke him that night and shared my epiphany with him, he smiled. 

 ―If that‘s what you‘ve decided, I support your decision one-hundred percent.‖ 

I believe Dad was as relieved as I was.  

 A week or so later, with two-a-days fast approaching, Coach Petty called me at the bank 

one afternoon. ―Rizzo, it‘s time for you to come pick up a bag of balls at the field house and call 

the receivers so y‘all can start practicing routes.‖ Because UIL rules prevent coaches from 

supervising practices before two-a-days officially start, coaches ―encourage‖ players to organize 

their own practices.  

 ―I‘ve decided I‘m not gonna play this year, Coach.‖ 

 ―What!‖ he half-choked, half-growled. 

 ―Yeah, I‘ve thought about it, and I‘m just gonna concentrate on baseball from here on 

out.‖ With that, Coach Petty slammed the phone in my face. 
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 A few days later, Coach Green called my house and spoke with my dad. ―He wants you 

to come meet him at the field house,‖ Dad said.  

―Do I have to?‖ I pleaded, never one who looked forward to social confrontation, 

especially not with adults. 

―Yes, you need to. The sooner you take care of it, the better you‘ll feel.‖ 

 My stomach turned somersaults as I waited outside Coach Green‘s office. Would he yell at me? 

Berate me? Call me a quitter as he had Bob and Chris? To my surprise, when he called me into 

his office, he showed no signs of anger. Instead, he seemed resigned.  

 ―So Coach Petty informs me you want to quit football in order to concentrate on 

baseball.‖  

 ―Yes, Sir.‖ 

He grimly noted the odds against anyone making it to the major leagues, and while I nodded 

politely, I strengthened my resolve to show him and everyone else otherwise. I was not used to 

seeing him without his blue ―B‖ cap on. With his right hand he brushed a wavy strand of silver 

hair from his forehead and gazed at me with mournful blue-grey eyes. Then he gently asked 

whether I had considered how my quitting might affect the rest of the team, those comrades-in-

arms with whom I had spent the preceding five years working toward the common goal of 

developing into the best football team we could be.  I had thought about all the blood, sweat, and 

tears I had poured into ―the program,‖ and now I was excited by the prospect of directing all of 

that energy into baseball alone. I had not considered that my quitting football might entail letting 

down my teammates, and I dismissed Coach Green‘s suggestion of such as merely his attempt to 

make me feel guilty.  

―They‘ll do fine without me,‖ I managed to say. 
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―I‘m not so sure. You have been their leader. They depend on you.‖ 

―Really?‖ I thought to myself. ―Evidently you didn‘t feel that way last season when you 

replaced me with Hanslik just to get him some game film.‖ Of course, I did not voice this 

observation. Instead, I simply reiterated my desire to devote all of my time to baseball.  

―Well, I can see you‘ve made up your mind. I‘m not going to try to change it. I wish you 

the best.‖ Later I would hear through the grapevine that Coach Petty stated what Coach Green 

had only hinted: my decision was ―selfish.‖ I disregarded this verdict, attributing it to the 

coaches‘ need to demonize me. I did view my goal of pitching in college and beyond as infinitely 

more important than how the football team fared that season, but I deemed this prioritizing 

mature, not selfish. Now, after twenty years of experience have diminished my naivety, 

increased my humility, and given me the distance necessary for objectivity, I look back at that 

seventeen-year-old with sympathy but also with recognition of his self-absorption. As Amy still 

says of me from time to time, it was ―all about me.‖ I did enjoy the team-aspect of football, the 

feeling of camaraderie in the huddle, the pride of everyone working together to execute a 

successful play. But I did not enjoy it so much when the linemen missed their blocking 

assignments, or the receivers dropped my passes, or the coaches refused to call pass plays all 

together. I preferred the pitching mound where I had more individual control over the game. 

True a pitcher‘s success depends in part on the play of the fielders behind him, but when all else 

fails, you can strike the batter out. Not so with football. Perhaps my growing up an only child, 

learning how to entertain myself and depend on my own abilities, made me better suited to the 

individualized nature of pitching. Dad disagrees. Believing I was good at both, he insists I was a 

better quarterback than pitcher. Who knows, maybe he‘s right. More to the present point, like all 

athletes, I was trained to say that the team‘s performance is more important than my individual 
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performance. And I always enjoyed encouraging my teammates and watching them succeed. But 

in the service of unflinching honesty, I have to admit that, growing up, I would rather lose a 

game in which I performed well than win a game in which I performed poorly. Maybe, in a 

sense, Coach Petty was right.       

 Was he also right in suspecting that I had been unduly influenced? Was I self-centered 

but not self-directed? Scott had remained on the football team, and Coach Petty searched him for 

answers. 

 ―What‘s the deal with Rizzo? What‘s he been doing this summer? Who‘s he been hangin‘ 

out with?‖ 

 ―I don‘t know,‖ Scott replied innocently, ―he‘s been spending a lot of time with Stratta.‖ 

 ―Crap!‖ Coach Petty hacked. ―I knew it!‖ 

When Scott relayed this exchange to us, Chris and I laughed.  

 ―What! Why are they blaming me?‖ Chris said, more amused than irritated. Meanwhile, I 

was offended by the implication that I could not make my own decisions, and I was determined 

to prove otherwise.   

A couple of days after my meeting with Coach Green, Coach Holzhaus called me at 

home and invited me to his apartment for a talk. After I arrived and we sat down with a couple of 

cokes in hand, he said, ―Okay, I want to hear straight from you why you‘ve decided to quit 

football.‖ I told him I felt my future was in baseball, so that‘s where I needed to focus. I said 

nothing about feeling embittered toward the coaches, and I told myself later that I had omitted 

this part out of fear that he would hold this bitterness against me in baseball. But maybe 

resentment of the coaches was more my dad‘s rationale for my quitting, and maybe mine really 

was the desire to concentrate on baseball. Either way, I am positive that if the coaches had not 
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treated me the way they did, I would have never thought of quitting. ―I just wanted to make sure 

you‘re quitting for the right reasons,‖ Coach Holzhaus continued. ―I don‘t want you to regret it 

later in life. I mean, a lot of glory and status comes with being starting varsity quarterback. I 

experienced that playing quarterback for my little 3A school down in Medina Valley. And here 

you are starting quarterback for a 5A team, and you have more physical talent than I had. I 

couldn‘t imagine giving all that up.‖ Though flattered by his words, I had already decided I was 

no longer interested in girls who would be attracted merely to my status as starting quarterback.  

 ―I appreciate that, Coach, but looking at the big picture, my heart‘s set on baseball.‖ Then 

I enthusiastically explained to him the rigorous baseball-training program I planned to pursue 

throughout the fall, something I would be unable to do if I played football. And I told him how I 

was looking forward to being a leader on the baseball team and getting the other guys excited 

about the upcoming season. 

 ―Well, then I have to say that as a football coach I am disappointed. But as the head 

baseball coach, I‘m tickled as hell.‖ We shook hands and parted with a smile, each looking 

forward to our prospects in the spring.  

 So it was with a mixture of excitement and trepidation that I drove to Bryan High School 

to register for classes at the end of August 1988, the day before my senior year started. I knew 

the rumor must have spread by now, and I wondered how my peers would react. Would they see 

a scarlet letter Q for ―Quitter‖ on my chest? I knew many of the coaches would, and when I 

crossed paths with a couple of them walking down the hall, they ignored me, confirming my new 

identity as the pariah. This dose of alienation quickly dissolved, however, when I spotted Terry 

across the Commons area, and, with quickened pace and spirit, I joined him at the registration 

table outside the front office. There we signed up for Fourth-Period Off-Season Baseball, making 
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my defection from the football team official. I felt empowered. I was my own person, 

reinventing my senior year, determining my own future. I was going to lead the baseball team to 

its first-ever state championship, secure a full baseball scholarship to Arizona State, and prove to 

the football coaches and everyone else in town that I had made the right decision. Lost in these 

heady thoughts, I looked up from the registration table and beheld a vision of beauty in a ray of 

sunlight bursting through the front door of the school. She had golden hair, blue eyes, rosy 

cheeks, and a fresh, pretty face. Unless I was hallucinating, she smiled at me. Either way, I was 

hooked. ―Who‘s that?‖ I asked Terry. He didn‘t know. ―She must be a sophomore ‘cause I know 

I would‘ve noticed her before. It‘s gonna be a good year.‖ Terry smiled. 

And it was a good year—or at least it started that way. The atmosphere crackled with 

electric expectancy, granting each moment a heightened sense of importance. Anything seemed 

possible. After all, I, the ever-compliant ―perfect kid,‖ the perennial teacher‘s pet and All-

American boy who answered the coaches‘ every request with a ―yes sir‖ and never complained, 

had shocked the community by quitting football. While making no comment in The Eagle, off 

the record the coaches were much less diplomatic. They convened an emergency meeting in the 

weight room where they assembled the entire football team and issued the injunction that no one 

associate with the recreant Rizzo, as if my insurrection were contagious. Sadly, several of my 

former teammates and friends complied with the injunction and did not speak a word to me the 

rest of our senior year and beyond. I assumed they were simply sheep following coaches‘ orders; 

thus, as I recognize only now, I denied their volition as Coach Petty had denied mine. If they had 

any motive of their own, I supposed it must be selfish interest in their own athletic prospects, 

again the same motive Coach Petty had ascribed to me, indeed the very motive I had supplied. 

Absorbed in my own dreams of baseball stardom, I failed to consider seriously the dreams of my 
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football teammates. Feeling betrayed, first by the coaches and then by the teammates who 

shunned me, I never stopped to consider how these teammates might legitimately feel betrayed 

by me. After all, they had only heard that I quit football to focus on baseball. They did not hear 

that I was also taking a stand against the coaches‘ injustice, much of which had been visited upon 

them as well. They did not hear about this more heroic motive because I was too cowardly to 

make it public, afraid that doing so would jeopardize my chances in baseball. At the time, of 

course, I deemed this omission strategic rather than cowardly. Meanwhile, ironically if not 

hypocritically, I perceived my former friends as cowards who failed to stand by me for fear that 

doing so would cause the football coaches to sit them on the bench. Interestingly enough, the 

black players on the football team expressed no such fear. Not only did they refuse to ostracize 

me, most of them—including my replacement at quarterback—hung out at my house before the 

home games, which elicited dirty looks from Coach Patterson across the street, giving me a 

perverse sense of vindication. Deep down, the loss of friendships hurt me, but my pride blocked 

the pain from reaching the surface until years later.  

While several of the seniors on the football team felt I had betrayed them by quitting 

football, several of the senior cheerleaders felt I had turned my back on them by only dating 

younger girls. Meanwhile I found camaraderie on this account with fellow-senior Rob Pantin 

who was courting a freshman named Carol. Rob and his family had moved to town from 

Pascagoula, Mississippi two years before, and the week they arrived, I saw him for the first time 

at baseball tryouts at Travis Park. In the two ensuing years, we never hung out together. Now 

that we were running in the same younger circles, however, and helping each other justify our 

respective forbidden flings with fourteen-year-olds, we quickly bonded.  
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―When I moved to town I was in awe of you,‖ he told me in the stands at an S.F.A junior-

high football game where Carol was cheerleading. ―You were such a stud, I never imagined we‘d 

be friends. You probably don‘t remember this, but someone told me what you said when you saw 

me pitch that night at baseball tryouts.‖ 

―Oh, yeah? What‘d I say?‖ 

―You said, ‗Well, he‘s got a good arm, but his wind-up‘s kinda herky-jerky.‖  

I laughed, slightly embarrassed. ―Ah, well, I didn‘t know what I was talkin‘ about.‖ 

 ―No, you were right. And I was just flattered you noticed me at all.‖ Soon Rob would be 

a ―Cousin‖ in his own right, as would his best friend Sy Stone.  

Since grade school I had been the Big Man on Campus. Now I was persona non grata. I 

had always been popular. Now I was notorious. And I wore this new-found notoriety with a 

mixture of excitement and sadness, pride and shame, but mostly with a manic focus on proving 

myself to my detractors. For the first time in five years, my fall afternoons were free, and with 

compulsive commitment I immersed myself in a baseball training program more rigorous than 

any of my football practices had ever been. Every day when the 3:30 bell rang, I was off to 

Gold‘s Gym in College Station where the manager had designed for me a weight training 

regimen tailored to pitchers. From Gold‘s I drove to the batting cages and from the batting cages 

to the track at Viking Stadium where, regardless of how much we might have run that day in 

Fourth Period Baseball, I ran five miles every evening. High on adrenaline and dreams, I floated 

around the track, each lap edging me closer to Arizona State. I got home around 9:00 every 

night, exhilarated by my intensely focused routine. No more distractions. No more ennui. I was 

finally doing it on my terms, the way I knew it needed to be done. I had never felt so pro-active 

in achieving my purpose, so close to realizing my life-long ambition. I had never felt so alive. 
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My classes were invigorating, too. In my Honors English class, I discovered William 

Blake‘s ―Proverbs of Hell,‖ which appealed to my quirky sense of humor. Later they would also 

help me rationalize sin.  

The week before school started, Central Baptist had hosted an end-of-the-summer youth 

revival that drew in several of Bryan High‘s black football players, and Lee and I were thrilled to 

see several of our friends accept Christ as their savior. As one of these friends walked up to the 

altar, I thought of how three years earlier he had bragged to me in the S.F.A. lunchroom about 

fornicating with a girl on the back of the bus on the way home from a track meet: ―She had her 

legs spread wide open, stickin‘ up over the seat, and I was goin‘ to town on that ass!‖ I had 

listened with a mixture of righteous indignation and perverse interest. Now I marveled at the 

power of God to renew the hearts of those who seek Him. Unlike a Pharisee, I truly rejoiced for 

my friend‘s redemption. Like a Pharisee, however, I remained too self-satisfied with my own 

spiritual condition to recognize that, while I felt good about God and my renewed commitment to 

Him, it was my baseball dream that I was seeking with all of my heart, mind, and soul.   

I took my first Psychology course that fall. Mr. Westphal, an eccentric Wisconsinite, tall 

and lanky with un-kept hair and mustache, wore L.L. Bean fleece jackets and rode his bicycle to 

school every day from his apartment a mile away. He sometimes walked on the desktops to make 

a point about social norms. One day, when we had our heads down taking notes, he slammed a 

metal trash can on the tile floor, causing me and most of my classmates to jump a foot out of our 

seats, after which he explained, ―Fear of sudden loud noise is an innate fear, one of the few fears 

infants don‘t have to be taught.‖ When he caught students napping, he sat in their laps and sang 

in their ear, embarrassing them to the point that from then on they would keep their eyelids open 

with toothpicks before they would fall asleep again in his class.  
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For English class I wrote an essay called ―The Perfect Weekend‖ in which I describe Lee 

and me fishing, going to a movie with Sharon and Traci, and seeing more of our friends coming 

to Christ. I submitted a version of the essay to Mr. Westphal for our second week‘s journal entry, 

and he wrote his comments in the margins. While he praised my writing, he challenged me to 

reconsider my assumption that Christian revival would be ―good for the world.‖ He cited the 

Salem Witch Trials, the Crusades, and the Inquisition, and because I was a naïve seventeen-year-

old and a virgin to religious/political debate, I failed to recognize these examples as the tired 

straw-men and red herrings they are. Was Westphal really interested in understanding the 

complexities of these events, or did he, like so many others, simply reach for them as apparently 

convenient ammunition? And why must critics go back a minimum of three-hundred years to 

dredge up supposedly damning evidence against Christianity? Of course these questions didn‘t 

occur to me at the time. Instead, Mr. Westphal‘s comments gave me pause. But they didn‘t shake 

my faith. 

Nonetheless, Mr. Westphal was perhaps the first person besides Scott truly to engage me 

intellectually. He also appreciated my right-brain thinking. One day for a class demonstration on 

creativity, he picked me and a couple of my classmates to solve a problem using an assortment of 

tools. When I used one of the tools in a way foreign to its intended function, Mr. Westphal, in 

front of the class, praised my ability to ―think outside the box.‖ I believe my using the tool in the 

―wrong‖ way had less to do with my creativity than with the fact that I have no mechanical 

inclination whatsoever, a lack I inherited from Dad.     

I learned from Lee that the girl I had seen that day in the Commons during registration 

was named Karen Meir, and she lived at the end of Rustling Oaks within long toss distance of 

Ma Maw and Pa Paw‘s house. I wondered how I could have lived in the same neighborhood with 



121 
 

such a beauty for twelve years without ever having seen her; then I realized it was because she 

was two years younger than me, and, until now, we had never gone to the same school. She was 

at Bryan High now, though, and a year older than Sharon, she was probably allowed to date. Lee 

knew her from choir, and he promised to introduce us. Our first football game that season was a 

home game, and I felt awkward being in the stands rather than on the field, but I also felt elated 

holding Sharon‘s hand. After the game, Lee and I went to the inaptly named ―Victory Dance‖ in 

the Commons. Only Bryan High School students were allowed, so Sharon couldn‘t go. As 

promised, however, Lee introduced me to Karen. Lee was dancing with her, and I was dancing 

with her friend Melissa Blackburn. Melissa was a sophomore, too, and she and Rob hit it off that 

night. Like Sharon, Carol was not allowed to date, and within a week, Rob and Melissa would be 

boyfriend and girlfriend. When the D.J. played New Kids on the Block‘s ―Please Don‘t Girl,‖ 

Lee and I traded dance partners. Karen was even more beautiful than I had remembered from the 

week before. Her voice was raspy and sexy, the result of polyps on her vocal chords, as I would 

learn later, and yet she still managed to be in choir. She laughed at my jokes and seemed to be in 

to me. There was only one problem: she had a boyfriend. He was a skinny, be-spectacled 

sophomore named Quint. ―Quint? What kind of a name is that?‖ I thought to myself. Quint had 

gone to the bathroom or something during my dance with Karen. Now that he had returned, she 

rejoined him.  

Bryan High‘s production of South Pacific debuted the following weekend with a cast 

including Lee, Melissa, Karen, Quint, and Cousin Chris playing the lead role of Emile de 

Becque. ―I‘ve gotta see this,‖ said Terry at Gold‘s that Friday, this meaning both Chris‘s 

performance and my attempt to navigate between Sharon and Karen. It was ―Some Enchanted 

Evening,‖ indeed, as there I sat in the dark of Civic Auditorium with Sharon on my left, Terry on 
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my right, Karen backstage, and magic in the air. I was holding Sharon‘s hand when Karen 

entered the stage and I turned to Terry and whispered, ―There she is.‖ He smiled at me with a 

look that said, ―You scoundrel,‖ and though I agreed, I absolved myself of undue guilt by 

recognizing that it was not my fault that Sharon wasn‘t allowed to date. Of course, it wasn‘t her 

fault either. And now that I am older and a parent, I see that her father was right not to let her 

date at age fourteen. But at the time I was carried away by youthful romance. I‘ve never been 

particularly inclined to musicals before or since, but Amy loves them—in fact she would be 

singing on Broadway right now if her life had gone differently—so I‘ve seen my share of them 

with her, and I enjoyed watching the musicals she helped direct at Freedom Middle School in 

Franklin, Tennessee. At each of those shows, when the lights went down, I was transported back 

to that night at Civic Auditorium, exhilarated by the romantic possibilities before the young 

actors on stage, saddened by my own lost youth. After Cousin Chris and his supporting cast took 

their bows, Terry, Sharon, and I made our way to the receiving line where we learned that Lee 

had made arrangements: Lee would take Sharon home, Quint would help some of his fellow 

actors put away the stage props, and I would take Karen home since, after all, ―we lived in the 

same neighborhood.‖ As I walked Karen to her door that night, I debated whether I should ask 

her to Homecoming. Would she be offended? Technically, she did have a boyfriend. But I was 

no longer that shy boy whom Candi Varisco had admonished, ―You need to break out of your 

shell.‖ This was my year. I was taking the future into my own hands in baseball, and there was 

no reason I shouldn‘t do the same in love.    

―Um, Karen, would you like to go to Homecoming with me?‖ Her smile lit up the front 

doorstep. 
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―Aw, I‘m flattered!‖ she said in that husky voice, her blue eyes sparkling. ―Actually, I‘d 

love to, but you know Quint and I are together. We are having problems, though…. I‘ll let you 

know if anything changes.‖ 

―Okay.‖ I drove off somewhat encouraged but not altogether hopeful. Obviously, I had 

not learned how to read girls yet. The following Monday morning I was walking to my first 

period class when Karen met me in the hall and said in that sultry rasp, ―If the offer‘s still good, I 

accept.‖ I smiled my assent and gave her a hug. Then I walked into my first class and took my 

seat next to Scott. 

―Cousin,‖ I said, making our trademark mock-peeved face. ―That was Karen. She said, 

‗Yes.‘‖ 

―OWWOHHOOO!‖ we cried out in unison. Little did we know that within a couple of 

weeks, Karen‘s classmate and close friend Julie Allen would break up with her boyfriend and 

start dating Scott. Yes, it was going to be a good year. 

The following Sunday afternoon, Lee took Sharon to his house from church and called 

her mom to talk her into letting me drive Sharon home since Sharon and I needed closure. Mrs. 

Boyd consented. She loved me. In fact, she regretted the age gap between her daughter and me. 

My girlfriends may not have always appreciated me, but their mothers sure did. Not to mention 

their grandmothers. I still half-jokingly complain to Amy, ―I‘ve always been a hit with girls 

under the age of ten and ladies over the age of fifty. All the women in-between? Not so much.‖ 

That evening at the curb outside Lee‘s house, I opened the truck door for Sharon, she got in, and 

we started up Broadmoor. We made it a block before we met Holly and Alan driving our way.  

―Cousin Holly! Alan! This is my friend Sharon.‖ There we were beside Ma Maw and Pa 

Paw‘s house talking through the truck windows when Karen came walking up Rustling Oaks. 
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Though I was doing nothing wrong, I felt busted. Sharon and I got out of my truck and walked 

around to the passenger side of Alan‘s truck. 

―Karen! This is my cousin Holly and her fiancé Alan. And I believe you know Sharon?‖ 

―Sure. Hi, Sharon.‖ 

―Hey, Karen.‖ 

―Well, you girls wanna meet my baby cousin Kash?‖ Kash was only three months old at 

the time, and, mercifully, Holly got him out of his car seat and offered him to the girls to diffuse 

the awkward situation. 

―Awww. He‘s sooo cute!‖ they both chimed in. For months afterward Holly would tease 

me about this. 

―Using my poor baby to get yourself out of a jam. I‘ve never!‖  

After a few more minutes of Karen and Sharon ogling over Kash—he really was adorable—

Holly, Alan, and Kash proceeded to my house to visit my parents, Karen continued her walk, and 

I drove Sharon home.  

It was dark by then, and parked by the curb outside Sharon‘s house, we talked about our 

ill-fated romance, both knowing this was the last time we could be together. 

 ―You deserve the best,‖ I told her. 

 ―So do you,‖ she said.  

  I gazed into her sad blue eyes. For the two months I had known Sharon, holding her hand had 

been more exciting and had meant more to me than kissing any other girl I had ever kissed. I had 

often fantasized about how Sharon‘s kiss would feel, but we had never been alone together. Until 

now. We leaned toward each other, and our lips met, gently, then parted slightly, the tips of our 
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tongues touching tentatively like two young birds aching to fly but knowing the fall would be too 

far. We opened our eyes.  

―I love you,‖ I whispered, and I meant it. At least as much as a seventeen-year-old can. 

The only other time I had ever told a girl I loved her was when I told Allison two years prior. I 

had meant it then, too, but here with Sharon, somehow the words seemed purer and more 

meaningful. 

 ―I love you, too,‖ Sharon whispered back. Perhaps in a year, when she turned fifteen, 

Sharon and I could be together after all. I wasn‘t ready to let go of that hope entirely. But Karen 

and I could be together now. And though I had only known her a week-and-a-half, she was 

gorgeous. I drove back to Camelot. 

I‘ll never forget the night Karen and I had our first date. We doubled with Rob and 

Melissa, and I don‘t remember where we went or what we did. I just remember Rob‘s vintage 

1969 Firebird, polished and waxed, candy-apple red, convertible, parked beside the curb outside 

the Meir‘s house, Rob and Melissa in the front seat, Karen and me in the back. First kisses our 

usually memorable. This one was magical. Thirty minutes later, we walked the girls up the 

sidewalk to the Meir‘s front door. Melissa was spending the night with Karen. We kissed another 

fifteen minutes or so in the midnight shadows of Karen‘s front door step. Rob and I floated back 

down to his Firebird, and he drove me home. We high-fived, intoxicated on young love. There 

would be other nights like this for the four of us, but in some ways, none ever matched this one.  

I often wore my Arizona State Sun Devils t-shirt and shorts, but as we grew closer, Karen 

got sad when I talked about going to pitch for Arizona State. Naïve as ever I tried to reassure her 

that nothing would keep us apart. At times we fantasized about getting married one day and 
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moving to New York City where she would dance for a ballet company and I would pitch for the 

Mets. I hated the Yankees then as now. 

―I‘m really not tiny enough to be a professional ballerina,‖ she would say, ―but I would 

love to give it a shot.‖ 

―You‘ll make it, Babe.‖ She was the star dancer in her local ballet company. I know 

because I faithfully attended her recitals. Sitting through six hours of toddlers in tutus got pretty 

grueling, but it was all worth it when the older girls‘ program began and Karen glided across the 

stage like a swan princess. I marveled at her grace, her athleticism, her ability to spin like a top 

and stay on her tip-toes that long. She was amazing. And of course I didn‘t mind how the leotard 

accentuated her already exquisite assets.       

Despite all my off-season training, I got injured the first game of the season. The night 

was chilly and windy. The ball came to me in center field. I ran to my left and jumped; just then 

a gust of wind blew the ball back over my right shoulder, and I had to arch my back to catch it. I 

caught the ball but tore a muscle in my back. Two days later I pitched a ten-strikeout shutout 

against Houston Fir, but after that game my back seized up, and it was over. 

I could only muster sixty-percent of my normal velocity, and Cy Fair shelled me the next 

game I pitched. A week later, Coach Holzhaus thrust the ball into my hand again before the 

game against A&M Consolidated. I suppose he thought that my problem was mental and that I 

just needed the inspiration of pitching against my old rivals. He expected a repeat of the year 

before when I shut down the Consolidated Tigers. I tried to oblige through sheer will. Even as I 

warmed up, feeling my back clench up, watching my balls float in to the catcher even when I 

threw them as hard as I could, even then I hoped against hope that somehow, when I took the 

mound, all would work out. It seemed the whole town of Bryan—including all of my friends and 
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Mr. Meir—was at this watershed game, there to see me add to my pitching legend. Instead, the 

same players I had been getting out since Little League shelled me. Even one of the weaker 

hitters whom I had struck out every time I faced him, hit two doubles off me. Still Holzhaus left 

me in the game. He was punishing me for what he perceived to be my lack of ―killer instinct.‖ 

Only my pride hurt worse than my back. Between innings Coach Holzhaus huddled up the whole 

team and tore me down in front of them: ―That was pathetic Rizzo. And you call yourself a 5-A 

pitcher?‖ I stared at the ground utterly humiliated. Later I wished I had retorted, ―You‘re the 5-A 

coach keeping me in there.‖ But my spirit was broken. As Dad would tell me later, after the 

game a couple of the Consolidated players approached him, concerned for me: ―Mr. Rizzo, 

there‘s something wrong with Steven. He‘s throwing at least twenty miles an hour slower than he 

usually does, and his balls have no movement. He‘s gotta be hurting.‖ No one knew to what 

extent. 

 Stunned, disgraced, lost in a fog of despondence, I limped onto the bus. Déjà-vu—the 

Humble football game all over again, only worse. After the Humble game I still had baseball. 

Now I had nowhere to turn. On the long ride back to Bryan High, I saw my dream, the dream I 

wanted so badly to come true, the dream I had poured everything into, crash in the darkness. 

With it, something snapped inside me. Baseball was my identity. Now I was nothing, less than 

nothing, a negative integer. I wanted to crawl under the bus seat or fly out the window. Wracked 

by shame, I slipped into a mild dissociative state from which I mocked myself: ―You quit 

football for this? You were supposed to have a stellar season and go to Arizona State. Now look 

at you. You‘ve blown it!‖ Desperately trying to cling to any remaining shred of self-worth, I 

could find none. Except Karen. She was all I had left. Would she still love me? Of all the games 
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her dad could have picked to attend. So much for him admiring my athletic prowess. I prayed she 

wouldn‘t care about that. Thus began my descent into co-dependence on Karen. 

The more insecure I became the more I craved a guarantee of my future with Karen. 

―I love you forever,‖ I would tell her, rather desperately. 

―I love you, too.‖ 

―Not forever?‖ I would say, smiling to mask my co-dependence. 

―Steven! Come on, you know I don‘t like talking about the future. I‘m afraid I‘ll jinx it. 

You know I love you. Why can‘t we just live day by day and see what happens?‖ I took this as a 

sign that she did not love me as much as I loved her, and so my insecurity deepened, making me 

even more desperate to talk about the future and, thus, establishing a vicious cycle. 

No longer the carefree senior whose exuberant confidence had attracted Karen in the first 

place, I became clingy. Whereas before I had experienced her kisses as a reward for my baseball 

performance, they were now salve for my bruised ego, substitutes for baseball success. 
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Chapter 7 

OCD 

In my distress I called upon the Lord 

And cried to my God for help; 

He heard my voice out of His temple, 

And my cry for help before Him came into His ears. 

Psalm 18:6 

One day that summer I ate lunch at the Meir‘s house with Karen and her mom. When 

Mrs. Meir went back to work, Karen and I were alone. Kneeling together on the living room 

floor, we started kissing, eventually collapsing in a heap on the carpet. I was on top of her now, 

and pressing up against her, I ejaculated in my shorts. She didn‘t notice. This was my first 

orgasm since prom night the year before, the first one since becoming more dedicated to my 

Christian walk. But this time I felt more happiness than guilt, perhaps because I believed Karen 

was my soul mate. Still, in keeping with the slang expression for orgasm—―to die‖—my last bit 

of independent self-worth died that day. Karen was now my whole world.   

 ―We can‘t do that anymore,‖ Karen said, breathless. ―We‘re getting carried away.‖ 

 ―I‘m sorry‖ 

 ―No, it‘s just as much my fault.‖ 

 ―Didn‘t you like it?‖ 

 ―Of course. That‘s the problem. Next time it might be too hard to stop. I want to wait 

until I‘m married, and I know you do, too. From now on we need to go back to just kissing.‖ 

 ―You‘re right,‖ I said, and I meant it. I did want to return to the innocence of our first few 

months together. I did want kissing to be enough, the way it had been that first night in Rob‘s 
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car. But suddenly a strange notion invaded my fragile psyche: we could return to the way things 

were, and I could be perfectly content again ―staying on first base‖ until our wedding night, but 

first we would have to duplicate the experience we had just shared and I would have to have an 

orgasm with her one more time. Then all would be right. So this was the plan, but I felt no need 

to share it with Karen yet. 

Karen and I spent the following weekend with Scott and Julie at April Sound on Lake 

Conroe where my parents had rented a condo. At the pool that Saturday, Scott told us he had 

accepted a commission to go to Texas A&M and be in the Corps, after which he would fulfill his 

duty to the Navy. I was still holding out for Arizona State, and though my prospects were 

diminishing, I retreated into denial and into Karen. Mom and Dad were there that weekend to 

chaperone, but Saturday night, Scott and Julie, and Karen and I climbed a tower overlooking the 

water, and we perched there all night to watch the sun rise the next morning. Karen and I sat 

snuggled together in one corner of the tower, Scott and Julie in another. With the back of my 

head resting against Karen‘s stomach, I reached up and lightly brushed my finger across her 

bikini top and over her taut nipple. Ample though her breasts were, I had never tried to touch 

them. Purring, she lowered her head to mine and whispered in my ear in that husky voice of hers, 

―I‘m yours. Do with me what you want.‖ I think she meant it at some level, but Scott and Julie 

were right there—preoccupied—but there nonetheless. So I waited until the sun rose and the four 

of us walked down to the marina to stake out separate love nests. I wasn‘t sure how far we might 

go, but I was confident we would go far enough for me to have an orgasm. Then I would be 

satisfied, and we could go back to kissing until the day I married her. Scott and Julie made their 

way across the marina, leaving Karen and me all by ourselves. Sitting next to a boat slip, we 

kissed, and I tried to lower her to the dock, but she stopped me. 
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―No, wait,‖ she laughed. ―Not here.‖ We had lost the cover of darkness, and the electric 

moment we had shared in the tower was gone. I sulked, bitter with regret, less for natural reasons 

than for the unnatural plan that was beginning to intrude more frequently into my thoughts. Who 

knew when another opportunity this prime would present itself?  

Over the next week, ―it‖ began to dominate my thoughts; when the plan failed to 

materialize the following weekend because Karen and I had no opportunity to be alone, it grew 

into a full-blown obsession. I was confused and scared. Never had I lost control of my own 

thoughts. Finally, humiliated and apprehensive of what her reaction might be but not knowing 

what else to do, I revealed my secret to Karen. 

―There‘s something I have to tell you.‖ 

―Okay. Is everything okay?‖ 

―Well…remember a couple of weeks ago when we were making out in your living room, 

and we decided we needed to slow down?‖ 

―Yeah.‖ 

―Well…‖ I didn‘t know how to articulate it politely, so, staring at the floor, I just said it: 

―I came.‖  To my great relief, Karen reacted with sympathy and understanding. 

―Oh. I see. Well, that‘s okay. You don‘t need to feel bad.‖ 

―I don‘t,‖ I replied, ―but…‖ I proceeded to explain that if I could just do it one more time, 

we could go back to the way things were. She was still sympathetic but unwilling to compromise 

her morality. 

―I just don‘t feel right doing that. And I‘m afraid of where it might lead.‖ 

―I promise we won‘t go any farther,‖ I pleaded, and I meant it. Strangely, this thing that 

was taking over my mind made no demand for actual intercourse. In fact, I pondered the irony 
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that real intercourse may not free me from the obsession. ―It‖ seemed to require that I have 

another orgasm while on top of Karen but with us both clothed as before. 

―I don‘t understand,‖ she said. 

―I know. I don‘t either. I know it doesn‘t make any sense, but it‘s all I can think about. I 

just want to go back to normal.‖ 

―We can, Babe. That‘s what I want, too.‖ She smiled and took my hand. ―You don‘t have 

to do anything. We‘ll be fine.‖ For a moment I believed her. Her kind reaction had piqued my 

conscience—and exacerbated my guilt—and I resolved to be strong for her, to fight the 

obsession, to eradicate it through sheer will. But underneath my smile, the anxiety persisted. At 

least now that she knew, I no longer carried the burden alone. Karen‘s refusal to go through with 

the plan caused me to feel simultaneous relief and dread: relief that I was free from the pressure 

of carrying out the plan, dread that I would never be free from the obsession. In a few days 

Karen would be leaving for Camp Longhorn in Burnet, Texas, and she‘d be there a whole month. 

I knew I‘d miss her terribly, but perhaps the obsession would disappear over that time. 

Tommy Little, the coach of my American Legion summer team, procured a tryout for me 

at McLennan Community College in Waco. I perceived this to be my last real shot because 

McLennan‘s head coach had been the pitching coach at Arizona State, and, consequently, MCCC 

had become a pipeline to Arizona State with several Highlanders becoming Sun Devils in recent 

years. I warmed up, hoping against hope that I would suddenly gain my old velocity, but it was 

not to be. My fastball was dead, and with it my chances of impressing the MCCC coach. On the 

ride home Tommy reassured me that the coach at Hill Junior College—MCCC‘s main rival—

still wanted to sign me. 
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Around that time, Terry received a baseball scholarship to Blinn College in Brenham, and 

Dad and I went to visit the head coach there. ―Last year you were being heavily recruited,‖ the 

coach informed us. ―Texas, OU, A&M, Oklahoma State, they all wanted to sign you. Then you 

got hurt.‖ My heart sank, and I wished for the bliss of ignorance. ―We don‘t have any full 

scholarships left,‖ the coach continued, but if nothing else works out for you, you can come here, 

and we can pay for your books.‖ We thanked the coach and left. My self esteem dropped even 

lower. ―It‘s not fair,‖ I whined to Dad. ―After all the work I put in. And Terry was never better 

than me. It‘s just not fair. Why did I have to mess up my back?‖ Dad had no answers, at least 

none to which I listened. 

My orgasm obsession persisted while Karen was at camp, and I became increasingly 

convinced that the only way to free myself was to give in to the plan, even if that meant upsetting 

Karen. I rationalized that I would make it up to her after the deed; then we could put this episode 

behind us once and for all. I said nothing about this to her upon her return, but I started 

strategizing how to pull off the plan. We had no alone time the first few days, and my anxiety 

intensified. Suddenly, all for the sake of the plan, I preferred renting movies to going to the 

theater. Rob preferred renting movies, too, because doing so was cheaper than going to the 

theater, and so a week after Karen‘s return, Rob and Melissa joined me and Karen for a movie at 

my parents‘ house. I knew that carrying out the plan would be next to impossible with Rob and 

Melissa in the room, but I counted on them leaving before I had to take Karen home. To my 

dismay, though, Melissa was spending the night with Karen. My freedom would have to wait. 

Thanks to Tommy‘s rapport with the coach and thanks to my successful tryout the year 

before, Hill Junior College offered me a full baseball scholarship. Tommy enthusiastically 

recounted how Hill had actually defeated MCCC the past season, and he insisted that Hill‘s was 
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the up-and-coming program. ―Okay, I‘ll take it,‖ I said, but I remained less than enthusiastic 

because by this time I had begun to slip into a state of depression. Six months before, I was ready 

to conquer the world; now the world had conquered me. In a cruel reverse-sublimation, my 

single-minded goal of pitching in college and the major leagues had deteriorated into a single-

minded goal of having one more orgasm with Karen. Before, I had dreamed of moving two states 

away to Tempe, Arizona. Now I was afraid of moving two hours away to Hillsborough, Texas. 

What would that do to my relationship with Karen? I was terrified of losing her. And what if my 

back never healed? The confident dreamer was now broken and pathetic. Though only eighteen 

years old, like T. S. Eliot‘s middle-aged Prufrock, I had ―seen the moment of my greatness 

flicker…. And in short I was afraid.‖ 

I had nine-thousand dollars in academic scholarships, six-thousand of which stipulated 

my attending Texas A&M. Reluctantly, I decided to decline the offer from Hill, and stay home 

and be an Aggie. Mom cried.  

―Your whole life you‘ve dreamed of pursuing a career in baseball. I can‘t believe you‘re 

throwing all that away for a girl.‖ I denied this accusation, but, of course, she was right—just not 

in the way she thought. Dad was glad I would be going to his alma mater, and he, Ma Maw and 

Pa Paw, and Auntie were elated that I wouldn‘t be moving away. Tommy was bewildered. His 

dad was angry. Deeming me an ingrate and a fool, he never spoke to me after that. I dreaded 

calling the coach at Hill. When I did he was perplexed. Mr. and Mrs. Meir were proud of me and 

said I made the right decision. Karen was thrilled.  

Living in Aggieland my whole life, I never imagined I would wind up an Aggie. I had 

nothing against the school—I just wanted to be ―original‖ and go somewhere less obvious, less 

expected. I had heard about ―Aggie Spirit‖ and even witnessed it first-hand that day in Wolf 
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Creek, Colorado when the auto repair shop owner, who was an Aggie, moved us ahead of eight 

cars to the front of the line when he saw Dad‘s Aggie ring. Still, for the most part, I dismissed 

Dad‘s insistence that ―there‘s no school like A&M.‖ Mom became enthusiastic about me being 

an Aggie when she accompanied me to campus to enroll. I enrolled too late to go to Fish Camp, 

but I did go to Freshman Orientation, and sitting there in Rudder Auditorium with several 

thousand other freshmen listening to the yell leaders, watching tributes to Aggie history on the 

movie-theater-size screen, and learning all about Aggie lore and the Aggie Code, I finally got it. 

I was hooked, or, I guess I should say, ―gigged.‖ It felt good becoming part of a huge family with 

such a glorious heritage, especially since I felt worthless as an individual.  

―Hump it Ags!‖ the head yell-leader yelled. Earlier he had explained that ―humping it‖ 

referred to the bent-at-the-waist, hands-on-knees position Aggies assume for each yell. Until this 

part of the orientation, my orgasm obsession had actually receded a bit. Now it was back full-

force, and I had an idea: I could use this Aggie double entendre as a playful way to re-introduce 

my plan to Karen. Perhaps the humor would diminish her anger and disappointment. I went to 

Loupot‘s Bookstore and bought some Aggie apparel, including a pair of maroon-and-white 

striped shorts made of thin material, perfect for my plan.  

That evening the head baseball coach at Blinn called. ―I‘ve got good news,‖ he said. ―We 

have a spot for you on the team. It just opened up. We can give you a full ride.‖ 

―Thanks, Coach, but it‘s too late. I just enrolled at A&M today.‖ Like his counterpart at 

Hill, the coach was perplexed. Strangely, at the time, I felt no regret. I was full of Aggie spirit 

and ready to embrace my new life as a college student…as soon as I performed the bizarre ritual 

that would free me from my obsession. ―Besides,‖ I told myself, ―I can always try to walk on to 

the Aggie baseball team.‖ After all, even though my back was still injured, Aggie head coach 
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Mark Johnson had seen what I could do on the mound. The summer before, he shook my hand 

and told me, ―Good job‖ after I struck out thirteen batters in Waxahachie. He did the same a 

couple weeks later after I shut out the previous year‘s state champions in south Houston. 

I asked for a black lab puppy for my nineteenth birthday, and Mom and Dad bought me 

one. I named him ―Tyson‖ after boxer Mike Tyson, and he gave me momentary reprieves from 

my obsession. Still it persisted. 

Something inside my mind—or was it outside? At the time I wasn‘t sure—had developed 

an elaborate series of absurd tasks I would have to perform and ―get right‖ just one time, and 

then I could be free of ―it‖ forever. I couldn‘t eat, sleep, or concentrate in my new college 

classes. And how was I supposed to tell someone, anyone, about such a bizarre, embarrassing 

problem that I didn‘t understand myself? Though I was enrolled in Intro to Psychology that 

semester, I was unable to diagnose my condition as obsessive-compulsive disorder. Tortured by 

an endless cycle of unwelcome thoughts, the scenario of steps required to break the cycle playing 

over and over and over and over and over and over in my mind, I was sincerely beginning to 

wonder whether I was demon possessed. I prayed and read the Bible but found no relief. Finally, 

Karen grudgingly agreed to the plan.  

I rented a movie and ordered pizza. I put on my striped shorts. Mom and Dad went to 

bed. Karen and I sat on the couch. Her blue eyes looked nervous and sad. My heart pounded, 

anxiously, not passionately. I broke out in a cold sweat. Never having read The Waste Land, we 

unwittingly enacted the nightmarish scene between the typist and the young man carbuncular: 

The time is now propitious, as he guesses, 

The meal is ended, she is bored and tired 

Endeavours to engage her in caresses 
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Which still are unreproved, if undesired. 

It was now or never. Wracked by shame and guilt, I got on top of her and compulsively obeyed 

the obsession. It was the only way. Unlike the young man carbuncular, I did not ―make…a 

welcome of indifference.‖ But I felt I had no choice. Like a broken robot controlled by a sadistic 

master, I moved mechanically, back, and, forth. Almost before I could feel it coming, it came. 

 ‗Well now that‘s done: and I‘m glad it‘s over,‘ the typist thinks. I‘m sure Karen thought 

the same.  

 ―Did you do it?‖ she asked. 

 ―Yes,‖ I said. ―It‘s finally over.‖ I waited for relief to rush over me, but before it had the 

chance, a speck of doubt emerged and a voice inside asked, ―Were you in the best position for 

her to feel it? Did you thrust? Right before you came or during? Did you moan? Before, during, 

or after? Suddenly the rules had multiplied. My heart sank into my stomach. It wasn‘t over. 

 Then Karen cried softly, and I was overcome by guilt. 

 ―I‘m sorry,‖ she said. ―It just makes me feel dirty. We can‘t do this again, okay?‖ 

 ―Okay.‖ 

All hope was gone. 

 

I stand in the backyard. Alone. Except for Tyson, and the demon that has been steadily 

shredding my sanity every second of the past three months. I have not eaten or slept for three 

days. My chest tightens. My brain turns endless circles in a maze of thorns. Frustrated with the 

abstract nature of my enemy, I turn it into a tangible, sneering demon. It looks like the shadowy 

medicine man silhouetted on the toy drum Pa Paw bought me at the Alabama-Coushatta Indian 

Reservation in Livingston, Texas. Or maybe the picture of Satan in Ma Maw‘s gilded Bible. 
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Whatever it is, whoever it is, I attack. Tyson cocks his head and gives me a bewildered look as I 

swing my fists helplessly through the empty air. The demon only laughs at me more, so I give up 

and walk inside the house. Dad has left his deer rifles on the bed where he cleaned them last 

night. I hesitate, then pick up the semi-automatic with the banana clip and shove the end of the 

barrel into my mouth. No one else is home. The gun is loaded with .223 caliber bullets. With my 

toe on the trigger and hot tears streaming down my cheeks, I scream out to God, beg Him to 

show me a sign. Then…  

The doorbell rings. I put down the gun, wipe away my tears, and go to answer the door. 

It‘s Rob.  

―Cousin!‖ he says when I open the door, ―or should I say Stranger?‖ 

―Hey, Cousin,‖ I say, forcing a smile. 

―Haven‘t talked to you in a while. Thought I‘d see if you wanted to go to lunch.‖ 

―Sure. Let‘s go.‖ 

I didn‘t tell Rob what I was going through, and he didn‘t expect anything. 

A week or so later I had a ten-page term paper due in my honors history class. It was due 

the next day, and I had pushed with all the strength I had, holding the obsession partially at bay 

just long enough to squeeze out one skimpy paragraph. It was getting fairly late in the evening. 

The game was up. I had to tell Mom and Dad, no matter how painful or embarrassing the 

proposition seemed. Thankfully I‘ve always had a very open relationship with my parents, and 

I‘ve always known that I can talk to them about anything. Still it was difficult. Just telling them, 

though, gave me some relief. Then the doorbell rang. It was Cousin Chris. He had come by just 

to say hi. Like Rob, he had no idea what I was going through. But seeing him that night gave me 
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a glimmer of hope and the will to press on. I wrote all night and finished ten pages sometime 

after 3:00 a.m. Mom typed the pages for me before she went to work.     

Dr. Steadman, the psychiatrist my parents took me to, pointed out that I had lived a 

charmed childhood. This same ―luck‖ continued through my adolescent years, and, as Dr. 

Steadman would later help me see, my having lived this long without being inoculated by 

necessary booster doses of failure set me up for an eventual plague of depression. I had made all 

A‘s, dated the prettiest girls in school, and enjoyed immense popularity. I had been the starting 

quarterback on my high school football team and the ace pitcher on my high school baseball 

team. Major college baseball programs were paying attention, and I even had a Cleveland Indian 

scout coming to all of the games I pitched. Then, the first game of my senior year, I dove for a 

ball in centerfield and tore a muscle in my back. I caught the ball but dropped my chance for an 

athletic career. Just like that. 

Gradually I got better, but I lost much of my trust in God. The way I saw it at the time, I 

had turned to Him, but my praying and reading the Bible seemed not to work. What had seemed 

to work was medicine and secular therapy. God had sent Rob to ring the doorbell that day as a 

direct answer to my cry for help, but during my recovery I did not see this clearly. Dr. Steadman 

exacerbated my disillusionment by expressing his bitterness that religious scrupulosity tortured 

many of his patients. I did not completely lose faith in God, but I did put Him on the backburner. 

Still He watched over me. 

That spring working at United Citizens Bank I met Jay Jones, a ruggedly handsome, 

square-jawed Aggie senior who looked like a GQ cover model but was as kind and down-to-

earth as anyone I had ever met. Still recovering from my depression and struggling with low self-

esteem, I didn‘t understand why someone as cool as Jay wanted to hang out with me, but he did, 
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and we quickly became best of friends. Karen, Melissa, and Julie all went weak-in-the-knees 

when they saw him, and I couldn‘t blame them. In fact, it didn‘t even make me jealous. Jay 

introduced me to college life as I played intramural softball and flag football with him and his 

friends and hung out with them at their apartment complex. I hit it off particularly well with 

Jay‘s friend and next-door neighbor Shawn Nicholas. People said we looked alike, especially 

when we were both wearing ball caps, and when at the Chicken one night a girl asked us if we 

were brothers, it made me proud. Evidently my life-long desire for a brother remained strong. 

That summer of 1990 Karen went to Camp Longhorn again, and when she got back a 

month later, she was distant. I felt like punching whoever said, ―Absence makes the heart grow 

fonder.‖ We returned to April Sounds and had a rejuvenating weekend—or so I thought. When 

we got back home Sunday afternoon, Karen and I sat on the couch, and I said, ―So we‘re back to 

how we used to be, right?‖ 

―Not entirely,‖ she said.  

Feeling defeated, I wept.  

―What are you crying for?‖ she scoffed in disbelief, explaining that she had never seen 

her father cry and that she wasn‘t used to men crying. Never before this moment had I been 

ashamed to express my emotions. Dad had shown me through his example that it is perfectly 

natural for men to do so, and I took pride in the fact that when I completed the gender survey in 

Mr. Westphal‘s class the year before, I fell right in the middle of the masculinity-femininity 

spectrum. I was extremely aggressive in sports, but off the field I was gentle and laid-back, more 

conciliatory than competitive. I was also emotionally sensitive, ―tender-hearted‖ as Ma Maw and 

Auntie called it. But Karen‘s attack on my manhood cut to the core, leaving a scar that exists to 

this day. 
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That fall Sy was a senior in high school, and he decided to quit football to concentrate on 

baseball. One of the coaches tried to talk him out of it. 

―Name me one person at this school who didn‘t play football and then succeeded in 

baseball,‖ the coach said. 

―Terry Paholek didn‘t play football, and he‘s pitching for Blinn College now. And Steven 

Rizzo quit football his senior year and had baseball scholarship offers, but he went to A&M on 

academic scholarships instead.‖ 

―Okay, well Paholek is a pitcher but not an athlete. Rizzo was a pitcher and an athlete, 

and he just quit on us. I don‘t even consider him to be a person.‖ 

When Sy related this exchange to him, Dad was furious. 

―That‘s it,‖ he said. ―All those sons-of-bitches are gonna pay now.‖ With that Dad called 

one of the school board members who was on a crusade against the coaches, and he gave her all 

the dirt he had on them from several years of hunting, fishing, and socializing with several of 

them, including Coach Patterson across the street. That week Dad had a meeting the most 

politically powerful man in town, eighty-year-old Travis Bryan II, bank president, head of the 

school board, and direct descendant of the founder of Bryan and of Stephen F. Austin himself. 

―Son, your grandfather was John Collette, am I right?‖ Mr. Bryan asked Dad. 

―Yes sir.‖ 

―I knew John. He was a man of integrity. Go ahead, tell me your story.‖  

Pa Paw was right—a good name does mean something. 

 Within two months Dad got all but two or three of the Bryan High School coaching staff 

fired. You don‘t mess with his son. 
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  Chapter 8  

Amy 

Every time the road gets longer, we walk the extra mile 

And every time you see me stumble, you look at me and smile 

From the song ―And Then Some‖ © 1997 Steven Rizzo and Wade Quick 

In the fall of 1992, the beginning of my senior year at Texas A&M University, I took a 

creative writing poetry course that met on the third floor of the Academic Building, my favorite 

building on campus, a neo-classical copper domed structure with columned portico completed in 

1914. On the first day of class, I looked up from my desk and saw two students enter the room 

talking and laughing, he a tall young man, she a young lady wearing a Kelly-green suit-jacket 

over a black-and-white checkered blouse, a black skirt, and black heels. The first lines of Doug 

Stone‘s song ―In a Different Light‖ started playing in my mind:  

Every morning I watch you walk into the office 

In your business suit and matching shoes 

Her crème complexion contrasted regally with her dark, curly hair, suggesting the visage of 

Snow White. And her exotic hazel eyes, which she kept half closed in Marilyn Monroe fashion 

behind a chic pair of glasses, gave her the look of a studious Persian cat princess. With her nose 

slightly in the air, she skulked across the room and eased into a vacant seat, exuding less the 

vulnerability of Marilyn than the sultry confidence of Rita Hayworth. Doug sang on:    

With your hair pulled up neatly, you tug at your glasses 

And you sit down just three desks down 

And I watch you in the fluorescent glare 

And my mind drifts away somewhere 



143 
 

Indeed. I have always been a sucker for the sophisticated look, in part because it makes women 

seem tantalizingly out of reach. Others are drawn to ―the innocent look‖ for much the same 

reason. Even as a boy in first grade watching Gilligan’s Island after school, though, I was 

captivated by Ginger, not Marianne. Better yet, this beauty in the Kelly-green jacket had 

Ginger‘s refinement minus her flooziness, thus making more titillating the thought of 

unwrapping the package. Doug understood: 

 And I see you in a different light 

 With your hair falling down and love in your eyes 

 In my mind you‘re a beautiful sight 

 And I see you in a different light 

 Just the way I saw you last night 

This was pure fantasy on my part, considering that I had never seen this girl before in my life. 

Soon, however, I would be seeing much more of her.   

 A couple of weeks later I was sitting on a concrete wall in front of the Blocker building 

reading the professor‘s comments on my poetry project when I heard,  

 ―Hey, aren‘t you in my poetry class?‖ 

I looked up. It was the Persian cat princess. 

 ―Um, yes, I believe I am.‖ 

 ―Hi! I‘m Amy Hanna.‖ 

 ―Hello. I‘m Steven Rizzo.‖ 

 ―Ooh, cool name.‖ 
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In the short conversation that ensued, I found out that the tall guy was just a friend from her 

education class that met right before ours. That‘s why they had walked into our class together the 

first day. 

When we read our poems out loud in class the following week and one of our classmates 

shared his poem about getting drunk, I decided, ―What the heck,‖ and read one of my racier 

poems about ―getting with‖ a girl ―on the floor.‖ I wondered what my professor and classmates 

thought. 

 ―Wow, you had all the girls in class fooled until now,‖ Amy told me in the hall. ―We 

thought you were shy and innocent.‖ 

 ―I am,‖ I smiled. 

Thursday October 22—I still have the date and place scribbled in my old songwriting 

notebook—I wore my cowboy hat and boots to class and got permission from the professor to 

skip so that I could play the Down Town Lunch Hour concert series outside the local Carnegie 

Library. Amy saw me leaving the Academic Building.  

 ―Where ya goin‘?‖ 

 ―I‘ve got a gig in downtown Bryan.‖ 

 ―I didn‘t know you sang.‖ 

 ―Yep.‖ 

 ―Cool.‖  

One Saturday night toward the end of the semester, I saw Amy at Denim & Diamonds 

and danced with her a couple of songs. 

 ―I‘m going to church tomorrow,‖ she said. ―Would you like to go with me?‖ I was taken 

aback. I hadn‘t gone to church in over a year. Anyway, this was Saturday night, and thinking 
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about God conflicted with my goal of ―getting with a girl.‖ Still, I was impressed by Amy‘s 

invitation. I politely bowed out, but she got me thinking. 

When Karen and I broke up the year before, I decided I was tired of being the ―nice guy‖ 

who always got dumped on.  

―You make yourself too available,‖ Auntie used to counsel me. ―Girls take advantage of 

that. You have to play harder to get and harder to keep.‖ I‘ve never been a good actor though, 

and from seventh grade on I was either in a serious relationship or wishing I was in one. Karen 

and I were exclusive for three years from my senior year in high school through my sophomore 

year in college, and I poured all of myself into that relationship only to be taken for granted and 

dumped in the end. Of course it wasn‘t all Karen‘s fault. My clinginess deserved much of the 

blame. But this was no time for honest self-reflection. It was time to band-aid my self-esteem by 

finally following Auntie‘s advice and ―playing the field.‖ And while I was at it, I might as well 

give in and have sex for the first time. I had been to third base with a couple of girls before 

Karen, but with my Christian conviction renewed around the time Karen came along, and with 

her Christian conviction in tact as well, she and I stayed off the infield grass. By the time we 

broke up, however, I was a bit peeved with God. 

―What does He care anyway?‖ I thought. I hadn‘t lost my faith, but I was twenty-one, and 

with the help of my favorite writer, the Romantic poet William Blake, I had learned to rationalize 

sin.  

―Those who restrain desire do so for theirs is weak enough to be restrained‖ became my 

refrain. I wrote this line from Blake‘s ―Proverbs of Hell‖ on a sheet of printer paper and taped it 

on the wall under a pin-up from the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit issue. Next to her I pinned up 

another swimsuit model, this one with her head back and water cascading down her bikini-
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covered breasts, under which I placed Blake‘s proverb ―The cistern contains; the fountain 

overflows.‖ Certainly my lust was beginning to overflow the moral barriers that had partially 

contained it for so long. 

I set out on a mission to lose my virginity, and I had no problem meeting girls and 

bringing them back to the apartment, but every girl I met was a ―good girl,‖ and as we made out, 

at the slightest resistance, I didn‘t press the issue. Then, on a couple of occasions when I was 

with a girl who was willing to go all the way, I instantly became turned off. Clearly God was 

preserving me, but honoring our free will, He will only save us from ourselves for so long, and 

so two weeks before Amy and I got romantically involved, I lost my virginity to a girl I barely 

knew.  

―I was two weeks late,‖ Amy still says with regret. Had God tried to preserve my birth 

parents‘ virginity twenty-three years before? Either way, He knew from the beginning of time 

how I would be conceived, and He is able to fashion good out of our sin.  

Amy and I didn‘t have a class together in the spring of 1993, the semester after we met, 

but we saw each other in the MSC (Memorial Student Center) where I sold t-shirts for the 

Psychology Club. I was the president. She passed through almost every day running errands for 

University Relations. One day she stopped and said, ―If you need a female singer in your band, 

let me know. I sing choral music with the Century Singers, but I‘d love to try something new.‖ 

―We have a female singer right now,‖ I said. ―But I‘ll definitely keep you in mind.‖ 

As summer approached, the female singer in question hooked up with the guitar player 

and orchestrated a coup, breaking up the band. I immediately called my friend Patrick who had 

figured out the chords to a few of my songs the semester before. Sure enough, the day I called, 
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he had just quit his hard rock band and was ready to try a new genre. He recruited his friend 

Todd to play drums. 

When I saw Amy the next week at the MSC, I told her I had a new band. 

―We could use a female singer if you‘re still interested.‖ 

 She came out to the country house and auditioned. After she left, Patrick, Todd, and I compared 

notes.  

―Let‘s keep her,‖ Todd said. ―She‘s a cutie.‖ 

Incidentally, she sang great, too.  

Once the band started gigging, Amy and I were together every weekend, and most days  

during the week I saw her at the MSC where she would stop at my t-shirt table between errands 

and we would sit on the steer-hide bench and talk. One day she told me about the research paper 

she wrote on adoption. 

―Mom had a cow. ‗What do you want to write about that for?‘ she said. ‗You don‘t want  

to look for your birth mother, do you?‘ ‗No, Mom.‘ I do get curious, though. Sometimes I think 

about trying to find her. Then I chicken out. I don‘t know…‖ 

―I guess I could see where it would be a sensitive subject,‖ I said, never having thought 

much about it before.  

―My brother Steve is adopted too, but he has no interest whatsoever in tracking down his  

birth parents. At least that‘s what he tells me.‖ 

―Interesting,‖ I said, wondering how I would feel if I were adopted. Would I be curious  

about my birth parents? Would I want to find them? 
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Amy and I complained to each other about our ex-romantic partners and shared our 

mutual weariness with the dating game. As we each described our ideal mate, we didn‘t realize 

we were describing each other.  

Mom and Dad saw what I did not, but they didn‘t push the idea because they knew from 

experience that I would automatically go in the opposite direction. So they sat back and let it 

happen naturally. Then, one night after a gig in Caldwell, the band went to dinner at the Surrey 

Inn. 

―Whatcha doin‘ later?‖ I asked Amy. 

―Nothing. What about you?‖ 

―Wanna rent a movie or something?‖ 

That night I went to her apartment and we ―mugged‖ on the couch. We knew it was taboo for 

band members to get romantically involved. That‘s how my last band had broken up. But Amy 

and I couldn‘t help ourselves. 

 Our senior year in high school, Scott and I had formulated ―Smith and Rizzo‘s Laws of 

Feminine Dynamics,‖ the first two of which are 

1. The way a girl treats you is inversely proportional to the way you treat her. Treat her like 

a princess, and she‘ll treat you like shit. 

2. The Igloo Theory: Find a girl who is so un-materialistic and so unconditionally in love 

with you that she would be willing to live with you in an igloo on a diet of raw fish. 

Amy was the first girl I ever dated who broke the first principle. As for the second principle, 

I told Scott one day, ―Cousin, I think Amy might actually come close to fulfilling the Igloo 

Theory.‖ 

 ―I think you‘re right, Cousin. I think she‘s the one.‖ 
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 By the following summer Amy and I were engaged, and on July 18 she called me crying 

hysterically. 

―I just got a letter from my birth mother.‖ 

―Okay, I‘ll be right over.‖ 

July 15, 1994 

Ms. Amy Hanna 
------------------- 
------------------- 
College Station, TX 77840 
 
Dear Amy: 
 
 I have wondered for years what I would say when I finally wrote to you. And, after all the 
long letters I‘ve composed in my mind, I decided to keep this one short. 
 I am writing to let you know that I am your birth mother and that I have loved you every 
minute of every day for the past twenty-three years. All of the other things that I would like to 
say are beside the point at present. The most important thing for me is to let you know that I am 
here and that I would love to hear from you. Please feel free to contact me (by phone [collect] at 
my home or office, or by mail) if you should wish to. 
 Please excuse my typing this letter, but I was afraid you might not be able to read my 
handwriting which appears a little shakey [sic] at the moment. 
 My love and best wishes for your health and happiness always. 
 
     Sincerely, 
 
     [signed] Carol Camp 

 

 A week later Amy wrote Carol back: 

Carol Camp 
-------------- 
Dallas, TX 75227 
 
Dear Carol: 

I must say that your letter did shock me. I have often thought about finding you, but the 
timing just never seemed quite right 

There are a lot of questions that I want to ask you, such as medical history, how you 
found me, how long you have known my name, how you knew I went by my middle name, why 
you gave me up for adoption, etc. 
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The sun always seems to shine on me where-ever I may go in life. Noting my latest 
accomplishments, you may tend to agree. 

I graduated last May from Texas A&M University with an Interdisciplinary Studies 
degree. I will begin teaching in the fall. I am very nervous, yet excited about it. 

I was always very involved at A&M, including freshman orientation, Christian sorority, 
and especially music. I have been singing and playing the piano almost all of my life. 

I got engaged to a wonderful man the week before I graduated. We plan to be married 
within the next couple of years. His family is wonderful and loves me as their own. 

I guess the main reason why I ever wanted to find you was to just tell you thank you. 
Giving me up for adoption was the most beautiful, unselfish thing you could have ever done for 
me. I have always felt blessed by God to have been put with my family. They are the most 
wonderful people I have ever known!  

I could not quit crying after receiving your letter. I was confused and my emotions 
consumed me. I realize now why I have always kept hesitating in trying to find you… I just 
wasn‘t ready. My mind and my heart apparently have differing opinions. This is why, at this 
point in my life, I would like for us to hold off on any further contact. I would, however, love for 
you to respond to this letter, if you wish. I will forever keep your name close to my heart and 
perhaps will be getting back to you when my heart and mind are persuaded to travel in the same 
direction. 
 
       Sincerely, 
 
       Sara Amy Hanna 

 

 A month later, August 26, 1994, Carol mailed Amy a four-page single-spaced letter in 

which she writes, 

I have kept your letter with me every moment since it arrived. I have read it over and 
over again with joy and gratitude that your life has apparently gone so well. I always wanted the 
very best for you and it seems that my prayers have been answered…. 

 
 The things I thought were reasons at 18 seem like excuses to me now at 42. What I can 
tell you [is] that I desperately wanted the very best for you. I wanted you to have a chance at the 
kind of life I knew I could not give you at the time. I can also tell you that the experience of 
being pregnant and giving birth to you changed my life forever. There has never been a moment 
that I have not loved you with every fiber of my being and there is nothing I would take for that 
experience. You were the most beautiful, precious baby and my heart broke to give you up…. 
 
 It does, however, give me great peace to know that your parents are such wonderful 
people. I am and will always be profoundly grateful to them for giving you their love, guidance, 
encouragement and support. Their loving gift is apparent from your letter and your obvious love 
for them is a testament to the kind of people they truly are. 
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We have come to this point from very different places. You came to me from the inside. 
You are a part of me. You are my heart and soul, my daughter, the only child I will ever have. I 
have come to you from the outside. I am a stranger, someone you know nothing about. It is not 
now, nor has it ever been, my wish to intrude upon your life. I do not want, nor would I ever try, 
to fill a position where no vacancy exists. I had just come to the point in my life where I needed 
to tell you who I was, where I was, and that I love you. I guess I was also looking for some peace 
of mind. Just to have made contact and to have heard something about you from your own mouth 
has given me so much of what I was seeking…. 

 
 The enclosed photos show a pretty, smiling lady with Amy‘s complexion, facial 

structure, and lips—bottom fuller than top—but with red hair and blue eyes. 

 ―Why couldn‘t I have gotten her lighter features on his darker skin?‖ Amy lamented 

when she later discovered that her birth father was full-blooded Cuban.  

 ―You‘re beautiful just the way you are,‖ I said. ―Cuban, huh? I like it. That explains your 

exotic look. Hot-blooded!‖ 

 ―Shut up.‖ 

 Amy told her brother Steve about Carol making contact, but she didn‘t tell her parents 

until three years later. 

 Scott and Julie got married in December of 1994. I was the best man, and at the rehearsal 

dinner I gave a toast in which I told the crowd how I had always dreamed of having a brother.  

 ―God gave me Scott,‖ I said, my voice breaking. Many in the crowd shed tears. Mom 

bawled. Karen was there, but I didn‘t see her reaction. At any rate, I refrained from crying. 

 Three months later, March 11, 1995, Amy and I got married. Scott was the best man. At 

the rehearsal dinner he started his toast joking that he hoped no one expected him to match the 

toast I had given him. Then he said I was ―the last Romantic poet‖ and that‘s how he knew Amy 

and I would make it. When Lee gave his toast he said he knew we would make it because we 

would put Christ at the center of our marriage. Scott did not disagree. 
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The first two years of our marriage, Amy and I lived in College Station where she taught 

eighth-grade math at Jane Long Middle School, I got my Master‘s in English at A&M, and we 

continued to tour central Texas with the band every weekend. When we started making serious 

plans to finally make the move to Nashville, a move of which I had dreamed for five years, OCD 

struck me again in the form of my singing a high note at band rehearsal and obsessing over 

whether I might have ―hurt my voice.‖ 

For five years I had dreamed of moving to Nashville to pursue a career as a  

singer/songwriter. Now that the dream was finally materializing, OCD was robbing me of my 

joy. In May Amy and I flew to Nashville for a few days to scope out apartments and jobs. When 

we returned, we discovered that Ma Maw Rizzo had suffered a heart attack. 

Years before I had dreamed I saw Ma Maw‘s face in a bush at the end of a pigpen. She 

was staring at me, and those black eyes behind the thick glasses were sadder than the baby-blue 

eyes of the gold frog. Suddenly she charged out of the bush, her head on the body of a pig, and 

she bit my pants leg. Then I woke up. I wish I could dream that dream now, or one like it. I‘m 

haunted by the image of Ma Maw on her deathbed at St. Joseph Hospital, spitting up olive-

colored bile, the line on the monitor going flat, the sickening sustained BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP. 

I ran out of her room, out of the ICU, down the hall to a balcony area. I cried, but I should have 

cried more. The reason I didn‘t is that my mind was preoccupied by the vague possibility that I 

had hurt my voice two months before. Now my only chance was to sing again in public—maybe 

the same song, maybe not—whereupon instead of hitting the high note, I would either sing it in a 

lower octave or not at all, better yet if the elision was embarrassingly obvious. This would dispel 

the demon for good. Then I could regain my creativity and grieve Ma Maw properly. 
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On July 5, 1997 Amy and I moved to Nashville. Mom and Dad and Pa Paw Rizzo helped 

us move and stayed with us the first week in our new apartment. Pa Paw was miserable without 

his soul mate, and it broke our hearts to see him broken. I tried to hide my OCD from Mom and 

Dad, but they figured it out the second day. Mom cried hysterically, yelling, ―I knew when y‘all 

moved here I‘d lose you forever.‖ 

―Don‘t talk like that in my house,‖ Amy yelled. 

Depressed as he was, Pa Paw took charge of his family and led us in prayer. At the end of 

the week, when it was time for them to go, all five of us were crying. Pa Paw embraced me 

tightly. Looking back, I‘m convinced he knew that was the last time he would ever see me on 

earth. He had come to Nashville to make sure his grandson was going to be alright. Now he was 

going home. 

The following Thursday night I was in the bathroom when I heard Amy answer the 

phone. Then I heard her scream and drop the phone on the floor. I knew it was Pa Paw. 

We flew back for the funeral, which remains a blur in my memory. I remember at the 

viewing Amy walking in and at first refusing to walk up to the casket. 

―This is going to be the hard one,‖ Aunt Dottie said. 

 I remember our friends Lisa and Richard approaching me in the greeting line and 

my sobbing into her hair, inhaling part of it into my throat. My hero was gone. 

We flew back to Nashville. My OCD gradually dissipated. Six months later, the pain of 

loss had receded enough for me to write the following song as a tribute to Ma Maw and Pa Paw: 

Old Reliance Road 
 

Pa Paw loved that piece of land on Old Reliance Road 
He took me there when I was young, and he taught me all I know 
Fishin‘ in that muddy pond and climbin‘ that old tree 
I never had to ask him twice, he‘d always go with me 
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CHORUS: 
Down Old Reliance Road 
And I still travel down that path no matter where I go 
And when this world gets cold 
I rely upon the love we shared on Old Reliance Road 
 
Ma Maw used to ride with us. I remember it so clear 
And Pa Paw proudly held her hand even after fifty years 
They always helped each other through the highs and the lows 
‘Cause when they said their wedding vows they promised God they‘d go 
 
REPEAT CHORUS 
 
Pa Paw died last July, and Lord I miss him so 
But he‘s still holdin‘ Ma Maw‘s hand, and they‘re watchin‘ me, I know 
And you can bet they‘re smilin‘ down and lovin‘ what they see 
‘Cause now they have a great-grand child who loves to go with me 
 
REPEAT CHORUS 
 
 The line about the great-grandchild would not be fulfilled until a year later when on 

November 5, 1999 we welcomed our beautiful baby boy into the world and named him ―Sam.‖ 

 Amy and I had been in email correspondence with her birth mother Carol for four years 

when Amy‘s parents Jack and Ann came to Nashville to visit one weekend.  I awoke that 

Saturday morning to the sound of Amy and Ann crying. I soon discovered that Amy had finally 

told her mom about Carol‘s contacting her and their subsequent correspondence. Hurt by this 

news, Ann confessed that Carol had called her when Amy was in high school, and, contrary to 

Carol‘s request, Ann had refused to let Amy know about the call. 

 In July of 2002, exactly five years after we moved to Nashville, we moved back to Texas 

so that Sam could be as close to his grandparents as we had been to ours. I started my doctorate 

in the English department at the University of North Texas that fall, and the following spring I 

discovered I was adopted. 
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Chapter 9 

The Reunion 

And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings 

about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope 

Romans 5:3-4 

Despite having witnessed Amy and her mom navigate an emotional minefield when Amy 

revealed that she had been in contact with Carol, I knew I wanted to meet my birth mother. 

Oddly enough, I was less interested in why she gave me up for adoption than I was in what she 

was like. 

After my three days of fruitless searches on the internet, only learning that Loff is 

Swedish for ―lake,‖ which is fitting considering my love of fishing, Amy asked her cousin Brad 

if he would help. Brad is an attorney, and in less than two hours, through DMV records, he had 

the answers.  

 ―You sure you wanna know?‖ he said. 

 ―Yeah, bring it on.‖ 

 ―Okay. Her last name is now Kornegay, and she goes by ‗Chris.‘ She and her husband 

Larry are both alumni from the Texas A&M University vet school. That‘s how I found the first 

picture of him. They live in Houston where they own their own vet clinic. You okay? You want 

me to stop?‖ 

 ―No, I‘m good. Go ahead. Does she look like me?‖ 

 ―You definitely have her nose. No question. There‘s more. You sure…‖ 

 ―Yeah, yeah, go on.‖ 
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 ―Okay. They have kids. A twenty-one-year-old son named Kyle, a seventeen-year-old 

daughter named Kendra, and a twelve-year-old daughter named Koral.‖ 

My heart soared. Could it be true? I had longed for siblings my whole life, even when I 

had gotten old enough to know better. I recalled walking down the greeting cards aisle, seeing 

the ―Brother‖ and ―Sister‖ sections, and sadly wishing. Now, did I really have a brother and two 

sisters? 

I wrote down the Kornegays‘ address and phone number, thanked Brad, and started 

searching the internet for any signs of my brother and sisters. I found that Kyle had attended and 

Kendra was now attending Houston Christian Academy. ―Good,‖ I thought. ―They must be 

Christians.‖ Seeing that Kendra was a state finalist vocalist and pianist put my own musical 

talent in context. Poor Mom and Dad can‘t carry a tune; nor can anyone else in our immediate 

families. When I saw that Kendra was also an accomplished distance runner, I thought back to 

my senior year in high school when I ran five miles every day training for baseball. The track 

coach practically begged me to join the track team when he found out I ran the mile in four 

minutes and fifty-eight seconds, a good thirty seconds faster than any of the guys on his team. 

―Must be genetic,‖ I thought, and this was doubly confirmed when I found that Kyle too was a 

distance runner in high school. Now he was a senior at Texas A & M where he was president of 

his business fraternity. I saw a picture of him, and our resemblance was unmistakable. ―He‘s a 

good-lookin‘ kid if I do say so myself,‖ I thought. There were no pictures of Kendra or Koral on 

the internet, and, though at first disappointed, I realized this was a good thing considering all the 

perverts out there in cyberspace. My big brotherly instincts were already kicking in. I had to 

meet them, but how? 
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 I called Mom and Dad with the news and found that they were one step ahead of me. 

Mom had gone to Texas A&M the week before and found pictures of Chris and Larry in a couple 

of old Aggie yearbooks. 

 ―I was going to call you,‖ Mom said, ―but I decided it would be best to let you make the 

discoveries for yourself. What are you going to do now?‖ 

 ―I don‘t know. I‘ll figure something out.‖ 

 That Saturday evening Amy and I joined Jay and Lisa and a group of their friends at The 

Fox and Hound in Lewisville for Jay‘s thirty-fifth birthday celebration. Jay and Lisa had been 

enthusiastically following my adoption drama, and they were amazed when I showed them the 

pictures of Chris and Larry. 

 ―I definitely have Chris‘ nose,‖ I said. ―We don‘t know if Larry‘s the birth father or not.‖ 

 ―Are you kidding?‖ Lisa said. ―Look at him. Sam looks just like him.‖ 

 ―You think? Maybe.‖ 

This is the letter I mailed to my birth mother less than two weeks after my parents 

confirmed that they had indeed adopted me: 

September 4, 2003 
 
Dear Chris, 
 
 My name is Steven Rizzo, and I was born October 8, 1970 at St. Joseph Hospital in 
Bryan, Texas. A couple of weeks ago I found out that I was adopted. It turns out that my parents 
tried to tell me when I was a small child, but each time they would try to explain, I would change 
the subject or insist that I ―came out of my Mommy‘s tummy.‖ I‘m not sure why I reacted that 
way; now I know the truth, and, not only am I okay with it, I feel even more blessed than I did 
before knowing. 
 In the midst of a long, heartfelt conversation between me, my parents, and my wife—
who, as God would have it, is also adopted—my Mom showed me my adoption papers, which 
list Cecilia Christina Loff as my birth mother. My parents said they wanted to meet you at the 
time of the adoption so that they could thank you but that you, understandably, wished not to do 
so. 
 I imagine that this is coming as quite a shock to you, and I apologize for that. Thanks to 
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the internet, I also know that you are married with a son and two daughters; therefore, I‘ve been 
contemplating the best way to contact you without disrupting your family in any way, especially 
in case they do not know about me. Unable to find an email address for you, much less one I 
could be certain that only you would check, I decided that a certified letter that only you could 
sign for would be the best choice. 
 If nothing else, I just want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for not aborting me 
and for giving me the opportunity to have the wonderful life I have enjoyed these past thirty-two 
(now almost thirty-three) years. Honestly, I could not be more blessed. I am a Christian; I have a 
beautiful wife named Amy whom I met at Texas A&M University where she and I graduated in 
1994 and 1993 respectively; we have a precious three-year-old son named Sam who is the cutest, 
smartest, most tender-hearted child in the world; I have incredible parents who have showered 
me with love my whole life; and I have the best family and friends that anyone could possibly 
hope for. 
 If you have any desire to contact me, you can email me at __________________.___; 
you can call me at ___-___-____; or you can mail me the old-fashioned way at the following 
address: 
   Steven Rizzo 
   ----------------- 
   Lake Dallas, TX 75065 
 
I would love to meet you and your family, but please know that if I never hear from you, I will 
completely understand, and I will never harbor anything but good will toward you. Thank you so 
much for being courageous and compassionate enough to give me life. God bless you and your 
family. 
 
Love always, 
 
 
Steven 

 

 Arriving home from the post office, the first thing I did was check my email, at which 

point I saw that Amy‘s birth mother, Carol, was online.  

 ―it‘s no coincidence you and i are both online at this moment,‖ I typed into the Instant 

Message box. ―you‘ll never believe what I just did.‖ 

 ―what‘s wrong honey, everything okay?‖ she replied. 

 ―yeah, i just sent a certified letter to my birth mother.‖ 

 ―oh my gosh! can I call you right now?‖ 
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Neither Amy nor I had ever talked to Carol in person or on the phone. We had only corresponded 

via the postal service and the internet ever since Carol first contacted Amy eight years before. 

Amy cried that whole day. Now Carol and I talked on the phone for two hours. It was so neat to 

hear her voice after eight years of emails and instant messages. I couldn‘t wait to tell Amy. ―I‘ll 

be praying that you find them, Honey,‖ Carol said. ―Keep me posted.‖ 

 When Amy got home that day, she couldn‘t believe that I had talked with her birth 

mother on the phone, but she wasn‘t mad. She was concerned for me.  

―What if you never hear from her?‖ she asked. ―How will you feel?‖ 

―I‘m not gonna lie. I‘ll be disappointed. I mean, who wouldn‘t be? But I‘ll be fine. I‘ve 

gone thirty-two years without even knowing that they exist, so if I never hear anything, life will 

go on.‖ 

―Well, I just don‘t want you to expect anything too soon. It might be several months or 

even a year before she responds. I imagine it will take her a while to process.‖ 

That was Friday. The following Tuesday evening I was sitting on the couch, hanging out 

with Jay. Amy and Lisa were watching T.V. in the bedroom. Emma and Ava, Jay and Lisa‘s 

little girls, were playing in the front room with Sam. When the phone rang, I got a funny feeling. 

Somehow I knew it was her. 

―Hello?‖ 

―Hello, Steven?‖ 

―Yes, this is he.‖ 

―Hi. This is Chris Kornegay.‖  

 ―Oh my gosh!‖ I said, and thus commenced our two-hour conversation in which I found 

out that her husband Larry was indeed my birth father and that, therefore, my brother and sisters 
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were full-blooded. I let Sam talk to Chris, and he told her all about his Power Rangers toys. 

There would be time later to figure out how to explain to my three-year-old son who this woman 

was. For now I just let them talk. When I got back on the phone with Chris I shared with her 

some of my history with depression and OCD and asked if that ran in the family. I was 

concerned for Sam‘s sake. As far as she knew, no one in the family had OCD, but her mother 

had struggled with severe depression to the point of being hospitalized, as had her sister Cindy 

and her brother Aaron. No one on Larry‘s side that she knew of had a history of mental illness. 

This made me feel a bit better about Sam‘s chances. Chris said that she and Larry had never told 

another soul about me: not their parents, all four of whom were dead now; not their brothers, 

sisters, or closest friends; and not Kyle, Kendra, or Koral. She would tell Kendra and Koral the 

next day she said, and Kyle the day after that when he drove up from College Station.  

―Are you sure they‘ll be okay with it?‖ I asked. ―I understand if you don‘t want to tell 

them right away.‖ 

―No, they‘ll be thrilled. They‘re very open-hearted, much like you. You and Kendra—it‘s 

amazing how much you remind me of her. I sense that you two are kindred spirits.‖ 

Sure enough, the next day Chris emailed and said that when she told them the news, 

Kendra cried tears of joy and Koral literally jumped up and down shouting, ―I‘m an aunt! I‘m an 

aunt!‖ In the email Chris attached pictures, including some of my sisters. They were so beautiful. 

Throughout the day I stared at those pictures in amazement. I was so proud. It still didn‘t seem 

completely real. When I showed the pics to Jay he agreed that my sisters are beautiful, and, as a 

father of two young girls, he was particularly drawn to the picture of my youngest sister Koral. 

―She‘s so cute!‖ he said with a laugh. ―Look at that little half-smile, and that glint in her 

eyes. She looks like she might have a mischievous streak.‖ 
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―The girls want to call you tonight if that‘s okay,‖ Chris wrote in the email. I could think 

of nothing else all day. 

Koral is shy and has a learning disability, so she didn‘t say a whole lot. But her voice 

sounded so sweet, and her giggles melted my heart. Then it was Kendra‘s turn. I was awed by 

her instant acceptance of me, and I felt a deep, immediate bond with her. Chris‘ intuition was 

already proving true. Before the girls called, I had started dubbing my CD for them, and now my 

cell phone alarm was going off, signaling that the CD was at the end of the last song.  

―Kendra, I need to go stop the CD I‘m dubbing. Here, talk to Amy a few minutes while 

I‘m gone.‖ 

 As I walked into the music room, I was suddenly hit by an overwhelming urge to tell 

Kendra I loved her. As strange as it sounds, I did instantly, sincerely love this person whom I had 

never even met. ―I better not tell her that just yet, though,‖ I thought. ―She‘ll think I‘m a freak, 

and I‘ll scare her away.‖ 

 Kendra and I talked for another fifteen minutes or so, and then I told her I better let her 

go since it was getting late and it was a school night. 

 ―Yeah, you‘re right,‖ she said. ―I can‘t wait to meet you. I love you.‖ 

 ―I love you too,‖ I said. 

 

 The first night Chris and I talked we planned to meet the following Saturday in College 

Station. I invited Mom and Dad to join us, and they accepted. Friday night, though, the 

impending reality of what was to take place hit Mom full force. 

  ―I know I told you I‘d support your decision either way,‖ Mom said through 

uncontrollable sobs. ―But it hurts that you feel such a need to meet them. Your dad and I did our 
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best to raise you, and we‘ve been your parents for thirty-three years. Now I‘m terrified that 

tomorrow you‘ll ride off into the sunset with your new family.‖ 

 In her head she knew better, but in her heart an instinct more primal than reason or blood 

had taken control. 

 ―If you really believe that,‖ I said with a sigh, ―You don‘t know me very well.‖ 

 ―Besides,‖ Amy added, ―he‘s a grown man. The only family he‘s riding off into the 

sunset with is me and Sam.‖ 

 That night in bed when Amy and I said our prayers, I gave the whole thing over to God. I 

asked Him to ease Mom‘s fears. And Dad‘s, even though he hadn‘t openly expressed any yet, 

other than when he said, ―Well, no matter what happens tomorrow, it‘s been our privilege to be 

your parents these past thirty-three years.‖  

 ―Please!‖ I said and looked at him like he was crazy, which he was, if only temporarily. 

 The next day, Saturday, September 13, 2003, Mom, Dad, Amy, Sam, and I drove to the 

Hilton hotel where we had agreed to meet the Kornegays. Auntie‘s friend worked there at the 

time, and she reserved a conference room for us. I‘m normally a very laid-back person, but I 

couldn‘t stop pacing the lobby. My stomach felt queasy, my palms were sweaty, and I hadn‘t 

been this nervous since my wedding. We must have watched a hundred people walk through the 

double-glass doors of the hotel until, finally, there they were. Chris was wearing a long-sleeve, 

button down shirt designed as the Texas flag. Mom gave Chris a rose and said the thank you she 

had wanted to say for thirty-three years. Chris thanked her in turn. They hugged. Mom cried. I 

gave Kendra and Koral a rose each and shook hands with Larry and Kyle.  

 We walked back to the conference room where we talked, laughed, and perused each 

other‘s photo albums, smiling at photos representing years of memories we had all missed. Then 
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we took photos of ourselves on this day we hadn‘t missed. Afterward, as we all stood around, 

Koral suddenly flung her arms around me and wouldn‘t let go. Kendra started crying, and she 

and Kyle held onto each other.  

 From the Hilton we went to CiCi‘s Pizza where we ended up staying another three hours. 

Chris and Larry were amazed at how much Koral was talking.  

―I can‘t believe it,‖ Larry said. ―She‘s never talked this much in one sitting.‖ 

 Fifteen minutes into the meal I noticed the napkin I had crumpled into a little ball, which I then 

held up for everyone to see and asked, ―Do y‘all do this too?‖ To my astonishment, Chris, Larry, 

Kyle, Kendra, and Koral all held up similarly crumpled napkins. 

Larry gave a summary of our family history. Chris was indeed Swedish, and part Polish. 

Larry was of German descent, and his grandmother was almost full-blooded Cherokee. He and 

Chris recalled her olive complexion and long, straight black hair. Like Mom and Dad, Larry and 

Chris both grew up around cows and horses. Later I would learn that when Chris was seven years 

old she transplanted a frog heart into a horned toad. It didn‘t work, but what ambition! The 

closest I had ever come to that was trying to mend the wing of a crow I had shot with a bb gun. 

Of course, that didn‘t work either. 

I gave a sketch of my life, including my early dream to pitch in the major leagues, a 

dream cut short by a back injury my senior year in high school, as well as my more recent dream 

of writing and singing songs for a living, a dream cut short—or at least postponed—by our move 

back to Texas from Tennessee so that Sam could grow up geographically closer to his 

grandparents. I apologized to Kyle, Kendra, and Koral after I thought of how cool it would have 

been for them to meet their long-lost brother who was now a famous athlete or recording star. A 

bit narcissistic, I know, but I wanted desperately to make them proud of me.  
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―You have a beautiful family, and you seem happy,‖ Kyle said. ―I hope I‘m as successful 

as you one day.‖  

I‘ll never forget those words—just the words I needed to hear from just the person I needed to 

hear say them. In this moment, my brother eleven years my junior had shown maturity and 

wisdom well beyond his years, indeed well beyond mine. 

After shutting CiCi‘s down, Amy and I drove back to Mom and Dad‘s house as the 

Kornegays headed back to Houston. Five minutes down the road my cell phone rang. It was 

Kendra. 

 ―Just found out I made the regionals in choir,‖ she said. ―Wanted to let you know.‖  

 ―That‘s awesome. Way to go,‖ I said.  

 ―We‘ve been listening to your CD, and we love it,‖ she continued. 

 ―Thanks,‖ I said. 

 The next day, Kendra called again and said that her favorite song of mine was ―The Rest 

of Forever.‖  

 ―Aw, he wrote that for us!‖ she had told her family. Even when Chris gently reminded 

her that I had written the song before I even knew they existed, Kendra insisted that she could 

still imagine. Indeed, though I wrote the duet for Auntie and her then-fiancé Monte who were 

marrying each other in their fifties, the song did fit the present story in an uncanny way. Here are 

the first verse and chorus: 

 (Male) If I‘d known you back in high school 

You would have been my prom queen 

 (Female) And if you‘d been there when I had nightmares 

They would‘ve turned to sweet dreams 
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(Male) Now it‘s just too late to go back 

(Both) But that‘s okay ‘cause we still have 

 

(Both) THE REST OF FOREVER to make up for lost time 

‗Better late than never‘ can‘t even begin to describe 

How blessed we are. We‘ve come so far 

And there‘s so much left to do 

‘Cause I‘m gonna spend THE REST OF FOREVER lovin‘ you 

 

 When Amy and I got back to Mom and Dad‘s house after our drive home from CiCi‘s 

Pizza, they were watching The Power Rangers with Sam. 

 ―What a day,‖ I said. ―Well, what did y‘all think?‖ 

 ―They‘re so nice, you can‘t help but like them,‖ Mom said. 

 ―Yep,‖ said Dad with a grin. ―Looks like your mom and I have three new kids!‖ 

 

 Kyle came over the next day as it was Sunday and he was in town, still in school at 

A&M. It was a dream come true getting to walk him through my childhood home where I used 

to long for a little brother with whom to share my toys and throw the football and baseball. 

Suddenly realizing that while I had given Kendra and Koral roses, I hadn‘t given Kyle a gift, I 

gave him two of my prized baseballs from games I pitched the year he was born. Cousin Holly 

and Auntie and Monte came over, and I was so proud to introduce them to my little brother and 

vice versa. They couldn‘t get over how much Kyle and I look alike and act alike. He‘s just as 

easy-going as I am. 
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 ―Yep, y‘all are definitely brothers,‖ Auntie said. ―It‘s amazing.‖ 

Had Kyle suddenly materialized out of the corn stalks I would have been no less astounded by 

this, my own personal field of dreams.  

I headed back to Lake Dallas that day in a beautiful, surreal daze with a heart full of joy 

and gratitude, and a mind still in shock and disbelief.  

 The email Kendra sent me early that evening reveals that I was not the only one feeling 

giddy and euphoric: ―I honestly cried the whole way home last night, and then for a while after 

that. I‘m not upset though, I really don‘t even know why I was crying, I‘m so happy.‖  

 Like me, my little sister was joyfully distracted: ―When I talked to Kyle earlier I was so 

jealous that he got to spend his afternoon with you guys. I don‘t know how I‘m gonna get 

through these next couple of weeks in school, because I honestly have not been able to even look 

at my homework. I worked this afternoon which kinda kept my mind focused on something else, 

but other than that …‖ 

―I may try to call you later on tonight if that is okay. I‘m gonna love you the rest of 

forever. Your little sister always, Kendra‖ My heart soared even higher when I read those last 

lines. 

That night, Kyle and Kendra and I sanctified our bond online through instant messaging. 

We swore our allegiance to each other and vowed to always protect Koral. Then, our thirty 

fingers frantically clicking all at once trying to keep up with the love overflowing from our 

hearts, we typed into the wee hours of the morning in an attempt to make up for a couple of lost 

decades. 

The next day, Chris sent me the following email with ―Miracles‖ as the subject header:  

 Steven, 
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Words can‘t describe the joy I feel. Meeting you, Amy, Sam and your parents was truly 
miraculous. Love, not time, heals all wounds. 

I knew Kyle, Kendra & Koral have so much love for each other and that it would expand 
instantly to include you. I am profoundly and eternally grateful to your parents for surrounding 
you with love and nurturing, guiding and cherishing you. They are so gracious to have enabled 
us to have such a magical reunion. 

I prayed that you would be healthy, happy, and loved abundantly. You have exceeded my 
wildest expectations. 

I will write more later but since I overslept after I finally got to sleep, I am running late. 
All of us are having difficulty focusing on anything but you. 

Love, 
Chris 
 

 I responded, 

 Chris, 

 Like I told Kendra last night, I‘ve never been happier in my entire life, and I‘ve had a 
happy life! I‘ve also never been more proud of my parents than I am right now. This has all been 
very hard for them, but they feel so much better after meeting y‘all and seeing what wonderful 
people you are. It gave me so much joy to see you and Larry and my parents hit it off the way 
you did. My mom said it would have been a lot easier for she and my dad to leave CiCi‘s Pizza 
the other night if you and Larry weren‘t so nice! I know that for a while some things may still be 
a bit awkward for you and Larry and my parents, as they would be even more so for anyone less 
accepting and loving than the four of you. But I know that in time the tiniest remnant of 
awkwardness will be dissolved by this incredible love. My parents will always be my mom and 
dad, and I pray that my relationship with you and Larry will develop into the closest of 
friendships. I feel that we‘re already heading in that direction.  

Thank you so much for the respect and admiration you and Larry showed my parents. 
They definitely feel the same for y‘all. I think it‘s so neat how much y‘all have in common. My 
mom and dad grew up with horses and cattle, and we always had dogs and cats when I was 
growing up. More importantly, all four of you are sweet, loving, down-to-earth people who have 
blessed your children with love so powerful it could only come from Christ. 

Thank you so much for raising three beautiful children with whom I am already deeply in 
love. I am so elated to have the rest of my life to get to know them better. 

And, again, thank you so much for giving me life and for giving me the opportunity to 
grow up with parents (and an entire family) whose love for me knows no limits. Hope y‘all have 
a great week. God bless. 

 
Love, 
Steven 

Meanwhile, my family in Bryan was feeling a bit more conflicted, as Cousin Holly‘s 

email that Monday indicates.  
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 ―I just wish that when we were little that we had the chance to get to know each other 

better, but you know how our family is. Nobody can get along, and Granny always said that 

Johnny and Kay kept you away because they didn‘t want to take a chance that Cooter or Ann 

would tell.‖ Whether she was referring to the time before or after Mom and Dad tried to tell me 

when I was five, Ma Maw‘s observation indicates that at some point they began to guard the 

secret zealously. Now, all these years later, even had I been inclined to hold this against Mom 

and Dad—I had no such inclination—my present elation would have washed away any sense of 

having been wronged. Wrong or right, I knew Mom and Dad did what they did because they 

loved me completely, overbearing though their way of expressing that love may be sometimes. If 

anything, I blamed myself for not having clued in sooner, and, for a moment, I paused to regret 

not having gotten to know my brother and sisters from the time they were babies. Quickly, 

however, I realized that God timed our reunion perfectly, making it smoother than it probably 

would have been had I found out before I had a wife and child of my own. I am still a child, 

though, to Mom and Dad, and while they have loosened the apron strings considerably, 

especially since I moved to Nashville and back, they will always see part of me as that helpless 

infant in the St. Joseph Hospital maternity ward waiting for them to rescue me.  

I forwarded ―Miracles‖ to Auntie and Monte, and Monte replied with the following 

words of encouragement: ―Steven, we will support you what ever you do. We‘re very proud of 

the way you handle adversity. You take advantage of it, lead it, and shape it into a good thing. 

You realize others that are close to you aren‘t as strong, so you carry them with your strength 

and wisdom. You‘re happiness and well being is everyone‘s biggest priority.‖ I appreciated his 

prioritizing my happiness, but I wanted everyone to be as happy as I was. I wasn‘t so sure that 
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my ―strength and wisdom‖ could carry the family, but my joy was so intoxicating I believed it 

would spread to the rest of the family and carry us all away. 

 That October 2-5 Chris and Larry had meetings with the Southwest Veterinarian 

Association in Fort Worth, and they invited Amy and Sam and me to join them that Saturday, 

October 4, and meet some of their veterinarian friends. We went and had a marvelous time, 

though I couldn‘t help but feel a bit guilty knowing that Mom and Dad were still struggling with 

the whole situation. Several of Chris‘s friends pulled me aside that day and told me they had 

known Chris for years and had never seen her this happy. They all agreed that for Chris a thirty-

plus-year-old burden had been lifted. Had that burden now begun to settle on Mom? 

  

A month later, Chris wrote her own account of our reunion: 

Monday, September 8, 2003 
 

Larry was on a road trip to visit Bob then Marshall, so I picked Koral up from school at 
noon.  We had just eaten lunch, Koral had gone up to her room and I had sat down in the recliner 
to read Runaway Jury (not one of Grisham‘s better novels) when the doorbell rang. Probably a 
solicitor I thought as I got up to answer the door.  Instead the mail carrier asked me to sign for a 
certified letter then handed me the rest of the mail.  I inspected the envelope as I walked back to 
the recliner.  I didn‘t know a Steven Rizzo or anyone from Lake Dallas.  The back held no clues.  
I began reading ―Dear Chris, My name is Steven J Rizzo.  I was born at St. Joseph Hospital on 
October 8, 1970.‖  I gasped, clutched my chest, and my mind went blank as I stared at the piece 
of paper.  Time was distorted.  Eventually I broke out of my trance enough to reread that 
sentence several times before it permeated my consciousness sufficiently for me to continue.  He 
had just found out that he was adopted – the reason he hadn‘t contacted me before was because 
he didn‘t know about me, not because he didn‘t want to!  He is a Christian and an Aggie, as is 
his wife, he has a son, and he wants to meet us!  I started dialing his home number but stopped – 
he would most likely be at work, as would his wife, I certainly didn‘t want to leave a message, 
and what would I say anyway?  Instead I called Larry.  I asked if he were alone, he said no, that 
he was in the grocery store with Marshall and did I want to talk to Marshall. As I was saying no, 
Marshall said Hi Chris, how are you, wish you were here, we‘re having a great time.  When 
Larry got back on the phone I told him to call back when he was alone so I could talk to him.  He 
asked if it was something good & I said yes.  He said that he was walking down a separate aisle 
and that it was ok to talk. 

I began, ―I got a letter from Steven Rizzo today.‖  
Larry, ―Who?‖   
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―Steven Rizzo – he was born on October 8, 1970.‖     
―…Oh…  That‘s good, I guess.  Isn‘t it? … We knew that could happen someday.‖   
―Yes.  He‘s an Aggie, is married and they have a son.  He lives in Lake Dallas. He wants 

to meet us.‖ 
―That‘s wonderful.‖ 
Lake Dallas is probably close to Dallas – maybe a 4-hour drive.  Maybe I could go after 

work this evening, or another evening this week.  But it would be late by the time I got there.  Of 
course I need to call first and see if he would be home.  Maybe it would be better to wait until the 
weekend. 

Larry expressed concern that this would be awkward for his parents as well as Kyle 
Kendra and Koral and that we needed to take it slowly; I couldn‘t wait another minute. 

It was very difficult to focus at the clinic that afternoon. I performed my duties on 
autopilot. Fortunately there were no critical patients.  Although I was very eager to call, I had to 
take the horses to Tomball after work to get their feet trimmed for the upcoming show.  I didn‘t 
want to risk anyone overhearing by calling from the clinic before I left and I didn‘t want to risk 
getting cut off by using the cell phone (and it‘s not safe to drive with the trailer without both 
hands on the steering wheel).  I planned to call when I got home but it was much later than I 
expected – it would have been inconsiderate to call that late especially since they have a young 
son.  Or maybe I was gutless. 

I reread his letter several times to reassure myself that I wasn‘t imagining it.  I was 
paranoid that I‘d lose the letter.  Naturally sleep was elusive that night. 

Larry called midday Tuesday & asked if I had talked to Steven yet and if I had told 
Kendra and Koral.  He thought it would be best to wait until he got home to tell them. 

Tuesday I had planned to go to the West Houston VMA meeting after work.  After eating 
supper with Kendra & Koral, I went into my bedroom & closed the door so I would have privacy 
while I called Steven.   He answered after the second ring.  I said Hi, this is Chris Kornegay.  I 
was delighted to receive your letter.  During the ensuing conversation he told me many things 
about himself & I confirmed that Larry was his birth father and told him as much as I could 
about Kyle, Kendra and Koral.  He had gathered an amazing amount of information about us 
through his attorney friend, Brad, and the Internet.  About ten minutes into the conversation, 
Kendra and Koral came in and sat on the bed beside me.  Kendra gave me a quizzical look and 
mouthed who is it?  I merely shook my head and continued. So much for privacy.  I was giddy 
and incoherent.  Kendra & Koral looked at me as if they thought I was nuts, which, of course, I 
was.  Steven was so kind and welcoming and wonderful.  He put Sam on the phone.  Sam‘s 
sweet voice as he told me about his Power Rangers melted my heart. 

After I got off the phone, Kendra quizzed me but I told her that I couldn‘t tell her.  I knew 
that she would be too excited to concentrate on school and I didn‘t want to tell her without telling 
Kyle too and I didn‘t want to tell Kyle over the phone.  I asked what her schedule was for the 
weekend.  She had choir competition and a track meet on Saturday and another commitment on 
Sunday.  I asked her to let me know the best time for her to make available to meet with 
someone and to ask Kyle what his schedule was.  She was even more bewildered. 

I skipped the meeting – I was too excited and I didn‘t think I could focus on anything the 
speaker might say no matter how interesting.  I emailed some pictures of Kyle, Kendra and Koral 
to Steven.  I temporarily left the letter by the computer and panicked that Kendra would find it 
and read it before I had a chance to tell her myself. 
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Kendra kept insisting that I tell her whom we were to meet.  That night was sleepless for Kendra 
also.   

After reviewing everyone‘s schedule, Saturday afternoon was determined to be the best 
time to meet.   

Steven emailed some pictures of Amy, Sam & himself.  I marveled at how handsome he 
was and how much he looked like Larry, Kyle, Kendra and Koral, how beautiful Amy was and 
how precious Sam was. 

Larry had considerable misgivings about everyone meeting so soon.  He thought it would 
be better that he and I meet Steven alone first before telling anyone.  I knew that as soon as we 
told Kyle, Kendra and Koral that they wouldn‘t be able to wait to meet Steven and that I 
wouldn‘t be able to hold off telling them much longer.  I told him that he would be less anxious 
after he read Steven‘s letter.  Although I recognized his anxiety, I was too elated to be 
empathetic. 

Wednesday evening Kendra kept asking ―who‖ and was interrupted only by choir 
practice.  

By Thursday evening, I couldn‘t keep it in any longer and told Kendra and Koral that we 
were going to meet their brother on Saturday afternoon as well as his wife and son.  Koral 
immediately started jumping up and down and saying ―I‘m an aunt!‖  I gave Steven‘s letter to 
Kendra to read and the pictures that he had emailed.  She had a stunned expression and asked, 
―Does Dad know?‖ I said yes, that he planned to get home in time to go with us.  I asked if they 
wanted to talk to Steven on the phone, emailed him to be sure it was ok, we went out to eat and 
called when we got back home.  While on the phone Koral maintained a huge grin and kept 
nodding.  I told her that he couldn‘t hear her nod or smile, that she needed to say something.  
Kendra then had a tentative and sweet conversation. 

I skipped the HCVMA meeting that night (I was becoming totally irresponsible).  Kendra 
said that Kyle called her and asked if I had told her yet.  She said yes but that she couldn‘t tell 
him. 

I met Kyle at Luby‘s for lunch on Friday.  As we walked back to our respective vehicles, 
I told him that we were going to meet his brother and family the next day and gave him Steven‘s 
letter to read.  Kyle had a stunned expression identical to Kendra‘s and asked, ―Does Dad 
know?‖  I said yes and that he planned to get home that evening or the next morning in time to 
go with us.  Only then did I realize what they were asking.  Yes, Larry knew. I showed Kyle the 
pictures Steven had sent.  He said it was wonderful & that he loved me. 

Larry returned Friday evening.  We gathered some pictures. He was becoming 
increasingly fretful; I was euphoric. 

We planned to leave as soon as I got home from work on Saturday.  I quickly changed 
clothes and then waited impatiently for everyone else.   

Steven called shortly after we left the house to get our status.  We called him as we 
passed Navasota so he would know when to expect us.  The drive to College Station was very 
suspenseful and we were all filled with joyful anticipation. 

As we entered the Hilton, Steven, Amy and Kay approached and greeted us warmly.  It 
was a consecrated moment.  Steven gave Kendra, Koral and me each a red rose.  I was 
particularly touched because Larry had given me a red rose the day after Steven was born.  
Johnny was waiting with Sam in an area where we could all sit and visit.  

We looked at the photo albums Kay had brought & at our albums while we began to get 
to know each other.  It was an amazing, awesome, blessed, surreal, fantastic time.  Koral, always 
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very shy, surprised us by embracing Steven in a bear hug.  Sam was unperturbed, extremely well 
behaved, and kept busy with his coloring book and power rangers while we visited. 

Eventually we left the Hilton for CC‘s pizza.  It was heart-warming to see the instant 
bond between Steven and Kyle, Kendra and Koral.  We had so much to share, sometimes 
everyone speaking at once, sometimes jumbled, always joyous.  We were oblivious to anyone 
else in the restaurant.  Koral talked more than she ever had before.  There were so many striking 
similarities between Kyle, Kendra, Koral, Larry, and Steven – including physical characteristics, 
voice, expressions, activities, and perspectives. Steven and Kendra gave thanks in prayer; I 
couldn‘t trust my voice just then.  Amy was extremely sweet, supportive, and kind. Kay and I 
exchanged hugs and heartfelt thanks for our respective roles in Steven‘s life.  Johnny kept Sam 
occupied with the video games for a long time.  Larry took some of our most treasured pictures.  
As Kay and Johnny were leaving with Sam (who had held out incredibly well and for a 
tremendous amount of time for an active three -almost four-year old), I was deeply touched when 
Sam gave each of us a hug.  I wanted the day to never end.  We were all part of a drama most 
people are denied. 

Steven gave each of us his ―Old Reliance Road‖ cd, which we listened to on the way 
back to Houston. 

The first lines ―Oh my goodness, is that really you?  I can‘t believe it‖ were so 
appropriate.   Some of the lines of ―The Rest of Forever‖ were particularly moving:  ―Now it‘s 
too late to go back but that‘s ok cuz we still have the rest of forever to make up for lost time.  
Better late than never.  I can‘t even begin to describe how blessed we are.  We‘ve come so far.  
There‘s so much left to do. And I‘m gonna spend the rest of forever loving you.‖ 

On the drive back to Houston, Kendra found out that she had made region choir & called 
Steven to let him know.  Debi called with a farm update but I wasn‘t quite ready to share the 
moment. 

Larry and I had never told anyone about Steven.  I could scarcely contain myself but 
waited until after church the next morning to call Debi.  She was astounded that she hadn‘t 
known and naturally was thrilled for me.  I then called Cindy who was equally astonished and 
delighted.   

Larry got our reunion pictures developed on Sunday.  I took copies to Aaron‘s to show 
and tell him about Steven Monday evening and took them to Carancahua on Wednesday to 
inform Clint. I drafted a letter to send to our relatives and closest friends.  I had considered but 
rejected the idea of sending a birth announcement as being too frivolous. 

Three weeks later we went to the SWVS meeting in Ft. Worth.  When Larry went to the 
TVMA executive board meeting on Wednesday night, everyone congratulated him 
enthusiastically and asked when I would be there.  The next morning at the BOD meeting they 
embraced me warmly.  We visited Steven, Amy, and Sam Friday evening.  They met many of 
our TVMA friends and Tracy Byrd at Dwight‘s reception.  We had an enchanted evening visiting 
and dancing to Tracy Byrd‘s music. 

That October 8 was the happiest one of my life when I was able to wish Steven ―happy 
birthday‖ for the first time. 

Larry and I met Kay and Johnny for lunch one Saturday afternoon in October.  They 
shared some stories about Steven, including his sports exploits and band experiences as well as 
their anguish in nearly losing him, and his grandmother faithfully keeping a scrapbook of all his 
accomplishments.  Johnny said that he had been very concerned that Steven had sent all his 
contact information.  Larry commented that that was understandable since they didn‘t have any 
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idea what we would be like, that we may have been drug dealers for all they knew.  Then he 
realized, actually we are drug dealers (veterinary drugs anyway).  We attempted (unsuccessfully) 
to answer some of the difficult questions.  I marveled that my constant prayer that The Baby be 
blessed with wonderful, loving, nurturing parents was fulfilled so abundantly. 

Steven‘s letter unleashed a torrent of emotion that I had carefully contained.  Although I 
had let go of the overwhelming guilt by the end of the 70‘s (at least most of it—my guilt was due 
to allowing myself to get in a situation in which I could become pregnant, not the pregnancy 
itself.  I felt no guilt about giving up the baby for adoption since I was absolutely certain that that 
was the right thing to do), and had come to peace with myself on the trip to South Dakota with 
Kendra and Koral in June 2003, I had not let go of the pain but had merely buried it & locked it 
securely away.  (During the trip to S. Dakota et al, I saw so much of myself in Kendra and Koral 
that I was able to look at myself as I was in 1970 more charitably, with love & compassion rather 
than condemnation.  It sounds dumb but I wished I could offer her the reassurance and comfort 
that was unavailable then.  The lyrics to Barry Manilow‘s ―Even Now‖ played in a continuous 
loop in my mind.) 

Early that summer I read The Silva Method, which purported that we can get anything we 
want by using this method.  The main elements of the method are that the thing had to be in the 
realm of possibility, desire, expectation and visualization.  I decided to test this theory by 
visualizing horned toads.  When I was a kid, horned toads were abundant as were red ant beds. 
The invasion of fire ants in the 80‘s and 90‘s decimated the red ant population and the horned 
toads disappeared completely.  The drought at the end of the century greatly reduced the fire ant 
population and the red ants were making a comeback.  My affinity for horned toads created the 
desire and since they are not extinct, seeing one was within the realm of possibility, so I began 
visualizing horned toads with the expectation of seeing one at the red ant hills.  As I rode in the 
pastures, I searched for a horned toad at each anthill.  The summer was one of expectancy and I 
also felt an inexplicable restlessness.  I didn‘t tell Larry about my quest; he would have ridiculed 
it.  I never saw a horned toad in Carancahua but when Larry went to the Miles Cemetery in 
August, he took a picture of a horned toad that was scurrying among the graves.  It was blurry 
but it was a horned toad none the less.  (I still check the red ant hills as I ride by.) 

I had a recurrent dream that began in the mid 1970‘s in which I struggled with the 
realization that it was time to move on, that Larry would never care enough about me or think me 
worthy enough to want to marry me, that our relationship was a sham and that I was merely 
prolonging the heartbreak by hanging around.  The dream faded as I built up the resolve to tell 
him goodbye.  Everything else was contemporary.  Sometime after Kendra was born, the end of 
the dream changed.  I would realize that we were married; sometimes I‘d confirm this by looking 
at our wedding pictures and marriage certificate, and I‘d wonder why I had thought that we 
weren‘t married and why I was so insecure.  The dream occurred at random, independent of the 
natural peaks and valleys of our relationship and any other circumstance.  It hasn‘t returned since 
the summer of 2003. 

In an effort to keep my raging emotions from being intrusive or destructive, I directed 
them into updating the family tree that Jeff had done several years before and in writing down 
what Debi, Cindy and I could remember about our ancestors and about growing up.  Initially it 
was to give Steven more information regarding my family, but soon became almost an obsession.  
I shared the family tree and narrative with my cousins and gained more information and pictures 
from them.   
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For the most part I was ecstatic except sometimes at night or when alone in Carancahua 
when my emotions gyrated between profound joy and agonizing sadness.  The enormity of 
meeting Steven ran through my mind, jumbling up my thoughts to leave them tangled there. I 
grappled with letting go of the pain.  Time, love, reflection, and activity smoothed out the Mt. 
Everest to Mariana Trench mood fluctuations.  Time can‘t heal all wounds – only love can do 
that. 

Initially Kendra talked to Steven on the phone every evening and was unnaturally 
exuberant.  Her infatuation lasted for several weeks until Steven got caught up in his academic, 
family and employment commitments and was unable to spend as much time on the phone with 
her.  She crashed hard. Even though he was stretched extremely thin & doing all-nighters, Steven 
offered to go to a councilor with us & help us choose one that would help.  Kendra worked 
through her depression over the next several months with Julie Sommers.  I felt responsible for 
giving her the genetic predisposition as well as the catalyst of my history.  Surprisingly, I didn‘t 
feel guilt-perhaps my ability to feel guilty had been supersaturated for so long it precluded the 
addition of more guilt.  Also I was strangely unworried & confident that she would be ok.  I was 
somewhat surprised that she had experienced such depression despite her strong faith. 

Kyle spent quite a bit of time with Kay and Johnny that fall and the next spring. They 
always greeted him warmly and opened their home (especially their television and refrigerator) 
to him and embraced him as part of their family. He developed a close relationship with Steven 
and became ―best buddies‖ with Sam.   

Koral took everything in stride.  She loved playing with Sam and visiting Steven. 
Larry‘s anxiety gradually subsided as his fear of the unknown was replaced with the amazingly 
wonderful reality. 

Steven precluded any remorse; Kyle, Kendra and Koral prevent any regret. 
I can‘t imagine how any what if could be better than what is. 
 
 
 Chris found a box of letters Larry‘s mother had written him between May 1968 and 

October 1970, and she gave me a printout of excerpts from the letters. One excerpt clearly 

illustrates the financial challenge Larry‘s family was facing as well as the pressure Larry was 

under to stay in school: ―6/17/69 I know you can‘t afford to spend an entire weekend just playing 

around. Hopefully we can make more money but now may be the only chance you have to stay 

in Vet School.‖ The dramatic irony—I use the term in its technical literary sense—of another 

excerpt from the same letter pierces through the decades: ―Glad you have been having some fun 

with Chris. Just don‘t over-do-it.‖ If she only knew! An excerpt from a letter sent the month 

before I was born seems to confirm Chris‘ suspicion that Larry was dating while she was stuck in 

Caldwell pregnant with me: ―9/21/70 How was your trip to Sam Houston, Larry? Did you meet 
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any interesting girls? I‘m assuming that is why you were going.‖ And another excerpt from the 

same letter suggests that Chris and Larry were not just being paranoid when they went to such 

extravagant lengths to conceal the pregnancy from their prying parents: ―Evidently they goofed 

because we were charged with 2 calls to College Station on Friday, August 14. I don‘t believe 

you called Chris the 14th. Did you? I suppose the calls to Bryan (Aug 13 and 16) were the ones 

you made to her. Right?‖  

 After reading these excerpts, I think I understand more clearly why Chris and Larry gave 

me up for adoption and why they never dreamed of telling their parents. 
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Chapter 10 

The Crush and the Crash 

A striking similitude between the brother and sister now first arrested my attention. 

Edgar Allan Poe, ―The Fall of the House of Usher‖  

Kendra is very affectionate toward Kyle, always embracing him, and at first she was that 

way with me, too. As Chris had predicted the night we first spoke on the phone, Kendra and I are 

kindred spirits. We mirror each other like the Usher twins from Poe‘s story or Signy and 

Sigmund from Norse legend. According to the Encyclopedia of World Problems and Human 

Potential, “genetic sexual attraction‖ (GSA) is “most common between siblings of opposite sex 

who bear a close resemblance. It takes the form of an overpowering, almost electrical grip of 

emotion, associated with an inability to keep away from the other person and an almost 

primordial sense of having belonged together all their lives.‖ It is ―[p]articularly noted in the case 

of adopted children who are subsequently reunited with the biological parent or sibling of the 

opposite sex, seemingly because the normal bonding mechanism has been disrupted.‖ I believe 

this describes quite accurately my early relationship with Kendra. Because I did not grow up 

with her as my sister, the incest taboo regarding her did not imprint on my psyche. I never 

dreamed of having sex with her, but I did find her physically attractive. More to the point, I 

soaked up her attention, and it felt good to be adored. In fact, it felt like a crush. Oddly, I also felt 

the vindictive urge to show off Kendra to my ex-girlfriend Karen. Karen wounded my self-

esteem deeply, and Amy repaired it, but Amy shrinks from Mom and Dad‘s veneration of me. 

Kendra seemed to fill the gap.  

 ―There, Karen. See, someone special sees how special I am even though you didn‘t.‖ 

http://www.uia.org/uiapubs/pubency.htm
http://www.uia.org/uiapubs/pubency.htm
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Perhaps it‘s not irrelevant that Kendra was seventeen when I met her, the same age I was when I 

started dating Karen.  

 Kendra and I experienced a non-sexual honeymoon phase the first month-and-a-half 

during which we talked on the phone for hours each night and emailed each other every day, our 

calls and emails bubbling over with hyperbolic affection. I have not saved my side of the email 

correspondence, but here is a sampling of hers from the first week-and-a-half: 

 September 16—―i cannot wait to see you again. you have consumed my thoughts all 

week long!‖ 

 September 24—―I feel like I could talk to you all night long every night still and nothing 

else would matter. I have the rose you gave me when we met on my night stand and it still smells 

so sweet…so as if you wouldn‘t be anyways, you really are the first person I think about when I 

wake up and the last person I think about before I fall asleep.‖ Then, ―God is totally changing my 

life, as He is all of ours…. Anyways, I just wanted to say thanks for being so great and loving. I 

can‘t think of any better blessing God could have given me. I cherish every moment I get to 

spend talking to you, and every email I get from you. Miracles really do happen.‖ 

 September 25—―I hope to get a call from you soon…if not I‘ll just call you! ‗If you‘d 

been there when I had nightmares they would have turned to sweet dreams.‘ But all of my 

dreams have been sweet lately…almost as sweet as you.‖  

 Such a high is impossible to sustain, and I should have foreseen the inevitable crash, but I 

was preoccupied with trying to live up to my little sister‘s image of me. Meanwhile, I was 

walking a tight rope, trying to get to know my siblings without neglecting Amy and Sam.  

We drove to Houston for Kendra‘s choir performance one weekend in November. The 

next weekend was her high school graduation, and I wanted to go, but Amy needed me at home, 
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and since we had just been down to see her the weekend before, I thought Kendra would be okay 

with my missing the graduation. She was not. I had let her down, and she crashed hard from the 

dizzying heights we had been navigating for a month-and-a-half. I felt horribly guilt. I was also 

saddened that the honeymoon was finally over, and my little sister no longer saw me as Mr. 

Perfect. 

The tone of her emails changed dramatically: 

November 16: ―Thank you for your words of encouragement and insight. I think it may 

be a while before they really sink in. I wish I could be a better sister right now, but hopefully that 

will come with time, too. I don‘t really know what to say right now other than thanks for being 

there and I‘m sorry that you‘ve had to put up with me.‖   

November 24: ―I really do want to see you sometime this week if it works out, but I think 

part of me is just scared. From the first night I talked to you I just wanted everything to work out 

perfectly for once…‖  

―So Kendra is a perfectionist like me,‖ I thought. Indeed, she later would write of her 

―ancient struggles with perfectionism.‖ She also shares my exaggerated sense of responsibility, 

another common trait of OCD sufferers. So when our bubble of imagined perfection burst, while 

Kendra believed that ―the only person to blame for anything not working out is me,‖ I blamed 

myself. Regardless of whom if anyone was to blame, I was alarmed by the depth of her despair: 

I know you don‘t care if I am upset or not when you see me, but I already ruined the last 
time I got to see you, and I don‘t want that to happen again. I really do trust you, but my heart 
remembers being hurt time and time again by people that I thought I trusted. I‘m sorry if I sound 
rude, because I don‘t mean to. Right now I should be having the time of my life, but I am having 
trouble even seeing the people that I love. I really would understand if you guys all decided to 
disown me, because I am obviously not worth anything. Everybody would be so much better off 
right now if I just wasn‘t a part of the picture at all. No matter what you say, I know I have been 
a waste of time, just like I have been a waste of my parent‘s time in the past. I just wish I could 
change a few things, but the past can‘t be changed. I know that if I don‘t end up seeing you 
sometime this week, it will make it even harder to see you later on, and I don‘t want to make 
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things worse than they already are. My mom always tells me that I should be thankful that I even 
get to talk to you, and I know I don‘t thank you enough, so … thank you for caring. It really 
means more than you know. You are a more perfect brother than I ever could have hoped for you 
to be, and I have been the worst sister imaginable. But, as I do not wish to waste your time any 
more than I already have, I will end my message. I hope that you get a lot of work done on your 
paper tomorrow! I love you!~Kendra 

 
Kendra made me promise not to tell Chris she was depressed, but I told her I would have 

to if she didn‘t. Her life was more important to me than whether she was mad at me or even 

whether she trusted me. Finally she told Chris, and Chris got her in with a psychologist who 

diagnosed her with bipolar disorder and a trace of obsessive-compulsive-personality disorder. I 

recognized this as yet another example of God‘s perfect timing as He had let me find my birth 

family just in time to help Kendra, for which I was uniquely qualified by what I suffered my 

senior year in high school/freshman year in college. When I was Kendra‘s age, though my 

perceived relationship with my parents was opposite of hers, I too crashed from dizzying heights.  

After a month or so, Kendra began to recover. She started classes that fall at Texas A&M 

where, like me, she experienced a dark night of the soul that ultimately strengthened her faith. 

Reflecting back on this experience she wrote an essay called ―Life or Something Like It‖ in 

which she sheds light on our earlier whirlwind ―romance‖ and its immediate aftermath: 

I had always considered Kyle to be one of my best friends. He was my hero; he would 
always answer his door in the middle of the night when I couldn‘t sleep; he let my friends and 
me play with him and his friend growing up. We were much closer than most brothers and sisters 
are. I guess I expected my relationship with Steven to somehow transform into one identical to 
the one Kyle and I shared. I immediately got carried away into trying to acquire another best 
friend big brother. There was so much that we didn‘t know about each other, though. Steven 
seemed so perfect. He was very athletic, extremely musical, and had a great family. More 
importantly, though, he was a Christian, and his love for the Lord was evident. I felt so inferior, 
almost like I had to prove to him my worthiness as his sister [Little did she know, I felt the same 
way toward her]. With time, I realized that my relationship with him wasn‘t supposed to be just 
like the one I shared with Kyle. It wasn‘t hard to recognize how blessed I was to get to know 
him. I had been praying for quite some time that God would bring my family closer together, and 
meeting Steven was definitely an answer.   
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In time, my familiar battle with depression reemerged. For the first time ever though, I 
didn‘t feel like I had to conceal it. Plus, it was easy to blame it on the new, becoming not-so-new 
addition to my life. 

 
 Kendra graduated from Texas A&M with an Education degree and a 4.0 in just three 

years, and this time I didn‘t miss the graduation. She is currently teaching first grade full-time at 

a private Christian academy and working on her Master‘s in Christian counseling. She visited 

recently, and we got to tell our story to a few of my friends who hadn‘t heard it yet. When I 

recounted how at the Southwest Veterinarian Association, Chris‘s friends told me they had never 

seen her so happy, Kendra added, ―Mom is a totally different person now. Since Steven came 

into our lives, she has broken out of her shell. I feel like I didn‘t get to know my mother growing 

up. Now I do.‖ This made me almost as proud as I was the day Kendra told me she found hope 

and inspiration in mine and Amy‘s marriage and that if she ever got married she would model 

her marriage after ours. 

 In 2006 I wrote a song for Kendra: 

MY SISTER  
 

I never got to sing you a lullaby  
And I never got to feed you a bottle 
But we don‘t have to cry 
Over that milk  
You and I never spilt 
 
I wasn‘t there to meet your first date 
So I didn‘t get to warn him 
That if he brought you home late 
That would be the last time 
Anybody saw him alive 
 
CHORUS: 
For eighteen years I had no idea 
That you existed anywhere but in my dreams 
Then God smiled down, and you‘re here now, 
And I‘m so proud you have my eyes and my beliefs 
From your early years, all I have are pictures 
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But from now on, I‘ve got MY SISTER 
 
Now I know you‘re no longer a little girl 
And I know you can take care of yourself 
But in this cruel world 
You can never get too much 
Brotherly love  
 
REPEAT CHORUS 
 
BRIDGE: 
I‘m your long-lost brother, and I‘ve found 
The most beautiful sister inside and out 
 
REPEAT CHORUS  
 
TAG: 
Instead of memories, all I have are pictures 
But from now on, I‘ve got MY SISTER 
 
TURN-AROUND: 
I never got to sing you a lullaby 
 

The giddiness Kendra and I experienced the first month-and-a-half we knew each other 

has given way to a deeper, more mature relationship. Yes, I see myself in Kendra, and she sees 

herself in me, so one might conclude that our love for each other is narcissistic. As Paul Cefalu 

notes in a January 2009 PMLA article, however, ―those with OCD…are fundamentally self-

alienated,‖ not self absorbed, and, if anything, they are excessively conscientious toward others 

and excessively hard on themselves. That‘s Kendra and me. Furthermore, similar as we are, we 

have our differences. Try as I might, for instance, I can‘t get her interested in fishing. 
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Chapter 11 

How I Came to Be 

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother‘s womb.  

I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 

Psalm 139:13-14 

 On the phone one day, Chris told me she was writing an account of the events 

surrounding my birth. ―It‘s been therapeutic,‖ she said. ―Confronting those old ghosts directly for 

the first time, I have finally been able to forgive myself after all these years.‖ When she and 

Larry visited a few weeks later, she handed me the manuscript and said, ―It‘s not pretty, but as 

closely as I can remember, it‘s all true.‖ She and Larry followed the boys into the playroom, and 

I took the manuscript to the kitchen table, the same kitchen table where three years before I had 

heard and accepted once and for all the news that I was adopted. While Chris and Larry played 

with the boys in the next room, I sat at the table and read:  

 

nineteen seventy 
 

1970 began on June 1, 1969. I graduated on Friday night from Palacios High School and 
moved into Fowler hall on Sunday. Mom and Dad took me to College Station after church and 
helped me take my things to my room, 201 Fowler Hall, on the northwest corner of the second 
floor. My sense of direction is generally good. I usually can get oriented easily but in College 
Station my geographic perspective was skewed by 90 degrees – north seemed to be east. 

My roommate, Cathy Jankowski, greeted us with a warm smile as we entered the room. 
A freshman from Richmond, ―Jan,‖ as we called her, was Catholic, Czech, about 5‘2‖, had 
shoulder-length somewhat blonde hair, and was engaged to a young man who was stationed in 
Vietnam. She had staked out the bed by the door (the beds consisted of a 6‘x2 ½‘x 2‖ mattress 
on a plywood base & were surprisingly comfortable). One of the first things she said to me after 
my parents left was that she hoped that I was there as a serious student & not there simply to run 
around with the boys because she was engaged and wouldn‘t be dating. A couple of hours later 
John Thomas called and asked her to meet him & go out to get a coke. She said that she would if 
he had someone to double with her roommate. She then had me talk to John‘s roommate, Larry, 
& we agreed to meet at the stairs of our dorm. We stood on the balcony in front of our room to 
watch for them and soon saw two figures emerge from the stairwell gap in Keathley Hall - one 
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was thin, medium height, with light brown hair and the other was medium height with black hair.  
(My preference for guys with black hair began with James McKay who played Adam Troy in 
Adventures in Paradise. Dark hair appeared black on our black and white television. James 
McKay‘s hair color was probably dark brown. Realizing that it was based on false information in 
no way diminished my attraction). As they smiled & waved to us, we headed to the stair well and 
met them at the foot of the stairs. After exchanging introductions, we walked back the way they 
had come to John‘s car in the parking lot beside Schumacher Hall. John drove first to A&W for 
cokes and then around campus while we told each other more about ourselves. After returning to 
campus we stayed in the car (I thought it amusing that they would take us ―parking‖ in a parking 
lot). Talking ceased until Jan exclaimed, ―Quit!‖ and we exited the car. Larry walked us back to 
our dorm with John sheepishly following.   

That was the only time Jan went out with John, but Larry called the next day & we went 
to see a movie at the Grove that evening. The Grove was an outdoor movie screen in grotto-like 
area close to where the clock tower is now. The folding chairs were moved whenever the seating 
area was used as a dance floor. That summer we watched several movies there including We’ve 
Never Been Licked, a true story about an Aggie in WWII. We always enjoyed a cherry snow 
cone after each movie. We spent Tuesday and Wednesday evening together. Thursday was my 
birthday and Larry gave me a small A&M pennant and Aggie facts booklet and took me to 
Navasota for a coke. I thought it strange to go so far for a coke but eventually realized that Larry 
just liked driving around. I thought it was very sweet and thoughtful for him to give me a 
birthday present since we had just met. By Thursday my lips were swollen and didn‘t return to 
normal until Sunday. They either toughened up or Larry kissed more gently thereafter.   

Tuesday afternoon, an Isshinryu Karate demonstration caught my interest & I joined their 
club. Karate practice was Monday & Thursday evenings. 

I saw Larry every day - usually went to the Grove (it was free & on campus) and then 
stood at the foot of the stairs & kissed until curfew. Standing inside the stair well provided some 
degree of privacy – we were visible only when someone rounded the corner of the stairs from 
either the ground floor or second floor. The footsteps of the tall sturdy formidable dorm-mom 
alerted us in ample time for us to pull apart and go our separate ways before she descended the 
stairs to enforce curfew.      

On July 4, Jan and John Hoffman (Larry‘s suite mate) went with Larry and me to Sam 
Houston Park, a heavily wooded area on a lake. Alone with Larry in the woods, I realized that I 
was way out of my league. When they were ready to leave, Jan & John called for us but Larry 
refused to answer. While they were looking for us, Jan fell and broke her leg (a green-stick 
fracture.)   

I enjoyed twirling & often practiced in the yard between Fowler & McKinnis. Larry‘s 
pronouncement that I was an exhibitionist was insulting and absurd. 

Larry was fashion conscious; he claimed that North Carolina was 3 years ahead of Texas 
in clothing styles. I had absolutely no interest in being stylish (obviously still don‘t). He was 
sometimes dismayed when I wore my homemade clothes. He often used insults to be amusing.  
(Larry‘s Mom repeatedly told him that if he continued to be so sarcastic he wouldn‘t have any 
friends.) Although Larry occasionally kidded me about my speech patterns, mannerisms, and 
lack of style, he was very sweet at times, a lot of fun to be with, an enthusiastic dancer, and 
persistent - not to mention witty, handsome and so cute especially in his uniform but also in his 
groad mode (unshaven and wearing tattered t-shirt, shabby shorts, and re-soled sandals. His 5 



184 
 

o‘clock shadow began around noon, so it didn‘t take long for him to appear unshaven.) He was 
cool.  

We dated throughout the summer. We saw each other every day. Friday evenings we 
spent at the library studying (at least I was studying. Larry claimed to be preparing for The 
Comprehensive, a 2 or 3 day examination that covered all the courses of the first two years of vet 
school (I‘m sure he studied some after his letter writing. Passing this test was necessary to enter 
the third year of vet school.). At the end of the summer he went to San Angelo and I went to 
Carancahua and we wrote each other during the month break.   

I couldn‘t wait to return to College Station to see him after the break. We resumed dating 
at the beginning of the fall semester. Friday nights we studied at the library from 7:30 until it 
closed at midnight. We went to all the home games (unfortunately the Aggies didn‘t score much 
then). Saturday evenings we went to the KC hall whenever a band was playing. We especially 
liked the Barons and the Jades. Larry danced enthusiastically. Free style was invigorating and 
sometimes exhausting. The slow songs gave us a chance to catch our breath (not to mention to 
cuddle even though Larry was always drenched by then). Highlights included watching Johnny 
River‘s Townhall performance before bonfire and dancing in the street to the sound of ZZ Top.  
Sundays we just hung out together. He called most days during the week but we didn‘t usually 
see each other then.  He never asked me out in advance -at the most would say that he would call 
me. Although I sometimes resented being taken for granted, I always eagerly awaited his call.   

I got a job at Pizza Inn but only worked one Friday night. Larry was very disturbed – beer 
was served there and it was not a ―proper‖ place for me to work. I‘m not sure why he was so 
opposed to me working there – maybe he was upset that he would have to find someone else to 
date on Friday and Saturday nights. The one night I did work was rather miserable. I rivaled 
Koral in shyness. The hours would have been very difficult also. 

One Sunday near the end of the fall semester, Larry started kidding around about 
throwing me away. He was so amused by this that he picked me up, carried me to the outside 
trashcans & dumped me into one of them despite my outraged protestations. I ignominiously 
extracted myself from the trashcan and stormed back into my apartment. If I had been quick 
enough and strong enough to lock Larry out, I would never have gone out with him again. I was 
deeply hurt by the obvious implication that he thought I was trash. He physically restrained me 
until I stopped trying to push him out. He tried to apologize but his laughter belied his sincerity.   

At the end of the fall semester, he asked how I felt about him. I hesitantly told him I 
thought I loved him. He said that he didn‘t love me and didn‘t respect me - that I was too 
permissive. He said that when he saw me with other guys he wondered what I was doing with 
them. I didn‘t know what boys he was talking about since I wasn‘t dating anyone else – I had 
neither the time nor the interest. (Larry ignored my feeble attempts to prevent him from 
groping/fondling me. This facet of our relationship was very shameful for me. I knew that the 
only way I could get him to stop was to stop dating him and that if I forced him to stop that he 
would most likely stop dating me. My craving his attention and companionship overpowered my 
common sense and dignity.) He said that when he dated someone that he dated her steadily but 
didn‘t ―go steady‖. (He pointedly avoided the term ―exclusively‖; I knew he was not dating me 
exclusively). I wasn‘t sure why he initiated this conversation since we were by definition dating 
steadily and I had never pressed him for any declaration. I figured that it was so he could date 
others while he was in San Angelo for Christmas break without compunction though he had 
never seemed to have any qualms about dating others anytime before. I was deeply hurt and 
insulted. I thought it was probable that he was leading up to breaking up, though technically you 
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can‘t break up with someone that you aren‘t officially ―going with‖. All he would have had to do 
was stop calling me - I wouldn‘t have pursued him. Whatever Larry‘s reason, it was an 
unmistakable urgent warning to flee. Although I recognized the warning, I was powerless to heed 
it. He was an electromagnet who controlled the only off switch. I had an intense pathological 
attraction to him. ―Play with the fire and you‘re gonna get burned, it‘s only love when you‘re 
loved in return. Some fools never learn.‖ I was caught in the riptide of destiny. 

I was dispirited when I went home for the holidays and prepared myself to focus entirely 
on school and getting into vet school– after all that was my only reason for going to A&M. I was 
disappointed that I had blown my 4.0 GPR with a B in English and vowed to do better. 

Surprisingly, Larry wrote while he was in San Angelo and assuaged my abraded feelings. 
He resumed dating me after Christmas break. 

Steven entered our lives on Saturday night, January 31, 1970. Although it was very 
improbable (though obviously not inconceivable), Larry said that a pregnancy was possible. He 
asked about the status of my cycle & was dismayed with my response. ―Sometimes the things 
you think can never happen happen just like that.‖ He asked what would we do if I were 
pregnant. He said his mother would be devastated and we would be ridiculed by his family and 
friends if they found out & he painted a very bleak picture (we couldn‘t afford a baby, I‘d have 
to drop out of school, he might have to drop out of school, he might fail the comprehensive.) He 
told me about his mother‘s reaction to finding out about Kurt‘s birth. On their annual summer 
trip to San Angelo, Larry and his parents saw diapers hanging on Priscilla‘s clothesline. His 
Mom said something like, ―something‘s rotten in Denmark.‖ Although his mother and her sister 
were very close, Aunt Laura had not told her about the birth of her first grandchild because 
Priscilla had been pregnant when she married Robert. He said that it was more his fault than 
mine since he was older and should have known better. Obviously we were both old enough to 
know better. I was raised better. Larry is always sure that the worst is going to happen and that 
was the worst thing he could think of. I felt a cold certainty that he was right.   

Mom had been hospitalized for a ―mental breakdown‖ when Cindy married Eddie. She 
was incensed that Cindy dropped out of college to get married. What should have been a very 
happy time was distorted to one of anger and disappointment. I figured that my situation would 
push her over the edge if she found out. I didn‘t realize at the time that her illness was 
exclusively internal and was influenced very little if any by external circumstances. 

I prayed fervently for mercy. As Barefoot Man sang in ―Barracuda‖, ―If the good Lord 
helps me make it through, I promise I‘ll teach Sunday school, and never, ever, will I sin again‖ (I 
did in fact teach Sunday school for 2 or 3 years but make no claims regarding never sinning 
again.) I always went to Mass on Sundays and holy days -(the only time I missed was one 
Sunday when I was around ten when I had the intestinal flu so bad that I waited in the car while 
everyone else went to church before they took me to the doctor) so that was nothing new. I had 
always felt that I had a close relationship with God - why then did He desert me the first time I 
really needed Him? Why hadn‘t I had the strength to avoid this situation? Though I prayed with 
an anguished intensity, He did not answer and I felt completely alone and worthless. (My 
overwhelming guilt was due to allowing myself to get in a situation in which I could become 
pregnant, not the pregnancy itself.) Mea maxima culpa. 

My first reaction was to move away where no one knew me, and start over; but I was 
financially and emotionally destitute. Since I was uneducated, unskilled, shy, unmarried and 
impoverished, I could see no way that I would be able to provide even the basic necessities for a 
baby and I didn‘t want my baby to have a complete failure for a mother and be burdened with the 
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social stigma of being born to an unwed mother. For my baby to suffer because of me was 
unconscionable. Besides, my parents would have found me. 

I went to Confession. I didn‘t know the proper terminology; Father Bill asked if either of 
us were married before he gave absolution and said for your penance say 10 Hail Mary‘s. And 
give up your firstborn (perhaps only) child. There was no reconciliation and it wasn‘t until years 
later that I realized that it wasn‘t God who was withholding forgiveness. 

Despairing of being spared, I prayed fervently for guidance. The only option was harsh 
and unmistakably clear. The next few weeks Larry was solicitous about my cycle and his 
suspicions were confirmed in due time.  He encouraged me to get an abortion; I refused.  I told 
him that I didn‘t care that it was illegal but that I would never add murder to my other grievous 
sin. 

In late January, Debi wrote in jest ―don‘t do anything I wouldn‘t do, but if you do name it 
after me.‖ I commented bitterly to Larry about the irony of her joke. 

One Friday night in early February as he was leaving, Larry said he would call me 
sometime the next day to plan going out Saturday evening. (Rarely he would make a specific 
―date‖ for the next night, occasionally he would say that he‘d call me, usually he didn‘t refer to 
the next day; we always saw each other on Saturday evening whether as a date or just hanging 
out together.) I didn‘t leave the apartment all Saturday morning – I studied and cleaned the 
apartment. Around noon Tina, my next-door neighbor, who was in her last few weeks of 
pregnancy, asked if I would go to the Laundromat with her. Larry hadn‘t yet called and hadn‘t 
specified any particular time that he would call. (This was long before answering machines, 
voice mail, and cell phones; I wouldn‘t have been able to afford them even if they had been 
available. For a girl to call a guy was ―chasing‖ him; it was considered ―forward‖ for a girl to 
call a guy. I had called Larry only once prior to this and only at Jan‘s behest. I didn‘t even 
consider calling him this time.) While Tina and I were folding clothes, Larry came to the 
Laundromat. He snapped, ―There you are; I told you I planned to call,‖ implying that I had 
―stood him up‖ by not answering the phone when he called (I must have answered all his 
previous calls). I was startled that he stormed out without saying anything else. I went back to 
my apartment after finishing the laundry (I helped Tina carry her laundry) and didn‘t leave the 
apartment the rest of the day. I didn‘t hear from Larry until around 11 that night when he came to 
my apartment and said that he thought we had a date that evening. I told him that that had been 
my impression. I asked why he had been so angry that I had left my apartment to do laundry and 
told him that he was extremely unreasonable to expect me to sit by my phone all day waiting for 
him to call especially since I had waited all morning, especially since he had not said what time 
he planned to call, and especially since he obviously was free to go wherever and whenever he 
wanted. He grudgingly admitted that he might have overreacted. His words, attitude, and 
behavior undermined my already shaky impression that he would stay around the duration of my 
pregnancy.   

The Tuesday before Easter (March 28) he dropped me off at Dr. Smith‘s office, taking 
great care to avoid being seen. Dr. Smith gave his official confirmation; Larry picked me up and 
drove to a relatively secluded place along the tree-lined curved drive between New Main Dr. and 
Bizzell, between the administration building and where the bonfire memorial now is. He 
commented that it was obvious from my expression. He said that he would marry me if that was 
what I wanted to do. His unmistakable intense relief when I told him that I would give the baby 
up for adoption strengthened my conviction that that was the right thing to do.  He had promised 
me nothing; he owed me nothing. His ―offer‖ absolved him of any responsibility to me (and 
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precluded any bitterness). He did the honorable thing by offering; I did the honorable thing by 
declining.  

Easter break was surreal - I was amazed that everyone was so normal yet I was 
irreversibly and indelibly altered. Larry said that it was very strange for him as well. 

Larry went with me to see Dr. Smith and told him that I had to give the baby up for 
adoption and Dr. Smith made the arrangements. I was thankful that Larry did the talking since it 
would have been impossibly excruciating for me. The booklet on pregnancy given to me by the 
nurse was the only information I received. I left it in the doctor‘s office so that I wouldn‘t have 
any incriminating evidence. Although Dr. Smith was receptive to questions, I was never 
comfortable enough to ask any. He was neither reproachful nor sympathetic. I endured the 
prenatal exams only as necessary for the baby‘s health. I would have walked rather than ask 
Larry to provide transportation to & from Dr. Smith‘s office for the monthly exam, but that 
might have attracted suspicion, so I was thankful that Larry offered to do so. 

I worked at the YMCA the spring semester and through the summer. The receptionist 
was pregnant –due that summer. She was very nice and encouraging. I typed and collated 
documents. I read An American Tragedy. The main character, Clyde Griffiths, was a poor but 
ambitious young man who worked in a factory. His boss had a pretty daughter whom he decided 
to court as a way out of his poverty. While he was making his plans he had a fling with a 
coworker who was also very poor but who was in love with him. Just as he was making progress 
with the boss‘ daughter, his girlfriend told him she was pregnant. He was in a bind since he 
would lose the boss‘ daughter if she found out about the girlfriend. His first plan was to push her 
off a high building but just as he reached to do so, another couple came up to the lookout, so he 
kissed her instead. He told her that he would marry her and took her to a hotel by a lake where he 
checked in under false names. He took her out in a rowboat and drowned her. Back at the 
factory, the boss‘ daughter started dating him & was beginning to fall for him when he was 
arrested for murder. Of course I knew Larry intended me no harm but I was apprehensive about 
any potentially dangerous place.  

Sometime in May, my next-door neighbor, Christina whom we called Tina, asked Larry 
if I were pregnant. He said that I wasn‘t as far as he knew. Tina and Bill had gotten married the 
previous August because she was pregnant. I hoped that her suspicion was only because the early 
signs were still fresh on her mind. They divorced shortly after their baby was born; Bill was an 
insufferable and unapologetic womanizer. Although I managed to get an A in English, I blew my 
4 pt for the semester (I had already blown a 4 pt with a B in English in the fall semester) with a B 
in Animal Science of all things, deepening my sense of failure. My accuracy in judging swine 
was excellent & beef cattle pretty good, but horse judging was abysmal. What I liked in horses 
was opposite what the instructor liked. In fact, in the last judging assignment I reversed the order 
of how I ranked them & got them all ―correct‖. During the class in which we observed a litter of 
piglets getting castrated, the heat, stagnant air in the barn and the odor of pig feces and blood 
combined to cause me to ―black out.‖ Fortunately I didn‘t lose consciousness, but it was totally 
dark. After a few minutes the light gradually returned. I don‘t think anyone noticed. The grad-
student English instructor was innovative and open minded in contrast to the old rigid pedantic 
professor who taught the fall course. He liked my research paper on earthworms. He said that I 
was the only freshman that sent him to the dictionary to look up a word used correctly. 

We continued going to the library every Friday night, going on a date Saturday night, and 
hanging out together every Sunday afternoon. We watched a few movies including Butch 
Cassidy, To Sir with Love, Below the Planet of the Apes, Easy Rider, and Goodbye Columbus. 
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The joy, light-hearted banter, and easy rapport of the fall were gone. My heart was leaden. We 
were going through the motions – just trying to act naturally. When I was particularly 
despondent, I wondered if Larry continued to date me only to assure my silence. He always 
emphasized the importance of acting normally to minimize suspicion. The ―plan‖ was for me to 
remain visible & do all the ―normal things‖ as long as I didn‘t look obviously pregnant, to visit 
my parents as close to the due date as I could without raising suspicion, go into seclusion until 
the baby was born, and be seen by as many as possible as soon as possible after the baby was 
born. 

I wanted to die to escape the feelings of hopelessness, despair, humiliation, depravity, 
and abandonment. By maintaining focus on school and karate, I made it through each day. I 
didn‘t know how long I would be able to continue classes before my pregnancy would be too 
obvious. I had taken government by correspondence in high school so that I could take more 
electives. I checked into taking political science by correspondence (unfortunately there were no 
―online‖ courses then). I felt a faint glimmer of hope when I calculated that if I could go to both 
summer sessions and/or take two courses by correspondence, that I would have enough hours to 
apply to vet school when I had planned. How I wished I had taken more hours in the fall and 
spring. How I wished a lot of things.   

Jan had an abortion in April –she would have had twins. Shortly afterwards, she asked 
both Larry and me to be in her wedding which was scheduled June 6. Her wedding was 
particularly awkward and distressing to me. She had a huge Bohemian wedding complete with 
sausage, beer and dancing. The song for their bride and groom dance, ―Please Release Me,‖ 
presaged their divorce (less than 5 years later).  

When Larry‘s brother, Joe, who was president of the PreVet Society, went to San Angelo 
for the summer, Larry‘s anxiety subsided slightly. Since Joe would not observe my advancing 
pregnancy, there was less chance of him or their parents finding out. I continued karate and took 
physics, English, and state & national government -tried to act naturally. I took the karate belt 
test & progressed to the next  kyu. The A in physics and B‘s in the rest evidenced my academic 
failure to correspond with my failure in everything else.  (The 89.33 B in state government added 
insult to injury.) Deborah‘s wedding on Aug 1 and Linda‘s wedding on Aug 22 didn‘t boost my 
morale. The end of June Larry asked me if I had felt any movement yet. Only a flutter then but 
by the end of July he was kicking violently in government class – probably in protest of the 
pompous and boring professor. 

My best friend in grade school through high school, Susan Harper, had lived in Caldwell 
for a short time before we graduated from high school. Since she was even poorer than I was, I 
figured she knew of a cheap place to live. She referred me to Mrs. Kubena, who had an 
apartment available for $30/month. I had enough from working at the Y to pay for two months 
rent and utilities. Not enough for groceries too. Caldwell was far enough away so that I would be 
unlikely to be seen yet close enough for Larry to transport me to the hospital when the time 
came. (I asked Dr. Smith if it would be close enough and he said that I‘d have time to drive to 
Louisiana and back.)   

The apartment was on the second floor. There were 3 casement windows on the east wall 
at the head of the stairs, which opened into a large open area. The beaded wooden floors retained 
only remnants of varnish along the baseboards which were 1‖ x 6‖ boards. The bathroom was on 
the south wall. It had a bathtub with no shower. The kitchen was on the south wall beside the 
bathroom. The sink was on the east wall rather than under the window on the south wall. The 
small rectangular wooden table was on the west wall close to the door opening. The west 
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bedroom had casement windows, which matched the ones in the entry. The Kubena‘s house was 
off to the right. The ceiling of the small north room followed the contour of the roof. It was 
windowless and was furnished with a small desk. The apartment was an odd shape. The open 
area with the stairs and the west bedroom were the basic rectangle; the kitchen and bathroom 
protruded to the south and the small bedroom protruded to the north, forming an irregular cross. 
Larry was euphoric when he found out that he had passed the Comprehensive. Naturally I was 
glad for him and thankful that my situation hadn‘t hindered his plans but his ebullience 
contrasted sharply with my mood. 

My parents picked me up for the weekend before the end of the summer session (Aug 14) 
on their way back to Carancahua. I told them some ridiculous story about working in a veterinary 
clinic for experience rather than taking classes the next semester. As was her custom, she sent 
some groceries back with me – I appreciated them more than ever. I kept my p.o. box in college 
Station and didn‘t give them a physical address (I didn‘t tell them that I had moved). The second 
summer session ended on Aug 21 and Larry took me to the apartment in Caldwell on Aug 22. 
We introduced ourselves as Larry & Chris Loff. He got a cheap ring (he said he got it from a 
gum machine) for me to wear anytime I saw Mrs. Kubena or her husband. He told them he was a 
salesman for Arista Glass Company & traveled a lot & would be transferred out of state in a 
couple of months. He drew an ―Arista Glass‖ sign, which he taped over his A&M parking 
sticker. He stopped at a rest stop on the way to Caldwell to cover the parking sticker and on the 
way back to College Station to take it off. 

I was safely out of sight.   
Larry went to San Angelo for ten days after he took me to Caldwell. He stopped by on 

Wed Sept 2 on his way back to College Station. He took me to doctor‘s appointments on Friday 
Sept 4 and 18. He visited me on Sept 6, 13 and 26.   

I didn‘t try to find a job since the purpose of moving to Caldwell was to be hidden. No 
one would have hired an unmarried pregnant girl then anyway. 

Larry went off the meal plan at Sbisa and fixed his meals in his room (spam and eggs 
were his favorite – yuck) to save money and so that his grocery shopping would not arouse 
suspicion. He has always loved shopping and being frugal and he didn‘t want me to risk being 
seen by going to the grocery store. 

Prior to moving to Caldwell I had bought some ―Prison Blues‖ stationery. When I used 
the page with the caption ―Am I still your moll?‖ Larry retorted that I was never his moll. Since I 
wasn‘t quite sure about the meaning of the word (I thought it meant girlfriend), I didn‘t know 
whether I should feel insulted or reassured. 

Except for Sunday morning and the days that Larry visited, each day was identical to the 
one before. I fixed & ate breakfast and did the dishes. I cleaned house¸ exercised, practiced 
karate, twirled, sang, played my guitar, studied French (you‘d think I‘d be fluent but I remember 
very little of it), looked at library books Larry brought, fixed & ate lunch & did dishes, fixed & 
ate supper & did dishes, wrote Larry and sometimes Cindy, Debi & Mom, took a bath, prayed, 
and went to bed. The mail was the highlight of the day. It came around one and I often castigated 
myself for being so pathetic in watching and waiting for the mail. (I understand Steve Martin‘s 
excitement when in The Jerk he shouts, ―The phone book‘s here.‖) Days with no mail were 
devastating. 

I sang mostly hymns (―Out of the Depths,‖ ―Jesus Walked This Lonesome Valley,‖ 
―Lord Who Throughout These Forty Days‖ (I didn‘t realize at the time how close this would be 
to the actual time I spent in Caldwell), ―Old Rugged Cross,‖ ―Amazing Grace,‖ and the like. I 
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also sang some Johnny Cash songs (―It Ain‘t me Babe‖), Dean Martin‘s (―Nobody‘s Baby,‖ 
―Chapel in the Moonlight‖), Patsy Kline‘s ―I Fall to Pieces,‖ Ray Price‘s ―For the Good Times,‖ 
Hank Williams‘ ―I‘m so Lonesome I Could Cry,‖ ―Am I That Easy to Forget,‖ ―Song Sung 
Blue‖ (Neil Diamond was wrong). Occasionally I would wryly sing ―Counting flowers on the 
wall; that don‘t bother me at all.  Playing solitaire till dawn with a deck of 51. Smoking 
cigarettes and watching Captain Kangaroo, now don‘t tell me I‘ve nothing to do.‖ There were no 
flowers, I didn‘t have any cards, I didn‘t smoke and I didn‘t have a tv. 

At times I wanted time to stand still so that I could cling to the baby as long as possible 
knowing that I would never see, hear or hold him after he was born. For a fleeting moment, he 
was completely and exclusively mine. Other times I couldn‘t wait to leave Caldwell and to start 
reconstructing my shattered life –I had only to hold out until October 27 if he wasn‘t late.   

I prayed constantly and fervently that the baby would be healthy and gifted and that he 
would have loving, nurturing parents who would encourage and enable him to develop his 
talents. Whether by logic, divine reassurance, or sheer necessity, I was confident that he would 
have a wonderful home. 

Although there was no ultrasound or anything else to determine gender, the two long 
hairs that grew in the middle of my chest suggested testosterone influence. 

Larry got groceries before he visited. On the two Friday‘s that he took me to the doctor‘s 
office, he picked me up at around 3:30 to get to Dr. Smith‘s office by 4. He left as soon as he 
returned me to my apartment. He seemed to be in a hurry to get back to College Station. He 
waited until almost sundown on the Saturday & two Sundays to leave College Station so that he 
would be less likely to be seen (and Bob did ask him once what he was doing on 21). We fixed 
and ate supper when he arrived. He brought library books and mail from my p.o. box. A 
collection of paintings by Rembrandt and his contemporaries was typical of the type of books 
Larry selected. By far the most interesting one was a book on veterinary medicine written in 
1923. Although novels would have given me some needed distraction, I merely thanked him for 
bringing the books (they did at least provide a few moments‘ diversion) and made no suggestions 
or requests. My determination to avoid asking Larry for anything sometimes extended to 
inconsequential and absurd levels. I didn‘t want to impose on him or be endebted to him.  
(Ironically, by refusing to seek or accept help from anyone I knew, by default I entrusted the care 
of the most important person in my life to strangers.) I sent the library books from the week 
before back with him as well as letters I had written to be mailed from College Station.   

Larry always seemed cheerful and took delight in being clandestine. He went to great 
lengths to ―act naturally‖. He seemed even more carefree than he had been the previous fall. 
Although maintaining normalcy was essential to our plan, I sometimes couldn‘t keep myself 
from sinking into self-pity thinking that he didn‘t let my plight cramp his style. When I was 
particularly despondent, I wondered whom he was dating - I was quite sure that he wasn‘t going 
to the library to study on Friday evenings, since he no longer had to study for the comprehensive 
and he had always gone on a date on Saturday evenings. I was always astonished that how much 
more alone and miserable I felt when he left yet always looked forward to his next visit. He 
always left in time to get to his dorm room by midnight or 1 so his roommate wouldn‘t get 
suspicious. 

The only times I left the apartment was to go to Mass, to two check-ups, and to Mrs. 
Kubena‘s house twice. The downstairs neighbor, an old man named Pat, gave me his newspaper 
when he had finished reading it. 
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On Sundays I went to the earliest Mass (6:30 am) to decrease the risk of being seen by 
anyone that might recognize me. The only problem was that then the entire day loomed before 
me. After the second time, Mrs. Polinsky, who lived across the road, gave me a ride to & from 
church.   

The last Sunday in Sept and first one in Oct Mrs. Kubena invited me to watch tv with 
them. On Oct 4 she said that it looked as if I had lost weight.  She never commented on my 
pregnancy. 

Solitary confinement has a very personal meaning for me. 
The morning of October 8 I ate breakfast as usual but was increasingly uncomfortable 

throughout the morning. I had no appetite for lunch and the first contraction came shortly before 
one. Larry sometimes went to his room during his lunch hour but was back in class by one, so I 
didn‘t try to call him then. He usually returned to his room at 5.  I waited until 5:15 or so to give 
him time to get back from school. John answered and said that he had been there but had already 
left. I asked John to have him call me as soon as possible - gave him a false name and College 
Station prefix with the last four digits of my phone number (I had never used the phone -it was 
strictly for calling when I needed to go to the hospital. I was greatly relieved when Larry called 
about 30 minutes later. He came to pick me up and took me to a hospital in Bryan. He wanted to 
drop me off but I looked so forlorn that he went in with me. It was a good thing since it was the 
wrong hospital. The contractions were stronger and more frequent (every 5-10 min) by this time 
and I didn‘t have any money for a cab to get to the other hospital & I doubted that he would have 
gone straight back to his room for me to reach him there. He then took me to St. Joseph‘s 
hospital & went in with me to make sure I was checked in ok. 

I was given an injection. Shortly after I arrived Dr. Smith punctured the placenta and I 
was moved into the delivery room. The anesthetist held a mask over my mouth and nose - 
probably nitrous/oxygen. When I heard the baby‘s cry I struggled with all my strength to get off 
the table, grab the baby and never let go. I was weaker than I thought, the sedative and assistant 
stronger than I thought, or another force held me back. The anesthetist held me down & the baby 
was whisked from the room. 

The nurses were distant and strictly clinical, perhaps because I was withdrawn. The 
adoption papers brought in the next afternoon were the only source of information I had about 
the baby – and only that he was a boy. Somehow I forced myself to sign them – relinquishing 
forever any rights to Baby Loff, including my right to grieve for losing him. I was given a 
Rogam shot because I am rH negative. I was also given an injection to prevent lactation. It didn‘t 
work. 

I couldn‘t bring myself to go to the nursery. My resolve was too fragile to risk seeing 
him. 

Larry visited me briefly that evening and brought me a single red rose. I wasn‘t sure if it 
soothed or abraded my raw emotions. He had looked through the nursery window but didn‘t 
know which was The Baby. When I told him that he was a boy, he said emphatically, ―That‘s 
good.‖ Did he think that a boy would be less sensitive to the circumstances of his birth? I told 
him that I would probably be released the next day. 

Saturday morning a roommate moved in. She asked the usual questions – gender, weight, 
length, and name and was perplexed that gender was the only question I could answer. 

Larry picked me up Sunday morning, took me to Caldwell to retrieve my things, then to 
Carancahua. He asked if I could take my stuff from the car to the house because he didn‘t want 
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to see my parents. Fortunately no one was home (they went to the Shrimporee) so he helped me 
carry my things to the house. 

Pain management was not in vogue then. 
I was doing ok until Debi asked me to do some twirling routines with her and we got to a 

high kick. I think I tore some sutures at the episiotomy and I simply couldn‘t continue. I was 
thankful she didn‘t want to go horseback riding. Mom did ask me what was wrong with my foot. 
I told her that I had stepped on a tack. Otherwise I was able to act naturally and seemed to escape 
suspicion.   

The next Friday Uncle Ole took me back to College Station. A key part of the plan to 
reduce suspicion was that I be seen as soon as possible after the baby was born.  

Larry took me to the airport on Sunday to get a ticket to Washington DC. There were no 
available flights (for reduced fair) that afternoon so I rode back to College Station with Larry. 
We went to see Dr. Zhivago at the drive in on University Dr. on Sunday. The lyrics ―someday 
we‘ll meet again‖ and ―you‘ll come to me out of the long ago‖ promised hope. But Lara and 
Yuri never got back together and more poignantly for me, Lara was never reunited with her 
daughter. I took a bus back to Houston on Monday.   

Cindy and Eddie unknowingly provided me with a desperately needed safe haven. I 
worked at Dorothy‘s Inn (renamed Narrow Passage Inn) until I returned to Texas just before 
Christmas so I could resume school the spring semester. 

Ours wasn‘t a magnolias and moonlight romance but we are obviously the perfect genetic 
pair. Our relationship grew into something stronger, more fulfilling and more enduring. 

Perhaps it is necessary to endure unbearable sorrow in order to experience profound joy. 
They are inseparable, two sides of the same coin. Most of the time joy is up. 

As Ronnie Milsap sings, ―I wouldn‘t trade one memory because you mean too much to 
me.  Even though I lost you (girl), I wouldn‘t have missed it for the world.‖ 

 
 
As I read this devastatingly poignant testimony, my heart broke for the sad young girl 

who had felt so alone, though God and I had been with her all along. The remorse I felt for 

having caused that poor girl such pain soon gave way to awful gratitude for the sacrifice she 

made on my behalf, and unspeakable respect for the woman she had become. I walked into the 

playroom, gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and whispered, ―Thank you.‖ 
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Chapter 12 

Close Calls 

God is to us a God of deliverances;  

And to God the Lord belong escapes from death. 

Psalm 68:20 

Larry‘s ancestors are the Palatines who fled religious persecution in Germany at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century. In 1710, Baron von de Graffenreidt of Switzerland took a 

group of Palatines from England to settle in Craven County, North Carolina. In 1711 the 

Tuscarora Indians raided the Palatines‘ village and killed all hundred settlers, leaving a lone 

survivor, nine-year old George Kornegay I, Larry‘s great, great, great, great, etc. grandfather. I 

was one arrow or tomahawk away from never existing. 

Chris‘ maternal grandmother, Catherine Mucial, was born in Biesiadki, Poland in 1873. 

She married Joseph Hurta from Czechoslovakia, and they immigrated to Galveston, Texas in 

1907.  In 1917, at the age of forty-four, Grandma Hurta gave birth to a baby girl and named her 

Louise, Chris‘ mother. A few weeks later, after a ―run-in‖ with some gypsies, Grandpa Hurta 

either hung himself or the gypsies returned to kill him.  

In the 1940s Louise was engaged, but when her priest discovered that her fiancée was 

already married (It‘s possible he was divorced, but divorce was not recognized by the Church), 

she broke the engagement and went to New Orleans to stay with her sister for a while. Louise 

went into a convent but became disillusioned when a few of the novices snuck out at night to be 

with their boyfriends. Subsequently she left the convent, and a few years later, in 1947, married 

Chris‘ dad. I was one habit away from never existing. 
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One spring night in 1992, Cousin Chris and I stood on the grassy incline leading up to the 

train tracks behind the outfield fence at Olsen Field. Like the dozens of other college kids on that 

hill, we had been too cheap to buy tickets to the Aggie baseball game but not too cheap to buy a 

case of beer. I had downed two or three when the train‘s whistle first sounded. After fifteen 

minutes of the whistle‘s constant drone I became desensitized to it and didn‘t realize that the 

train was now going full-speed and getting closer. When I bent over to pick up the case of beer 

off the edge of the tracks, Chris grabbed my arm and yanked me down the incline. In that split 

second I felt the train literally brush my shirt sleeve. I was now instantly sober and forever in 

debt to Chris for saving my life. A year later, he saved my life again by pulling me up onto the 

sidewalk out of the path of a car speeding down University Drive by the Chicken. Were it not for 

Cousin Chris, my three beautiful sons, Sam, Rett, and Hank never would have existed. 

In 2004 Kendra was riding her bicycle in the bike line past Fish Pond on the A&M 

campus just a couple hundred yards from the Chicken when another bicyclist swerved into her 

bike lane sending her onto the street into the path of an oncoming bus. ―It slammed on its 

brakes,‖ she writes, ―and literally just missed hitting me. It stopped within two inches of my 

head.‖ 

Kendra and I have humbly taken to heart God‘s promise: ―For I know the plans that I 

have for you,…plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope‖ (Jeremiah 

29:11). 
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Chapter 13 

One More Cast 

―Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.‖ 

Luke 5:4 

I have returned to Tower Bay to fish and reflect. It has been almost six years since I 

found my birth family, and I still have to pinch myself sometimes to believe it‘s not all a big 

dream. Right around the corner from here, under the Lake Lewisville bridge, after thirty-two 

years of dreaming about it, I finally got to take my little brother fishing. We only caught one 

little spotted bass, but the experience refreshed my soul more than a lake record bass would have, 

and I was inspired to write the following song: 

Catchin‘ Up 
 

On my favorite Big Chief tablet with a burnt sienna crayon 
I wrote out my top three wishes and gave ‘em to my mom 
Her lips began to tremble when she showed it to my dad 
And at that time I wondered why those wishes made them sad 
 
CHORUS: 
I want a baseball glove so I can play catch 
I want a fishin‘ rod to catch those bass 
Oh, but most of all, if it‘s okay with you 
I want a little brother, ‘cause we‘ve got a lot 
Of catchin‘ up to do 
 
See my parents tried to have kids, but it wasn‘t meant to be 
And now I thank God every day that they adopted me 
And I‘ve been blessed with good friends; for me they‘d give their life 
Still, as an only child I wonder what would it be like 
 
NEW CHORUS: 
If he had a baseball glove so we could play catch 
If he had a fishin‘ rod to catch those bass 
Oh, but most of all, I know one thing is true 
If I had a little brother, we‘d have a lot 
of catchin‘ up to do 
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BRIDGE: 
Well, as God would have it, I tracked down my birth mom 
And she said eleven years after I was born, another boy came along 
 
NEW CHORUS: 
Now we‘ve got some baseball gloves so we can play catch 
And we‘ve got some fishin‘ rods to catch those bass 
Oh, but best of all, it finally came true 
I‘ve got a little brother, yeah he‘s my little brother 
We‘ve got two beautiful sisters, and we‘ve got a lot 
of catchin‘ up to do 
 
TURN-AROUND: 
On my favorite Big Chief tablet with a burnt sienna crayon 
I wrote out my top three wishes and gave ‘em to my mom 
 

In July Larry announced his candidacy for president of the American Veterinary 

Medicine Association, and so far he is still running unopposed. Amy and I attended the 

announcement in New Orleans where in his speech he acknowledged his sons, Steven and Kyle, 

and his daughters, Kendra and Koral. The band Lifehouse entertained the conference attendees 

and family members that night, and at the concert I hugged Kyle and apologized for being so 

busy and out-of-touch with him lately.  

―I know you love me,‖ he said. ―We‘re brothers.‖ Indeed. And unlike during those first 

manic months of our relationship, as glorious as they were, we no longer feel like we‘re in a race 

to ―catch up.‖ Instead we have become more comfortable, as Lifehouse sings, ―with nothing to 

prove.‖ 

In August Kyle married a beautiful young lady named Megan under a gazebo across the 

street from the Alamo. Kendra and Koral were bridesmaids, Sam and I were groomsmen, Rett 

was a ring-bearer, and Hank sat in his stroller and slept through the proceedings. Kendra and I 

sang the duet we had written for the occasion: 

Take my hand, take this ring 
Take these vows, take my name   
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Here at this altar I offer you all I can be 
So, Baby, take me  
 

Mom and Dad came to the wedding to support their ―honorary adopted son.‖ 

 A couple months after the reunion with my birth family, Mom called me one day crying, 

saying everyone would be better off without her. Then she hung up. In a panic, I dialed Dad‘s 

cell and got his voicemail. Same with Auntie and Cousin Holly. Not knowing who else to call, I 

called Cousin Chris who was still living in College Station at the time. After telling him the 

basics, I broke down crying. Amy consoled me, and Chris agreed to drive over to Mom and 

Dad‘s house and check on her. Thirty minutes later Mom called. 

 ―Why did you send Chris over here? You didn‘t have to do that.‖ But she wasn‘t mad. I 

think it reassured her that I do love her deeply. Once again, Cousin Chris had saved the day. 

 I believe Mom and Dad are now coping better with the whole situation. In September 

they sold their third of 3-R Ranch. It broke Dad‘s heart to do it, but Pa Paw always said the day 

would come when the land would bring a price too high not to sell. I had written ―Old Reliance 

Road‖ in hopes of preventing such a sale, and I feel guilty that I wasn‘t able to make good on my 

childhood promise that I would buy Mom a white Mercedes and Dad a deer ranch in south 

Texas. But Mom and Dad made enough off the land to secure their well-deserved retirement. So 

even as I failed, Pa Paw came through once again. 

 Pa Paw Holidy died two years ago after a ten-year battle with Alzheimer‘s. Chris, Larry, 

and Kendra attended the viewing where I sang the song I had written in Pa Paw‘s honor: 

ONE HELLUVA COWBOY  

 

He never backed down from a fight 
He cinched his rope and held on tight 
‘Till he finally drew a bull he couldn‘t ride 
 
But he had more than his own strength 
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He loved the Lord, and he believed 
Now he‘s landed on his feet on the other side 
And ONE HELLUVA COWBOY 
Is in Heaven tonight 
 
He raised hell when he was young 
And he would take down anyone 
If you tried to give him lip, you only did it once 
 
But sweet Miss Opal caught his eye 
She went and found his tender side 
Now for sixty-eight years she‘s been his bride 
And I hate to see her cry 
But ONE HELLUVA COWBOY 
Is in Heaven tonight 
 
CHORUS: 
Now he‘s got stardust on his old blue jeans 
Golden spurs and silver wings 
And that halo fits his cowboy hat just right 
St. Peter says, ―Boys, pull the gate, 
Sit back, and watch him ride 
‘Cause ONE HELLUVA COWBOY 
Is in Heaven tonight 
 
Now I shed a tear and tip my hat 
‘Cause that old cowboy is my granddad  
And I‘m proud of the legacy he‘s left behind 
 
He said, ―Boy, when you get thrown, 
Dust it off, climb right back on, 
And don‘t let the Devil keep you down for long‖ 
That‘s how he lived his life 
And ONE HELLUVA COWBOY 
Is in Heaven tonight 
 
REPEAT CHORUS 
 
St. Peter says, ―Boys, pull the gate, 
Sit back, and watch him ride 
‘Cause ONE HELLUVA COWBOY 
Is in Heaven tonight 
 
 At the funeral, which Chris and Larry also attended, I sang George Strait‘s ―The Cowboy 

Rides Away.‖ 
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 So, at eighty-nine years of age, Ma Maw Holidy remains my lone surviving grandparent. 

She continues to amaze us, and I cherish every moment I get to spend with her. She and Cousin 

Holly came to one of my recent gigs where they enjoyed a couple margaritas and a bunch of 

laughs. 

 Koral was twelve when we met. Now she‘s eighteen, about to graduate from high school. 

As Lifehouse sings, ―This clock seems to be so alive.‖ I enjoyed watching her ride at her horse 

show a while back in Fort Worth. She looked so sleek and professional, and she has such a gentle 

spirit and genuine heart. After Koral completed her routine, Chris received a call on her cell 

phone. Her face was turned from me, so I didn‘t see her reaction, but Kendra did. 

 ―Mom, mom, what is it, what‘s wrong?‖ she pleaded. Later Kendra confessed that she 

had been afraid something had happened to Kyle. Instead, Chris‘ brother Clint had shot and 

killed himself. Of course I didn‘t know what to say, so, with Kendra, I put an arm around Chris 

and thought back to my first semester in college when I stuck a rifle barrel in my mouth and 

cried out to God. Now, twenty-one years later, I still have a bit of survivor‘s guilt, and I wonder 

why God answered my cries and seemingly does not answer the cries of others. I know I don‘t 

deserve the incredible blessings God has showered upon me. Of course, I am profoundly 

grateful, grateful for the birth mother who sacrificed her heart to give me life; the parents who 

have dedicated their lives to making sure I am loved; the gorgeous wife whom God so obviously 

selected for me, who loves me unconditionally, putting up with my OCD and my meager salary 

that, by itself, would barely provide us an igloo; the three beautiful sons who probably really 

would live in an igloo with me and whose very presence reminds me that in the important things, 

I have succeeded;  the brother and sisters who instantly accepted me and who prove that 

somehow I knew what I was missing all those years ago when I prayed for them; the friends and 
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family members who have enriched my life and stood by me through it all; and the awesome 

God Who created me and loved me so much that He sent His only Son to die for me once and for 

all and live with me forever.   

 I gaze at the surface of Lake Lewisville and marvel at the wonder of it all. Then I cast my 

crankbait into the expanse, begin to reel, and wait for whatever comes next. 

                                                                                                                 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 




