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For those who will never be able to tell their stories

Thank you for allowing me to tell mine.
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Introduction




“Do you take pride in your race?” The question was so far from my reality, the words nearly didn’t register. My head rotated slowly on the wooden floor towards the source of the voice: blackness. My eyes searched for movement, but could only stare through the walls to the trees. My head rolled back upwards to gaze at the star-filled sky. There was no roof to this cabin in the woods.

The stars were like eyes peering back at me. I wondered if this was all life had to offer me: pain and betrayal. The exterior of my cheap, borrowed sleeping bag felt cold on my arms so I pulled them in to feel my body heat.

“Not really,” I replied to the unknown entity in the void.

What manner of insanity am I in now? How long will this new nightmare last?

The crackling of a fire somewhere outside the log cabin meant the security guard was here to stay.

The sounds of the woods led me to sleep that night. I woke up to the smell of campfire smoke in cold air. There were people outside the cabin; I knew who they were — unwanted children, like me.

I rose to my feet slowly and went out the cabin door, past a wood stove used for heat and light within the cabin. Outside, I found dirty kids gathered around a campfire, staring blankly into the flames. A tin can rumbled as the water inside came to a boil.

The security guard on watch was a big man, connected via his military radio to an unknown number of other security forces.

Campfire smoke wafted around the cabin and whispered a chilling message: You’re never leaving here; not this time.


I knew I was in serious trouble and no one was going to help me; I was alone.

* * *

I hope that there is some discernible value in the words I manage to impart. I hope that someone, somewhere can benefit from my story. If you know anyone who could profit from this book in their own lives or relationships, I urge you to share it with them. I have not lived this life for others, but I offer up a portion of its events as currency to those who can cash it in.

So many people have harmed me over the years and a few have helped me. I have harmed a few and now I attempt to help many. Anyone interested is welcome to examine my story. For those with knowledge and experiences to share with me, I welcome them wholeheartedly.

Everyone’s story is important. Everyone makes impacts on the world. Some people have helped save my life in ways they may not have ever known, sometimes completely unintentionally. One of those people could have been you.

Thank you for your support.

Nathan Rich
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The Meet

My mother once described to me the moment of my birth – “There were all these beings circling me. We picked each other. I saw you. You were just like ‘BOOM! This is my body!’”

And that’s how it happened – we met when I was still in spirit form, at Los Angeles’ Cedars-Sinai hospital in 1982. I assumed control of the life she was creating, and two days later, just forty minutes before Valentine’s Day, I was born as her new baby boy.

The Beginning

It all started in 1951 when World War II veteran Martin Rich married the love of his life – Frances Fefercorn. Martin was a first generation American, born in New York City to a Polish-Austrian Jew family. Frances was adopted in Minnesota, but they both ended up in Los Angeles, where they found each other and made a new family.

They had three Jewish daughters: Sharon was born in 1953, Arlene in 1956 and finally, my mother Julie in 1959. They grew up together in Woodland Hills, California, in a time of big changes for the country.

Communism, The Vietnam War and the hippie drug culture were major cultural influences in those days. Uncertainty about the future was a real problem in the United States; there was trouble in the air.

Sharon, the eldest, discovered an antidote to that trouble when she was just a teenager, something which promised to solve all of life’s problems. In the 1970’s she began practicing “Scientology,” a faith system, commonly described as a cult, with several thousand members. One by one, it spread to the other family members.

Scientology, according to its founder, Lafayette Ronald Hubbard, is “not a psycho-therapy nor a religion,” but a “body of knowledge which, when properly used, gives freedom and truth to the individual.”

It’s a body of texts and practices designed and built by Lafayette. Though he preferred to be called “L. Ron Hubbard,” I prefer to call him “Lafayette.”

The fundamental ideas of Scientology revolve around some questionable “truths”: We’re all “thetans” (spirits, also called “beings”). The way science currently determines the age of the universe is wrong. Its actual age, according to Lafayette, is many quadrillions of years. We thetans have existed for a comparable amount of time and were originally all-powerful gods, but over time, we have done so many things to everyone else that we have become degraded.

Scientology claims to possess the steps to unravel the damage done and return us to our native state – godlike. As it spread through the family, the girls grew up and made families of their own. The sisters each married Scientologists and raised Scientology children. It was the beginning of a new family.

The Author

Sharon married Tom Macintyre, and together had a daughter, Juliet. Sharon reached Scientology’s first major milestone, “the State of Clear,” in 1978, followed by Frances in 1979. A “Clear” has no “compulsions, repressions, neuroses [or] psychoses.” Clears are “in a state of highest possible rationality.”

The marriage didn’t last long, despite her best efforts. After the divorce, she took Juliet to Manhattan. New York City has a bigger fan base for her books than LA. Sharon writes books about Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy, two silver-screen movie stars from Hollywood’s golden age.

The Devotee

Arlene married Jacques Kasparian, an immigrant from Lebanon and they bore my cousin Aliza Kasparian.

Arlene and Jacques’ marriage also fell apart quickly. After the divorce, Arlene took Aliza and joined Scientology’s Sea Organization in Florida.

The Sea Organization is an officially-affiliated group of devout Scientologists dressed in sailor costumes. They spend their lives working for the corporation that is Scientology, carrying out their mission – get everyone on Earth to that first milestone: “Clear.”

Aliza grew up in the Cadet Org, Scientology’s “children of the Sea Org” program, in a tiny studio apartment in one of Scientology’s many staff-only buildings.

The Rebel

My mother, Julie, married Brian Alexander Crum. He changed his last name to his middle name because my mother didn’t like “Crum” as a family name. And so, she was Julie Alexander and he was Brian Alexander. I was born that fateful night named simply “Alexander” – Alexander, the soul that inhabited Julie’s baby boy.

I always liked the name Alexander; something about it sounds Roman and strong. My parents chose a different first name for me though; I was renamed to the more practical, “Nathan Alexander.”

The footprints on my hospital certificate look like raisins on ancient parchment to me now. The few pictures remaining of those days give me a tiny sense of what the early 1980’s was like for my family. One thing though was present in those early photographs: Scientology.

Before Brian, Julie was married for a short time to another man, a fact my mother never disclosed to me. Like that short marriage, the union between Julie and Brian was short-lived. By the time I could form lasting memories they were already divorced, and Julie had disconnected from Brian completely.

My mother’s marriage to Brian fell apart because he wasn’t a model Scientologist. In the words of my mother, “He was out-ethics,” Scientology language for “unethical.” I asked her for specifics and she told me he had been caught smoking weed, but didn’t provide any others. She never talked about my father; I never got any details about him or his life.

Until I was eight or nine years old, I got presents in the mail for Christmas and my birthday from my father Brian’s parents. When they stopped coming, I brought it up.

“Mom how come I didn’t get any presents from Marge last year?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe they are late,” she replied.


That’s strange…


We never spoke about it again.

Other than those presents, my childhood had no hint my father existed.

It might as well have been an immaculate conception the way my mother acted: there was no one else but us. There were no pictures or mentions of him. There were no answers about him. I didn’t even have his last (middle) name anymore, because she changed it back to Rich after the divorce. I never knew my father. I was raised an only child of a single parent.

As soon as she could, Julie abandoned breastfeeding, and started me on Scientology’s “barley formula,” a mixture of barley water, milk, and corn syrup.

I have no memories of Brian, and just four memories of my stepfather Donn, Julie’s third husband, like the time he drove me around in his white car, veering left and right to make me laugh.

Another time he poured his drink down my mother’s dress at my aunt’s wedding. I was around five years old. He was drunk, and they were fighting.

He had kids from a previous marriage that he brought to our apartment one time. They had shingles or some other kind of skin disease. I felt a strong revulsion towards them for their sickness. I feel bad from time to time about how I saw them.

And finally, I remember the night he came to our second-story apartment, long after they broke up. My mother woke me up at the daycare center to take me home, and as soon as I got there, I went to sleep.

I was lying on my bed, a wooden-framed foam bed with a pullout for sleepovers. On it were the essentials: He-Man sheets, a brown blanket with lions on it, my stuffed lion, and a pillow. Despite my bedding, I wasn’t particularly into lions; I liked dinosaurs more. But lions are one of the icons of Scientology, so instead of dinosaurs, I got lions.

I drifted to sleep.

A voice woke me up. Disoriented, I looked around. I noticed my stepfather was at the window, looking in. He was on a ladder, with a serious look on his face.


Why is he at the window? That’s silly.


As I was about to speak, my door opened behind me and my mother rushed in. She scooped me up and held me at her side as she started yelling at him.

She said something like, “If you don’t get out of here right now I’m calling the police!”

After some back and forth, he retreated down the ladder and left on foot. She put me back in bed.

“Get some rest,” she said.

The next day she told me he had come to take me. He stole that ladder from a neighbor’s truck and climbed up to take me with him, she told me. The weight of that did not register; I was simply too young.

I never saw him again.

My mother had a couple of boyfriends after her divorces – a Mexican man named Jose who seemed nice but was gone soon, and a man in the Navy named JD, who she let belt me when I didn’t do well in school. I remember the terrible feeling of a stranger whipping me while my mother condoned it, sitting in the next room. Her romances all faded while I was young though, and she never had a boyfriend again after I was nine years old.

She worked at a bar, where she found men to pass the time with, but by 1987 was working at a printing press run by Scientologists called Fountain Press. It was on Fountain Avenue, across the street from LA’s largest Scientology building. After Fountain Press, she never worked at a non-Scientologist business again.

As far as I know, my mother never had a non-Scientologist friend after I was nine years old.

The Patriarch

Martin, my grandfather, viewed Scientology as a self-help program that he didn’t need: He had a wonderful marriage, a successful accounting practice, and three beautiful daughters who loved him. He was a Jew, not a Scientologist.

When I was a toddler, I played at Marty and Frances’ home. They lived near a lake with geese, ducks and other wildlife. I’ll never forget my terror when a large goose reared up to attack me. Rather than brave the avian monsters by the lake again, I spent most of my time on the back porch.

Time at my grandparents’ home instilled in me an appreciation for quality items: Their tables were solid wood with lacquer finish. They didn’t just have plates – they had platters. The house had an aroma only found outside the city. They shared tales of trips to China and all around the world. It was a match made in heaven.

They had a house, family, and love. She was the housewife of movies – vibrant, elegant, and joyful. He was successful, smart, and funny. They were to me relics from a generation of authentically kind people, a generation of realness.

They had fancy things and an interesting Jewish tradition. They had a clean, beautiful lifestyle. My mother and I lived in a rundown apartment building in Hollywood, called the “Shangri-Lodge,” directly across the street from Scientology’s Celebrity Centre.

I lived on microwaved food and leftovers, usually out of the pot. I wanted the life my grandparents had. Our lives felt plastic. Everything seemed so real in their lives, while our lives felt overly modern and cheap.

Marty was content with his Jewish faith and that was enough for everyone in the family, for a time. Frances occasionally encouraged him to try Scientology out, but he didn’t need a crutch; life was good.

If the girls wanted to go on a self-help kick, that was just fine. These were courses about how to communicate and have better relationships.


What could be more harmless than that?


The Piercing

When I was young I was a scrappy kid running around with no shoes on, always dirty. I liked the over-the-top fashion of punks and rockers – I even convinced my mother to let me pierce my left ear when I was seven. She had always viewed herself as a rebel. I wanted to be a rebel, too.

I participated in Scientology community actions related to anti-graffiti, DARE, and other programs. My mother felt we were making big changes in the world, and I felt that way, too. That was rebellion, to my mother – Rebellion against the system. Rebellion against the “psychs,” the psychiatrists – Scientology’s mortal enemies.

We used to set out with Scientology advertisements on our clothes and premade picket signs, to join up to fifty other Scientologists. We wore shirts with slogans like “Anti-Psychiatry” and “Human Rights,” and wandered the streets making a big fuss, hoping to get noticed.

Even as a young boy, I noticed the advertising seemed to be the point of these activities. We weren’t marching on Hollywood streets to save them, but to appear
 to be saving them. It was odd to me.


Rebellion, I guess
 .

I thought about how Marty never bragged about his time in World War II, or wear advertisements for his accomplishments. He killed a Nazi in close combat, like a hero from the movies – he did his part in saving the world in a time of real peril.


What are we Scientologists doing to save the world?


That was the thought that first pierced my beliefs.

The Friends

I started receiving Scientology services as soon as I was coherent. My earliest clear memory is of being in Scientology “auditing.” Auditing, or “processing,” is the practical application of Scientology. The courses, books, and other activities exist solely to get people into auditing, or as Scientologists call it, “in session.”

My early Scientology sessions were mostly auditors asking questions about how I felt, things going on in my life, and so on. They asked about my day and if I was being good or bad, and other basic ethics checks. My mother’s mood was good when I went into sessions, and bad when I refused them, so I agreed to the auditing to keep her happy.

I cycled through many auditors over the years. One woman had exceptionally bad teeth and drove a dirty white convertible, which at some point had gotten a rotten egg under the seat. No matter what she did, the smell wouldn’t go away. She drove me to the Hollywood Hills, where she lived, with the top down. The wind couldn’t quite eliminate the wretched smell – it was nauseating.

These auditors came in and out of my life. They all had the same artificial friendliness. It felt awkward having people who didn’t know me pretend we were friends. I wasn’t comfortable with them; I was only comfortable with my mother.

Another auditor had a Kawasaki Ninja motorcycle. He let me ride on the back as a reward for ending sessions well. I felt like these people wanted me to have fun with them so I would tell my mother they were good auditors.

The auditing became increasingly frequent. I was going in monthly, then weekly, sometimes more. As I slowly realized there wasn’t any end in sight to the sessions, it began bothering me on a deeper level. I didn’t want to talk to strangers about my life or anything else. I also sensed things I brought up in session were being shared with my mother, which made me even less willing to open up to them.

I had a deep-rooted desire to go out and live life, rather than discuss
 it. I felt these auditor people were talking to me about a life I hadn’t even started yet.

Auditors are trained to prevent people from leaving sessions in a negative emotional state, physically if needed. That was the situation I was in when my first memory formed. I was lying on the grey carpet of an auditing room, crying to go out and play, while the auditor repeated his questioning. I can still smell that grey carpet today.

The auditor made me return to the processing. The only way out was to give him what he wanted. Giving in got me out of the room while keeping my mom happy.

I came to understand this paradigm before age five – I had to submit to these other people, and Lafayette’s “Scientology.” There would be no play without submission. My mother withheld love when I resisted, but when I submitted, she was all smiles.

I wanted to be normal and go play like the other kids. Each incident of crying and resisting invariably ended in surrender, for the sake of my mother and stability. I needed to sacrifice to keep our family happy.

After a motorcycle ride my auditor told my mom we “handled some stuff” that day. I didn’t like these people lying to her; I wanted them out of my life.

Cujo

At home, we had two male tabby cats in those early days. Cujo had brown fur and an intense stare. Clovis, yellow, was the softer of the two. My mother named Cujo after the dog in Stephen King’s novel. She told he had the personality of a dog, though I never did figure out what she meant by that. Clovis got his name from his previous owners. I really loved those cats. They were my only companions other than my mom.

Once when I was seven, I walked into our living room to find Cujo standing in the corner, with his head pressed into the wall – motionless.


That’s weird, what is he doing?


“Mom, Cujo’s acting weird!” I called out.

She came out of her room and lightly pulled him away from the corner as we both silently observed. Cujo wandered away, back to his normal self, as we shrugged it off.

A few days later, we spotted Cujo with his head in the corner again. This time, when my mother pulled him out of it, he tried to go back to the corner. She pulled him out again, and he wandered away like before.

Cujo started repeating this behavior every couple of days, and then every day. It was strange and worrisome because as the days went on, he was trying harder to stay in the corner. My mom and I eventually took him to the veterinarian. After a thorough check, they informed us he had a brain tumor and wasn’t going to survive.

I asked my mother what we could do, and she told me we had to put him down. I panicked.

“No!” I was already starting to sob, in front of the veterinarian.

“Can’t they do a surgery and remove it?”

“Well the surgery will be expensive and there’s a low chance that it would save him,” she told me.

“How expensive?!” I desperately stalled for time.

She asked the veterinarian the price. It was $250, the lady guessed.

I had no idea what $250 meant but it sounded like a lot.

“I don’t think we can do it, Nay. We’re going to have to let him go.”


What the hell is she saying
 ? This is Cujo we’re talking about
 .

I was furious that she thought this way. I was beside myself with grief as I tried to think of anything I had of value.


Expensive?


I started crying as she told the vet to put him down. They brought Cujo out in a cage and set him on the counter in front of us. I held him one last time as I cried and apologized in his ear. My mother thought I was apologizing for putting him down, but I wasn’t. I was apologizing for my mother saying it was too expensive.

My mother told me she communicated with him after he died. She communicated with the thetan that was Cujo. She told me he was going to be a human in his next lifetime, and I believed her.

Cujo was my best friend, and he was gone days after he showed signs of a problem. I was deeply saddened by Cujo’s death, and I still think about him sometimes. When I do, I am sorry all over again. He was like a little brother to me.

Cujo, if you’re out there, please email me; I miss you buddy.
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The King

My mom listened to rock music from the 1970’s and 1980’s. She loved movies and television shows, which we watched on hundreds of VHS tapes, recorded from television.

She meticulously documented her movies with a computer-printed list that spanned twenty-five pages at its peak. The tapes were in huge bookshelves, multiple rows deep. She wasn’t big on censorship when it came to movies, so I could watch anything she had.

Stephen King’s books and movies were a special part of our experience. Horror was my favorite genre of entertainment. I loved Creepshow
 , Pet Sematary
 , and The Shining
 , but most of all I loved IT
 . Something captivated me about watching Tim Curry play Pennywise, the murderous embodiment of evil. I had a Creepshow comic book which I read repeatedly, Pet Sematary posters, and even cardboard cutouts from Blockbuster Video.

My mother also read a lot of books. She consumed them as if they fed her hope for the future or another reality. Non-fiction was a scarcity – Scientology had already solved all those
 problems; fiction was the world she lived in.

I spent most of my time in my room alone or watching movies with my mother over a microwaved dinner. She occasionally cooked a large pot of spaghetti to be used as leftovers throughout the coming week. The best meal she cooked was in a Crock-pot – chicken with veggies, slow cooked in spaghetti sauce. For dessert I froze a cup of apple juice with a spoon in it.

The Whole Track

Isaac Asimov was one of my mom’s favorite authors, and Robert Heinlein – any space operas (big epic space stories) were her top choice: Aliens. Adventure. Fantasy.

Science fiction stories were true to her. As in, actually true.

Scientologists believe many authors of science fiction novels didn’t imagine the stories; they remembered
 them. They are based on actual events the author was involved with, a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.

That’s how she described science fiction to me – the author’s memories are “whole track recall.” Scientologists believe our memories form a chain spanning many lifetimes back.

“You see, most people think these stories are totally made up, even the authors. But the truth is, these guys have a line to the whole track. They’re recalling events that actually happened,” she explained, “it’s whole track recall.”

I was amazed by how much my mother knew about the nature of the universe. She knew things that science hadn’t caught up with yet. She understood the future and the present. She understood past lives. She even told me a story once about the government hiding amazing technologies.

I knew a guy some years ago who had high clearance in the government. He was a real straight-shooter. He managed to get on-lines [became a Scientologist] and one time I got talking to him. He said to me “Julie, we have the technology right now to stand here on Earth, aim a rifle at the moon, and blow a hole the size of a dime right through it.”

My mom knew how to solve any problem from reading amazing tomes of wisdom: the books of Scientology. The words of Lafayette were our guides for every moral decision and every fork in the road. Everything revolved around his texts.

Encyclopedias spanned our bookshelf and through them we understood subjects like dinosaurs, countries, and history. For the deeper truths still unknown to the common person, an even larger set of books existed: Lafayette Hubbard’s writings. Our group was enlightened – we were Scientologists, the only people on Earth who could really help anyone.

My mother guided me through passages I could manage to read. The texts revealed mankind’s motivations, which had been previously unknown to the world. I thought deeply about what I read, and viewed the entire world as she intended me to. We believed in Scientology as much as we did in gravity, or air – no, more – the doctrines were perfect; they were absolutely true.

Magic

A few times, my mother alluded to having psychic powers and said she could communicate with our cats telepathically. We actually didn’t view them as cats so much as beings that were controlling cat bodies. She could “comm” with them (communicate with them) at will.

Occasionally, my mother walked into a room, got a very expressive look on her face, and made a sound like “Vooo! Wow!”

“What is it?” I asked, fully focused on her.

“There’s a being just, like, right HERE!” she said, pointing at some corner of the room.

I looked at the corner but couldn’t see anything, no matter how hard I tried. The first few times it happened I didn’t follow up with much inquiry, though I was excited by the prospect that a real thetan was with us.

There was one time I asked questions, though.

I had a brown stuffed lion I slept and played with. My mother came in my room one night and sat on my bed. She told me the lion had a thetan in it and she was communicating with it. I knew from previous experiences thetans could read our minds – our thoughts are mental image pictures that thetans have access to. My mother was always teaching me about thetans and how the world worked, but didn’t spend much time on “normal” bonding activities.

“What’s his name? Where is he from?”

“He says to tell you his name is Max, because he liked that name in a book he read in his last life,” she said.

“Can he read my mind and tell you what I’m thinking?”

“He says he’ll try,” she told me.

I closed my eyes for a second, excited to participate. I thought of a pair of deep red cherries, bound at their tops with stem. It wasn’t a real thought as much as an image in my mind – two cherries on a white background.

I opened my eyes and said “OK, I’ve got one!”

My eyes were wide open as I looked at her.

She thought deeply for a few seconds.

“He says it’s kind of weird because it’s not a normal thought…” she said.

I felt the faintest hint of deflation before she finished her sentence.

“…but he says you’re thinking of two round things,” she finished.

I looked over at my stuffed lion in awe. My eyes grew even wider as I inspected his plastic whiskers and well-sewn snout. His golden eyes were just as plastic as they always were, but I knew there was someone in there looking back at me.

To this day I have no explanation for that experience. I’m aware of the suggestive imagery magicians utilize to accomplish these kinds of tricks, but those who knew my mother knew she was no magician.


But why didn’t she know Cujo was dying and in pain?



Why did it take several days of him displaying obvious signs of distress before she noticed?


These thoughts scratched at my mind.

Other than the few times she claimed to communicate with our cats and rogue thetans, telepathy was not a noteworthy subject in our lives; it was just another attribute of her. I was jealous she could communicate telepathically, and I couldn’t. I knew Scientology was the way to get this telepathy and I couldn’t wait for it, but on the other hand I felt like I had all the time in the world. I was young.

Handlers

Because my mother had no husband or stable boyfriend, she enrolled me in several Scientology daycares. Carolyn and Stan Miller’s Scientology daycare center was my home while my mother was out at night.

Stan’s daycare center was in a dirty home in Los Angeles. They employed babysitters to watch several babies, toddlers and small children. We slept on cots in the middle of a room while a television in the corner of the ceiling played The Smurfs and Disney classics. In a side room was a computer on which sitters played games like G.I. Joe: A Real American Hero.
 I got my first glance at a computer there, which fascinated me: it was like a calculator with games on it.

One evening I was playing with blocks, wearing olive green pants. The odor coming from my diapers didn’t attract any attention because the sitters were absent.

When they finally did notice, they spanked me and stuffed me into an industrial sink. The woman in control showered me down like a nasty bucket. My crying only served to annoy her.

Creating more drama than is appropriate for a situation is referred to as “dramatization” in Scientology. In times of grief or negative emotion, Scientologists are quick to dismiss emotions as dramatization.

The scrubbing I received was the worst thing that had happened to me in my life. I hated the place. My mother often stayed out late, leaving me there long enough to remember and long for her. When she returned late at night, I shed tears of joy as she smiled and scooped me up.

I knew this was my job as a man. I needed to get through it for her. What she was doing at night was making her happy; I needed to be brave for her.

She called me “Nay” for short, and the rest of the family did too. My cousins called me “Nay Nay.” When I was on my mom’s good side, she called me “Nay Nay Linoleum,” a name I never fully understood.

I skipped preschool and my toddler years were spent in daycare centers. My mom was the provider and I was her strong man, ever trying to fulfill that role. There were no adult men in my life – just Mommy and Nay Nay Linoleum. Though I didn’t see it at the time, my life was already taking shape.

Punkin

When I was four, my mother enrolled me in Punkin School, an oddly-named Scientology kindergarten, where I landed my first girlfriend. We held hands and she agreed to be mine. Though it only lasted a single day, I will always remember her name – Holly. It was also the place I had my first homosexual experience.

I found Punkin School to be boring because I didn’t get along with other kids. To me, it was just another daycare center. I hung out outside, digging with my hands to find enormous banana slugs, which look exactly how they sound.

I was fascinated by these creatures – I’d seen pictures of them in Zoobooks
 magazines but hadn’t ever encountered them. Hollywood didn’t offer me real-world living creature situations very often, so I valued the experience.

I thought of the other kids as strangers and the teachers as the same mean people that had hurt me before. Still jaded from the incident at Stan’s daycare, I was not yet ready to trust again.

Not long after I arrived, another boy and I went into the bathroom together and exchanged penis kisses. I didn’t think much of it other than as affection; I felt no attraction to him sexually, that I recall. I didn’t have any sexual urges at age five.


Does anyone?


One of the teachers found out about the incident and they kicked me out of the school. I didn’t get the opportunity to trust again, and spent the remainder of the school year in daycare centers.

Bee

For first grade, my mother enrolled me at the Mace-Kingsley Preparatory Academy, which was operated by notable Scientologists, Debbie Mace and Carol Kingsley. The school had a reputation for being a great environment for Scientology kids to thrive in.

MK Prep Academy showed me Scientology wasn’t just receiving auditing to keep my mother happy, as it became part of my life outside of home, too.

I still had a strong urge to be normal, and the television told me what that was. I knew that “normal” kids didn’t do Scientology auditing or go to Scientology schools. And while I felt there was a life outside of mine, I couldn’t betray my mother by misbehaving or pushing back against participating in Scientology. She was everything to me and I loved her with all my heart. I had to stay the course, even though I was still not ready to trust any outsiders.

Once, while playing during recess, I looked down at my feet to find a bee, apparently in trouble. He was spinning on the ground repeatedly, flailing his legs. I carefully picked up the bee in my hand and brought him closer to my face, as I looked down at him with compassion. I knew this being was in trouble.


I could never let my cats at home suffer like this
 .

I peered down at the helpless bee, continuing his dance of pain in the middle of my palm. I felt sad and wondered what I could do to help. I tried to communicate with him, with my mind.

I asked him with a thought: What can I do?


I got no response. He continued spinning, and I heard nothing new.

I wished so hard that I could communicate with him somehow, like my mom could.

Without any warning, the bee stung my palm. I dropped him to the ground and started to cry. A kid laughed at me while another spread the news about the sting.

I felt betrayal immediately and deeply.


Why did this being, a lovely, friendly bee who needed my help, attack me?



We are here to help everyone, my mother and I.



Why is this bee unable to understand me?



How can I help save this world, if even a bee can’t understand my intentions?


Pickle

They kicked me out of the Mace-Kingsley Preparatory Academy, this time for having poor grades and “backflash,” Scientology’s word for “backtalk.” I didn’t fit in there any better than at Punkin School and my grades were poor – I was getting C’s and D’s. I was already getting tired of the Scientology studies, and found it difficult to trust – I just wasn’t comfortable with strangers in authority positions. I only trusted my mom.

Asking questions contrary to Lafayette’s scripture brought punishment in the form of having to repeatedly read and reread the texts. I memorized many Scientology idioms, like:

“The only reason a person gives up a study or becomes confused or unable to learn is because he or she has gone past a word or symbol that wasn’t understood.”


What if I just don’t want to learn that subject?


Vocalizing my thoughts only annoyed the teachers.

My mother put me in the Cub Scouts for a few months to occupy my time while I wasn’t in school. She told me they were people who believed in Christianity, a wog religion. “Wogs” is a pejorative term meaning non-Scientologists, especially those who are too simpleminded to grasp Scientology.

I enjoyed the Scouts because they took me camping and made learning fun. I wasn’t accustomed to large groups and was already forming a personality as a loner. It didn’t matter to me that they were Christians; it was nice to be in a productive group with high standards. I didn’t make many friends there, but I did get some pins and badges for a few low-level accomplishments. I didn’t stay long enough to build any trust relationships with the adults there, either.

When the new school year approached, my mom announced I was moving to New York to live with Sharon, Jake and Juliet for a while. I spent most of the school year in Manhattan and New Jersey hanging out with my family. Arlene and Aliza visited from Florida, and since my grandfather was from New York, I saw some of my older Jewish relatives too.

I enjoyed the experience of New York, though it was freezing cold the entire time. I marveled at pickle barrels, Hasidic Jews and miniature tornadoes of trash. We gave names to frequently-spotted homeless people, visited Niagara Falls, and went up over a hundred floors of the World Trade Center.

My mother had sent me there intending to “fix” my behavior, as I had been kicked out of the first two schools of my life. I viewed it more like a vacation, though, and enjoyed it immensely; I just wished my mother was there with me.

When I returned to Hollywood, I asked my mom to put me back in the Cub Scouts, but she instead entered me into the Boys Club of Los Angeles, an urban youth center.

The Boys Club wasn’t a Scientology organization, and I did well there. I learned to play chess and ran with it. Some of the other boys were impressed at how quickly I picked it up. Though I was only seven, I was the best chess player around. I was introverted but smart; I had no personal connections, so I expressed myself through problem solving.

The facility was old and dirty, but I didn’t mind; I was a scrappy kid with little interest in cleanliness. Outside at the basketball court, we discovered a wasp nest after some kids were stung. We came together to form the “Bee Busters,” a battering-ram-wielding team of like-minded kids. Those “bees” got what was coming to them.

By then I knew bees weren’t my friends. They didn’t want
 my help. We remorselessly crushed their nest to pieces.

Darkness Born

When the new school year came, I started third grade at Cheremoya Elementary School, in Hollywood. It was another mismatch; I was beaten up by a kid who didn’t like me, and I didn’t get along with the teacher. My grades remained C’s and D’s and I was unhappy, as I failed to connect with anyone there.

What I couldn’t articulate then was that I was looking for a private, non-Scientology school with individual attention and team building. I wanted education in a safe and fun environment. I just wanted a normal life – the one I saw on television.


Where can I make friends and have those experiences?


As the auditing and public schooling pressed on, my patience wore thin and my grades slipped into F’s. I was failing at school and I’d been supporting my mother for years by being a Scientologist. The internal stress mounted.

She ignored my timid pleas for a better school and she was unwilling to take me out of public school, because she didn’t want to pay for non-Scientology private schooling. I really didn’t know what to do. A negative energy was building inside me. I felt alone and lost, and without real friends.

Fancy Vacation

I really liked baseball cards, though I didn’t care for the sport itself. My grandfather took me to a Dodgers game one time, which sparked my interest. I studied baseball statistics and memorized the pictures of famous players at the time: Jose Canseco, Orel Hershiser, and Darryl Strawberry. I tracked batting averages and knew every top baseball card brand: Topps, Fleer, and Donruss.

My mom never gave me an allowance, as she didn’t believe in it. Scientologists believe giving freely to someone is detrimental because it makes them “out-exchange,” which causes them to commit sins.

When I was eight, I skipped school and stole some baseball cards from a nearby collector’s shop. I got caught stealing a few pieces of candy from a grocery store, too. I was crying out for help.

To me, stealing wasn’t a big deal. I placed no value in ownership because my mom taught me reality was a consideration of the mind. I knew objects had no thetans and the bad things I did would be washed away in Scientology sessions anyway. I didn’t have any money or a way to get any, so it all added up at the time.

My mother wasn’t happy about my out-ethics – Scientology was supposed to discourage me from bad behavior. When Scientology doesn’t work for someone, it’s always
 the fault of the person. It’s always because the person is out-ethics. Always. She had to get my ethics in.

A couple of months later, she introduced me to a new plan of hers.

“Nay, there’s this cool ranch I want you to go to,” she said.

“Ranch? What’s a ranch?” I asked.

“It’s like a farm. There are horses and pigs, and camping. It will be fun!”

She told me it was just outside of Los Angeles, in Palmdale. She brought up how I enjoyed the camping at the Cub Scouts.

She was selling me on going, but I was worried about not seeing her. She was my everything.

“It’s another Mace-Kingsley place. You know, like the school in LA,” she added.

I imagined going on camping trips and learning how to use a bow. I hesitated though; I didn’t want to leave my mom’s side.


Why is she okay with me leaving her?


I felt guilty for being even a little interested in going.

I didn’t like public school, but I felt I could suffer through it to be by her side: I loved her. I didn’t want to go to some fancy vacation ranch while she had to stay in LA, working without me.

I wasn’t sure I deserved this gift anyway; I’d let my mom down by avoiding Scientology courses, ditching school, and stealing baseball cards. I wasn’t a good Scientologist child. I was only eight, but I thought my mom needed me as much as I needed her.

She insisted I go, and soon we headed out to the Mace-Kingsley Ranch in nearby Palmdale.
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Wally

We arrived in my mom’s Toyota Corolla. Palmdale: the middle of nowhere. A long gravel road led to an unassuming house surrounded by large cherry trees. I was still pondering what my mother told me in the car: Joshua Tree was a real place, in California. I only knew it from U2’s album. This was so exciting to me.


Were those trees from their album going to be here in Palmdale too?



Palmdale must be near Joshua Tree, right?


I didn’t know geography very well.

We got out of the car and a large, bearded man greeted us. He reminded me of a lumberjack, like an older Paul Bunyan. He was big, jolly, and seemed friendly. He introduced himself to me as “Wally.” He chatted with my mother as I sized him up.

He had the spirit of a tough military man and a strong voice. He was a powerful guy; I could see that.

As their conversation continued, he made sure to mention camping and hunting. He asked my mom if she wanted a tour of the place, but she said she didn’t need one.

She then turned to me and said, “Nay, be good now, Wally’s going to take good care of you. I’ll be back in a few weeks, OK?”

I was shy in front of Wally, but I nodded and gave her a hug.

“Bye, mom. I hope you come back soon. I’ll miss you,” I said.

I didn’t cry, though I was emotional about her departure. I reluctantly entered the house as she drove off in her gold Corolla.

The first room I entered was a living room, with couches and a few teenagers and adults inside. None of them seemed thrilled about me being there and Wally walked away from me without speaking. I wasn’t the center of attention anymore; I was one of them already. I waited for my mother to come back to visit me. I knew she would.

The first week was mostly exploratory for me. I got to know everyone there, around fifteen kids – mostly teenagers, and a few staff members.

The Children

There were two kids my age when I arrived: Derek and Matty.

Derek never stopped smiling, no matter what was happening. It wasn’t a smile of joy though; it was something I’d never seen before and wouldn’t see again for decades: a smile of trauma.

Matty and I were similar, though he was more “out-ethics” than I was. We were around the same age and had been kicked out of some of the same schools. We got along almost by default, and he soon became my associate.

All the other kids were teenagers and though I wanted to be friends with them, they weren’t interested. They weren’t mean to me; they just weren’t my friends – I was too young for them.

Buddy

Wally’s wife Shauna stayed with him in his room down a small hallway. Next to their room was a small bathroom, and the girls’ room, where they all nestled together. I got the impression that Wally wanted to keep the girls near him to protect them from the dangerous teenage boys. I had some idea what sex was, at least in theory.

All the boys stayed across the house in a garage renovated into a room with bunk beds. Between the garage and the hallway of bedrooms was the living room with couches in a main area for those with permission to lounge, mostly staff. On a wall was a picture of Lafayette Hubbard. There was a bookshelf with dozens of copies of the book “Dianetics.”


Who could possibly need so many Dianetics books?



Are they giving them away or something?


I never saw anyone read them or even touch them, other than Buddy occasionally straightening them up. He was always cleaning something.

Buddy was an older kid, but mentally a child. He had damaged his brain in an accident at a Scientology school called Apple School. It was clear to me that he needed special attention.

Special attention is what they gave him, just not the kind I expected.

Buddy was the designated mule for all things hard labor: the staff made him dig ditches, move rocks, and chop wood. They made him do the difficult, dirty or disgusting tasks.

The Staff

Wally Hanks wasn’t shy. He was proud of his past and who he was: an ex-Marine who served in Vietnam as a helicopter gunner. His chopper was cut down by Vietcong machine guns in an epic battle, which left him with pins in his knees.

Michael Miller was the Scientology “course supervisor.” Everyone called him “Uncle Mike.” He looked rugged, with a white beard, a scruffy face and cargo pants. When he wasn’t supervising our courses, he was in his room, listening to classical guitar music and carving knife handles.

He had the demeanor of a kind man, but he wasn’t kind to us. He was quick to call security guards on anyone unwilling to study courses. I didn’t like him, at all.

Scott and Ross Hulett were brothers. Scott was the quintessential go-to guy for enforcement. He seemed right at home at the Ranch - only Wally fit in better.

Scott didn’t talk much to begin with, but was dead silent when angry. His fat, blonde brother Ross reminded me of an ogre, but with thick glasses. The brothers were the most active security guards, but they weren’t alone.

Richard, an older relative of Wally, was a grumpy ex-greaser. He didn’t interact with me much, which was just fine. No one liked him.

Murphy led most of the hunting excursions. There were many little animals around the property. We hunted and ate birds, rabbits and squirrels. Their meat lasted weeks in Wally’s large freezers.

The Hoe

I was outside picking up trash, when Murphy came running up to me.

“Hey little kid, let’s get some meat!” He was out of breath.

“OK, what do I do?” I asked. I was just happy to be doing something – my first couple of weeks at the Ranch were boring.

“Come with me.” We walked over to some tools.

“Here, grab this,” he said, as he handed me a garden hoe.


What is this thing for, digging?



Are we going to dig up some moles or something?


“Come on,” he said, as he led me out to an area of dirt.

“There, look!” He pointed at a hole in the ground.

I squinted but couldn’t see anything.

“It’s in there!” He was excited.

“Stay here. If he comes out, start yelling,” he said, as he dashed away.


What is it, a rabbit?


He returned with a garden hose, already spraying water.

“Here, watch out.” He stepped in front of me and put the hose in the hole.

“Now come over here – hurry!” We ran just a few feet away.


Another hole in the ground?


“Hold up your weapon, man!” He lifted my arms up.

“When that thing comes out, hit him in the back of the neck. Bring it down hard, you got it?”

“What is it?” I was getting nervous.

“A snake, dude. A rattlesnake!”

“Oh, damn.” I said.

“Yeah! OK dude – whack him on the neck, OK? Don’t miss him and don’t get near him. Don’t touch him, just keep whacking him.”

I lifted the hoe up and gripped it tightly. I expected to see water first, but instead the snake appeared. It was coming right at us, but I thought I saw fear in his eyes.

“Hit him! Hit him dude!”

He signaled the attack, and I brought the hoe down with all the strength I had.

In the time between the swing and the strike I had a thought.


Can rattlesnakes jump?


The blade struck it right in the neck but didn’t kill it.

“Hold it down! Hold it down, don’t move man!” Ryan pulled a knife out his pocket as I held the snake down. It was writhing in pain.

I felt a nervous excitement, and for the animal tortured under the weight of the hoe, I felt sorrow; I wanted the experience to be over already.

Ryan slid the knife behind the hoe blade and sawed through the snake’s neck.

“There, see? There, I got him,” he said.

“Whatever you do, don’t touch his head. He can still bite you,” he told me.


How can he bite me if he’s dead?


“Alright dude we gotta bury it,” he said, as he carved a hole in the ground with his knife. He used his blade to place the venomous head in the dirt and then stood up, with the lifeless body in his hand.

“Let’s eat!”

I knew snakes were dangerous, but I didn’t want to kill them – I was interested in learning about them, more than anything.

I imagined being an animal living in the dark world of nature.


Kill or be killed, in a violent and horrible way, that’s the lives of these poor creatures.


The Logic

There were many guns at the Ranch. We used them to hunt faster game. A girl named Sayya and I shot at a rabbit with a .22 caliber pistol, though neither of us had any idea how to use a gun, so our aim was off and it got away.

Given the importance of the “Dynamics” to Scientologists, their selective dismissal of certain ones perplexed me.


Aren’t snakes and rabbits part of the 5th Dynamic?


Scientology has a concept called the “Eight Dynamics of Existence,” a categorization of things in relation to the individual, from small to large:


	Self

	Family and Sex

	Group

	Mankind

	All living things

	Matter, energy, space, and time (the physical universe)

	Thetans (spirits)

	Infinity



Scientologists determine right and wrong by evaluating which actions do the most good for the most Dynamics. And, since Lafayette touts Scientology as the only thing that can help thetans, everything else is secondary.

Killing a snake has no ethical consequence, as it neither harms nor supports Scientology. That’s how morality in Scientology works: everything which helps Scientology is good, everything which harms it is bad, and everything else means nothing. The snakes died, and we ate them – inconsequential actions. This type of thinking helped me justify shoplifting, lying, and other bad behavior.

As I became accustomed to killing animals instead of appreciating them, I felt an inner conflict. I was betraying myself, but I couldn’t explain how. Logic supported the killing and eating of animals, but I felt bad about their deaths. I was a sensitive and introverted child.

There were many other “inconsequential” incidents at the Ranch, many of which had enormous consequences to me.

Kid

The teenagers listened to music I’d never heard before. Iron Maiden, Ozzy Osbourne, Metallica, Alice In Chains, and Nine Inch Nails were harder than anything my mother listened to. I took to Nine Inch Nails immediately. Their song Ringfinger reminded me of my mother; everything I did was for her.

I missed her, and I could feel the void from not being around her, in every moment. I thought all the bands they listened to were awesome, but Nine Inch Nails appealed to a dark energy in me. There was something reckless about their sound, something extreme. The older boys called me a “little kid,” but I felt like I had something they didn’t – depth.

I did the Purification Rundown, Scientology’s full-time sauna sweat program, which took around a month. I asked my mother on the phone if I really needed to do the detoxification program since I hadn’t done any drugs or even had much medicine. She told me there were toxins in the air and environment, too. It would be good for me, she promised.

I didn’t feel any different after doing it but trusted in my mom.

Muster

Lafayette liked to represent himself as the commodore of his followers. Navy culture saturates the organizations of Scientology. “Master-at-arms,” “Commodore,” “Boatswain”: the list of borrowed words Scientology uses is immense. “Muster,” a gathering of troops for inspection, is just one of them.

Every morning at the Ranch we cleaned before breakfast. After breakfast we cleaned again – but not the staff – the kids did most of the work around the Ranch. After the house and property grounds were clean, everyone gathered in the living room for “muster.”

Scott handed Wally a stack of papers – reports written on the kids. Anyone could write a report on us, either a positive report, called a “Commendation,” or a negative one, called a “Knowledge Report.”

Wally skimmed through the reports before reading them aloud, starting with the Commendations.

“Commendation regarding Matty Duggan:

Matty did a good job cleaning the floor today. This is true, Andy.”

“Good job Matty,” he’d add.

Once the Commendations were done, he moved onto the KRs.

“KR regarding Matty:

I was walking by the sauna at 12:30 and I heard Matty call Derek a loser. This is true, Sayya.”

“Scott, pull up Jokers and Degraders,” Wally commanded.

Scott brought out the requested document, an official bulletin written by Lafayette, disparaging people who make jokes or “degrade” others by insulting them. Wally loudly read relevant sections from document, then revealed the punishment.

“Twenty-Five Suzie-Q’s – get to it!” It was the minimum sentence for this kind of “overt” (sin).

“Suzie-Q’s,” ostensibly an obscure term from the Vietnam War, means squat-jump push-ups. They are significantly more difficult than the common push-up.

There were many forms of soft punishments at the Ranch: long cleaning duties, hard labor, reduced food, or animal care – they could always find something to make you remember who was in charge.

There were harder punishments at the Ranch, too.

On a wall in the living room was a thick, lacquered wooden paddle with holes drilled through it. Its edges were riddled with tiny notches. The face of the paddle read Board of Justice
 .
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The Fire

Matty and I were in the dorm when I spotted a cigarette under the large wooden cable spool we used as a table. When I was two years old, my mother let me try smoking; I wanted to try it again.

We found some matches nearby and smoked half of the cigarette before stamping it out, light-headed and dizzy. No one else was around so we were sure we had gotten away with it, but the next muster, there was a KR on us.

“Matty and Nathan were smoking in the dormitory. I smelled the smoke on them…”

Wally sat back a little bit on the couch.

“Playing with fire,” he said, “three paddles.”

I cried out, “Playing with fire!? We weren’t!”

“Playing with fire!” Wally yelled.

“Don’t make it worse for yourself. We can do five paddles!”

“OK, OK.” I said while my eyes wandered, and then locked on Lafayette’s picture, smiling down on the room.

“Scott, The Board of Justice,” he requested, holding his right hand out.

“You’re first, Nathan, come on.” The room was silent.

Scott walked to the wall and pulled down the paddle.

“Come on,” Wally said, pointing at the ottoman before him.

Murphy added, “Bend over, dude.”

I bent over the ottoman and reached my arms out to its corners. The room was still quiet when Wally got up from the couch, by then holding the paddle.

“Alright Nathan, I want you to look at that picture of LRH. Look up at him,” he said.

I raised my head and locked eyes again with Lafayette’s picture.

“You are a liability to this group, and you’re being out-ethics,” he added, as he walked behind me.


Is this really happening?



How do they think they can get away with this? I’m going to tell my mom.


“You need to be penalized, and you need to make amends,” Wally added.

“Your penalty is three paddles, carried out immediately.”

“If you move, Scott is going to hold you down, and you aren’t going to like that. Do you understand?”

I nodded; I didn’t have any words left.

“I don’t like doing this, you know that,” he said.


What does he mean he doesn’t like –


Thwack!

The sound waves pummeled my eardrums, and I found myself suddenly standing up straight, holding my butt with my hands.

“Scott!” Wally barked. Scott silently sprung up from a seated position.

“If you’re not going to stay still…” Wally warned me.

I bent over and looked up at Lafayette.


They want me to cry but I’m not going to. I only have two more to go.


Thwack!

The force pushed me chest-first onto the ottoman.


God damn! I...



How did I get here?


I got back into position. My behind was throbbing.


I…How much more Scientology do I have to do for my mom?


Thwack!

I was back on the ottoman. My butt was numb, but my coccyx was in major pain. I looked back at Wally. There were tears in my eyes, but I didn’t cry.

“Well, alright!” He said.

“I don’t want to hear anything more about you playing with fire,” he added.

“I don’t like doing this, you know that Scott.”

“Yeah.” Scott quietly concurred.

I crumpled into the couch, holding my butt with both hands.

“You’re gonna need to do your Liability condition too, son.”

I knew what that meant – a written apology to the group, followed by asking for forgiveness.


I’m not your son.


I didn’t say anything.

Your Bad Child

Most months my mother visited me, and a few days before she did, punishment for KRs became more relaxed and staff wrote Commendations on me. Preparation for a parent’s visit was a ritual.

The first time she arrived, I took her around to check out the place. I was thrilled to finally see her, but Wally was tagging along with us.

I told her I wanted to go home, but she wasn’t interested.

“You can probably leave next month, Nay, if your ethics are in.”

This was her new catch phrase, it turned out.

Two weeks after I “played with fire,” she returned. We sat at Wally’s desk while we spoke.

“Mom I want to go home,” I pleaded.

“Well Nay, I need to talk to Wally about that,” she replied.

“Mom, they hit me. They hit me with a paddle. I want to go home, I’m sorry!” My eyes were watering as I tried to maintain.

Before she could respond Wally chimed in – “He got the Board of Justice, for playing with fire!”

“No, I wasn’t playing with fire, I just smoked a cigarette,” I countered, looking at him.

“Nathan, go get your dorm area cleaned up,” he said.

I looked at my mom with beggar’s eyes.

“Go on, let me talk to Wally,” she said.

I lowered my head and walked down the hall. I entered the dorm but sat on my bed rather than cleaned. I was nervous but confident; I knew I was leaving.


There’s no way she will leave me here now. No way.


A few minutes later, my mother came into the dorm.

“Nay,” she said sitting down next to me, “you need to get your ethics in. I read the KRs from last week; you’re being a downstat. Playing with fire?”

“Mom I wasn’t –”

“Nay, I don’t want to hear it. I’ve read
 the KRs, OK? Just stop it.”

I didn’t want her to leave me again. My heart pounded in my chest. I wanted scream.

“No, I’m not out-ethics, I didn’t even do it!” I desperately protested.

She quickly stood up and said “Get your ethics in, Nay. If your ethics are in next month then I’ll come back.”

She walked out of the room and out of my life again. My protest had backfired – my anger proved I was “downtone” – I was a negative person; I was out-ethics.

I didn’t see or hear from her again for two months.

Winter

As soon as my mom left I was put in lock down; Wally and the staff let me know they were still in charge and I wasn’t going anywhere. Winter had come to Palmdale, and to my mind.

“The Trough” was an aluminum, human-sized tub for horses to drink from, year-round, and by this time, the water was frozen over with four inches of ice. I never knew horse troughs existed, before that winter.

When they took me by my ankles and wrists and threw me in, I thought the ice would cut through to my ribs. I thought of my head hitting the metal rim. They had done this before, though; they knew how to avoid permanent marks.

The icy, frigid water made way for my body, rubbing at my skin like a sandblaster. I grasped for air as I came up, unsure if I was crying, as my head was covered in water and ice. The glassy chunks were as large as my fists, or arms. I was humiliated and defeated – they had put me in my place. I looked up to see if they would let me out.

Scientology was their master, and with it they were my masters.

I was master of nothing.


I have to survive for my mother.



What can I do but show her I’m a good boy?



I need to get my ethics in.


Time slowed to a crawl as I adjusted to living in a dark storm. Most months my mother came to visit; sometimes she didn’t. My life continued in this way for what seemed an eternity.

I dodged KRs the best I could, mostly by staying under the older kids’ radars. I tried to be good and to stay out of trouble, but my efforts weren’t enough to save me.

The Frame

Buddy, the Ranch’s mule, was unpopular with the girls; they thought he was a pervert.

The two blonde sisters Sayyadina and Dharmafree were his favorites. Sayya had a reputation as a “crazy chick,” while Dharma was level-headed and kind.

One day just before muster, Sayya came out of the bathroom holding a toilet paper roll.

She screamed, “Buddy – you sick fuck!”

Wally always seemed ready for things like this. He sprung up from the couch, ready to pounce.

“What did he do now?” Wally bellowed.

“He came in the toilet paper roll! He was jerking off!” Sayya reported.

The room was silent. I wondered what she meant.

She held out the toilet paper roll, filled with tissues and white goo.

I had some idea what the goo was, but not what “jerking off” meant.


Was he putting his penis in that thing?


Matty and I had heard of “masturbation,” but didn’t get what it was – something about pulling a penis until white stuff came out. We didn’t know it was a sexual act.

Buddy was sentenced to a week of “Corral Duty” – cleaning the horse corrals. No communication allowed, and limited food.

That night in the dorm, Matty and I made jokes about masturbation. We called each other “master baiters,” but didn’t attempt it. We had our little kid world inside of the ranch world; we tried to have fun in any way possible. We weren’t perfect by any means, but salvageable, I think. We hadn’t done anything wrong. Still, we should have known better.

The next day at muster, we all sat bored but nervous at the same time. That was the usual mood at the Ranch: everything was boring until it suddenly wasn’t.

Wally read a KR to himself without sharing its contents. Occasionally, Wally silently read KRs, followed by a sentence for Buddy and the terse remark, “He knows what it’s for.”

This time, though, it wasn’t about Buddy.

Wally doubled back and read it aloud.

“Nathan and Matty were masturbating last night in bed… this is true… “

“We weren’t! We were just joking around!”

We tried to fight but our pleas fell on deaf ears – an older kid wrote the KR; therefore, it was true.

“Out-2D. Your penalty is two-hundred Suzie-Qs,” Wally commanded.

“But we didn’t–“

“In horse shit,” he added.

“Out-2D” means doing something that is out-ethics on the 2nd Dynamic – sex and family.

“Ohhhhh! Ha!” one of the kids laughed.


What does he mean?


I felt numb and nervous at the same time.


How could masturbation be out-2nd Dynamic? Touching one’s self?



What does that have to do with sex and family?


I didn’t understand what he meant.

“Buddy get a fresh pile of manure ready. Matty, Nathan, you’d better strip down. Now!” Wally ordered.

We removed all but our underwear, in the middle of muster.

The whole group made its way out to an empty corral, where by then Buddy had a large pile of the freshest horse manure he could shovel in.

The Corral

I moved my bare feet lightly on the hard, frozen ground as the teens and staff surrounded the corral. Buddy walked back and forth between corrals, stacking more manure with his flat head shovel. His face had the same expression as always: a blank intensity, as if he knew something serious was happening but couldn’t quite grasp what it was.

“Alright, that’s enough Buddy,” a security guard named Mike Schauer said. “Guys, get in.”


I can see my breath
 . It’s freezing
 .

Steam billowed off the wet manure in the frigid air. For a moment, everyone was silent.

Scott said sternly, “We’re gonna be out here until you get it done.”

Matty looked at me, then dropped to the ground and got to work. He had been there longer than me and had learned not to resist. I thought If I refused to do mine, they’d physically force me.

I squatted and jumped to the push-up position. My right hand slid, and my chest hit the ground, but it didn’t hurt – the hot manure had already melted the ice below it. The ground was a slippery mess.

I felt nauseous and mortified.

“Come on, come on!” Someone shouted out.

I got back up, planted my limbs into the wet ground, and found enough stability to continue.

Matty had less trouble than I did, but we both counted aloud for our masters. Suzie-Qs are much harder than push-ups, so the process took a while.

When I got to one hundred, I looked at Matty and then myself. The filth had covered our bodies, black and deep green. I heard Sayya laughing but I didn’t look to see if the laughter was directed at us – I didn’t want to know.

“Halfway, come on, let’s go, get to work,” Scott said.

I lowered my face and body back into the slime.

We finished our two hundred military-style jump-squat push-ups in the pile of wet, steaming horse manure as we were ordered. They showed us we
 were manure.

After it was over, Scott walked the two of us to outdoor shower stalls while everyone else went back to the house.

“See, it wasn’t that bad,” he stated.

Mortified and embarrassed, I hated everyone.

“Yeah.”


Just go away. I hate you.


I rubbed the manure off my skin under the cold shower, as a distant, blank numbness took root in my mind.

I wanted my life to go back to before I came to the Ranch, but I didn’t know how it could.

The Shower

Maybe it was the painful memory of being showered at Stan’s daycare center or my preference for a soft bath, but I didn’t like to shower. Unfortunately for me, only girls took baths at the Ranch; the boys took outdoor showers.

I skipped several showers intentionally; I often stood next to the shower and pretended to use it. Eventually I became dirty, and since I was already a dirty kid, it wasn’t long before others noticed my poor hygiene.

At another muster a month later, Wally read a KR to everyone, but didn’t bother to finish it.

“Nathan is extremely dirty–”

“Yes, he is,” he immediately agreed.

“Scott, GI shower.”

Scott led the whole group of kids and staff out to the shower area. Everyone gathered around the wooden fence to watch.

“Strip down, you’re going to take a shower now.” Scott said to me.

I was embarrassed and shy.


I don’t want the girls to see me in my underwear again.


Scott began stripping me down, until I took over.

He took out a wooden-handled, metal-bristled fence brush from his pocket.

“No.” I whimpered.

He grabbed my left arm with one hand and held the brush to it with the other.

He focused his attention on my arm as he made a sawing motion with the brush. The steel bristles scratched my skin, but he was careful not to break the surface.

I tried not to cry because I knew the girls were watching; they had to.


Do they want to watch?
 I wondered in a moment of horror.


Has he done this before?


I tried not to think about anything anymore. Numbness.


Escape.


When he was done scrubbing me down I was scratched, cold, wet, and “clean.”

He let me know it was going to happen again if I didn’t shower. From then on, I was sure to do so.

Seed

The numbness growing in my mind latched on to the loneliness and sorrow already present, and a new, dark energy was born.

On some album cover or in some song I had heard the name “Prometheus.” The mysterious-sounding name resonated with me immediately. Whatever the name meant, whoever he was, I was him. I became Prometheus: something deeper than the world of others.

Somewhere inside was the real me. My psyche, my ego became Prometheus. I was deep inside myself, learning to hide behind a false version of me.

That’s how it began – that is the origin of Scythe Tleppo.

Death

On one otherwise uneventful day, my mother called. Wally sat at his desk, pulled the phone off the hook, and looked at me intensely.

“Don’t say anything stupid.”

He toggled the hold button and handed me the phone.

“Hello, mom?” I mumbled.

She was crying. “Nay – Marty dropped his body,” she muttered.

My grandfather was dead.

I was shocked. Marty?



What happened?



What will happen now? What’s going on?


“What? He did? Wha–”

“He dropped his body. He’s…he’s gone.” She was destroyed.

I tried to ascertain if his death meant I could leave the Ranch. I felt a confusing mix of emotions, including guilt for asking about leaving. She told me she was taking me out of the Ranch.

I knew my life was going to change so I was excited for myself. I knew my grandfather died, so I was sad and upset. I was overcome with sorrow, relief, and guilt. But they were all masked with numbness.

After eight months and eleven days at the Ranch, my mother took me back. I knew my life was going to be different. Even though I lost my grandfather it was going to be a better life. It had to be.

I felt like anything would be better life than what I had experienced in Palmdale.
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Vultures

The return home was a strange and dark experience. My mother had moved to Glendale, because she wanted some distance from Hollywood. She said there were a lot of “degraded beings” in the area and that Glendale was safer for us. I didn’t want to leave the Shangri-Lodge and Hollywood, but I accepted Glendale as my new home – anywhere was better than the Ranch.

Our new home was a back house with a fig tree in the yard and an older Scientologist couple living in the front. It was the only time we ever lived in anything more than an apartment, if that counts as such.

My grandfather was dead, somehow.


How did it happen?


My mother told me there would be a Jewish funeral and that Martin would be buried. I thought this was unusual, because if it were left up to the family they would have cremated him after some gentle words about finding Scientology in the next lifetime.

The day of his funeral, my mother dressed me in a suit and a yarmulke and we met the whole family at a cemetery. That’s where I saw my grandmother Frances for the first time after Marty passed. She was a hysterical mess, barely able to walk.

“I killed him,” she wailed. “I killed him! I killed him!”

For the first time in my life, I recognized real pain when I saw it.

I had never seen her so destroyed – her world had collapsed. She had thirty-nine years of a grand marriage to Marty, but those days were over, and she thought she killed him.


What does she mean?


I had no way to get answers; everyone was crying and upset.

The funeral was grim and depressing. There were around twenty people in attendance, mostly older friends of the family. They huddled around the grave, depressed, shocked. and confused.

No one knew how to act or what to do. My family was powerless and decentralized – the structure was destroyed.

Everyone sobbed, overcome with the harsh reality setting in. There was no direction, no peace.

What will happen to us? Are we going to be OK?


After the Hebrew verses we lined up to throw piles of dirt onto Marty’s coffin. My turn came, and I stepped up.

I peered down into the grave at his coffin but felt only a blank sadness. I inventoried my emotions in an effort to understand why I wasn’t crying, but was unsuccessful.

I didn’t know him well, but I loved and respected him. He was more than family to me – he was my idol. I threw in some dirt and quietly walked to a nearby tree, where my mother was crying.

I ended that dark day ashamed and guilty about not crying for him.

After the funeral came the estate sale, which struck me as identical to a yard sale. People came and asked about lamps. They wondered about roll-top desks. They feigned solace as they searched for good deals.

“How much for these Cross pens, three dollars?”

“Are these coins silver?”

Frances was there to consult about value but instead she tried to keep everything. She clung to the small things that reminded her of Marty while the sisters tried to sell everything off.

It was the disintegration of an entire lifetime. My family offered Marty’s belongings up like sorrow-marinated meat to hungry vultures. I was disgusted by the entire process. These people were transparently exploitative of my grandfather’s death. I hated them. I hated their greed.

The Knife

I enrolled in the public Thomas Jefferson Elementary School, which was hard for me to acclimate to, even compared to Scientology-based private schools. The safety levels were bad and there were many mean kids.

One Friday I accidentally left my bike at school. It was a blue Huffy, which I waited forever to get as a gift from my mother. When I returned on Monday, it was totally stripped down. I lied to my mother and told her it was stolen outright; I was too embarrassed to tell her the truth.

On my ninth birthday I got a Nintendo Entertainment System, which I’d wanted for years. Despite being the last of my friends to get one, I was thrilled to get it.

Video games were like movies with indefinite plots and lengths. I found a blank docility in playing them. They numbed my pain and gave me something to do.

My grades in school were still poor, though I scored in the 97th percentile on the CTBS standardized test. I just couldn’t get along with the teachers; I didn’t respect them. By May, I was expelled for talking back, again. I missed the rest of the third grade, which meant there would be no chance for new friends or stability in my life.

There wasn’t a lot of talk about Marty, as my mother tried to build me the life I had before – Scientology schools, auditing and courses.

I tried harder to be my mom’s little man – I was the only man left in the family. I struggled to step up my responsibilities, and committed considerable effort to holding my emotions inside.

I had to hide my pain both from the Ranch and from Marty’s death. I tried to be strong, but that strength didn’t last long.

I didn’t know how my mother felt about what happened to me at the Ranch.


Does she care?


One day, my mother was on an errand and I was home alone. I went into the kitchen, got a knife, pulled it out and held it up. It had a dark brown wooden handle with metal rivets, and a serrated blade.

I held the knife’s tip to my heart and fantasized about plunging it into my chest to end my experience. I knew there was another lifetime after mine, and the life I was in had already gone so wrong. I felt the sharpness of the blade on my chest.

I thought of the pain and blood that would come if I killed myself. I twisted the knife just a bit to feel my skin move under its direction.

I pictured my mother coming home to find me dead on the kitchen floor with a knife sticking out of my chest.

She would be so devastated. I loved her too much to do it.


I need to be strong for her. I need to survive
 .

I paused my thoughts, placed the knife back into the drawer and mustered the strength to carry on.

Amish

In an effort to distance herself from me and improve my behavior at school, my mom sent me to live with Sharon and Jake in New York again. She wanted me to participate in Scientology more than anything else. This time though, the New York wing of my family took me on a road trip.

We drove to Los Angeles, Florida, and back to New York, and saw nearly every national monument, museum, and tourist attraction on the way. It was an enriching experience, though I wished my mother wanted to be there with me and missed her a lot. I enjoyed the time we sifted for gold, when we stayed with an Amish family, and when we saw the bed Abraham Lincoln died on.

It was odd living with the Amish for the short time we did, because our attitude towards them was of amusement and humor. We didn’t make fun of them, but we thought they were “kooky.” I knew even then that we had things in common with the Amish, but we weren’t honest like they were.


Amish people don’t hide who they are, so why do we?


Travel became part of my blood, but my mother never participated in it with me. By the time I returned home, I had missed the fifth grade entirely.

The Flight

I was ready to try Scientology again for my mom, I just needed some stability first. But, without me knowing, the adults planned a big move.

“Enough is enough,” my mother said, about a week after I returned to Glendale.

“We’re moving to Clearwater. We’re going to Source.”

In Clearwater, Florida, the “Flag” building and its sibling buildings, form what Scientologists think of as the “Source” of Scientology – the headquarters.

“Frances is there already; we’re going too,” my mother explained.

As a co-owner of Fountain Press, the print shop in Hollywood, my mother needed to sort out business stuff before she could move.

“In the meantime,” she told me, “you’re going ahead of me and will live with your grandma. You’re going to help her get some sanity, OK?”

I thought about living with Frances, alone in Florida. Frances had previously attained Scientology’s highest level, “OT VIII.” She felt responsible for Marty’s death, and struggled with that loss – the most terrible of her life. I was nervous about going, but my mom assured me it would be fine.

Though I was only ten, I flew alone to Florida, where my aunt Arlene, on approved break from the Sea Organization, received me. She brought me to the condo where Frances was living.

On the way, she prepared me for the experience.

“Don’t say anything entheta, Nay. Keep everything theta and uptone.”

“Theta” is Scientology’s word for positive energy, while “entheta” is negative energy. “Uptone” means high amount of positive emotions. She wanted me to stay positive, all the time.

We arrived at Frances’ place, Arlene went back to Flag, and my new life began.

The Jungle

Florida was hot, muggy and rainy. I found the weather exciting, with its overwhelming booms of thunder and flashes of lightning. Californians experience small earthquakes, but Floridians live through dramatic hurricanes. The subtropical landscape was lush, with green moss and thriving plants. Lizards, insects, peacocks, and even alligators seemed to roam free in Florida. Cicadas turn the nights into insect concerts. Exchanging urban Los Angeles with lush Florida felt like transitioning to a jungle world.

Frances lived alone in a condominium near Clearwater. Since she was too emotionally distraught to receive Scientology services, she had little to fill her time – she didn’t work or study and had no friends in Florida. She lost any interest in hobbies and had nothing to distract her, so she spent most of her time crying for her loss.

She was convinced she killed her husband. She internalized the pain, which was clear to me by her every action.

Her mind was simple: a sort of desperate elegance blended with transparent despair. Nothing went past her without being warped into negativity. She was reactive, a victim. I had never seen someone so despondent in my life, but I completely understood how she felt, I thought. I knew by then what it was like to feel pain.

I knew what it was like to have no help.

Grief rendered her helpless, and she was trapped in that helplessness. In her mind, nothing could make a difference: She didn’t want hugs or love. She didn’t need food or rest. She wanted her husband back, and nothing else would do.

Because Scientologists are anti-psychology and anti-psychiatry, no form of counseling was ever considered for Frances.

I got back on Scientology courses and auditing and tried to endure. Occasionally my mother called to give me words of encouragement about taking care of my grandma.

“Keep everything theta. Good roads and fair weather with her, Nathan,” she instructed.

Scientologists, when interacting with critics or in this case sensitive people, use specific techniques like “good roads, fair weather”: mentioning positive things without specifics, never discussing anything personal or negative.

I knew what it meant: No negativity. No backflash, no bad behavior, no anything. Keep everything light and calm.

I did my very best to adhere to those instructions. All Frances had was me, and I was responsible to do my part in fixing her, using Scientology’s “technology.”

“Stay just one emotional tone-level above her and that will raise her emotional tone,” Scientologists say. Stay just slightly more positive than someone, and they will become more positive as well.

I did my best, but it didn’t work.

Irregular

As I settled into this new paradigm, the practical situation became clear. Music was a grief trigger for Frances, so out of respect for her emotions, I didn’t listen to music.

She did watch movies with me though – old classics, somehow free of triggering memories, like The Sound of Music
 , Fiddler on the Roof,
 and Madame Butterfly.


My mother didn’t allow me to bring my Nintendo, probably suspecting I’d be glued to it rather than supporting my grandmother. When I wasn’t watching movies, I escaped into puzzles or Scientology books.

Frances joined in on the puzzles sometimes but wasn’t interested in “fun” or playing games.

I felt like an inconvenience to her.

I was annoyed at my mother for putting me in this position. I felt frustrated, ill-equipped to handle Frances. I wanted her to heal but didn’t know how to help her. I felt like I was a reminder to her that Marty wasn’t there anymore.

Frances was extremely frugal. When I needed new socks, she bought only irregulars: the ones that didn’t pass quality checks. All my clothes came from thrift stores; mostly generic brands.

She bought the cheapest food and snacks she could find, but nothing with sugar, ever. Scientology heavily discourages sugar consumption and she did too. Bland, flavorless chalky cookies were my occasional treat.

I never complained about these things, though. I was overwhelmed by the situation, but I knew my problems paled in comparison to hers and she was very unstable.

The slightest disagreement with Frances invariably triggered a psychological reaction in her: she loudly whistled a tune and walked out of the room. She was deeply troubled; a truly emotionally disturbed woman in need of serious help. I gave her kisses and hugs. I gave her my best behavior. But real help? I didn’t know how to give her that.

I didn’t understand how she had gotten into her situation in the first place. She was the highest level of Scientologist possible. She was supposed to be in total control
 of herself and her life.


How did Marty die? Why does she think she is responsible?


The Reveal

Arlene was in the Sea Organization so her time was limited. Her daughter Aliza was in the Cadet Org, the child version of the Sea Org. They both needed written permission from corporate Scientology to visit us. Those two weren’t much help though; their goal was to calm Frances down long enough to get her back. Back into Scientology, that is.

They brought their “theta” and their pleasant news, but their only concern was getting Frances back on the “Bridge,” Scientology’s “Bridge to Total Freedom.” In other words, get her back into session. That was the only thing that could help her, in their minds.

Arlene had always looked down on the others in the family. After all, we were just public – she was the truly dedicated Scientologist, the Sea Org member.

After a few visits, I finally extracted the story behind my grandfather’s death from my aunt. All the years of pressure Frances had been putting on Marty to join Scientology finally took their toll.

Frances was already OT VIII as of the year before his death. After that she started the secretive “L Rundowns,” a process which costs tens of thousands of dollars.

Even at the top of Scientology’s levels there are always more, expensive levels to do. The L Rundowns she was doing involved auditors yelling in her face things like “Sorcerer!”, “The Evil One!”, and “Pervert!”

These kinds of upper Scientology techniques are so advanced
 that only the wealthiest and most dedicated people can do them.

When Frances first became a low-level Scientologist, she found she was no longer allowed to associate with people antagonistic towards Scientology. As she progressed further, it became people who were merely critical of Scientology. Eventually, she couldn’t be intimate with a non-Scientologist, even if he was fine with her being one.

It’s the same for Scientologists around the world – they willingly disconnect from non-Scientologists as they get to high levels of the “Bridge.” Of course, by then, there are very few left in their lives to disconnect from. Any non-Scientologists they don’t disconnect from are treated increasingly as wogs – dullards who can’t understand reality. Conversations with wogs are exercises in public relations, not communication.

Frances didn’t want to disconnect from Marty – she loved him. For years she put pressure on him to join Scientology, at the request of the organization and in accordance to her beliefs. She couldn’t participate in a $1000-an-hour yelling session if there were non-Scientologists in her life. Her spiritual freedom was at stake here, and his was too; Marty had to get with the program, for the sake of their souls.

But he didn’t
 get with the program.

While I was at the Ranch, he separated from her when the pressure became too much and moved to his favorite city, Paris where, after thirty-nine years of marriage, he died in bed with another woman.

Frances blamed herself for his death. The sisters blamed him, but I blamed Scientology. Not aloud, of course; I was nine years old, still living with Frances. It was already a time of sorrow and pain, enough for all of us.

And I was in my own pain, too. Prometheus, the ball of blackness inside me, yearned to come out. I couldn’t experience pain in this environment; it would have been insulting to my grandmother. And none of the Scientology services I received helped one bit.

This revelation about Frances forced me to notice that everything
 my family did was about Scientology: I saw them try to get her back as a paying Scientologist. I saw them convince her that Scientology wasn’t to blame for Marty’s death, and then go back to work at Flag. What I didn’t see was anyone trying to help her
 .

The Road

Feeling destined for an eternity of Scientology and teetering in emotional limbo, Prometheus washed over me one night. I held him inside with such force that there were no leaks. But the pressure broke me that night. I decided for the second time I didn’t want to carry on and didn’t want to be a part of this family.

We had moved to Florida for Scientology. My family was ramping up their dependency on it. I saw the family unravelling, and I knew Scientology caused my grandfather’s death. At very least, it had caused the separation, and the family’s response was to migrate to the epicenter of Scientology.

Suicide was already in my thoughts, but I was unsure how I would do it. The methods I saw on TV seemed too painful, and I wouldn’t try using a steak knife again; I couldn’t bear Frances discovering me. I needed to do it outside the home, where someone else would deal with it.

That night, I told my grandmother I was going out for a walk and headed outside.

I wandered around the neighborhood – a senior citizens’ residential area with meticulously groomed grass fields. My thoughts ran so deep, I was nearly oblivious to the loud cicadas’ mating calls coming from the trees. I approached the nearest road outside the residential area and calmly laid down in the middle of it.

Cicadas

I looked up at the stars. The cicadas’ chatter was clearly audible for a moment as reality set in.


I’m killing myself.


My mind wandered further. I stared up at the night sky.


Am I really going to Mars for another implant, as Scientology taught me?



How could I get out of there without the brainwashing?


One of the wonderful “truths” Scientology reveals is that on Mars, there is an “implant station,” where thetans go after they drop their bodies, to get brainwashed into returning to Earth. I had always wanted to find out what Mars was like, someday. The sounds of the insects were gone.


Will I be there soon?


Depressed, the thought of finally seeing space gave me a rush of excitement.

Some time passed, and no cars came. No people came, and no planes flew by. There were no humans anywhere – only cicadas.

Nothing happened; it was as if the world stopped for me.

After around fifteen idle minutes I got up and silently went back home to Frances. I never mentioned anything to her as she would have gotten mad at me, I thought. I really didn’t know, maybe she would have cried.

I was home, but the depression was still with me and my head was a mess.

Mute

I was emotionally muted in a position of great pressure. I had to support my grandmother in her most difficult hour, while my thoughts and experiences at the Ranch were inexpressible. I packed them down – inward, like the formation of a black hole. Just density and pressure – packed into the darkness.

As time went on, I tried to find ways other than suicide to release my pain. I slowly began torturing small animals, mostly lizards and frogs. I started out by catching frogs, releasing them on a street, and scaring them into traffic. I got satisfaction from seeing their flattened bodies after cars ran them over.

Later I moved to burning lizards alive by putting them in plastic bottles with lit fireworks. I felt a devious and satisfying release from the destruction of these animals. I suspected they didn’t have thetans, so there was no wrong in harming them. But the satisfaction didn’t last.

Even with the animal abuse and the long periods of time alone in my room, I could feel the darkness still growing inside me. Prometheus wanted more pain, torture, hate. I thought I was escaping him by abusing animals, but I was merely giving him what he wanted. He was evil – an insatiable force.
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Good Boy

After six months living with Frances, my mother finally came out to Florida. At first, she lived with us, while she scouted for a new apartment.

Living with the two of them was stressful – Julie didn’t allow Frances to “dramatize,” or be negative. Not anymore.

My mother became annoyed when Frances whistled and left a room. She talked back and didn’t mince words. I was happy to see my mom again but felt bad for my grandmother – Julie viewed her as a “dramatizer,” someone who embellishes negative emotions, but to me her behavior seemed normal after losing her husband.

We moved into an apartment in Clearwater after a few weeks and my mother took over the responsibility of care for Frances. They worked out their own way to move forward together, while I got back to the life I had before.

I went in sessions and courses, because that’s what my mother wanted for me and I knew better than to fight back. She enrolled me in another Scientology school: A to Be. I wrote wonderful “success stories” each time I finished a course or Scientology action. I did my Purification Rundown, again, to clear my body of drugs and radiation, though I didn’t notice anything change. Most of my life became Scientology, all over again.

Regret

Frances’ mother was close to dying, so we went to visit her in the hospital a couple of times. She was a negative, spiteful person on her deathbed. My mom told me she wasn’t always that way, but had changed in her final years, filled with regrets about her life choices. I thought about that concept a lot – how people change as their own deaths near, and how I would view my life if I looked back on it.

She wanted to do one final nice thing for the family though, so she paid for a cruise vacation for all of us. We left from Florida and hit the Bahamas, Jamaica, the Keys, and Cozumel, Mexico. It was all the women of the family and me. Being a ten-year-old boy in a family of all women was sometimes overwhelming, but I did enjoy seeing other countries. Travel seemed like such a luxury; I wished my mother enjoyed traveling.

After the trip, I was back to the routine again. Frances was recovered, at least enough to be a Scientologist again, and the family was back on track, from their perspective. From mine, it was stuck in a loop.

At A to Be School, some kids decided I was no longer Nathan Rich; I was “Nothin’ Poor” – the type of thing only children think of. I was both annoyed at the name but impressed by the wordplay.


Nothin’ Poor… very creative.


The afterglow of being out of the Ranch slowly wore off, and though I picked up a few friends at school who didn’t think I was “Nothin’,” the blackness dripped inside me still.

By the time I was eleven, I started to fall behind in sessions and courses.

Scientology took my mother’s money to deliver services to me – services I wasn’t interested in receiving. I struggled to carry on, conflicted and lonely. I was still her little man but couldn’t keep it up much longer. I needed support or the whole thing would come crashing down again.

Venom

My mother still didn’t give me any allowance, and no amount of cleaning, begging, or negotiating changed that. All I wanted was a normal life: I wanted an allowance and I wanted to break the rules sometimes. I wanted to go to school and have a crush on a girl.

I just didn’t want the life I had – I never did. From my earliest memories, I just didn’t want it, and yet I loved my mother with all my heart. It was very confusing and unnerving.


Why did I choose this body, and to live in this Scientology family?



I don’t want any of this – why did I want it when I was just a thetan?


My neighborhood friend and I went to the local mall one day and stole some comic books. Spider-man, with Venom.


Nice.


We put them in our backpacks and walked out of the store – it was easy. We weren’t afraid of wogs because they’re “degraded” and incompetent.


Scientologists are the capable people in this world, not them.


We went to another store and stole baseball cards.


One of the packs might have a Jose Canseco, you never know.


We went to another store and then another. After stealing various items from six stores, we tried to grab some watches from a seventh, but security spotted and detained us.

My mom arrived at the store, disappointed and angry. I had ditched Scientology’s course room and was stealing.

What she didn’t know would have upset her even more, though – doubt was seeping into my mind. Something about the experience with Frances just wasn’t making sense.

She was an absolute wreck about Marty’s death, and believed she had caused it. I couldn’t understand how an OT VIII could allow this to happen, and no one provided me with any good answers.


Isn’t she supposed to have total “cause over life?”



She has no “reactive mind” anymore, isn’t she supposed to be immune to uncontrollable grief?



How could a master of Scientology like her let something so horrible happen?


To me, her reaction to the loss seemed normal
 . She seemed like any other widow grieving in serious pain.


But if she’s normal, doesn’t that mean Scientology didn’t help her?



At the very least, didn’t deliver the help it promised?


Serious doubt about the efficacy of Scientology was creeping into my world. But while I was slipping away from my beliefs, something else was going on in the Scientology world, something big – the “war” was almost over.

Friends

Scientology had an announcement to make and everyone was talking about it. In the Scientology world, chatter and guesses about what it was going to be were rampant. We heard the announcement was going to be a big one.

My mom took me to the event at Flag, and the second we arrived, it was clear the rumors were right – it was
 a big one. I was still on my mother’s bad side from the shoplifting incident but was allowed to go with her to participate.

Crowds of Scientologists gathered outside the auditorium. Non-alcoholic champagne prepared by Sea Org members dressed as waiters reinforced the celebratory environment. People connected with each other via grins and excitement. There was an energy in the air, an electricity. We took our seats inside.

The event started as they all do – a bunch of booming music and intensely positive news about the great successes of Scientology. There are millions of Scientologists, positively affecting everything and everyone on the globe, they reminded us. Everyone loves Scientology and it’s just growing and growing. Non-Scientologists keep screwing everything up and the ultra-capable Scientologists clean up the mess.

After a while, the big announcement finally came: Scientology attained tax-exempt status as a religious entity from the IRS!

The entire room erupted in a collective cheer – legs stomped, people clapped, shouted, and whistled. Huge title cards ran across the screens:

THE WAR IS OVER!

Waves of excitement visibly shoved through the crowds of Scientologists.

I had a different reaction; I stood unimpressed, waiting for the big news – unaware I’d already heard it. When I finally realized the announcement was about money, my curiosity withered.


I thought Scientology was a religion already; why did we need to apply for tax benefits?


I glanced at my mother in my peripheral. Her expression was that of extreme elation – her universe was rocked.


All of this just for some money?



I thought they were going to announce the planet was finally Clear, or that Lafayette had come back to Earth or something.



Money?


My mother clapped her hands to pieces and let out occasional cheers of “It’s amazing!” “Oh my God this is amazing!” and “We did it!” When she slowly noticed I was less enthused than her, she appeared annoyed. I worried she’d suspect I was somehow out-ethics, so I acted as thrilled as I could, but there were other things on my mind: I was doubting Scientology even more.

To my mom, I was second to Scientology; it was obvious to me. My mother didn’t treat me like a child, nor like her son. Her attitude towards me was generally devoid of the loving feeling I had observed on television. Hugs, kisses, and loving remarks weren’t a big part of my life, except as rewards for Scientology accomplishments.

Cracks in my confidence about Scientology pushed me to re-evaluate my relationship with my mother. After the event, we went home, away from all the activity – back to the quiet apartment. I asked her about who she was to me, in the gentlest way I could that night.

“Mom how come you’re not like… more… mom-like to me?” I inquired. She knew what I meant: loving, nurturing, “us against them.”

“Well, I guess it’s because I don’t really consider you my son; I’m more like your friend. I’m here to help you get up the Bridge.”

She was just being honest.

She viewed us as friends. I was related to her in this lifetime but getting mankind up The Bridge was her main concern, not the specifics of my childhood or upbringing.

Not wog ideas like family ties, or blood being thicker than water – Scientology was her main concern, not me.

Backflash

Life wasn’t going too well for me; I was trapped in the purgatory of Scientology but could feel myself changing. The music I picked up at the Ranch was back in my life, but I had no friends to connect with.

Nine Inch Nails had a special place in my soul. Trent Reznor’s deep lyrics hinted to me there were thinkers in the world, and things other than those in my life. There were deep thinkers out there just like me. I needed to find them.

“The Box” TV channel played music videos for a fee, something I’d never seen before. I didn’t have money, but I watched for videos that didn’t get airplay on MTV.

My daily reading shifted from Zoobooks and Spider-Man to Heavy Metal Magazine. Video games slowly became boring to me. I looked to Public Access television – anything to bring me alternative information. Though I didn’t think clearly about it at the time, I was changing, growing.

A to Be School expelled me for backflash – I talked back; I disobeyed Scientology course supervisors. I couldn’t get with the program, because I was tired of learning about how to learn and how to communicate; I wanted to learn about the world – the actual, real world.

Even though I hadn’t finished the school year, it was the closest I’d ever been to completing one.

Wogs

My aunt Sharon and her second husband Jake Lefkowitz took my cousin Juliet and me across the country a few times in my young life. I had visited most of the states in America by eleven or twelve, though mostly only tourist spots and the road.

Sharon invited my cousin and me to travel Europe with her. We went to England, Scotland, and France, where I wondered why Parisians hated Americans so much. Overall, though, the trip was great, and I appreciated it.


Why doesn’t my mom like traveling?


All she did was sit at home and talk about Scientology. At least Sharon pretended to be normal sometimes. Maybe my mother had no one to pretend to, but Sharon did.

Sharon runs a fan club for Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy called simply “Mac/Eddy.” She sells books and records to fans at gatherings, enamored with the Hollywood couple’s secret romance. Despite her constant interaction with the fans, they didn’t know anything about Scientology or who she really was.

She instructed me on the proper way to interact with “wogs,” the non-Scientologist dullards.

“Wogs can’t handle the truth, it’s ‘out-reality’ for them. They are too degraded,” she said to me. I’d been learning how to deal with wogs by osmosis for years, but she was teaching me directly.

Sharon presents herself to wogs as a quiet, conservative, and non-threatening homemaker, but behind her performance is a devout Scientologist, and there are only three kinds of people to a Scientologist: potential Scientologists, potential or actual enemies of Scientology, and devout Scientologists. Wogs are potential Scientologists who aren’t ready to be indoctrinated yet.

Fleeting code words and coined terms could have revealed the truth to those with a Scientology background, but not wogs. She thought of them as hapless sheep with money: sources of income, with faces.

It took years of reflection for me to see her behaviors for what they were – at the time I saw those “wogs” as she did. I was a Scientologist.

Back in Florida, I entered a new school in nearby Dunedin. It was a non-Scientology private school, the first I’d ever been to. What I found there was something more precious than a baseball rookie card: a father. Well, not quite a father, but a father figure.

A Man from Boston

I was twelve years old and had never completed a full year of schooling, but I entered 7th grade ready to give school another chance. Anything was a welcome distraction from my dissolving worldview.

Dunedin Academy was a K-12 school with a gazebo, a small soccer field, and orange trees everywhere. There were uniforms for kids and a tight schedule to follow.

The same teacher taught every subject for 7th and 8th grade: Frank Uniatowski. Mr. U had thinning hair, a Boston accent, and beautiful cursive handwriting. He didn’t accept talking back or goofing off; he sent misbehaving kids to detention. He didn’t ignore the troublemakers; he worked to correct their behavior.

Some of the kids, especially the more rebellious ones, hated Mr. U. They complained, said he was terrible, and acted out, but it didn’t sway him – he was a focused, persistent teacher.

He graded our work with great attention to detail. His needs seemed obvious to me – he wanted great work done by great kids. He didn’t want to be popular, cool, or rich; he wanted to teach kids in his version of the right way.

The principal, Mr. Dale Porter, had white hair and a large frame. He was strict but righteous. Despite initially being nervous around him, I soon learned he was also caring. He was a strong leader for Dunedin Academy – a man who really cared about educating kids.

Instead of Lafayette’s “Learning How to Learn” course, we had social studies. Instead of spending hours drilling the exercises in “How to Communicate,” they taught me math. An instead of studying the dogma in “Overcoming Ups and Downs in Life,” I studied geography, music, and English.

Before I started school, my core was filling with darkness and doubt. But, just as my home experience was slowly beginning to slip back into disarray, I came across an interesting challenge in Dunedin Academy.

I had always longed to be “normal.” I wanted to be a normal kid and do normal things with my family. Now I was at a “normal” private school.


Can I do it? Can I deliver? Am I going to try?



What is going to happen if they kick me out of this school too?


I didn’t know, but I fought the uncertainty. I wanted whatever was on the other side of genuine effort. I had a real chance.

Cautious but focused, I gave it a shot.

Chocolate

In the beginning, I didn’t stand out too much. I was what you’d expect from an awkward and nerdy twelve-year-old kid. My curly hair and soft nature didn’t impress the “cool kids.” I found them to be preoccupied with themselves, unintelligent and reactionary. They got the girls and the attention, but in Mr. U’s class, they were powerless.

School wasn’t the only change; I was hitting puberty as well. I was becoming a man, and my desire to explore the world around me was growing. I wanted to heal – put old memories behind me, and I put my doubts about Scientology on the back-burner.

To help with stress levels and my school image, I took up smoking, just like my mom. She smoked, and Lafayette smoked too.


Nothing wrong with that
 .

Lafayette rather famously implied cigarettes don’t cause cancer, which many Scientologists still believe.

I adapted well to the rigid structure of class, with nothing to do but study. I found I liked some of the subjects as my mind delved into their nuances. The English language had rules, laws, and qualities of its own. I found out there were other authors in the world, that penned books I had never heard of. They didn’t have claims about being the absolute truth written all over them, but they were good even still.

In contrast to Lafayette’s direct writing style, there were authors with artistic styles, who told stories without clear point, meaning or message. The reader was left to decide if their stories were valuable.

When school let out at 3PM, I stayed. My mother left me there until she got off work because she didn’t allow me to go home alone. Every kid in detention stayed as well, as punishment. At first, I sat at my desk, just like them. After a week or so, Mr. U approached me for the first time. He bent down towards my desk.

“Hey, Nathan, do you want some chocolate?” He asked quietly.


Who could say no to that?
 Of course I want chocolate.


“Sure!” I exclaimed. He led me back to his desk.

We sat behind the other students, ate Hershey’s chocolate bars and made conversation. Mr. U made the detention kids look straight ahead or put their heads on their desks, or write reports, while we hung out with each other. I felt lucky and appreciated.

We spoke about music and composers. He lent me some CDs of Beethoven, Mozart, and Brahms. He loved Hershey’s milk chocolate, classical music, and plants, but most of all teaching. There wasn’t anything else in his life that I ever found out about.

A relationship formed between us. Most days I sat at his desk after class for chocolate and chitchat. He was fascinating to me – a man whose goals were simple, and yet he was so happy. He didn’t seem religious at all, and certainly wasn’t a Scientologist. When I brought up my Scientology background, he was curious, and a tiny bit concerned, but careful not to disrespect my beliefs. No one knew much about what Scientology was back then, even in cities next to Clearwater.

I listened to those classical CDs and found his knowledge of music and composers entertaining. I enjoyed watching him enjoy the subject. That rubbed off on me – I discovered through him that enjoyment could come from simple things. I never wanted Scientology and he was living proof that I didn’t need it to be successful.

Mr. U was happy, his life exactly how he wanted. He had everything he needed, like a fish in the ocean. There was no want; there was no hole in his mind needing policies and bulletins, courses and auditing.

Mr. U befriended me and became my mentor. I wanted to do well in class. Then, I wanted to do better than well – I wanted to ace
 every class. I shifted focus from introspection and depression to attention at school, study, and knowledge. I wrote extra-credit reports late into the night when I wasn’t writing poetry by candlelight in bed.

I was learning to balance darker thoughts with a new positive influence. I was learning to express myself, too.

There were slip-ups here and there but overall, I became an excellent student. My report cards went from C’s and D’s to B’s and A’s.

They went from B’s and A’s to A’s and A+’s, but I wasn’t satisfied.

I pushed myself with laser focus and brought myself from A+ average to straight A+s in every single subject. I placed at high school levels in standardized tests for reading, math and English. I was winning at school – I was winning
 for the first time, without using any Scientology.

I’d found something I’d never had before – a proper mentor. I wanted to do well for him and
 for myself. That’s the power of a good teacher. I was excited to go to school for the first time.

Part of the reason I respected Mr. U so much was his work ethic – he was not just a masterful teacher who commanded an effective class, he was the first true
 expert I ever met: an expert teacher, an expert friend.

After all Scientology’s bragging about how great they are at everything, this was the first time I ever came face to face with an actual expert at something. Just another tiny splinter in my mind about the problems of Scientology.

He was one of the very few men I’ve ever truly respected, and he served as a stand-in father figure during that time.

I would have been lucky to have him as a father.
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Medicine

At home, I expected life to stabilize. Good grades meant a better home life, at least that’s what I thought from watching TV programs.

They didn’t go very far in my mother’s eyes, though – good grades learning about the wog world were next to meaningless to her. Scientology courses were the focus of education in my early life, and she wanted to make sure it continued that way. I made non-Scientologist friends and that was something she needed to keep an eye on, too.

My mom transitioned to a new career working from home, doing graphic design for Scientology companies. My aunt Arlene meanwhile failed in the Sea Organization when her obesity interfered with her productivity. Rather than get her health under control, she chose to leave the Sea Org and avoid productivity entirely – she sold “Super Blue-Green Algae,” a “super food,” in a multi-level marketing scheme.

It wasn’t long before she had everyone in the family on enormous doses of dried algae, including me, though I protested from time to time. My mother joined in the venture. Then my grandmother – everyone. To me it seemed like a fake job selling a bogus product.


Isn’t production “the basis of morale” like Lafayette said?



Are they producing anything?



Why is everyone in this family so eager to slide by with minimal effort?


I was disappointed by the new algae phase, but I didn’t rock the boat too much; there were already a lot of “alternative” treatments in the midst, it was nothing out of the ordinary.

Aunt Sharon had remarried when I was younger, to Jake Lefkowitz, another Jew-turned-Scientologist. Jake’s brother Harry was a chiropractor – alternative doctors that primarily focus on the alignment of bones in the spine, but often on other pseudoscientific medicines like homeopathy. Harry practiced Applied Kinesiology, an alternative allergy treatment which has been repeatedly refuted by mainstream science.

Chiropractors are very popular in Scientologist communities. In fact, all alternative medicines and treatments are, while psychiatry and psychology are considered the ultimate enemies of spiritual freedom. Companies like Eli Lily, the pharmaceutical giant, are the epitome of “suppressive” organizations. No Scientologist will ever recommend a psychiatric drug to another person except under the direst of circumstances. Even then, it’s exceptionally rare.

These “suppressive” companies control medical doctors and hospitals. The medical community prescribes drugs at the whims of their psychiatric overlords, who want only to suppress the population.

Scientology’s culture raises alternative medicines and treatments to the status of life-saving and actively pushes them. My aunt Arlene touted blue-green algae as a miracle-working super medicine.

It just didn’t seem to do anything – it felt phony to me.

I did buy into the chiropractic treatment that I received, though. Aligning my spine seemed a useful thing to do, even if I didn’t get all the amazing effects from it. I thought there was something wrong with me for a while, but eventually became used to everyone in the family telling me how wondrous and effective everything was, while I didn’t experience similar effects.

My family members echo-chambered everything they heard, a kind of self-hypnosis effect. They took in everything they heard from others, while I was more conservative about what I let in. I was less certain.

Jake and Sharon lived in New York, so I rarely saw them. Jake wasn’t blood family to me, but we got along well. Mostly though, family life was comprised of just me and my mother. My grandmother was around occasionally, and less often my aunt and cousin. My life was all Scientology, all the time.

Dunedin Academy on the other hand was mine
 . School was the one thing I could do that wasn’t influenced by Scientology. I studied and thrived there; I discovered a purpose. At home, my life was evolving as was I. Puberty brought hormones and intensity to my deeper thoughts, which ramped up markedly.

Chicago

I started listening to Marilyn Manson, a new band I saw on The Box television station. When I saw him sing “Lunchbox,” I bought into his message, and after a acquiring his cassette, Portrait of an American Family, I dove in.

Night after night, I listened to the songs. Somehow, this Marilyn Manson character knew what was wrong with the world. He understood suffering and pain, and his persona embodied it. His darkness spoke to the darkness I felt brewing in me. I identified with him so deeply, his music became a release and constant source of strength. There was a new male energy in my home, now, too.

I broadened my tastes in the music landscape, with bands like KMFDM
 , Prick
 , My Life with the Thrill Kill Kult
 , and other underground music. My twelfth year was of exploration of the dark. I dressed in black clothing and pondered the past: loneliness, my crazy life, and the darkness inside. I yearned to meet Marilyn Manson and Trent Reznor – only they could understand me. I balanced my dark life with the newer positive life of school.

My mother sent me away during the summer of 1994 to live with a Scientologist power couple in Chicago. The husband and wife team were auditors and case supervisors. Case supervisors are the managers and brains behind the auditor. They guide the auditing and direct the entire process. My mom wanted them to audit me because they were cheaper than nearby Flag, even with the flights.

I got some sessions from them, but I was distracted by the new environment. They didn’t have the strict rules my mother had: They let me walk around the city without supervision. They treated me like a free adult.

I explored the part of Chicago we were in, stumbled on shops with sex toys, chain wallets, and heavy metal shirts. I bought my first Marilyn Manson shirt, and painted my nails black. I became more like that which I idolized. I felt so free.

After a few weeks of my summer “vacation,” the power couple realized I didn’t have an interest in auditing, so they sent me home. They weren’t bent out of shape; they felt people shouldn’t practice Scientology unless they sincerely wanted to.


Why doesn’t my mom feel that way?


When I returned home my mother made me scrub off the black polish from my nails and she tore my Marilyn Manson shirt to pieces while I was at school. There was something empowering about wearing that shirt, possibly the words on the back: “I am the God of Fuck.” I felt different and special wearing that – different than others, but truer to myself.

She said I was being “out-of-valence,” a Scientology term meaning I was taking on another’s personality. I suppose she wasn’t wrong, but I viewed it as reflecting my personality. After all, this “freak” stuff reflected how I felt, not the boring generic clothes I had been wearing, certainly not a school uniform.

You better believe that I got another one of those shirts – there was no fighting it anymore. Changes had been brewing in me for a long time, and I was ready to represent myself properly to the world.

Decoupled

In school, I read Bram Stoker’s Dracula. I read The Scarlet Letter, Moby Dick, Frankenstein. I found the archaic writing style interesting and enriching. I felt culture was finally at the gate, and I was doing my best to let it in – I was expanding, growing.

My mother’s influence, with her dogma and unwavering dependence on Lafayette, was shrinking. She who had been my whole life, seemed more and more like a woman without companionship working strange jobs, preaching Scientology without any real evidence of its efficacy. She was increasingly overweight and unhealthy, yet exuded confidence. No one in the family encouraged her to lose weight, just to eat more algae. Scientology solves all problems; there’s no need to exercise. She was my everything once, but as I confronted my past, she shrunk.

I distanced myself more from Scientology with manufactured excuses about school. I expressed the most general lack of interest I thought I could get away with. My grades were perfect and home life was generally acceptable.

The pressure to go into session plateaued and then declined, for the first time in my life.

I stopped accepting my mother’s answers to life as readily as before. They felt like desperate attempts at control to me. I saw her as indoctrinated, fooled by Lafayette. The axioms of Scientology didn’t fit my observations in life anymore. I tried to apply its “technology” in my life; it just didn’t work.

I didn’t specifically think Scientology principles were wrong; I simply didn’t care if they were right or wrong – I decided I didn’t need self-help, just like my grandpa.

Investigation

My mother came to meet Mr. U randomly one day while I was waiting for her to pick me up. Normally I walked out to her car; this time, she came in to the classroom. She asked him questions about who he was, and some strange personal questions. She was disagreeable with him, and her behavior signaled to me something strange was going on – she seemed standoffish for some reason. She left a bad impression on him, I also noticed.

The next day when I spoke to him, he admitted to being caught off guard and unsure about the encounter. I didn’t think about it much, though she had acted out of character.


What can she do? I mean, I’m a perfect student – I’m achieving.


It wasn’t until I went to Flag for a session weeks later that I was sent to the ethics officer and found out what happened. I was informed I needed to get a “sec-check” – an interrogative “security check” interview administered to individuals suspected of “crimes.” I hesitantly agreed – I had done this so many times before – what’s one more?


My sec-check was custom-tailored this time, rather than the usual list of general crimes. I noticed the auditor didn’t spend much time with the questions until he started asking about Mr. U indirectly. He asked about homosexual activities with teachers or others. He asked about molestation and other peculiar things. Exasperated, I got through the questions and managed to not storm out.

I later found out my mother wrote a Knowledge Report on Mr. U and sent it to the Scientology organization. In it, she claimed he “might be a homosexual” and that she had concerns about his relationship with me.

Suggesting someone might be a homosexual is not a joke in Scientology. It is no compliment, and no joke. Scientology views homosexuals as being “about 1.1 on the tone scale,” its numbered chart of the emotional states of people. Lafayette calls the 1.1 tone “covert hostility,” and describes them as “skulking cowards” that “should be taken from the society as rapidly as possible and uniformly institutionalized.” Lafayette and his followers are so anti-psychiatry, a recommendation of institutionalization is the worst possible condemnation
 .

She thought we were having a love affair, or at the very least, he was a danger to me.

This was so offensive to me I could barely contain myself.


Who is she to make these crazy accusations?



She didn’t even talk to me.


She sent the written accusations to corporate Scientology, so they would put them in my permanent folders. But that wasn’t the only reason.

She sent the KR to Scientology also so that if Mr. U ever became a Scientologist, the report would be there. If Mr. U ever becomes a Scientologist – even in a future lifetime – there will be a report in his folders accusing him of being gay, which he will have to deal with. That’s the thought process.

That makes sense to them.

I was associated with a situation completely imagined by my mother. This was an absolute betrayal of my trust. Of course there wasn’t anything strange going on.


Can’t someone be good at their job and like me as an individual?


I lost a lot of respect for my mother when she attacked the one person in my life who was giving me useful, good, positive pressure. It was further evidence that my needs and health were second to Scientology in her mind. Scientology’s grip on my mind was loosening.

Bliss

I continued to learn from Mr. U and my perfect grades continued, despite the attack from my mother. I wrote in cursive, read books, studied music, biology, and math. Mr. U and I had stimulating intellectual conversations about the nature of science, space exploration, and the relationship between math and music. He called me the smartest kid he had ever taught, which I viewed as an honor – as high praise. I was proud of my accomplishments and of my progress. I wanted more non-Scientology progress.

I impressed Mr. U by shining in his class, but he impressed me more. I respected his opinions because his standards never wavered.

I was trying hard and getting results. At the end of the 8th grade, my standardized test scores were well into college-level for all subjects, and then they named me the junior-high valedictorian. Me
 . It was a surreal but much-needed accolade.

I had skipped preschool, second grade and fifth grade. I was kicked out of kindergarten and fourth grade before the first half of the year, and I finished around three-quarters of first, third and sixth grades. My 7th and 8th were the first two grades I had ever completed, and they were done at a private non-Scientology school. I felt validated and powerful, for the first time.

I felt for the first time that my efforts could shape my life. What I was doing was directly affecting my experience. I wanted my time in Mr. U’s class to last forever.

Freshman

Dunedin Academy is a K-12 school, meaning it has every grade from kindergarten through senior level high school. In late 1995, my first year of high school started. I was thirteen, turning fourteen soon.

High school was a new situation: Classes took place in various areas on campus, with different teachers. I only had Mr. U for a couple of hours each day. I hadn’t had many experiences with the teachers of the new classes – I hadn’t even met them all, and some of the teachers were new.

I didn’t do as well studying under the other teachers as I did under Mr. U. The high school students took over the classes.

Not Mr. U’s class, though; his class was like a military squad, just how I liked it.

I enrolled in nearly every after-school elective class Mr. U taught. I knew the only time I would learn was in under his guidance.

He didn’t view the world how I saw it. He didn’t know he was the best teacher in the world, but I did. His attitude about my different classes was nonchalant and patient. I felt my only chance at accomplishment and success sliding away from me, just one short summer after I was crowned valedictorian. It was slipping away so quickly, I fell into a panic.

I felt like the only person in the world unhappy to enter high school. I wanted to be back in the 8th grade where things made sense. Trying to learn in high school was about as “uncool” as it got. Studying, answering questions, or participating in class were signs of being at the bottom of the totem pole, in the other kids’ minds.

No girls would ever talk to me. The boys thought I was the biggest nerd and they treated me that way. They took pride in calling me a nerd. Hell, I was
 a nerd. That never mattered to me before, because I was a nerd who was accomplishing things. High school, for me, was a different story.

During one class, a student threw me out the first story window. He received no punishment – the teacher didn’t even reprimand him. Another teacher, a full-grown man, didn’t do anything when another student threw a book at him. It was madness.

The sudden absence of discipline and structure in my classroom life caused an explosion of instability. The shock waves rippled out to my home life. I fell into my pit of the past again; my mind further darkened. The constant buzz of activity and devotion to learning I had the school year before fizzled just as quickly as it had come.

Scientology couldn’t help me, and my mother refused to take me out of the school. My mother ignored my cries for change. I wouldn’t be successful in high school without some kind of change. Of that, I was sure.

Tleppo

At the time, our neighbors were a young married couple with the last name of Oppelt. My mother let me hang out with them a few times, but as soon as she found out they occasionally smoked weed, they were out of our lives. The Oppelts named their black cat “Tleppo,” the inverse of their family name.

I peered into the cat’s eyes and fell in love with the name immediately – it was stellar, literally out of this world. Tleppo was dark, perfect somehow.

I kept that name in my mind.


Tleppo. It’s like “Prometheus,” but there’s something special about it, something different.


I held onto the name Tleppo, as if I knew it was going to mean something eventually. It just stuck to me – Tleppo: from the stars.

Violence

I was suffering at school and my home life was sliding back to untenable. I felt the darkness of Prometheus agitating inside me and my mind was in constant turmoil.

My mother was ignoring my words, and my dreams. It felt personal to me, deliberate even. I wanted change; I wanted to be a man. I wanted a voice and power over my future.

I dreamt about emancipation, a concept I had heard about on television. I wanted legal emancipation from my mother. With it, I would essentially be an adult, independent and free. I didn’t have much more of a plan than that.


Freedom, that’s what I need…freedom.


I had the confidence of perfect grades under my belt and I wanted to expand.


No more of this hokey self-help for dimwits called “Scientology.”


I met my mother in our small hallway at home and came right out with it.

“Mom, can I get an emancipation?” I asked.

The idea was abhorrent to her. She revolted immediately and shoved me down the hallway.

“Are you crazy? No!” She uttered.

I felt guilty for asking her – she was clearly not expecting it. I slunk back into my room.

This was the only time she ever hit me.

She let her old boyfriend JD hit me with a belt when I got bad grades. She let Wally hit me with a paddle and worse, but we had never struck each other before. This incident was the one and only time we ever got physical, and it was her shoving me.

She was not a violent person, and neither was I; there was no violence in our home before or after that – I got the message.

I was upset but I can’t say I didn’t expect her to reject it; I just didn’t expect the idea would be so vile to her.


I need to find a different way out. I need to find something she can get behind.


By the time I turned fourteen in February, I knew how to get out from living with my mother and out of that school. I knew how to be independent and not have to do Scientology courses, and the best part was, my family would not only be content with it, they would be happy
 .

I decided I would join the Sea Org, Scientology’s “elite” servants.

I knew that Sea Org members don’t do much Scientology themselves. My mother would be proud I was doing something for the corporation, I would get my own place and independence, and the pressure would be gone.

I had no way to see what the cost of this idea would be. The repercussions from this decision permeate my life to this day.
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A Billion Years

Sea Org members don’t get much Scientology processing. Instead, they spend their days working for the corporation. At Flag they live in shared apartments – even fourteen-year-old kids like me.

A short while after the emancipation debacle, once everything had cooled down, I brought it up.

“Mom, I’m starting to feel like I should join the Sea Org,” I said.

“… no, yeah. Yeah, I mean it’s a higher purpose. I think I can really do some good there.” I pressed her buttons perfectly.

She made some calls and the very same day, I was at Flag taking a few simple tests and checks.

“Have you ever done LSD? PCP?”


Nope.


“Have you ever been involved with government intelligence agencies?”


Don’t think so.


The questions covered topics like debt assessment, spy work and psychiatric institutionalization. I was in the clear, just a boy of fourteen. I was surprised how easy it was to get through the tests, but a damning contradiction surprised me more.


People can’t join the Sea Org if they’ve done LSD or PCP.



The “Purification” Rundown handles all the physical effects of drugs.



The “Drug Rundown” handles all the mental and spiritual effects of drugs.



Wait... why can’t someone join the Sea Org if they’ve done LSD or PCP?



Doesn’t that mean the Purification and the “Drug Rundown” don’t work?



Why can’t these people see that? Am I crazy?


These types of problems pulled my attention to them; I couldn’t help it.

I ignored the contradiction because I wasn’t there to be a real Sea Org member in the first place. I signed a billion-year contract – non-binding, obviously – and it meant about as much to me as it would have to the law. I knew even though I was going to come back next lifetime, I would have a choice to honor the contract or ignore it. I didn’t know how long I would be in their service at all, really.

The Sea Org rationed me a small apartment, which was unusual for a single person, and a $20 per week allowance. My uniform was light blue and navy blue. I started on my orientation courses, meant to introduce me to the procedures of the organization, and got to work nearly immediately.

I was posted in the office of the “Senior Case Supervisor International,” at the “Flag Land Base,” in “The Flag Service Organization.”

What all that means in human language is I was part of what’s considered the bottom rung on the highest ladder in Scientology. I didn’t care one bit about Scientology anymore, though I believed the texts were true, or at least mostly true.

Scientology was instrumental in severing ties with my father’s side of the family and was slowly degrading the remaining members on my mother’s side. It was complicit in the circumstances surrounding my grandfather’s death. I didn’t care if the texts were correct; I was already done with the Scientology organization: the corporation. My indifference to it made it easier to join, somehow.

The Senior Case Supervisor International’s job was to make the ultimate decisions about how to treat people with complex issues. He was like the judge or director of what the next steps were for high-ranking or particularly important people.


Who is this legendary figure, this top-level International Case Supervisor of the Flag Land Base in the Flag Sea Organization?



I wonder what he’s going to be like – did he know Ron?


Before I met him, I pictured a super-genius, capable of getting things done – the ultimate in “snap-and-pop,” the Sea Org’s term for robotic efficiency. I thought of how much dedication it must have took him to keep his statistics up over the years.

When I did finally meet him, I was surprised to find he came off as clumsy. He was meager and meek. He didn’t seem to possess deep knowledge to me. He was just a man surrounded by stacks of papers and folder piles. Nothing about him made me feel he was excellent at anything.


This person is a top expert of Dianetics and Scientology?


The first time I met him I looked around for signs that I was being pranked. I thought for a moment the whole experience was some kind of test, but that was just my mind trying to compensate for how easy it was to get into the Sea Org – it was no test; that was the real him.

I worked for this “guru,” operating under the charitable assumption that he knew his stuff and I was just bad at detecting excellence.

I ran around the Scientology buildings each day doing errands, picking things up, receiving communications and so on. I was an assistant or runner, of sorts. I was able to feign the “snap-and-pop” culture of the Sea Org easily – I already knew what it was all about: statistics, rules, following policies. Those things I could do. I played the part during the day to earn the freedom at night.

After work, I had colleagues to hang out with who were similar in age to me. There was no drinking, drugs, or partying, only hanging out and blowing off steam. Our luxury was buying cigarettes from the convenience store inside the residence. I frequented a coffee shop called Mother’s Milk when my colleagues couldn’t hang out.

I developed a crush on a girl in the Sea Org named Holly. She had beautiful teeth, a positive attitude, and the same name as my first girlfriend. My closest friend there, Harley, also worked in the Case Supervisor’s office. I didn’t develop much of a crew other than that and was mostly alone.

The general staff ate in a mess hall, military style. Everyone earned mere scraps for pay and knew to keep heads down in public. Big wigs were everywhere, and we were pond scum around those parts.

While I ate, I pondered how different the Sea Org was than I expected it would be. I found it quite strange, for example, knowing we were higher up than almost all other staff members on the globe, and yet here at Flag we weren’t anything special at all.


We are never going see those other orgs anyway, so what difference does being “senior” to them make?



I thought I was going to go around and consult for other cities or something.


It was as if no matter how high in Scientology someone gets, they’re still a nobody. I didn’t really care, though – I wasn’t there to clear any planets. I was there to experience independence.

When I wasn’t on-duty, I spent hours writing poetry and deep thoughts in a notebook. My apartment was completely empty, and I had no plans to change that. I slept on the floor with a blanket.

When I needed a break, I roamed around the buildings. The environment was fake, plastic. It was built up to look extravagant: everything gold and posh, but it was all a lie for the public: the people who paid for services.

We Sea Org members didn’t pay for anything, so we got the behind-the-scenes experience: Hard work, no money, long hours, and no privileges. When celebrities came to Flag, we couldn’t talk to them. The culture in the Sea Org was that of keeping one’s head down and working.

When David Miscavige, the leader of Scientology came, they cautioned us not to look at him. He had a whole lore around him; we heard rumors of people who looked at him winding up in trouble for sending him “entheta” (negative energy). No, it was safer to keep our heads down and not rock the boat.

When Scientology events happened, we set up chairs in the auditorium. We couldn’t sit for the event and usually couldn’t attend at all. When we could, we had to hide in the back by the doors and be sure to clear out before any public were headed to the exits.

Anytime someone from the public asked us questions, we had to answer promptly and pleasantly. Our job included making Flag look like the mecca of Scientology: the amazing, theta, upstat world that Scientologists could come experience. I learned a little about corporate communication protocols like in-baskets and statistics and reporting lines, but all in all I’d say the work experience was mostly useless.

After only a couple of months, I’d had enough – I stopped showing up and asked to come home. I “routed out” of the Sea Org, which was easy for me as I had no family left in the Sea Org and was new. It must have been obvious I didn’t want to be there.

I just left the Sea Org and didn’t look back.

Crytzer

I returned home to a mother who was borderline depressed about the outcome. I had really let her down and she was massively disappointed in me.

Being back at home strained our relationship further. I resisted the cycle of trying to get my mother’s approval through Scientology. I had tasted freedom and developed a sense of independence. She wasn’t changing, but I was
 .

Misery was coming for me. I just didn’t know it yet.

The corporation sent my mother a “freeloader’s debt”: a bill for courses I had done while working for them. I was only in for a few months, so it was under $3,000. Still, it made the situation worse.

I came back during the summer so there was no school to keep me occupied. I stayed in my room a lot and hung out with a neighborhood friend named Corey Crytzer. He was a Christian, which fascinated me – we spent hours talking about Christianity and his beliefs. Everything about it seemed so foreign and strange to me. There was a burning bush talking to people and a guy split the ocean with a stick.

That Jesus character, the one that Scientology clearly states never existed, formed the backbone of this strange religion. He died for all our sins, even the ones we haven’t committed yet. This was fantasy to me – absolutely fantasy.

Even then, though I was sure there was no way Corey knew the real truth, I didn’t look down on him. Not like my family did, not how I used to. Not like all Scientologists did.

Somehow, I felt he didn’t know the truth about reality and, for the first time in my life, I didn’t know either.

I saw parallels between Christianity’s beliefs and Scientology’s teachings. I detected indicators that my worldview might have been as crazy as his, maybe crazier
 . He thought I was deeply interested in Christianity itself, but I was looking at a different angle: I was pondering new lines of thought.


What if reality doesn’t matter?



What if I don’t have to be right about everything?



Is it possible to accept not knowing anything?



Is this the missing piece from my family’s psyche? Are they just desperate to be right about the meaning of life?


We chatted about the core beliefs of Christianity from his point of view, the first intelligent Christian I had exposure to. They were very productive conversations.

A Light Trap

My room had a door that lead outside. I left at night sometimes, to meet up with friends or just to walk around. Corey was a good kid and didn’t drink or smoke much, but while in the Sea Org, I got in touch with a girl who was at the Mace-Kingsley Ranch in Palmdale: Dharmafree.

She remembered me from back then, and we hung out a few times. She was older than me and still knew other kids from the Ranch, so I hung out with them a few times, too.

One time, they were drinking beer at someone’s house and soon enough, so was I was drinking beer too, for the first time. As disgusting as it tasted, I drank two 40-ounce bottles, and was having fun until I fell onto a table with bottles and ashtrays on it. No, even that was fun.

The new school year was coming, and my mother wanted me back into school. I wasn’t that much into drinking and hanging out and, though the first time I drank was amusing, I was bored with nothing to do during the day.

I fell deeper into the world of dark music and thoughts. I tried to wear black any chance I got. I was a Freak, and people driving past me often shouted the word to me. I didn’t mind – I knew by then I was different than most people. I didn’t take pride in it, though; I was looking for someone to bond with – someone like me.

In August, my mother asked me if I remembered a kid that I had known, a Scientologist kid. “Sure, I remember him,” I confirmed. She told me he was enrolled in Light School, a nearby Scientology school. She had been trying to get me interested in going there for some time.


Sure, sounds good. Better than sitting around alone all day.


I agreed to enroll, then promptly forgot all about it.

Near the end of August, she brought it up again and I agreed to go, again. Another friend to throw into the mix and something to do during the day. Sounds good
 . She told me I would start the first Monday in September.

Monday, September 2nd rolled around, and nothing was different.

“Hey, Mom, I thought I was supposed to start school today,” I asked.

“Oh, they changed the first day to tomorrow,” she told me.

That night, I snuck out and hung out a little bit at Mother’s Milk, where someone tried unsuccessfully to hypnotize me with a pendulum and some calm talking.

The next day nothing happened.

“Mom, what’s going on, isn’t there school today?” I was confused.

She told me, “You were out late last night. You need to get a full night of sleep to get your ruds in before I can take you.”

“Ruds” means rudimentary requirements, normally reserved for Scientology auditing: well rested, fed, no drugs, no present time problems. She was telling me I needed to get rest for school.

I agreed to stay in all night and get proper sleep; I didn’t have anything planned anyway. She asked me again that night if I wanted to go, which was a bit out of character for her, and again I confirmed.

The next morning, Wednesday September 4th, 1996, I woke to a rustling on my bed. It felt like my mother was on my bed, near my feet.


I definitely feel someone.


I looked down, but it wasn’t my mother.

It was Scott Hulett, the security guard from the Mace-Kingsley Ranch in Palmdale. Scott, the man who did Wally’s bidding – the number one enforcer. The security guard who six years prior, scrubbed me with a metal fence brush in front of all the children and staff.

My eyes opened wide.

The Unabomber

“Remember me?” He asked. I couldn’t tell if he was being serious. I was in shock and my mind was groggy.


How did he get in our apartment? Am I dreaming?


“You’re Scott… from the Ranch,” I mumbled.

He said, “Pack up some clothing. Pack up stuff you want to take.”

I slowly began placing some clothes into a red trunk, already opened on a table.

“Where are we going?” I asked. But I already knew the answer.

“We’re going to go back to the Ranch – don’t worry, it’s nothing like it was before. Wally isn’t there anymore. It’s totally different now.”

I didn’t know what to say so I was direct.

“I don’t want to go back to the Ranch.”

“Don’t worry, man, it’s much better now. We’re in New Mexico now; we have this amazing ranch. It’s on 14,000 acres of wonderful forest. We go camping and hiking and it’s pretty fun actually.”

He was reading from a script, an insult to my intelligence.

He may have forgotten much about me, but I remembered everything
 about him. I knew he was lying, trying to trap me.


Don’t trust him; he’s lying.



Don’t give in, don’t agree to anything.


My mind was in a daze still. I put on my black shoes. They weren’t Vans; they were some generic brand.


I need to think. What should I do?



Where is my mom?


My trunk was half-packed when Jennifer Kerezsi came walking in.

“Hey, Nate,” she said cheerily.

I recognized her immediately – she was a kid at the Palmdale Ranch.


Is she working for them?
 I was shocked and terrified.


How could she work for them now?


She reiterated how great the Ranch was and how I was going to love it.

She said she was going to wait outside at the car and that our plane was taking off soon. I laid back on my bed as a wave of hope washed over me.


Wait a second, this is America!



He can’t just come in here and kidnap me – I have rights.



He’s playing a mind game; he wants me to go willingly.


I sat on my pillow with my back against the wall and my feet near him, seated at the bed’s edge.

“I’m not going,” I remarked.

I knew I was safe. I was feeling relieved already.


They had me going there for a second – there’s nothing they can do.


“Oh, you’re going,” he snarled.

“Yeah, right. Have fun at the Ranch,” I said.

“Come on, let’s go. The flight is leaving soon.”

“Well I won’t be on it.”

“Nathan, let’s go.”

“Have fun, dude, I’m not going.”

“Yeah, you are. Come on, let’s go.”

“Really, have fun man. See ya!” I was cocky.

Scott reached out and grabbed my foot. Still laying on the bed, I kicked him in the face with my other foot.

“Get the hell off me!” I yelled.

This made him angry. When Scott is angry, he’s dead silent.

He jumped on me and grabbed my arm. He twisted it all the way behind my back, quickly and powerfully. The pain surged through me immediately.

I screamed out “Mom! MOM! MOM!”

There was no reply.

He grabbed me off the bed, my arm twisted so far back it felt like my hand was behind my head.

“MOM!!” I yelled louder.

He dragged me out through the hallway while I tried desperately to hold onto walls – anything to stop myself. I kicked and screamed.

I shouted again, “Mom! Get off me! Get the fuck off me! MOM! MOM!”

Again, there was no answer.

I saw my mother as we reached the dining area. She had been at the dining table the whole time. She was smiling at me.

I froze for a moment.


Did they drug her?
 That was my first thought.

Scott yanked me harder.

“Mom, what the fuck? MOM!?”

She didn’t stop smiling. She looked as if she was revealing a great truth to me in that moment. Her expression read now you see what’s going on. Now you get it.


On the table were some documents, some papers she was signing.

Scott dragged me through the living room. In my panic I lashed out my foot to knock over the aquarium but missed it.

I was out the front door. That was it; I was out of the apartment. I continued to struggle as Scott easily overpowered me and dragged me on.


Someone, notice me, save me
 , I hoped desperately.

“Stop! Get off me! Fucking–!” I was desperate.

No neighbors came out of their apartments. Jennifer was waiting for us outside; there was no one else around.

They stuffed me into the back of the car: one security guard in the back, one in the front. I tried to kick out the car window, but Scott prevented me.

When we arrived at the airport, there were two gun-wielding uniformed airport police officers there to help receive me.

Apparently, the Ranch was working with the police on my pick up.

Jennifer left us to pick up another kid as Scott, the two police officers and I went through the airport together. They were my three escorts. Everyone in the airport looked at me like I was the Unabomber as we walked right through the lines and straight to the plane.

I asked Scott where the plane was going. I hoped he would say LA, where maybe I could run away; maybe find someone, anyone that I knew to help me.

“We’re going to Albuquerque,” he said.

Confused, I sat in my chair silently.

Albuquerque was a city in Quebec, Canada, I knew that much.

Didn’t he say the Ranch was in New Mexico? That’s in Mexico.


Isn’t New Mexico the capital of Mexico?


I didn’t know where we were going.


Is it Canada or Mexico?


I was nervous and upset. I was scared to go back to the Ranch and I was furious at my mother for her betrayal. I was in shock.

Into Darkness

There were no police waiting at the Albuquerque airport when we landed. By then I was exhausted and defeated already – there was no need to fight anymore. We came out of the airport without any luggage, to an enormous silver Ford F350 diesel Super Cab pickup truck, which was waiting for us.

“Get in,” Scott commanded. I complied with his demands. I already knew the fight was over. Scott came in after me; I sat between him and the driver.

The man driving was huge. He had a beard and flannel shirt, ostensibly some kind of modern-day cowboy.

“Hey, I’m Paul,” he said.

“I’m Wally’s nephew!”


Oh, fuck.


Paul Gullett was the same size and similar build to Wally. He had a false smile and a false persona. He was no cowboy – he was a Scientologist and no nice guy; he was kidnapping me.

Four hours later, we arrived at the Ranch. It was nighttime by then. We passed through a vast, boundless forest and turned into a wide-open dirt area before pulling up to a barn the size of a castle.

The hay bales inside it were so high, they didn’t look real. Paul pulled out a military two-way radio and called in some radio jargon. A man came out of a small office inside the barn and looked inside the truck.

Paul said, “You remember Nathan Rich, right?”

The man looked at me briefly and said calmly “Yeah, hey.”

I recognized him from the Palmdale Ranch as well, though I couldn’t place him exactly. Somehow, I knew his name already: Devin Carley, or “DC” for short.

“Let’s get you to Camp,” Paul said.

I didn’t understand why he showed me to DC until much later: Devin was the night watch security guard. Paul wanted him to be able to recognize me in case I tried to run away.

We drove through more darkness, dust, and dirt. I had been to Canada when I was younger; I visited Toronto with Sharon. I knew this wasn’t Canada.


I must have been wrong – we’re in Mexico, just look at all the dust
 .

I asked about my clothes and belongings.

Scott remarked, “Your mother is sending them out separately.”

We continued driving for another fifteen minutes. Anything past the high beams faded into a blackness that doesn’t exist in cities – a blackness of the woods. It was all around us.

We drove on dirt roads through trees, their thick smell in the air. Occasionally Scott and Paul tried to say things to me, but I ignored them. The wafting forest fragrance reminded me of my grandfather’s house. I was deep in thought and emotionality. I had no time for them; just dirt, trees, and the night.

We pulled in to a flat area at the bottom of a large hill and they said more radio jargon over the military radios. We sat quietly in the truck for a moment before a flashlight on the top of the hill appeared, and came slowly down the hill toward us.

A face illuminated. It was Scott’s brother Ross, the largest enforcer from the Palmdale Ranch. He led me up an enormous hill with stairs of enormous rocks. Exhausted from the extremely long and stressful day, I struggled to keep up with him.

“Wait up, wait!” I called out.

I felt utterly dependent on him. I thought I would be lost forever if I couldn’t keep up.

The truck drove off in a haze of dust behind us. It was just the two of us, climbing into this mountainous nightmare. I didn’t understand where Scott and Paul drove off to or why I was out there with Ross. I was overwhelmed by the day and exhausted by the ordeal.

“Where is your stuff?” he asked.

“I don’t have any. My mom sent my stuff out separately,” I replied.

I was annoyed again, thinking about my mother for even that long.


How could she do this to me?


I remembered the old Ranch. I wished she had believed me about it.


Did she believe me?
 Does she want that stuff to happen to me again?


We arrived at the top of the hill. More trees, more blackness. Ross always walked in front of me, which scared me; I knew that meant there was no reason to watch me anymore.

I knew that meant there was nowhere for me to go.

We arrived at a cabin in the middle of nothing.

“Here, you can use this.” He reached down to the ground, picked up a sleeping bag out of the dirt and tossed it to me. It created a thick cloud of dust as it found my chest. I wanted to deny the bag, but it was cold.

He led me into the cabin. A tiny metal stove burned wood but looked like it was running low. That was the only light source other than his flashlight.

“Get some sleep,” he instructed.

“Where?” I looked around in the darkness.

He pointed his flashlight to a spot on the broken wooden floor in another section of the cabin, enclosed but away from the heat of the stove. I could see a few other sleeping bags with bodies in them. Everyone was already asleep.

I laid out the sleeping bag on the cracked wooden floor, unsure if it would sustain my weight. In a way, I was just relieved to be getting some rest. He walked outside the cabin, and I already knew he would sit awake all night, watching.

The cabin interior went black as the light source went with him. I laid down on my back, inside the sleeping bag. My eyes saw only stars in the sky, yet I was inside a cabin. The experience was surreal and disorienting.


How am I seeing stars right now?


The woods were so quiet I missed the cicada’s song. I felt a stillness in my soul, a stasis. I peered out at those stars, light years away from me.


Where is the freedom in this universe?



What is my destiny?



How did I get on this torturous planet?



What did I do to deserve–


“Do you take pride in your race?” The question was so far from my reality, the words nearly didn’t register. My head rotated slowly on the wooden floor towards the source of the voice: blackness. My eyes searched for movement, but could only stare through the walls to the trees. My head rolled back upwards to gaze at the star-filled sky. There was no roof to this cabin in the woods.

The stars were like eyes peering back at me. I wondered if this was all life had to offer me: pain and betrayal. The exterior of my cheap, borrowed sleeping bag felt cold on my arms so I pulled them in to feel my body heat.

“Not really,” I replied to the unknown entity in the void.

What manner of insanity am I in now? How long will this new nightmare last?

The crackling of a fire somewhere outside the log cabin meant the security guard was here to stay.

The sounds of the woods led me to sleep that night.
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The Cabin


 I woke up to the smell of campfire smoke in cold air. There were people outside the cabin; I knew who they were — unwanted children, like me.

I rose to my feet slowly and went out the cabin door, past a wood stove used for heat and light within the cabin. Outside, I found dirty kids gathered around a campfire, staring blankly into the flames. A tin can rumbled as the water inside came to a boil.

The security guard on watch was a big man, connected via his military radio to an unknown number of other security forces.

Campfire smoke wafted around the cabin and whispered a chilling message: You’re never leaving here; not this time.


I knew I was in serious trouble and no one was going to help me; I was alone.

Ross was the only security guard at the cabin. The other kids there looked like they had been through the wringer – dirty faces, tattered clothes, the look of general malaise. There were a couple of girls and a few boys scattered around. Waking up in this place was normal for them, I could see that.

A boy my age handed me a loaf of bread.

“Here, eat this,” he said.

He gave me the look I knew already: we’re in this together
 .

I knew these kids were like me – their families left them here to rot.


I was going out at night and hanging out with kids from the last Ranch.



Is that enough to send me back here, mom?



Paul said Wally wasn’t here anymore, but Paul is his nephew.



Does Wally come around often? God, help me!


The top few slices of bread were covered with aqua-green mold. I tried to pass the bread back to Johnny, but he had already turned away. There was no point in eating the bread yet; I knew I would be eating it soon enough.

Our toilet was a hole in the dirt. The kids built a makeshift outhouse around it to offer some privacy, which had long-since been covered in graffiti. Names of kids who had served their time, crude drawings and passages of wisdom about marijuana and sex littered the walls.

I was a surprised at how small the Ranch had become. There were maybe twenty-five people at the Palmdale Ranch; here there were only a few kids.


Maybe these are the final days for the Ranch.


One Phone Call

Everyone mostly avoided me, which was just fine. Ross’ shift expired and Mike Schauer, another enormous security guard from Palmdale replaced him. The next day was a haze like the first. I wondered how I could go home; I needed to call my mother. The following day, I asked Mike to call her.

The Ranch had a policy that new kids couldn’t contact their parents for two weeks, so they could “destimulate” (calm down) first, a fact I discovered much later. Mike must have forgotten about this, because he let me call my mom after two days.

Mike and I loaded up in a dirty black van and drove out of Camp. I was already annoyed just thinking about how I still didn’t have my stuff.


Where the damn hell is my stuff?


I had already been wearing the same clothes for days without showering.


Maybe my stuff is already down wherever the phones are.


The van was filthy and run down. I felt filthy and run down, too.

We took a dirt road on a rocky and dusty mountain, with many winding curves. We drove up a hill so steep, I thought we might roll over.

After ten minutes, we arrived a large wooden-fenced area with several small buildings. I saw large double-wide trailers with custom-built wooden walkways and steps. There was a chicken coop, a main house, an enormous woodshed, and vehicles all around.

We stopped in front of the last building, a trailer raised off the ground with wooden decks around it. Inside, there were desks on cheap carpet. Lafayette’s books were on the shelves, his posters on the walls. A kid around my age sat at the front desk, with military fatigues on. He said something to me about my shirt, but I wasn’t interested; I wasn’t trying to be popular, I was trying to get my stuff or get the hell out.

Mike dialed my mother’s number, which he found in a Rolodex. He told her I wanted to talk to her and handed me the phone, and then he started talking to the kid who was working there.

I was already upset with my mother, but I tried to hide it the best I could. I didn’t do a very good job.

“Where is my stuff, Mom?”

“When can I go home?”

“How long do I have to stay here?”

“Are you really sending me back here?”

She told me I needed to stay until I finished “the program.”


What is that? – Actually, I don’t even care what it is.


I already knew it some Scientology crap I wasn’t interested in doing. She told me she didn’t want to send me my stuff but didn’t give me a reason. She just didn’t want to send it. I blew up.

“I don’t care what you want; just send me my damn stuff! It’s mine! They said you were going to send it to me!”

She calmed and said, “OK, Nathan, I’ll send it. Let me talk to the staff member there.”


Finally
 .

I turned around to see Mike had perked up from my outburst and was standing by to grab the phone in case there was more trouble. Instead, I handed him the phone, and he got on.

He said, “Yes. Okay. I understand. Okay, will do. Okay, bye.”

He hung up the phone, turned to me and said, “Okay, let’s head back to Camp!”

I didn’t ask him what she said, because I assumed she had asked him to send her the mailing address or something. We walked back out and got back in the dirty van – back to what the staff referred to as “Camp.”

Smoking Permission

Over the next week, I learned much more about my situation. What I originally believed was very different than the reality: The Ranch hadn’t shrunk, it had grown.

The cabin I stayed at wasn’t the main area of the Ranch – where I made my phone call was the main part, called the “Lower Ranch.” We were at small area inside the Ranch property, called simply “Camp.”

The “Upper Ranch” was where the girls lived, which was nearer to Camp. The Lower Ranch was where the boys and most of the staff lived, and where the girls came down to each day during the week.

I still didn’t have access to those places; I was trapped at Camp, with the other kids: Pat was a tall kid, average in most ways I could think of. Ryan Dixon was a short kid from the North East. Johnny was a punk rocker from Albuquerque. Cain was a tall, aloof, blond-haired kid. He was there for molesting his niece. The names went on, but the stories were all the same – no one wanted these kids.

On their radios the security guards referred to me by my Ranch name: “November Romeo,” from my real name’s initials. The first time I heard it I thought November reminded me of closeness to winter, closeness to darkness. And Romeo must have been my good looks.

A couple of days after the call with my mother, I asked a kid for a cigarette.

Ross said, “You have to have smoking permission for that. Did you get smoking permission from your parents?”


Is he nuts? Permission?



No, I didn’t get permission for anything from my mother.


“Yeah, I got permission.” He didn’t look convinced.

“What? I did get permission. Ask Mike!”

He let me smoke and I was never hassled about smoking permission again.

After a couple of weeks had passed, I still hadn’t received my stuff – I hadn’t received any
 stuff. I was still wearing the same clothes as when I came. I had a borrowed sleeping bag with holes in it and dirt covering half the shell, that’s all.

When I asked to call my mother again I got a big surprise. It turned out I was wrong about my mother asking Mike for the shipping address. Her calmness on the phone that day wasn’t serenity: it was coldness, pure icy winter.

After I handed the phone to Mike, she instructed him to forbid me from calling her until I “graduated.” No letters, no calls, no communication. Not for any reason.

The Ranch respected her wishes: I was forbidden to contact her or anyone else in my family in any way.

The Plan

That week, a few of us kids were sitting together talking about what we would do if we could get out. Somehow, Ryan had smuggled some Lipton Tea bags from the Lower Ranch, which we took turns smoking. We rolled the tea into cigarettes and smoked them because tea tastes a bit like weed. No one knew I hadn’t smoked weed before and I wasn’t going to be the nerd of the group on top of everything else. I tried my best to act cool.

Some of the kids had heard there was a fork in the dirt road that, if followed long enough, led to Mexico. It turned out that I wasn’t in Canada or Mexico after all; I was in New Mexico, which apparently was a state in America. We got the idea that if we stole one of trucks security used to come to Camp we could get to Mexico.

Pat said he could drive, and Ryan could go with him to hot-wire the truck. He said he knew how. We weren’t sure if he was telling the truth or propping himself up, but the trucks were old and worn, and the ignition wires hung down.


Maybe he really can do it.



Hell, I bet I could figure it out and I don’t even know how to drive.


All we needed was a distraction, some way to occupy security while we did it. It had to be all of security
 . We had to distract all of them, so they couldn’t chase us down.

I knew exactly what to do. We had fire – we could start a forest fire.

Cain had figured out that if you take the empty milk cartons we used for water, emptied them out, dried them and lit the bottom corner with a lighter, they would slowly drip burning plastic. It was like a fuse. All we needed then were some pine needles to ignite.

These were real trees though, not the wimpy Christmas trees I’d seen in other people’s homes. A pile of pine needles wasn’t going to do anything to them. We didn’t have much to work with.

Johnny knew another trick. We just had to get hold of some gasoline.

I learned a lot about starting fires, the taste of weed, hot-wiring trucks, and sharp emotional pain in those first two weeks at Camp. Another thing I learned was that if we packed Styrofoam into gasoline, it would dissolve, forming a thick, white sludge. And that sludge is highly effective.

“Napalm. It’s Ghetto napalm,” Johnny informed.

We tested it out in the campfire when security was distracted. The sludge dripped fire onto anything under it and burned that too. We had everything in place: “napalm,” our ignition jugs, driver, hot-wire expert, and most importantly, a road to Mexico. What we didn’t have was any plan about what to do in Mexico, but none of us cared – wandering around in Mexico seemed better than the prison we were in.

We waited until the time was right – it had to be daytime because at night security kept us in the cabin. As soon as Ross wasn’t looking, we eyed each other.


Are we ready?



Is this it?


It was.

Fork in the Road

Pat and Ryan walked to the long hill down to the trucks while we stood lookout. Ross didn’t see them, and as soon as they got close enough to the horizon, they started running down.


It’s on!


Cain and I ran to the spot we had scoped out, leaving trails of dust behind. Ross noticed and started after us. That was the plan – we wanted him to follow us; we had everything ready.

The milk jugs were pre-placed, along with piles of pine needles and sticks around several key trees. Cain carried a small white bucket of gasoline with dozens of plates, cups and other Styrofoam items dissolved in it, and we both had lighters in our hands. I had a milk jug.

We frantically struck the lighters as we tried to outrun Ross, who was already yelling over the radio.

“This is Camp. We have a rabbit! We have two rabbits!”

“Lone Wolf! Number One! Rabbits at Camp!”


There’s no turning back now.


We nearly slid into the trees laced with kindling and jugs as the napalm finally lit. We lit the milk jugs and spread the fire and plastic around to as many piles of pine needles as we could. My heart was racing. We heard the rustling and cracking of sticks behind us as Ross closed in.

“Let’s go! Go!” I shouted to Cain.

We scrambled while the woods started to burn. We hoped it was enough to keep going. Our fear was that Ross the giant would just stamp it out and our dreams of freedom would be over.

Except, you can’t easily stamp out burning plastic, and there were no hoses or fresh water; they saw to that.

We ran down the hill and crossed the dirt road. We sprinted up the mountainside opposite Camp and hid, Cain and me. We waited for the sound of a truck. Our breathing was loud, but we knew it didn’t matter – soon we would be free. To our right, a fork in the road. The left side of the fork led to Camp, where Pat and Ryan would come from. The right side of it led to the Lower Ranch, where security forces would come from. To our left was the road out. All we had to do was find the fork in that road and we were out.

Smoke billowed out of the forest in front of us.


The fire worked!



Now where is the damned truck?


We heard yelling and commotion from the area of the fire, but we couldn’t see any flames.

A distant hum became a clear noise: a truck!



But which side of the fork is it coming down?


We strained to see from behind the rocks. I wanted to run down to the road and jump up and down screaming and waving, but I had to be sure.

The sound grew louder.

It wasn’t Pat and Ryan – it was coming from the Lower Ranch.


Security
 .


Damn! What is taking them so long?


They would have to hide as the patrol trucks and all-terrain vehicles were coming.

Security turned from the right side of the fork to the left. They were scrambling like… well, they were scrambling like there was a fire. There was a real possibility that we were not going to get out anymore.


Where are these two idiots with the truck?!


Another security vehicle arrived. We had been waiting too long; something was wrong.

Cain said, “I’m going back. I’m going to turn myself in.”

I wasn’t turning anything
 in.

“Don’t tell them where I am,” I said.

He started down the mountain. “I won’t,” he replied.

I had no choice but to trust him. I sat there on the mountain unsure of what to do, then got up.

I wandered around in the woods looking for anything – any kind of weapon, vehicle, a cabin with people in it, anything at all.

There were trees. There were a couple of little animals. There was dirt, a lot of dirt. There just wasn’t anything of use.

The sun started going down and I knew I had to go back. Nothing was here. There was no city, no town – just a forest in the middle of nowhere with no way out.

I started back, my head full of plans. I needed to figure out how to get away from this place. I needed to figure it out carefully.

I had already resigned myself to surrender when the security guards found me. It was back to Camp for me. This time, though, I didn’t go back in with the rest of the kids; they put me in solitary confinement. Just me, a one-man tent and a security guard. No communication with anyone about anything. Tortillas, rice, and a tent. They were pissed off. Asking them anything was risky at this point. Talking was not allowed.

The others were also split into isolation and starvation. The first one to turn and write a KR on everyone else got to go back to Camp. For the rest of us we waited for days and weeks. I was in hell.
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The Pitch

Eventually, I went back into the general Camp population, probably because they were tired of having an extra security guard watching me. Since I could finally talk to the other kids, I found out what had happened – the security guards removed the distributor cap off vehicles just in case any kid tried to steal them – the vehicles were disabled. They’d had this problem before, apparently.

Days dragged on and the nights weren’t much better. It turned out that it wasn’t just new kids that came to Camp, but also kids who weren’t getting with the program at the Lower Ranch – they were sent as punishment. Occasionally, a kid could leave Camp and head back to the Lower Ranch, because they had done their Scientology “ethics conditions.” They had applied their Liability condition – steps that involve getting acceptance signatures from the “ethical” group.

By chance, after a couple of months, I ended up as the only kid left in Camp. The other kids had all ended up giving in and going to the Lower Ranch after completing their Scientology ethics work.

I found myself alone with the security guards, in the sub-freezing Gila Wilderness. I still had no clothes or belongings other than what I was wearing when I arrived. The positive pressures started almost immediately. They were tired of traveling all the way up to Camp on rotating 24-hour shifts just to watch me.

“Dude, you know they have a TV down at the Lower, right?”

“You know down at the Lower Ranch you can eat candy on the weekends. Don’t you want some candy?”

“They have heaters at the Lower Ranch, man.”

They wanted me to start doing their program. What I didn’t realize was that I was already
 on the program. I was on the first of ten major steps of the program: The Arrival step. The only way out of the Arrival step was to agree to be part of the group, do my Scientology ethics conditions, and convince everyone I was ready to be a Scientologist.

After a security guard offered some clothes left by kids who had gone home, I finally submitted and agreed as convincingly as I could to do this program, so I could leave the cold, dirty Camp of boredom and punishment. My ethics conditions flew by, as the staff were eager to accept them. I finally went down to the main part of the Ranch – the “Lower Ranch.”

The Lower Ranch

I came down in the bed of a truck with nothing but the clothes I was wearing. We arrived at the main house, which housed many kids, some of whom I knew from Camp.

By then, everyone knew about the fire and the escape plan. They had already nicknamed me “Pyro.”

A goateed man named “Peck” ran the Lower Ranch. I made my way to my new quarters: a bunk bed in a room of bunk beds.


Finally, a pillow.


I met Peck later that day. Word was that he was a former drill instructor. He certainly dressed and acted as one.

The new Ranch differed from the one in Palmdale. It was as if it had grown and evolved without me. This new iteration was more organized, with specific steps and programs, and a tiered staff ranking system that included on-site auditors. It had a massive Scientology course room and ethics offices. After I left the Palmdale Ranch, it grew and evolved without me.

Most days followed a routine. Upon waking up, we cleaned the dorm, and after inspection, had breakfast. That was followed by kitchen patrol, or “KP time”, where everyone was assigned a station with cleaning duties. The reward for finishing early was to help someone else clean. It was all much more organized than at Palmdale, with the more “upstat” kids overseeing the other kids.

After cleaning, it was time for military exercises. We lined up in rows and did a series of exercises militantly led by Peck. Throughout the rest of the day, we did auditing, courses, and a lot more cleaning. By policy, watching TV or playing video games could only take place during short, specific times on weekends, and only for the kids whose ethics were in.

Upstat kids could eat tiny amounts of candy and sugar on the weekends, if they bought the candy with their own money. The kitchen served the usual cafeteria-style food, though slightly better quality, and the drinks on hand were water and milk.

I didn’t make any friends to start with, as most of the kids had heard rumors about me and I was considered a bit unapproachable, a mysterious oddball. I wasn’t interested in friends anyway – only clothes.

Ross took me to the woodshed, near the Purification sauna. A mountain of wood towered maybe forty feet high, remnants of kids chopping wood as punishment. He pulled out a large trash bag from under some pieces of wood and told me I could have whatever I found in it.

I reached inside the filthy bag of wood chips and discovered a heap of ugly clothes, like the ones my grandmother used to buy me: plain patterns, ugly, even silly. I scraped together whatever ridiculous clothes that weren’t completely nauseating to me.


Now I’m going to be a nerd, too. Great.


There were dogs roaming around, mostly friendly, but I knew they weren’t there to play. Their job was to sniff out “rabbits,” the kids who tried to run away.

All the staff had military radios on them around the clock. There was constant traffic on the radios. Coordination about moving kids, requests from other departments, and general discussions took place over the radios. They used radio codes for kid’s call signs. Mine was initially November Romeo, from my initials. Every kid’s radio name was from his or her initials, until a more suitable one was found.

It was intentionally done this way. Someone told me it had to do with not wanting people from the nearest town, Reserve, or anyone else figuring out which kids were here.

The Ranch already had a history of dealing with Reserve before I arrived. Kids had run away and tried to get help from the townsfolk, so Ranch leadership formed a friendship with the police and other people in the community. They made sure to convince the locals of their noble cause. By the time I arrived, escaping to Reserve was pointless – citizens and officials reported any kids they saw to Ranch staff.

The kids had almost no interaction with the town of Reserve; most never went there. Life for Ranchers centered around the Lower and Upper Ranches and Camp – all Scientology and work.

Media was not freely available at the Ranch. New kids often tried to bring in music, only to find out the staff confiscated any music that was “below 2.0” during the strip search upon admission.

Scientology’s emotional tone scale, the one which lists homosexuality as 1.1, casts a dark cloud around those tone levels which are 2.0 (antagonism) and below (including grief, anger, pain, fear and even sympathy). The staff confiscated music, movies, books or any other kinds of entertainment or materials in this range. Naturally, the staff themselves often enjoyed the contraband after confiscating them.

The Landscape

The kids at the Ranch fell into a few categories: some were generally well-behaved Scientologists who had simply upset their parents; others were little criminals in the making. The former complied with the program and left after twelve to eighteen months, while the latter would be in and out of these Scientology rehabilitative correctional places for years.

We had kids from the Mojave Desert School, the Cadet Org, The Palmdale Ranch, the Tahoe Ranch, the Agua Dulce Ranch, and a whole host of other smaller Scientology institutions; there was a whole network of dumping grounds for unwanted children.

A few of the kids lacked a way out of the system, but had been there for so long, they were fully integrated. We called them “lifers” – the kids who were always going to be there. Sometimes we couldn’t tell if they even wanted
 to leave anymore. Often, these kids ended up joining staff at the Ranch, to lend a hand punishing the other children.

Most of the kids, though, had two choices: either act like Scientologists and go through the steps of the program, pretending to get better for what could take years, or they could wait until their parents’ money ran out. Many attempted the latter.

This new version of the Ranch was a war of attrition and a battle of wits. It was larger, more organized. It was another kind of hell I hadn’t expected.

After a few months, I was right back to Camp – I didn’t fit in at the Lower Ranch; I didn’t fit in anywhere. There was pain inside me and all around me, which was slowly overtaking my mind and thoughts. Prometheus was my personal, dark friend. He embodied the suffering in me, and he was getting everything he wanted: a constant, heavy flow of growth.

My family’s indifference towards me was unprecedented, even at the Ranch. It was nearly unheard of for a family to completely disconnect from their kid, even at the Ranch.

I wasn’t my mother’s little man anymore; I was just a boy in the woods surrounded by Scientology.

I knew there was no escape this time.

RASP

I slowly became known as the most neglected kid at the Ranch. My family’s disinterest in me was legendary, even in such a miserable place. The general population spoke with their parents around once per week. Their parents sent them cigarettes, clothes, money, presents. I got nothing.

While I was at the Lower Ranch, more kids got in trouble and got sent to Camp. When I arrived back at Camp, it was back in full swing. There was a completely new set of kids there, along with some of the usual ones.

My initial hope that my mother would run out of money or change her mind about sending me was gone. Frances and Julie were using my lovely grandfather’s estate money to lock me here in purgatory, and I didn’t know how long that would take to drain.

Together, the ones who felt the most helpless, and those who wanted to be cool formed a new clique at Camp, “RASP,” the Ranch Association of Suppressive People.

Our modus operandi was smoking tea, carving our names on trees, refusing to work, and rebelling in general. Our cause was freedom, but our chances were nil.

We had discovered a way to get high. We had a lookout system set up and ways to signal that security or a snitch was coming.

While a group of RASPers smoked tea and refused to work, one of us headed down to the edge of the hill to see which truck security had brought that day. It had to be one of two specific trucks, which didn’t have locks on their gas tanks. Once the right truck was in sight, the kid came back to get more RASPers to sneak down to it.

My first drug experience was huffing gas out of the tank of a security patrol truck at Camp. It was an intense experience that lasted just long enough to roll around on the ground, completely devoid of painful reality, while just short enough to recover and get back to Camp before security found out – usually.

We huffed gas – a lot of gas. Huffing gas is somewhat like a miniature LSD trip mixed with nitrous oxide, though I hadn’t yet tried those. All I knew then was what the Ranch experience lacked in freedom it made up with punishment and a family that didn’t allow me to contact them. They left me to rot in a prison for children. Drugs, or any kind of mental escape appealed more than ever. Being high changed my reality; even talking about being high extended its soothing effects.

RASP, like all rebellions at the Ranch, was short-lived. They increased the security guards at Camp and separated the kids into smaller clusters. No communication between clusters. Heavy encouragement to get our “ethics in.” Get with the program. Get with Scientology. Submit and obey
 .

We never had a chance. They got one kid to rat out all the other kids and blow up the whole rebellion. Out in the real world, no one snitched on anyone – it was a surefire way to be uncool forever. At the Ranch, though, it seemed to happen with every conspiracy of rebellion – eventually, someone would turn and expose the whole thing. The new world of the Ranch slowly came into focus for me.

Scientology indoctrination indicates that everything is a game.


I know games.



I know chess, the ultimate strategic game.



I just need to learn more about this game and I can try to win it.


Somehow, I would get my freedom. Staying in Camp wasn’t going to work: there were too many kids in and out and too much security. Trusting people was risky because of the constant Scientology “security checks,” the interrogation technique used to extract “crimes.”

After RASP dissolved, I convinced security I was truly reformed, ready to head back down to the Lower Ranch. I was going to play their game, but secretly I made a calculated plan to play it my way. I was going to be patient, observe, develop connections, and form alliances. Then, when the time was right, I was going to get the hell out of there.

The Leaders

This time at the Lower Ranch, I focused on fitting in. I completed the beginning steps of the program, such as doing every chore properly and attending Scientology courses. I went into my auditing sessions willingly and was diligent about applying the ethics conditions, several times over. More importantly, I began to observe and categorize everyone around me by what role they played.

Mike “Uncle Mike” Miller, the course supervisor from the Palmdale Ranch was still there, still supervising. Paul Gullett, Wally Hanks’ nephew, was the director, though there was a power struggle going on. Depending on the period, the leadership of the Ranch shifted from Paul to Sherry Faust, Shirley Young, Molly Baxter, or Cindy Blakeslee.

Sherry Faust had been a behind-the-scenes leader of the Ranch since the Palmdale days. Molly was the parent of a kid on the program. She, like some parents, came out to work at the Ranch to help with payments and to get more involved. Cindy’s daughter was also at the Ranch; Shirley’s son was too – it was a common theme.

Shirley Young was a former leader in Scientology’s “Commodore’s Messenger Organization,” a high-level department of the corporate infrastructure, dedicated to enforcing Scientology within the global network. Her son was missing both legs from the knees down and used prosthetics to walk. He wasn’t getting with the program, that kid, so they put him on “The Fence.” We were all on The Fence from time to time.

The Fence was a very large corral area sectioned off by rusted metal fencing. As a form of punishment, kids were sent to sit along the fence for days or weeks at a time, scrubbing it until it was rust-free.

Originally, the kids scrubbed The Fence with the same metal-bristle brushes Scott used on my skin during my GI shower. Over time, the kids lost most of the brushes, so the staff made us use toothbrushes or rocks.

When Shirley’s son was on The Fence, security took his legs from him as an added punishment. He slithered around the area like a snake, pants dragging behind him through the filth while a guard stood over him. He could walk normally with his prosthetics, but until he completed his fence sections, he would slither.

Brothers Scott and Ross Hulett were still on post as security guards and enforcers from the Palmdale Ranch. Marty, Mike, Murphy, and DC were other security guards and enforcers from the Palmdale days. In addition to the security corps, a snitching culture was built into the program.

Kids who wanted to get through it had to prove their responsibility and loyalty by joining the ranks of “student staff.” They were on the program but promoted to positions of limited power such as “Boatswain,” or “Deputy Boatswain,” in charge of rounding up the rest of the kids.

Kids acted as dorm leaders, the first inspector of cleanliness and resolver of dorm disputes. There were kids working in the shop, fixing cars, or on-site, fixing plumbing or electrical problems. There were kids running errands for the cook, Esther. She was another type of staff member – a non-Scientologist local from Reserve. Her husband was a logger who took kids out logging several times. The first time I ever used a chainsaw was at this ranch.

There were a small handful of staff who were locals, but the majority were Scientologists who wanted to take part in the great mission of spreading theta to wayward kids. Around half of the core staff had children on the program themselves.

The staff were varied and all served different functions, but the overall purpose was the same: keep these children locked down, and force them into Scientology.

Like the Palmdale Ranch, there was a muster each day, though they only read Commendations at muster. The new ethics department processed punishments in response to Knowledge Reports, which added an element of mystery and tension to the experience because you never knew when ethics might suddenly call you in for punishment. More frequently, your punishment would simply start, the KR handed to you while you were on the Fence or back at Camp, or sometimes not at all.

The Forgotten Ones

Fights between kids weren’t common because security would quash them, but occasionally, they happened. Horseplay or roughhousing led to punishment like push-ups or skipping a meal. Fighting, stealing, and infractions of that weight led to The Fence. Kids who continued to fight faced isolation in a tiny trailer where they did their ethics conditions and amends, far away from the other kids and even Camp.

The kids were a diverse lot, though most were American. There were hip-hoppers, Scientologists, hippies, punks, goths, and occasionally, a “freak” like me. There were also cowboys, rednecks, and regular kids, though the overall dominant identity was hip-hoppers. We were all united by a single overarching descriptor: kids no one wanted.

The average kid hadn’t done much to be banished to the Ranch; in fact every now and then a child came who had done nothing wrong at all: his parents sent him there thinking it was a fun ranch for wilderness training and camping. The staff occasionally advertised their services without mention of Scientology or punishments.

Most of the parents knew what they were doing, though. There was one kid who was eleven years old, sent there for a few years
 because he refused to do dishes, which was the final straw for his family, apparently.

A few kids had done drugs and stolen cars and other things like that, a minority. Overall though, the Ranch was populated with decent kids, who only suffered from emotional issues. I didn’t have problems with any of my peers for any long period of time and I didn’t get into many fights.

I’ve never been a tough guy.

None of my initial efforts to move forward in the program paid off because the staff weren’t interested in helping me – I had caused them a lot of trouble setting that fire and somehow, they seemed to know my grandmother wasn’t going to run out of money any time soon.

The weeks dragged on and turned into months as I came to know the Ranch deeply.

It slowly rolled over me, crushing me.
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Camping

Occasionally, the Ranch had camping trips. This wasn’t the same as Camp, which was comprised of a roofless cabin in the woods, an outhouse and a fire pit. “Camping” meant leaving the Ranch to go on one of a few types of camping excursion.

Sometimes we went on normal camping trips – they packed up supplies before trucking us to a random location in the woods. Once there, we set up camp for a few weeks.

After being at the Ranch for some time, I realized many of the camping trips served a purpose: public relations. They had pictures to put on their advertisements and website, but that wasn’t all.

When someone’s parents came for a visit, especially high-ranking Scientologist or rich parents, the kids had to “white glove” the entire Ranch, which meant cleaning everything until Peck could wipe a white glove along any surface without it getting dirty.

After the white gloving, we all got sent away on a camping trip, and shortly after we returned, a new kid would be in the punishment cabin at Camp. This pattern repeated several times during my stay. They didn’t want upscale parents to catch a glimpse of the general population. Only the kids already close to graduating could stay behind – only the reformed Scientologists.

Sometimes, though, the camping trips weren’t for public relations but were themselves punishment. If our productivity statistics were consistently down or enough kids were in trouble, a camping trip would suddenly occur. Kids weren’t allowed to bring personal belongings on punishment camps, which wasn’t a problem for those of us who had nothing – me.

Camping trips billed as punishment were brutal. Usually, we couldn’t bring utensils or any item beyond clothing and sleeping bags. There were no showers, no entertainment and no communicating between groups. All day, every day it was hard labor; anything from moving rocks, buildings dams, digging ditches or constructing fences. No one had training or experience; no one was qualified.

Food was made sparse. Mostly we ate things like hot dogs cold out of the bag, uncooked ramen noodles from the bag, or white tortillas with peanut butter on them as a treat for those who worked the hardest. The staff, meanwhile, had powdered sweet drinks, granola bars, trail mix and the like. Kissing up to security by being a Scientologist or by doing their work for them could get you some of that, if they favored you. For most of us, though, it was the cheapest food on the planet and boiled water from a pond to drink during the day. At night, we drank multiple cups of Scientology’s Cal-Mag formula: ultra-high doses of calcium and magnesium with vinegar dissolved in pond water.

It wasn’t just working malnourished – for those who hadn’t yet been on a camping trip, a surprise was in store. Without warning, staff and upstanding students grabbed the first-timers, called “virgins,” by their limbs and threw them into the nearest body of water. There was also an isolation tent for the kids who needed extra supervision. Their lives consisted of sitting around bored, lamenting to themselves over the quality of food, which was even worse for them. They weren’t allowed to communicate to others.

The staff at the Ranch made sure to laugh and joke with those upstat kids in front of any downstat kids, who were treated with disdain. Everything was set up that way: The whole system was set up to punish in every way they could. The less you took part in Scientology, the more punishment was coming for you.

When Sea Org staff came for inspection, or during visits from important parents, camping trips could be as short as a few days. For punishment, on the other hand, they could last up to two months.

The Light

The Lower Ranch was a different ballgame. During weekdays, the girls came down from their home, a much nicer area called The Upper Ranch. At the Upper Ranch the girls lived in an enormous house with some of the staff. It even had a large barn with horses. The females sent to Camp slept in a tent outside the roofless cabin.

One day while at Camp, I wrote on my arm with a marker, “I am not Herbert,” a sample from a White Zombie
 song. I desperately tried to salvage something of my identity by clinging to the music I loved.

Peck saw this on my arm and said, “Yes, you are. You’re Herbert! Herbert! Your new radio name is Herbert!”

From then on, they called me Herbert, specifically because they thought I didn’t like it.

I didn’t care much what they called me, actually.

“Number One, can you meet me by the green house to escort Herbert to go see Uncle Mike?” Radio jargon bolstered the staff’s paramilitary image.

“Lone Wolf, Smurf is looking for you, what’s your 20?”

“10-4, Oscar Mike.” (On the Move)

On one camping trip, a kid named Justin Camp and I laid in our sleeping bags talking late into the night. In the distance was a horizon of trees. We were in a remote region of the Gila Wilderness, in the heart of New Mexico. As we chatted back and forth, we noticed a bright, flickering white light above the horizon.

The light, a bright round white beacon, was about an inch above the trees from that distance, which would have been around one-hundred feet in the air. It didn’t move but had a slight pulse to it. It was strange to us, because there was nothing out that far. At first, we thought it was a helicopter, which would have been very odd indeed, but it didn’t change position – it floated.

After a few moments of us debating what it could be, it suddenly flew down, out of sight. It moved below the horizon at an accelerated rate and never returned. Justin covered his face with his sleeping bag, freaked out by what we had witnessed. I pondered a bit. I wasn’t expecting this
 in the woods.

When I think back, now twenty years later, I have no choice but to join those people who insist they have seen unidentified flying objects. I have no idea what that light could have been; it was big, silent and able to hover for an extended amount of time before suddenly moving downward at high speed. There were no military bases, towns, cabins or even roads nearby. It was just a bright light in the sky that moved in strange ways.

The Fastest Graduate

Access to medicine or medical care was nearly impossible at the Ranch. When a kid was injured, they were given one of the many Scientology-based “spiritual remedies.” One, called the “contact assist,” is the strange practice of slowly reenacting an injury by repeatedly touching the injured body part to the object or location which injured it. Anyone else present is instructed to remain silent.

Scientologists, wary and suspicious of medicine, view the medical world as largely harmful. While in extreme scenarios they will visit a doctor or hospital, Psychiatry and psychology and the entire mental health field are restricted most of all. The Ranch was no exception – it was rare indeed to find medicine. Counseling was completely out of the question.

The Purification program, the infamous sauna sweat program, which lasts for a month or longer, was a vital part of the program at the Ranch. I did the detoxification rundown three times in total, to clean out all the “toxins” from my body. For a hefty price, of course.

Sometimes the upstat kids with money and something legitimate they needed could go to Albuquerque, under the strict supervision of security guards. When kids tried to run or cause a scene in Albuquerque, Ranch staff members simply called the police to help.

I finally found out how Scott and JK were able to kidnap me from my home in Florida – all parents signed over power of attorney to the Ranch, so they were our legal guardians.

At the Lower Ranch, day-to-day life plodded on. I watched hopelessly as some kids graduated or left due to lack of family funds. I was not making any progress and I felt like I would be stuck there forever.

I worked out a deal with a staff member: if I did extra work for him, like cleaning his room and his laundry, he would give me one dollar. I repeated that a few times until I had enough money to buy socks and underwear. Buying clothes was difficult: First, I had to earn enough trust to go on one of the Albuquerque supply run trips. Then I had to have enough money, and permission from three different department heads, in writing.

After around a year at the Ranch, I got to go on an Albuquerque run, to buy myself socks and underwear, the first I’d had since the hand-me-downs security gave me from the pile of dirt in the woodshed. While there, I secretly bought a bottle of extra-strength ibuprofen. I knew what it was for – it was my cyanide pill, like in the movies. If life ever got too rough for me, I could opt out.

And life was
 becoming rougher for me with each passing day. In fact, life was rough for everyone but the staff. They could leave whenever they wanted. They were making money. Some of them were making a lot of money: the program cost from $30,000 per year per child in the earlier days, and up to $75,000 per year per child or more in the New Mexico days.

The staff told most parents that the program only took six months. This was true, in a way. One
 kid did do the program in six months. He came, had no problems of any kind, was already a Scientologist and seemed to be from a happy family. He immediately did everything on the program and left. It seemed like a publicity stunt to me, but it may not have been – no one knows. The shortest time other than that was a year to a year and a half. The average time was just under two years.

There was no kid who ever left the Ranch without doing Scientology, not even the few kids that stayed only a short time. Every kid at the Ranch had to participate in Scientology courses, auditing, training, and ethics conditions. We all had to do it.

Graduating for me was not in the cards, and my family wasn’t going to take me back, maybe ever. All I could do was endure.

Life at the Ranch was long, drawn out and boring, even when everyone was busy. Days lasted longer than the nights, but even the nights dragged on. There is no way to describe the despair I felt, struggling at the Ranch. The endless days blurred together to form an eon of sorrow.

Being at the Ranch until I was an adult began to look like a real possibility. I couldn’t talk to anyone in my family, by their request. I had nothing and was nothing but a kid no one wanted, dumped at this ranch, to become a Scientologist or live in prison for what felt like forever. After multiple visits to the punishment Camp, I tried to kill myself again.

Ice Age

Laying in the dorm one night I let my mind wander. A vivid memory came to me: my mother’s bed at our apartment in Hollywood was a California King bed, the largest I’d ever seen.


Much bigger than this little bunk
 .

I thought about the time I stole quarters from my mother’s purse, which she left by her bed.


Did that withheld “overt” actually matter?



Was it wrong, simply because she didn’t want me to have the quarters?



Why are the things I’ve done to her worse than those she’s done to me?


Morality is an interesting subject, but pondering it was making me sleepy.

I was back in our old apartment again. My mother and I were reading Lafayette’s books. She was explaining the secrets of the universe to me.

On this day, she was explaining thetans and how they were everywhere in the universe, not just on Earth. I was full of questions, and she full of answers.

“How did the Ice Age happen, I mean, like no one really knows why Earth just froze. Was that a thetan?” I randomly brought up.

“Of course!” She replied

“How do you know? Were you there?” I asked.

“No, but it was a thetan. He blew a hole in the ozone and WOOSH, the air sucked out.” My eyes were wide open.

“Everything froze over for thousands of years,” she revealed.


What a powerful thetan
 .

I wanted to have that level of power. I wanted it so
 badly.

I was in a kind of Ice Age at this ranch – everything was frozen. I was locked in a frigid stasis, in the depths of despair. My mother and my life with her felt so distant, irrelevant – cold.

I let old memories pass and drifted to sleep.

Cantaloupe

The next day, I ate eggs and cantaloupe, the delicious luxuries of the Lower Ranch, compared to Camp. I waited until after breakfast before I informed the boatswain on decks that I wasn’t feeling very well and was convincing enough to get past his watchful eye. Everyone else was cleaning and I knew I had some time before I’d be noticed. I reached inside a hole in my mattress and pulled out a bottle.

I snuck into the bathroom and opened the bottle of ibuprofen. There were hundreds of tablets, each individually harmless, but I knew taking all of them meant certain death. I was about to learn that certainty is a deception.


It’s time to end this once and for all
 .


This time I’m going to die. I’m going to find out what’s on Mars, and if they implant me, I don’t care.



What’s one more life time in an infinity of lifetimes?



If Scientology is right, then I’ll just come back again as a Scientologist and try again.


I turned the sink on and swallowed as many tablets as I could. I filled my entire belly. My mouth was dry from all the pills no matter how much water I drank. Before I knew it, I felt sick. The last thing I remember was lying on the floor of the bathroom.

It was the third major incident in my life involving suicide. I considered driving a knife through my heart in California. I tried to get myself run over by a car in Florida. And in New Mexico I tried to kill myself with pills. But like all the others, it didn’t work out how I had planned.

I came to on my bunk bed, looking at a blurry face. Ross was staring back at me. My body was in trouble. I felt like I was shaking but I wasn’t. I lifted my arm and saw that it was orange, somehow.

He was saying something to me.

“You alright?”

I wasn’t alright. I couldn’t move or talk. I tried to lift my head, but immediately began vomiting instead.

The vomit was yellow-orange, with the taste of cantaloupe. In it were many capsules, not yet fully digested, that looked like orange cigarette butts without the paper. Ross mumbled something in an annoyed manner and walked off.

I laid on my bunk bed in pain, without any treatment. No one tried to do anything at all. A security guard returned, posted to watch me. I remained quite sick for a few days. When I finally recovered enough to start walking, they placed me on 24-hour suicide watch in the isolation building. Once they were reasonably sure I wasn’t going to try to kill myself again, I was off to Camp for punishment.

It was time for Scientology’s ethics conditions yet again. I had to go around the Lower Ranch with a security escort and a write-up that outlined out how I had negatively affected the group and how sorry I was. I had to get signatures of kids and staff members who were willing to accept me back into the group. The condition of Liability is little more than a shaming tool. Those who didn’t like me took pleasure in signing that they didn’t
 accept me back into the group.

Kids trying to do their Liability to get to the Lower Ranch always had a certain look in their eyes, as they tried desperately to get along with everyone they approached. It was the look of shallow glee, like a beggar trying desperately to smile while hiding dark emotions just long enough to turn the next corner.

I eventually, as was the routine by then, ended up back at the Lower Ranch. Months crawled by. A year crawled by.


I am never going to get out of this place.


I couldn’t escape and I had no hope of graduating. My grandmother would never stop spending my grandfather’s money and my mother would never take me out. No one was coming to save me; I couldn’t even kill myself. And to top it off, I couldn’t eat cantaloupes anymore – they made me wretch.

I wouldn’t be able to eat another cantaloupe for fifteen years.

I had to stick to the plan. I needed to find a way out. The Ranch was a hell for me that spanned eons. I never knew what a free spirit I wanted to be until I was under total control. Then
 I knew.


Then
 I knew I wanted to be free.
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The Bathroom

I was a virgin when I went to the Ranch, like most of the kids there – regardless of what we may have claimed, but I didn’t stay a virgin forever.

At any given moment, it seemed no one was having sex at the Ranch, but it turned out behind the scenes, there was a lot of sex happening. That’s just how the Ranch was: a boring and drawn out nightmare, yet simultaneously very eventful.

There were girls who invited boys to sneak up to the Upper Ranch to have sex. There were staff members having sex with kids on the program, though it technically wasn’t allowed. Some of them got married, and a few are still married now. Staff also slept with our parents sometimes, when they came out to work or visit, and a few of those pairs got married, too.

Another boy and I were experimenting in the bathroom one day. When I was in kindergarten, I experimented with two-way penis kisses. This time though, we finished the experiment. I didn’t know how I felt about it, or even if I felt anything at all.

The music I picked up at the Palmdale Ranch, and my natural inclination at that time to be a deep thinker and more esoteric than most, kind of culminated in experimenting with homosexuality, only this time for real.

About a month later, I repeated the experiment with a different kid, and that was enough for me to know for certain: it wasn’t for me.

They were mutual exchanges that expressed a sort of closeness. In a way, I felt I had a path to being gay that I chose not to take. I wanted to be gay, but I wasn’t.

When the KRs came out, everyone found out what happened. Most of the kids who liked to act tough tried making fun of me, but I didn’t care anymore what other kids thought. That made me a sort of untouchable and the mockery faded fast. Maybe they thought I was gay or bisexual. Maybe they just thought I was an exception to the rule. I didn’t ask because I never cared, and I never will.

I could see other kids get upset when mocked, just like I used to. But by this time, I was completely enveloped in pain – I didn’t care about almost anything anymore.

I was dying inside.

Scythe Tleppo

There was nothing else in the world but that ranch, and my time there was stretching into what felt like an eternity. Every morning was a lifetime. Night was an abyss of thought. The outside world was a parallel universe I could never reach. The solution, they told me, was auditing – Scientology.

I was in session day after day, week after week. Constant bombardment – that’s how they do it.

The Scientology sessions were so boring and pointless to me. I attested to being a past life Clear, a high level in their world. I didn’t believe I was Clear, I just attested to it to see what would happen, which was nothing.

They didn’t care; to them it was just like saying I liked toast. Scientology was immutable. The program was immutable.


What the hell is the point of this garbage? To remember past lives?



Hell, I can do that.


During another session, I recalled a past life for the auditor. Recalling past lives was easy; all I had to do was imagine what life could have been like without the current physical laws and mix it in with Scientology’s volumes of lore about our collective past lives.


Experience it in real time.



Recall it – relive it.


I described a planet where armies of all red soldiers with helmets like Romans battled armies of all blue soldiers in the same attire. I walked through the experience. I spoke aloud but was living in the memory. It was war, in an epic but elastic world.

I described another life in which I was a tentacled alien on a hovering mining ship who, along with my shipmate, was responsible for guarding the mining ship.

I made up stories and told lies about everything I had done and everything I thought. I did anything I could to amuse myself during the endless process of them forcing me to burn my dead grandfather’s money on ridiculous Scientology garbage. The sessions were made for people bright enough to understand but not being bright enough to really “get it.”

I was in the depths of surrender, ready to pass away in the night. I was ready for death to come for me and I found no urge to resist anything anymore. In session, they were no longer talking to me, but to Prometheus. Auditors were given direct access to the darkness inside me.


They want past lives? I’ll give them a past life.


I wanted to see if their system would react to something new, something different. I wanted to see if they believed the things I was telling them. I experienced
 the story in real time, exactly as if I were remembering it, voicing each idea aloud.

I looked deep into myself, no holding back. I discovered and disclosed my true purpose here on Earth.

Most of the people on this planet were sent here by larger civilizations, which span multiple star systems. They were politicians, rebels, criminals and other undesirables. Most people, but not me: I was different. I was here on a mission. I recounted that mission for myself and the auditor. I poured the experience out from my soul, to the unwitting robot in front of me.

I became
 that memory.

I look around to see my reality. I am part of a major civilization, but I’m not powerful – I’m less than powerful; I’m nothing – a slave. I’ve done something wrong and now I’m trapped – imprisoned. My controllers, these entities which dominate me, have a mission for me.

They hold me, the thetan, hostage. They can control me at will.

They have heard of the new movement on the Earth outpost. They know of Scientology and its progress to unravel the thetan traps, though there is no name for Scientology in our communications. I know nothing for I am just a pitiful soul. We only communicate in thoughts.

They make me understand they are going to send me to Earth, into a Scientologist body. There I will grow, learn, and investigate Scientology. I will observe as much as I can about its expansion. I will experience it fully, and discover how long it will be until Scientology takes over the planet.

When I die, I will not go to the implant stations on Mars, nor will I go back to Earth to pick up a new body; I will be beamed back to their universe.

I know I will not need to tell them anything after my journey; they will read my thoughts. They will scan me and know everything I did and everything I experienced in this monkey body out here in the nothing of space, so far from them.

They will assess the situation.

They are in charge because they are the powerful ones; I am just their slave.

My mission is my only purpose and even that is not mine.

I have no way to stop it.

If they think Scientology is a threat, they will destroy all humans on Earth. They will destroy everyone and let the cycle of life on this planet start again.

I am their scout – my passing ushers in an era of doom, if they choose.

I am the empty eyes of death itself.

I am the tool of death.

This past-life memory stuck with me outside of auditing. It became part of my subconscious, my personality. I conjured a name for the mission I was on: “Codex,” but told no one about it.


I am the tool of death to all humanity: death to the world, a swift and violent death from the stars.



They are the Grim Reaper, and I am their tool, their scythe.



Scythe from the stars.


A faint memory brought my attention to it.

Tleppo, the old neighbor’s cat.


Tleppo: from the stars.
 It was perfect.

My new name, meant to stay private forever, became “Scythe Tleppo,” death from the stars.


I started referring to myself as Scythe, which some other kids caught on to, and still call me to this day, though no one ever knew its origin.

The Escape

Time at the Ranch moved on, regardless of my internal struggles. The kids moved on, faces changed, leadership changed. Most of the staff changed, except the original Palmdale staff – they were never going anywhere. They believed in Scientology – practiced it and preached it – and yet they amounted to nothing.

When I was sixteen, a dorm mate approached me. He suggested we should steal a car and flee to Albuquerque. He told me he could drive. This is the chance I had been waiting for; I was all in. Everyone knew by then I was trustworthy. Other kids ratted on me, but I almost never ratted on anyone.

The kid told me there was a white car in the shop that didn’t have its distributor cap removed each night. He checked it himself before bedtime the night before and knew where the keys were, too. He had been on shop duty that week.

We stayed awake all night, pretending to be asleep. We timed the security guard coming by our windows outside and the dorms inside. We counted seconds between each pass to figure out how long he was taking. It was supposed to be every ten minutes, and it was.

Ten minutes is forever when your adrenaline is pumping, we already knew that. We waited all night, until it was just light enough to see. Security came and went. We snuck out the window, just as we had planned. Quickly but quietly, we scampered to the white car. He threw it in neutral and we pushed it as hard and quietly as we could.

We headed straight out the front gate. We had to get it as far as possible because the engine noise would surely alert security, if they hadn’t noticed us yet. We pushed it out as far as our burning lungs and pumping hearts could take, but we started to panic.

He said, “That’s it let’s go!” We hopped in. He jammed the key in the ignition and nearly broke the key to pieces turning it so hard. Sure enough, it fired up.


It’s on!


We quietly drove directly towards the main road as my eyes fixated on the rearview mirror. When we got there we turned left, the direction of Albuquerque. Soon we were on the highway.


This is it
 .

We drove and drove. Albuquerque was almost four hours away, but we knew they couldn’t catch up to us. Even if they got in their cars immediately, they would be way behind us. We were home free. A rush of successful glee overcame us as we veered between the surreal fantasy of being free and the cold knowledge it wasn’t over yet.

We didn’t have any plan as to what to do when we got to Albuquerque, but we weren’t going to be in that cult ranch anymore, and that’s all that mattered. Freedom was so close.

Around two hours into the drive, we heard sirens. We moved over to let them pass, but they didn’t want to pass: they wanted us. We knew enough to know we would be in danger trying to outrun a cop, so we pulled over. We heard yelling behind us as the siren stopped.

“Driver! Throw the keys from the car!”

In the rear-view mirror, I saw a police officer standing, extremely tense. His gun was aimed right at us and he was shaking. He was in a war zone, ready to defend himself.


God only knows what they told him
 .

He probably thought we were inner city gang-bangers with a machine gun and drugs, out on a killing spree.


They must have painted us up real nice for the police report.


He wasn’t a city cop, either. We were nowhere near anyplace; he was afraid for his life.

Eventually, we were both out of the vehicle, on our knees next to the car, facing away from the extremely agitated officer, who had not come any closer to the vehicle. Our hands were behind our heads and our feet crossed. My knees were in some glass, but I didn’t dare budge.

He slowly and carefully approached. I felt that if someone had driven by at that moment and yelled something, or if thunder crashed in the sky, he would have shot one of us right in the head, out of sheer panic. There was no point of even trying to talk him into letting us go.

Before we knew it, he handed us back to the Ranch security guards, who were not far behind him. They said they would drop the charges if we promised to do well on the program. I suspected they would have dropped the charges anyway, to avoid a public relations mess, but we agreed nonetheless.


Back to the Ranch again.



Back to Camp, back to punishment.



More ethics conditions.


The staff didn’t know what to do about me anymore – I wasn’t going to change, but they were making good money from me.


He just needs more Scientology,
 they must have thought.

Later, we learned that all the cops had to do to find us was get on their citizens band radios and call out to truckers, who were more than happy to help spot us. As soon as they did, the police got the location and were on us.

The Stretch of Time

In time, a few of the girls had crushes on me. Something about me probably signaled to them the deep despair in which I dwelled. Maybe it was because I had hair back then, and a total lack of urgency. I wasn’t in a rush to do anything anymore. Crushes weren’t very valuable to me as I wasn’t having sex yet, but I appreciated the attention.

I wasn’t looking for love or companionship, but I did love some people at the Ranch. I also loved in the way I imagine soldiers love their platoon comrades. I will always remember these kids as they were, even the ones who have since disavowed me.

Somewhere along the line at the Ranch, so many of the kids were new that I wasn’t in the social game anymore. I had my closest friend, Johnny, and a few other friends, but not much else. Johnny and I dressed in all black and tried to reflect our identities the best we could.

I was able to get hand-me-downs and small bits of money to buy clothes. Those clothes couldn’t be “below 2.0 on the tone scale,” mind you – nothing negative. There weren’t going to be any Marilyn Manson shirts, that was for sure.

The closest I got was a copy of a Marilyn Manson shirt, only it was Jesus Christ instead, and on the back, it said something like “I’m here to tell the truth and the truth is I am the truth.” They let me keep that one, after some convincing.

Johnny, who had asked me about pride in my race on my first night at the Ranch, wasn’t a racist. He was nothing, just like me.

He eventually did leave the Ranch, though. His parents had moved from Albuquerque to Washington, and he soon returned to the Ranch, but to join staff. Kids often came back to work at the Ranch after leaving; after all, they knew nothing else. I think Johnny didn’t want to leave me at the Ranch alone. He knew I had it worst of everyone, and we were very close.

By the time I realized I was truly the old man of the Ranch in some ways, it was already obvious to everyone else. The staff didn’t bother me much anymore and the kids all knew me, or the legend of me, anyway. I was going on three years at the Ranch with no support from my family.

Christmas time came and most of the kids went home – not me. Birthdays came, and they got presents or went home – but not me. Holidays, life events, it seemed like some lucky kids went home for damn near anything. I hadn’t spoken with my family at all.

After Johnny came back, we grew even closer. We were both from another era of the Ranch. We saw eye to eye on a lot and neither of us had anything left to care about.

He told me that he and a few other kids who used to go to the Ranch went to meet Wally Hanks. Scientologists and Ranch leadership continued to send kids to Wally for years after he left the Ranch. Wally took the kids out sailing and bonded with them. Johnny didn’t realize it was the same Wally from Palmdale, he said.

All I knew was that it was sick. Wally was an abuser, and Scientology and the Mace-Kingsley company were knowingly feeding children to him, probably advertising a “theta” boat excursion for kids. I tried not to think about things that depressed me, though, so I carried on.

The Ranch taught only the state minimum for conventional subjects, at best. The rest of the course time was spent on Scientology studies. And because it wasn’t an accredited school, often times kids went home to find they had to repeat grades.

I had been helping in the course room, trying to teach the kids math for a little while, as I’d already done all the courses several times and was bored to tears. I picked up some math back when I went to private school. None of the other kids knew it very well and the staff didn’t either; most of their education was from Scientology schools or the Ranch. I gained a little bit of trust from the staff, and because I wasn’t stealing cars and lighting forest fires anymore, after a while that trust grew.

Johnny moved to the secluded large barn at the Upper Ranch. He was a trusted staff member and I had gained a little bit of trust myself, so we were able to convince the real staff to let me bunk with him.

The barn was a very large building, technically at the Upper Ranch, the girls’ area, about a two-minute walk away. There was always a night watch up there, just as there was at the Lower Ranch and initially, since I was still on the program, the night watch came by to check on me frequently. After a few incident-free weeks, that slowed, and then stopped altogether.

The Window

Johnny could go on Albuquerque runs with the kids, to supervise them. He was actually from Albuquerque and that’s where all his friends were. They were punk rockers and other rebellious types, into drugs and partying before Johnny came to the Ranch and, by this time, were much deeper into that life.

The temptation for us was just too much to resist.

I started going on Albuquerque runs with him, when I could come up with an excuse and get permission. At first, I snuck off alone while he watched the kids in the Ranch’s apartment that they rented for the occasional overnight trips. The first time we did this, Johnny pre-arranged for me to meet up with one of his friends, who gave me a joint and told me to use it when I felt it was safe.

I walked back to the apartment building and, because a search was certain to happen back at the Ranch, decided to smoke it immediately. I didn’t really know how much to smoke, so I smoked the entire joint by myself in one sitting, in the parking lot. I puffed like a maniac while I wandered around the apartment complex, which had morphed into a labyrinth of identical buildings. My senses heightened, slight paranoia set in.


There isn’t much to this drug compared to gas huffing. I don’t even feel…



Where the hell am I? Which one of these buildings is the right one?


Johnny began bringing whatever he could get back to the Ranch. The first time, he brought back a bottle of rum and some weed. We timed our consumption of them to make them last until his next run. Once we had tested the model and found it workable, importing began, and we focused on going to Albuquerque as often as possible.

Johnny took me to meet more of his friends in Albuquerque. Carl Reed was one of the first we met. He was already smoking a bowl of weed when we showed up.

“Here, take a big rip,” was the first thing he said to me.

I immediately complied.

We all drank so much hard alcohol and smoked so much weed, I was barely able to walk. They really wanted to show us a good time while we were in the cult jail. They weren’t about to take in an underage stranger, but they were more than willing to party with me. Before long, it became a regular routine.

Johnny and I later got a full night with the boys; we had planned it out. Johnny’s phone calls weren’t monitored at the Ranch, so it was as easy as a call from him and some good timing. He was going to pick up a new kid who wouldn’t be there until the next afternoon, so we had the whole night.

His friends brought something new, because they knew we had the time: LSD.

We got to drinking booze, about seven of us just hanging out in the Ranch’s apartment in Albuquerque. One of the guys tried to get me to take three tabs of the acid. Johnny insisted I start with just one.

It was gel-tab acid, blood red – it looked so interesting, like a video game drug. I dropped it on my tongue, while everyone else dropped theirs. We continued drinking our alcohol.

I got somewhat drunk but felt nothing from the acid, so I assumed it was just a weak drug, like weed was. Everyone chatted, and I struggled to keep up with their conversation. It was hard being that drunk, but in a good way. Everything about my life washed away with alcohol, though I knew it would come back in the morning. I walked into an empty bedroom, on the way to the bathroom, and looked closely at a window.

I got too close to the window and fell through the glass. I came crashing down onto the pavement two stories below.

I didn’t feel the impact of the ground, but I could feel shards of glass sticking through my chest and stomach. The pain was intense but more than that, I felt a strong mental reaction.


I really screwed up now
 .

I laid there looking down at my chest and stomach, which had blue glowing shards of glass piercing through. I didn’t know if I was going to die or how long it would take to know if I was going to die. The flashing blue and red shards of glass told me all I needed to know: the police were there, too.

I felt an immense sense of shame and embarrassment.


I let them down. Oh God.


They took a risk with me and I let them down so quickly. I wasn’t as cool as them; I was a loser – I got everyone caught. The police were going to catch them all.

I saw the squad car but couldn’t make out the faces of any officers through the blinding, flashing lights.

They approached me, as I laid dying in a pool of blood, glass, and regret.


That was my life, and this is how it ends.


The pain from my stomach rippled through my body in waves.

My vision faded into darkness as my mind did into oblivion.
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Bars

I felt a kick on my leg. Again, another a kick. My eyes slowly opened. The sirens and police were gone – I saw only a beige ceiling.

“Hey man, are you feeling alright?” someone said to me.

I looked around, in a complete daze.


Where am I?



Walls. A window. The window…


The window I tumbled through was completely intact.


It has bars on it!



No one could fall through that
 …

“I’m fine. Yeah, I’m fine,” I said.

I staggered to my feet, and slid around like a baby deer learning to walk.

The room was spinning but not in the normal drunken way – it was kind of veering around. The walls were dripping down on themselves.

I was tripping, hard. I examined my abdomen with my hands.


I’m fine. I’m just… fine!


My mind was foggy from the alcohol, so it took me some time to figure out what was already obvious to everyone else.

After I took the acid, I wandered into an empty bedroom and just passed out on the floor, too drunk to go on. Everything that happened was just a trip that took place when I just happened to be passed out.

I was in full upswing, on acid for the first time. They brought me out to the main room and, after everyone assured me repeatedly that there were no police, my mood began to shift.

Foam

From their point of view, I drank some booze and took a hit of acid, wandered into a room and passed out. When they woke me up, I babbled about cops being around, which killed their good trip.

It was always the case with me, trying to act cool while looking decidedly uncool. Those times people really thought I was cool were times I focused least on how I looked. Eventually, I became used to this phenomenon.

Once everyone finally convinced me there were no police coming, the mood in the room settled down.

Carl pointed at a foam mattress on the floor. “Look, Nate, foam!”

I felt slightly condescended.


Is he saying I’m like a child?


Everyone was silent as I calmly walked over to it and sat. I felt the texture and its bounce. Everyone watched me quietly; I was in the spotlight – I needed to do something
 .

I said to the mattress “Hey foams, what’s up my foamy? What you got foam me?”

Laughter erupted.

I broke off a piece and put it to my ear. “Hang on I got a foam call. Hello? Call foam me? Oh, it’s past my bed foam? I’ll foam to sleep!”

The jokes were nothing to write home about, but the reception was beautiful. We worked ourselves into an orgy of laughter – true glee. We were overcome with joy for hours as I methodically shredded the foam mattress, joking all the while. It was an amazing experience.

I had entered a new world – reality itself was flexible. I wanted more.

More is what I got.

The Barn

Johnny and I started bringing in cocaine, crystal methamphetamine, LSD, alcohol and weed. Most of the time, though, we preferred LSD. Cocaine and meth kept us up into the next day and didn’t give us the escape we craved. Weed was risky because it had a distinct smell, and smoke was a beacon to security, even at night. One visit from night watch and the show would be over.

Alcohol was also a problem because there was a tendency to do stupid things while drunk, and the smell. On top of that, we had no way to get rid of bottles. We buried a few, but that couldn’t last long.

LSD’s only risk was that it was very difficult to act normal while tripping. There was no smell, no smoke, no bottles, no evidence other than behavior, really. Sunglasses took care of dilated pupils; we had to figure out how to act normal.

Fortunately for us, everyone thought we were weird by that point anyway. They knew us as weirdos known to laugh, and break branches or whatever else was around, with karate kicks or fists or our heads. We randomly attacked each other and rolled around wrestling until someone submitted. Punches in the arm, cigarette burns, and kicks to the groin: everything was a welcome distraction for Johnny and me. It had been that way for some time: depression and apathy, insanity and energy release.

We also needed to figure out how to get past the security checks. These checks used electronic meters, after all, and those could read our thoughts, or so our families, culture and the Ranch told us.

I thought about the Ranch people and their particularities. Mike Miller, the course supervisor, had supposedly been a hippie in his younger days and according to rumors, he could immediately detect anyone doing drugs around him.

Some of the kids claimed to have done various drugs and so they were detection dangers too. On the other hand, we were smart.


Can we pull it off?


We knew the key was to never let anyone know what was happening: only the most deeply-trusted in our lives.

As the LSD flowed in, we dosed more often. It started as once in a while, but quickly elevated to all day and night on the weekends.

Then it became high doses for months, sometimes for weeks straight
 , around the clock. We took our bigger doses at night, up to five or six tabs, after which we talked, or destroyed our stuff or just tripped out. During the day, we took smaller bumps of three to four hits, once or twice per day. The idea was to be permanently out of this world, and we were.

We watched movies that Johnny had. I never would have been allowed to watch these, but given that no one was supervising me but Johnny, rules were ours to break. We watched Romper Stomper
 , A Clockwork Orange
 , Hellraiser
 , Trainspotting
 , and even A Night at the Roxbury
 . We had a VCR and around ten titles, including industrial music video compilations and all the Marilyn Manson, Nine Inch Nails, and punk rock I could handle.

We lived in a small room with concrete walls, a single bunk bed and a table. Over time, we started acquiring things like knives, BB guns and small fireworks. We slowly but surely shot, kicked, stabbed, crushed, stomped, and blew up everything in the entire room. We even ended up destroying the movies and CDs we had. Nothing was sacred; nothing was special. We were nothing and nothing was anything.

It turned out the rumors surrounding Mike Miller were baseless – we were around him several times, completely “gacked-out.” He didn’t notice anything – just another in a long line of lies from our masters. Of course, we had gotten lots of practice acting normal at the barn, when we had the capacity to practice.

LSD is an amazing and fascinating subject on its own. It was a doorway to an unknown entity I could interact with. I could ask it to give me certain experiences and I would get them. It was like being in a lucid dream: I never knew what was around the corner, but I could control the overall tone and direction. This took lots of practice. We became connoisseurs of acid. And coined ourselves the “Candyland Hillbillies,” something that made perfect sense during a trip.

The drugs didn’t interfere with our Ranch lives other than the frequent late nights. We acted as if we were up partying all night, so we must have sometimes appeared to be on drugs, yet room searches always came up empty.

Who would that notice some eye drops weren’t really eye drops, but liquid LSD? Who would notice some inconspicuous blotter paper among the piles of broken plastic, wood and metal strewn about?

Firecracker debris was our new home. Chaos. Disorder. We saturated our bodies with drugs. Anything to escape the pain of life.

They must have gotten suspicious, because they eventually did end up doing some security checks on us. However, what they didn’t know is that by then I had already figured out how to beat them at their own game.

I just didn’t know if it would work while I was on acid.

The Meter

The Scientology E-meter, an expensive device that literally only measures electrical resistance, uses tin cans as electrodes held in the hands of the suspect. The device sends a small electrical charge through the body from one can and detects it at the other. Scientology claims to have proven that thoughts themselves contain electrically charged pictures. Closely and comfortably examining these images blows the charge away. Having electrical charge near a person does nothing at all, but according to Lafayette, electrical charge from mental pictures is bad, somehow.

Security checks are interrogations with exhaustive lists of crimes or potential sins, ranging from lying or thinking bad thoughts, to covering up murders and whatever else. As the interrogator asks these questions, he examines a dial on the meter to “guide” the suspect into areas of potential answers. Whereas with a normal lie detector test, one might see the result as a lie or not a lie, Scientology security checks never go past what the meter registers as a lie. The suspect must continue revealing information until that meter shows no charge.

Some of the other kids at the Ranch devised a method to get around these checks. Their idea: try to think about something positive and soothing during the question:

“Have you ever pretended to be sick?”


Think happy thoughts, think happy thoughts
 .

Hope the interrogator skips the question.

The problem was it simply wasn’t reliable. Often no matter how “happy” your thoughts were, the auditor repeated the question.

The idea of meters reading our minds is believed in the Scientology world. We all
 thought these meters could read our minds.

I had developed a slightly more advanced method to get past the meter, though. Considering that I believed in this technology, I formulated a way to beat the meter at its own game. Ignoring it and just hoping it didn’t work wasn’t a good strategy. Thinking happy thoughts wasn’t reliable enough.

The idea occurred to me while I was in a more typical Scientology session some months before. The auditor asked a question, which I did have an answer for, and was going to answer, but first I mentioned something else. After I mentioned that, the auditor repeated the original question, but there was no charge. I was allowed past it. That experience percolated in my head until the method became clear.

My idea was that if the auditor asked me, for example, “Have you ever broken a lamp?” I might give him something else:

“No, but I did break a TV one time.”

After telling him about that TV incident, which may or may not have even occurred, he will go back to the original question and ask again. Only this time there was about a fifty percent chance it wouldn’t read.

If it did read on the meter, I could just answer with something else:

“No, I haven’t broken a lamp but for some reason this question is making me feel sad about the lamp I had at home.”

“Tell me about that.”

Then I would talk about some invented lamp story from home.

Then he might say, “Thanks! Got that!”

Then he’s back to the original question. Again, with the fifty percent chance of success. It worked nearly every session.


Will it work when I’m like this though?


Ethics called me into session randomly one day, and I already knew what it was going to be about: another security check for the weirdo. Only, this time I was on acid.

The sky seemed orange through my sunglasses – I liked it that way because it matched the copious amount of orange juice I was drinking. I walked over with the auditor to begin my session.

The Battle

The steps leading to the trailer were wood. Not the cheap wood we see around us in big cities; this was real wood. Freshly chopped wood, certainly within the last few years, totally untreated. I felt a certain pleasure in knowing there were insects and other creatures living in that wood. I thought of their world as we walked up the steps.


Are we their earthquakes? What would a shoe look like at their scale?


The auditor feigned chit-chat, the same move they all do before session. It’s simply a ploy to fill the awkward silence and to “build up ARC,” in other words build up the relationship.

While he
 may have still been in that awkward world, I
 was on a different plane. I kept my replies minimal while I calibrated.

I didn’t hear anything he was saying, and didn’t care to. The wooden steps breathed for me as we walked on their bellies. The steps leading to the boardwalk were invisible somehow, but I knew they were still friendly.


They will come back another day
 , I internally declared.

The boardwalk creaked and moaned from our casual footsteps. The wood called out to the soles of my shoes. It wanted me to take my shoes off to feel the vibrations.


Not yet, not yet
 .

We continued through the small maze of trailer doors, and eventually arrived at his auditing room.

The small rectangular window in the door looked comical.


Does this human think he’s going to give me the sec-check of a lifetime?



Does he know who I am?



When Scythe Tleppo dies, there is no more anything.



Can this idiot see that?



Who is this man who thinks he can outsmart me with his mind control?



My masters will obfuscate my mind. I am one with them.



He can’t control me – I can control him
 , I suspected.

We entered the room as I had done a hundred times before. He motioned for me to sit, a practiced move that revealed his weak character.


A real soul need not practice such gestures
 .

I sat in the chair, which was once comfortable. Comfort meant nothing to me anymore – I didn’t know comfort – what I knew was everything but.

I glanced briefly at his electronic meter.


There’s my tormentor’s accessory – this space-age device will work with him to probe my mind, searching for small treasures they will use to control me.


I had a big surprise for them, though: I knew they were coming. I knew they were weak, and I knew how to feed them what they wanted while giving them nothing.

His mouth moved as he ejected words in my general direction. I didn’t process them at all; I responded automatically, without thought. I was thinking about something else entirely.

I slipped my shoes off and rested my feet on the ground beneath the chair.


There are those vibrations.



Thank you, my friend, I hear you
 .

My adversary moved his mouth more, and just like that, the game began.

I reached out my hands, palms up. I knew already slimy things don’t feel great on the skin in this state.


Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe lotion will feel nice this time
 .

He doused my palms with cheap, smelly lotion from a green bottle, which I saw as more evidence of the shallowness of the situation.


There is no real threat here, only entities wanting my soul.



But want is not power.


I wasn’t wrong about the lotion – it felt weird and not particularly nice.


Normal people wouldn’t complain
 , I thought, and so I didn’t either.

Plus, I knew anything I said would be difficult for this simpleton to understand. He held up the two cans with wires connected to them and placed them in my hands.


Did he remember my palm size this time?



He did – no need to change them.


The metal looked crystalline as he placed them in my palms. I knew this was all part of his game; his work had already started.

Mine would start soon.

I lightly clenched my hands around the cans and tried not to imagine them as light-sabers because I was sure I would begin swinging them. The hardest part would be sitting still. I needed his guidance about how hard to grip the cans because I couldn’t feel them at all, to be honest – they were simply part of my hands.

He spent a moment turning knobs on his magic device while I peered right through the thing, at his hands. It was surreal being in session in this state. I felt confident about the outcome, though – very confident.

“Are you taking or smoking drugs?” The pores on his face seemed like they had raspberry hairs coming out of them.


Does he know I have a little friend in me now?


“No.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“Did you once take drugs?”

“No.”


I took drugs many times.


“Okay, thank you.”

“Have you taken LSD?”

“No.”

“Okay, thank you.”

By the end of the session he seemed surprised and relieved. He knew there was no story here. This paladin with his aura of faith couldn’t find a demon in Hell.


He was no match. Pathetic.



These tools don’t work at all; this was all a mind game he was never going to win.


The staff were satisfied by my security check. Why wouldn’t they be? The Scientology “technology” always worked. There was no need to worry anymore; It was just Nathan being weird as usual. Nathan and Johnny, the two Candyland Hillbilly freaks.

They didn’t check us more than a couple of times, in our many months of heavy drug use. We continued to slip away from the general population, the kids, and reality itself.

The drugs continued for a while, but we both knew Johnny wouldn’t stay forever. He was over eighteen and I was seventeen, the last frontier. The party was going to come to an end, sometime. I had to get back to work. I needed to get out. I needed to leave.



[image: ]







14

The Visit

We were in the barn, sleeping in our bunks. I was dreaming about a new world: Pink-colored rows of thin trenches bent around the horizon. A green sun dominated the sky, beckoning me. It was an unnatural scene, like a candy world. I knew exactly what it meant: there was hope in the future.

I woke up, pushed small pieces of rubbish off my face and pillow, and jumped down to the concrete floor, smashing whatever already destroyed items I landed on. I had been sleeping in my black tank boots again.

My eyes rolled around the room, searching for focus. I wanted to watch Hellraiser again, but the VHS tape was blown to bits. I peered down at the floor, searching through the patterns of firecracker shrapnel and trash.


There we go, roll-your-own tobacco.


I rolled myself a pregnant cigarette as Johnny slept on. Outside, I heard some activity. I went out to see what was happening, but no one was there. The barn was empty. It was quiet. It was just me and the early morning chill. I wondered how my story would end.

That night, I had sex for the first time, with a girl who came down from the Upper Ranch. I was no longer a virgin after what seemed like an eternity. It was a miserable failure. I didn’t have any more sex; it wasn’t for me, yet.

A Sudden Change

Over the next few weeks, things slowly started picking up at the Ranch. Somehow, the staff seemed relieved. They were being nicer and nicer toward me. I was becoming popular with them, even though I hardly left the barn area anymore. Ruthanne Crew, wife of auditor David Crew, was the senior Ethics Officer. She didn’t seem to like us very much.

“You’ve been here a long time, Nathan.”

I nodded.

“Why haven’t you graduated yet?”

“I don’t know, there are just too many steps. It would take forever.” I was answering in the way I imagined normal people would.

“I’ll tell you what, you keep your nose clean for a while and I’ll see what I can do.”

I agreed.

The exchange meant nothing to me. None of these robots meant anything to me. She and the rest of them could fall off the Earth for all I cared.

One by one, I had similar exchanges with several more staff. These were gatekeepers: there was no way to finish the program without their blessings. And suddenly, after all this time, they seemed eager to get me through the program. It didn’t add up, to the casual observer.

I, however, was no casual observer. This was my entire life. I knew everything
 about this place. I knew them inside and out; I knew exactly what was happening.

Lance Davis and Karen Bernath were another married staff couple with kids on the program. Lance was the graphic designer and all-around marketer. He created the website and edited the images. He made the fliers and advertisements for the Ranch. A common photo of the front gate shows a large wooden sign above it, “M-K Ranch.” That sign never existed – they were too cheap for a sign. Instead, they added one with Photoshop and slapped it on the website.

Another part of his job was lying to parents and the public. They sent out a flyer which read “By actual survey, over 87% of our students who have completed the program have remained stable after returning home.” On it were photos of kids’ “before and after” pictures, most of which were taken out of order – the “before” was after the “after.”

After finding the flyers one day, I asked Lance what the statistic meant. He told me it referred to kids who didn’t get arrested or sent back to the Ranch within six months of graduating.

The numbers didn’t sit right with me. So many kids came back after graduating or got into trouble, we decided to tally the results ourselves. Several kids and I sat around recounting every graduate for the prior four years. The actual percentage of students who completed the program and “remained stable” for six months after graduating turned out to be right around eight. Not 87% or 50% or 20%. It was 8%
 .

That didn’t even count kids who got in trouble only a month or two after the deadline – we tallied it straight. We were interested in the truth, somewhat of a rarity with the adults.

Approximately eight percent of the graduates any of us knew over the span of four years stayed out of trouble for six months after graduating. We didn’t count all the kids that stayed for a couple years and eventually got taken out because their parents ran out of money.

Word of mouth advertising was even more important than fliers, though. The Scientology community forms an echo chamber where anecdotal evidence reigns supreme: “What’s true is true for you,” the mantra of the unintelligent. Convincing parents that the Ranch program worked was very important; they knew parents would talk to other Scientologists and get more kids in. Normally, this was an urgent matter, but I was a different kind of case; I had been there longer than any of them.

JK, the lady security guard who helped kidnap me, coined a term for Johnny and me. She and some others referred to us as the two “Black Sunshines,” from a White Zombie song, probably also referring to us always being in black.

I accepted the name. There was sunshine in me, somewhere. I mean, there had to be. These names and phrases I heard for so long were just part of life. “Black Sunshine,” a commentary about the darkness inside me.


Can everyone see it?



Other people giving names to Prometheus. Weird.


I wouldn’t be their Black Sunshine for long: I could sense it. With all the newfound interest the staff had in me, things were going to change. I knew these Ranch people all too well. They were making a big move.

I was already seventeen. If I turned eighteen without graduating, they would look bad. It would look like I had been there for so long and made no progress. This couldn’t happen; the staff would make sure of it.


Public relations are of the utmost importance to these idiots.


I knew all of this by the time the staff began courting me. I had a choice to make.

Family Handling

My options at that time were few. The first option was to go about my business, ignoring them as best I could. When I turn eighteen they would have to let me out the gate. I would walk out to the main road and hitchhike to Albuquerque. When I arrived there, I would be free.

That sounded fine to me, except that I would have no money, no food, no education, no job, no skills, no friends, no family, no ride, no home, no ID, and nowhere to go.

The other option was to go along with their charade, play a good boy and graduate within a month or two, they said. That would get me back on speaking terms with my family and get me a ticket back to Florida, with a place to live and the security of having a home.

I decided that was the way to go – one final investment into my mother’s wishes. One last shot at anything close to normal.

I flew through the steps on the program so quickly, I must’ve broken several records. All the kids knew what was happening as much as I did: I was being fast-tracked for PR reasons – it had happened before.

I had to bleach my hair and change my clothes to brighter colors. This showed I was no longer “out-of-valence,” no longer being someone else. I didn’t care what they thought, I would have died my hair pink and worn overalls if they asked me to – I was committed to seeing it through.

I had to do Future Planning, a relatively straightforward step of the program: write out specific plans for life after the Ranch. All the plans needed to involve more Scientology auditing and courses. There was no Future Planning without Scientology – your future involved Scientology, or you weren’t graduating.


Okay, done
 .

As the steps were flying out of the way, I knew I was going to have to do step nine: Family Handling, which was there purely for the enjoyment of the parents, or parent in my case. In theory the step was, “The family and student learn how to maintain good communication and work out problems and upsets.”

In practice, it was the step in which the Ranch kid apologized profusely for everything, which was all their fault, and did conditions up to and including Liability. This meant begging for forgiveness, in writing, from the family – the final humiliating admission of fault.

My family had disconnected from me until graduation, so I needed to prove I was finally upstat enough to speak with them. After some glassy-eyed shows of obedience in front of the right people, they contacted my mother and convinced her to speak to me.

They were desperate to get me graduated. With staff sitting at my side, ready to take over the call if there was any kind of argument, I received a call from my mother. It was the first time I was allowed to speak to anyone in my family for nearly three years.


Show time
 .

“Hello?” Apprehensiveness.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi.” She was short.

“It’s been a long time, huh?” There was no opportunity to talk to her the way I really wanted to, not anymore. These were all moves in a game.

She seemed cautious, unbelieving. The only thing for me to do was feign apologizing. Present my ethics conditions. Kiss butt; take all the blame. I was aware by doing that I was setting the tone for my home life. I’d have to deal with that later. First though, I had to out-manipulate the manipulators.

I knew that for fake reconciliation to work, the human psyche doesn’t allow for a drama-free exchange. There must be some struggle and release, or it just doesn’t feel believable. I got in the smallest debates with her I could manage.

“I wish you’d sent me my stuff mom, but I understand why you didn’t. No, no, I understand. Yeah.”

I didn’t
 understand how she could not send me anything, but I did understand why
 she didn’t. My stuff included black clothes. She must have felt she was sending me an out-ethics toolkit by sending me black things.


Better to just let him sort out getting new clothes than to pass on this entheta
 , she must have thought.

“Mom, when I come home what is my home life going to be like? I mean, I think I can use some more independence.”

The staff was getting uneasy. This wasn’t supposed to be a negotiation, but a submission. I doubt even those staff around me had figured out how to do this better than me. You had to try to negotiate or it just wasn’t believable. What kid could go through hell and just bounce back without any reaction? I had to present microscopic disagreements, easily handled by the other side. This left the impression there were only a few things left to solve, and that we had solved them over the phone right then and there.

These cultists created a cultural lore of people being able to read minds and use super mental powers. They reinforced this belief in their echo chambers. Really though, they were weak, desperate people, easily overcome by my basic psychological strategies. I developed them by ignoring Lafayette’s writings and just observing. All I needed to do then was rise above the pain and emotion, at least temporarily, and deliver the payload in words. Their robotic minds react in a predictable fashion.

My mother was a different story, potentially. She was very smart. She was an all-in, fully indoctrinated Scientologist, but extremely intelligent. I had to deal with her meticulously. Every word, pause or tiny reaction was critical.

“I mean, I don’t really want to have strict rules, you know?”

She paused and then surprised me.

“I wasn’t planning on really having any rules for you,” she said.

Then she laid out what my new life was going to be.

“I have a guest house that you can stay in, alone. You’ll need to pay rent, but I can help you get a job. You’re almost eighteen now so I’m really not going to have any rules for you.”

It was strange to hear this, and I kept feeling there was going to be a catch. But, she sounded confident that this was how it would be.


Good news indeed!


The rest of Family Handling went as expected: I admitted being all wrong. I apologized for all the out-ethics and the trouble I caused my family. I got signatures from my mother and the rest of the immediate family, via fax. They didn’t fight back too much, though they did make me do a few more “amends.”

After years spent at agonizing pace, the Ranch program breezed by in the final hour. No one was concerned about how obvious a sham it was, least of all me. A graduation date was set, and the family worked out who would come visit for graduation.

In the meantime, Johnny left the Ranch again, and headed to his family’s new home, Washington. They moved from Albuquerque to the most northwestern state in the continental U.S.

I was on my own now, in this game of wit; there wasn’t going to be any more support from him. A staff member told me my mother was coming out with my aunts, cousins, and maybe my grandmother.

The stage was set.

Graduation

Soon thereafter, my family arrived, and the graduation ceremony was scheduled. I had bleached hair, grown out and let down to hide the mohawk. They never allowed me to spike my mohawk at the Ranch anyway. I was wearing borrowed clothes that weren’t black. I had no earring in and carried a persona that was as innocent and reformed as possible.

I was out-of-valence, this time for real.

They showed up in several vehicles. My whole family came out. They were there to verify rather than to celebrate, I suspected. I put on a big show for them, playing down the torture of living there.

The graduation ceremony was pathetic. It took place in the course room and consisted of only a few prepared stories from staff and students. Uncle Mike hosted the event. There were some Lafayette quotes, followed by the prepared stories and anecdotes.

“We all know that dealing with Nathan in the past has been hard. Sometimes things got heated
 .”


An inside joke about forest fires. Great…


“I’m proud to call him my friend and recognize him as a productive member of the group.”

The group being referred to here, of course, was Scientology. The drivel came out for around an hour. I hid my distaste for the process, cringing when people hinted at things I didn’t want my mother to catch wind of.


Be easy going, relaxed, pleasant.
 Theta.


Those remaining few kids who knew me well couldn’t help but be happy for me. This was my only way out and they were witnessing the end of an era. I felt the connection in the air.

The lackluster ceremony ended with me receiving a certificate and reading a wonderful success story about how much the Ranch had changed me. It was awkward being so phony, so fake.

After the ceremony, some of the kids poked fun at how enormously overweight my family was. I too was surprised at how quickly they had gone downhill in terms of body health, especially my mother. My cousins were obese. My mother, aunts and grandmother were all morbidly obese.

My grandmother Frances took me to Albuquerque to go shopping. I got my reward for graduating: clothes. I convinced her to buy me some Doc Martens boots, which wasn’t an easy sell. She must have felt trapped buying them because she was obviously struggling with how to justify paying over $100 for boots.

Soon enough I packed up my borrowed clothes and the few items I had acquired and headed out to the airport. It was surreal being around my family again. They acted like nothing had happened these past few years. Everything was back to normal, for them.

As we drove out of that gate, I felt a comfort knowing I would never, ever be at the Ranch again. I was at the Mace-Kingsley Ranch in Palmdale for eight months and eleven days. I was at the Mace-Kingsley Ranch in New Mexico for three years, almost exactly to the day. In early September 1999, I finally left that dump forever.

I couldn’t show any emotions – this place “saved” me, after all.


Be thankful.


* * *

When I look back on those days, I like to think the Ranch was never the same after I left. I like to think I left a mark on those staff and students. But, like so many other things I’ve believed over the years, the evidence just isn’t there.

Most of my friends from the Ranch have moved on from those days, and some of my closest Ranch friends don’t even talk to me anymore. Many of the kids are now full-time Scientologists, following Scientology policies to disconnect from me for exposing these abuses.

Some of them have disappeared completely: no social media, no presence online, no one anywhere has any idea what happened to them. Several kids attempted suicide after returning home, and some succeeded.

The scars and trauma from this place affect everyone differently. For me, their effects have never stopped.

I thought getting out of the Ranch was going to bring me some normalcy for once, but I have been wrong many times in my life.

Many, many times.



[image: ]







15

Pippa

After the graduation ceremony, my extended family went back to their lives, and my mother and I went to her place near Clearwater, Florida. When we arrived, I was surprised to find out my mom didn’t have a back house; she didn’t even live in a house at all – she lived in a two-bedroom condo.

I tried to hide my confusion but felt a creeping frustration.


She outright lied to me about having a house, but why?


She introduced me to her new cat, Pippa, who didn’t seem to like me much. The feeling was mutual – she was no Cujo or Clovis. My room was barren and generic. There were some scented candles on a bookshelf and my old bed had flowery sheets on it. There was a picture of Lafayette on the wall, and lacy curtains on the window. It was clearly a generic bedroom, set up for the occasional visitor.

“Where’s all my stuff?” I asked, already knowing what was coming.

Annoyed, she replied, “I threw all that entheta stuff away. There really wasn’t much.”

She was annoyed I would even ask about those old “downtone” artifacts of the former me. Somewhere in there maybe she felt guilty for getting rid of everything I owned.


Somewhere in there, right?


She threw away everything I had, except one single red trunk. It was the same trunk I waited to never receive at the Ranch all those years ago. In it were linens and old newspapers.

She had erased me from her life completely for those three years, and I was starting to get the idea maybe she wasn’t thrilled about me coming back.

“I need you to pay rent,” she added. “$200 per month is fair. You need to be pitching in here. You’re going to need to do chores, too.” Further annoyance swelled up inside, but I made sure it was barely noticeable.


Rent? For this little room? I’m still seventeen…


She brought me into her work, a small, all-Scientologist company called Beauty Marks, in barren downtown Clearwater. The company sold tiny nothings to pharmacies: miniature hair berets, little stick balls for kids to throw, and other useless garbage.

Companies like this annoyed me.


These are Scientologists, aren’t they supposed to be doing something to save the world?


Vicki Gailzaid, another Scientologist, ran the place. She waved me in as a new employee, at the request of my mother.

Ybor

Because I had learned some computer basics as a child trying to play old games at my mother’s work, Vicki thought I should help develop a shipping application. I agreed to whatever salary they offered and joined the company. And so, I began my first job: programming shipping applications in Microsoft Excel ’97 VisualBasic, a programming language I didn’t know.

With the time I had, I taught myself VisualBasic, explored the programming space and developed relatively effective apps, which replaced the employees’ method of scribbling on napkins to calculate shipping charges.

My mother introduced me to a girl who worked there, also a Scientologist. Her father also worked there. We started dating, and that’s what I spent most nights doing: hanging out with her. I programmed during the day and went out at night. She secretly disliked Scientology like I did, and we both sought release from the pressure of cult life.

We started taking drugs as soon as we found them.

In the largest nearby city, Tampa, is an area of downtown called Ybor City. On the weekends, 7th Avenue had the feel of a smaller Mardi Gras. There were raves with techno music and club kids seeping out into the streets. Ecstasy, the drug of choice for ravers, was cheap and plentiful.

We couldn’t get into clubs or bars since we were still too young, but drug dealers were happy to sell us pills. We sat in her car all night, rolling on ecstasy when we had nowhere to go. Sometimes we could find a private rave at a house or a way into a club without showing ID.

Our habits grew as our tolerances did. At my peak, I took eight double-stack “TNT” pills in a single night, around sixteen times the standard dose. We took other kinds too: Tweeties
 , Mitsubishis
 , Shamrocks
 , Toyotas
 , and more. We became experienced on how to roll properly. Menthol inhalers are essential to a proper roll. Warmth, abstraction from alcohol, comfort, and safety all contribute to the euphoria.

We chattered our teeth from the ecstasy pills, which aren’t just MDMA; they have any number of other drugs added. I was familiar enough with drugs to identify them from their effects. We jabbered on meth, scratched our noses from heroin, and hallucinated from mescaline. The mescaline experience was a different, more real form of hallucinating than the LSD I was so friendly with. Mescaline creates a physical reality right in front of you that’s indistinguishable from the “real” reality.

People seemed to like me at raves. There was something about a punk rocker with spikes, a red mohawk, and a Dead Kennedys T-shirt wandering around in raves that made them excited to meet me.

What I liked about these environments was, perhaps because of their “PLUR” mantra (Peace, Love, Unity, and Respect), there were practically no fights or drama compared to bars and house parties.

PLUR sounded silly to me, but it did
 make a good environment for rolling on ecstasy, that’s for sure. These ravers didn’t want to prove anything or be one with nature; they wanted to escape into euphoria. Life here on Earth wasn’t enough. My life wasn’t enough for me, either.

I abandoned old nicknames; the Ranch would have to be behind me to move forward. Some gangster at a rave gave me my latest name: Naughty Nate. I didn’t mind; it was ironic to be a punk rocker with a name like Naughty Nate.

When we didn’t have access to drugs, we did what we could, mostly drinking. It took the edge off but didn’t satisfy the need for escape and didn’t bring euphoria. We weren’t addicted, but we were habitual users. I told as much to Johnny, when we reconnected by phone.

I don’t know if anyone at work got wind of what we were up to, but there were days I showed up to work completely numb, dead to the world. Ecstasy gives you a massive come down – prepare to be in a rut the entire next day. They must have at least known we were drinking.

Trouble

My girlfriend and I went to a grocery store to get some nitrous oxide. The plan was to buy some aerosol cans of whipped cream and huff them. She waited in the car and I ran in. Perhaps I wasn’t thinking clearly or maybe I just didn’t care, but I began huffing the whipped cream cans right there in the aisle.

Soon after that, security grabbed me and took me to the back to wait for the police. I got off with a slap on the wrist since I had no priors, other than shoplifting seven years before. Community service and a very disappointed mother. I was disappointed too, though not in myself.

A month later, my mother and I went to a work party, someone’s birthday. I filled a cup with beer and she said, “Uh, no.” After some annoyed back and forth she didn’t allow me to drink it. I was only seventeen, that much was true. The boundaries were clear and there wasn’t going to be any drinking.

At home, I did all the chores in the house: dishes, cleaned the bathroom, even took care of Pippa. My mother’s idea was for me to contribute half of everything. Even though I was underage I had to pay rent and do all the chores, which I viewed as massively unfair.


Am I her slave now?



What kind of life is this?


I already suspected she didn’t want me back home and this didn’t help.

She tried to get me back on Scientology courses, and in the beginning I obliged but it still wasn’t for me.


Why would it be?


I could never understand this constant need
 for someone to be told what to do and how to do it.

I avoided auditing and courses the best I could, but the situation was a ticking time bomb. I was back in my old mindset of wanting out of my living situation, only this time, I had greater resolve.

I wouldn’t be soft about getting out, though. The last time I was wishy-washy she sent me away for three years to fend for myself.

I didn’t trust my mother anymore. I knew she would start searching for another way to get rid of me, and when I was eighteen, those ways would not be fun.

By the time November rolled around I was planning to make a move. Johnny invited me to come live with him up in Washington, and said he had a job, an ecstasy connection, an apartment and a girlfriend, and was pretty much all set up. The plan rested in the front of my mind as I continued my daily grind.

The Trunk

Things at home went back to the same Scientology-dominated dynamic they were before, only my mother was even more disappointed by things not going her way; her expectations were higher.

And I wasn’t going to change. All these years of neglect and abuse didn’t make me want to change – they made me want to evolve, but I wasn’t comfortable evolving around her. It was as though I had stunted my growth for her. My subconscious mind was still in preservation mode. I wasn’t yet safe – I couldn’t express emotions.


Will I be this way forever?


Enough was enough – I needed a break, after only two months of being back. I couldn’t feign interest in this Scientology life with a mother who had stopped loving me as soon as I resisted Scientology.


Did she ever actually love me?


I couldn’t go to work every day and be around it. I was in the headquarters of Scientology, for God’s sake.


What the hell was I doing?


I let Johnny know I was coming and bought a Greyhound bus ticket. I packed some clothes in the very same red trunk my mother never sent to the Ranch and slowly pushed it out my window. I climbed out and carried that trunk down to a taxi for a ride to the Greyhound station. After two months, the show was over.

I didn’t know that I would never see my mother again.

The Long Ride

At the Greyhound station, I didn’t need to show anyone my ID; I simply got on and headed out. The scheduled time for the ride was four and a half days, but because of delays it took five and a half. The bus stopped at every city along the way. Birmingham, Alabama was worst of them. The security guard at the station told us that if anyone left, he would not protect them from the people outside.

Through the glass door I could see only bicycles circling and figures standing around, probably drug dealers or gang members. I slept on the floor of the station, waiting for the next bus.

Time did its best to drag on, but nothing felt long to me anymore. A few days or weeks was all the same to me. Unfortunately, I ran out of money and had to depend on the generosity of people seated around me who happened to notice I hadn’t eaten since they’d joined the voyage.

When I finally arrived in Tacoma, Washington, I was glad to see my friend there to pick me up. He had a beaten-up sports car, but he looked the same as I remembered him: black leather jacket, boots, punk clothes.


Good ol’ Johnny
 .

That night, he informed me of our new situation: everything was much worse than it was when I left.

Somehow, in the span of time it took me to arrive, he had lost his apartment and his ecstasy connection. His girlfriend broke up with him and his former drug dealer mistakenly thought Johnny ripped him off and was “after him.”

The only thing Johnny still had was his car.

I abandoned the red trunk and threw my clothes and other junk in his trunk.


Well, I guess this is how we are going to live now.


He told me not to worry, he had a few friends that could help us out. He knew some people from a mechanic’s class at a vocational school.

Neither of us were locals; we didn’t have much to go on.

Vials

We went on to meet one of his friends from school, a drug addict and dealer named Michelle. She was already in bad shape when we met her – thin and fiendish, worn out from life with a massive crystal methamphetamine habit that she supported by selling high-grade weed to her friends.

She gave us meth to sniff and weed to sell, which we got rid of at no profit. In exchange, she let us sleep in her apartment, which had two couches.

We sold the weed to anyone we could – mostly people Johnny already knew from school. I didn’t do much selling; at that point Johnny was supporting me fully. I wasn’t much a fan of weed but anything helped at this point. The meth was interesting, but not as fun as the ecstasy I became accustomed to.

Johnny knew some other kids who sold LSD. We got a 110-hit vial of liquid acid for $90, which we borrowed from Michelle. We could sell the acid for $1-5 per hit, depending on the buyer, but we were no Cali Cartel: selling fifty hits could take weeks.

It took so long, in fact, we decided to do half the vial ourselves and sell enough to cover another one. We were mixing meth and acid quite a lot, and of course weed. Sometimes we could afford to buy two vials with the previous one’s earnings, which left an entire vial to ourselves.

The problem with mixing meth and acid is they battle it out, and meth always wins. Generally, any powder wins out over any other non-powder drug. Eventually, there wasn’t much choice but to focus on the meth.

One benefit of meth was that, while it was difficult and weird to eat while high on LSD, it was downright impossible while high on meth. This cut our food costs down. We lived on McDonald’s, especially their 29¢ hamburgers and 39¢ cheeseburgers on Tuesdays and Sundays. For other days, we had Jack in the Box, Taco Bell, or nothing at all.

We ate magic mushrooms as well, when we got access to them. Meth, mushrooms, and acid together led me to one of my first, truly dark bad trips. We had been trying to watch the Pink Floyd and Alice in Wonderland combination that allegedly went together like magic on drugs.

Johnny and I laid on the couches at his friend’s house, completely unimpressed. I eventually watched the ceiling and let my thoughts take control of the trip, which was more interesting. For a while.

My heart started pounding and felt like it was going to explode.


My grandfather died of a heart attack. Am I next?


The palpitations, a word and concept I didn’t know at the time, increased. Panic bombarded my acid trip.

The meth contributed to the heart rate and my paranoia. Afterward I finally came down from the introspective nightmare, I decided not to mix meth and acid anymore.

I started feeling real regret about coming out to Washington. I wanted to go home, back to my family. I was weak. I called my mom long distance as soon as I could.

Disconnection

Johnny drove me to a hill with a payphone and stayed in the car as I dialed my mother’s number. She picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mom,” I said softly.

“What do you want?” She snapped, obviously regretting taking the call.

“Mom, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I ran away. I want to come home,” I whimpered.

“Are you on drugs? Where are you?”

“I’m in Seattle. Mom, can I come home? I want to do my Purif. I don’t want to do drugs anymore.”

“No, don’t come here. Let me give you the number to my friend Scott. He’s up there at the Seattle Org. He can help you do the Purif. I don’t want you to come to Florida. You stay in Seattle and go do your Purif, okay?” The coldness in her voice expressed a condescending indifference.

She didn’t want me in her life at all.

“Can I call Sharon? Maybe she can help me,” I pleaded.

“Nathan, no one in the family wants to communicate with you anymore, okay?”

“Did you talk to her?” I whimpered.

“Yes!” She was very annoyed.

“I’m not going to give you her number. She doesn’t want to talk to you anymore.”

My mother stonewalled me. She made it clear to me how the family felt – they didn’t want me. They were disconnecting from me, like they did with my father.

The Ranch failed them twice. I left the Sea Org. I wasn’t a Scientologist and that was that – I was out of their lives, and that’s how they wanted it.

“Okay, Mom. OK. I’m gonna go now… I’m… sorry …mom.”

She hung up without replying.

I started to cry on the sidewalk, surrounded by the beautiful green hue of Washington. My brain raced, doused in drugs, emotion and pain. It wanted to revert my life to how it was before Prometheus brought me Scythe Tleppo.

I didn’t want any of that insanity; I wanted to be a boy again, and just start over. Somehow.


Please.


My internal begging changed nothing. I walked slowly back to the car, back to my new life.

I didn’t take the exchange lightly – her words pierced my soul. She was done with me.

Johnny understood the situation with my family, having been with me at the Ranch so long, and was at that point the only person in the entire world that cared if I lived or died.

With my pathetic attempt behind me, I cranked up the LSD usage. This acid didn’t just burn through my mind; it burned through my reality. No reality existed but what my mind could invent. In my mind, life could be much more than the painful reality around me. We took our LSD levels back to when were at in the barn of the Ranch.

We tripped on LSD day after day, all the time, every day and night without break. We had an unlimited supply of liquid LSD and infinite appetites for escape. The energy inside me began breeching my orifices. It was coming out, with or without my acceptance. I tried to sift it together with LSD, but madness was near.

Santa

We drove around one night with some friends, looking for someone’s house party we heard about, but were having a hard time finding it – acid is one hell of a drug. The car’s dashboard was mechanical and digital, like a robotic boat deck. The windshield was our visor to the video game of road and sidewalks. We cruised around, unable to stably identify reality.

We were in a driving simulator.

The car slowed to a crawl, and no amount of fiddling around with dials and knobs helped. It came to a complete stop in the middle of the road.

“I think we’re out of gas,” Johnny proclaimed.

I thought he meant as humans we were out of purpose, but it turned out he was saying the car was out of gas.


That makes more sense
 .

We got out like clowns rolling out of a miniature circus car. Or maybe more like wiener dogs, spinning around confused and lost outside that car.

We finally got our wits about us enough to push the car for what seemed a lifetime. I focused on my feet as I pushed.


One foot in front of the other
 .

I couldn’t help but wonder if I was in a robot body or a meat body.


Was this all preordained?



Am I simply observing my legs being electrically motivated?


We arrived at a parking lot near a strip mall and got back in the car to warm up and figure out what to do next. No one had any cell phones and we struggled immensely to remember anyone’s phone number. After lots of back and forth, someone finally remembered they had a number written down on a piece of paper in their pockets.


Adventure on.


We piled out of the car again, this time with a mission: find a payphone. We wandered up to a grocery store, still somehow open at that hour, and marched through the electronic door, which opened for us as if to inform us we were on the right path.

“Follow the acid-lit road,” I sang aloud.

There was a person dressed as Santa Claus handing out candy canes. We asked for some, and asked for more while Johnny or someone searched around for a phone. We amassed so many candy canes that we needed a shopping bag to hold them all. Sugar was sugar, and sugar was food.


Thanks, Santa.


In the trash can outside someone found an empty gallon water jug. They thought it would make a good container for gasoline, apparently.

They obviously didn’t know what I did about mixing plastic and gasoline.

There was no payphone in that grocery store, it turned out, but at least we had the candy canes. We started back to the car to figure out what to do next. We knew that roaming around in public late at night on copious amounts of acid wasn’t a good idea.

We arrived at the car and pulled the door handle. It was locked. We rummaged around for the keys for a minute before someone noticed the keys were sitting on the driver’s seat, inside the locked car. We tried all the doors. Nothing.

So, there we were, the five of us. It was around midnight in the freezing cold. We were standing outside of our car, which was spray painted with various tags and remarks.

We were locked out of the car that had run out of gas, and all we had with us was an empty water jug and a grocery bag filled with candy canes.

We missed the irony and humor of our situation since these types of situations were all too common for us. Candyland Hillbillies knew this wonderland of madness all too well.

We wandered around looking for any other place that might have a phone. Someone spotted a Denny’s diner. As we crossed a street towards the restaurant, a police car did its slow roll right in front of us. We had to wait for it to pass in order to cross.

Confrontation with police while on acid is not as fun as it sounds – it’s downright terrifying, for the uninitiated. But terror was something that could wait.

We knew the drill by then: Blankly stare at something and just walk as non-robotically as possible. Correct for the natural urge to walk robotically. Swagger a bit, sway a little. We did get past that police officer and eventually we did call someone to help us. Just another crazy experience.

The Basement

We started doing more and more meth. I ramped up every form of escape I had access to. We met a meth cook somewhere, by chance. He prepared a fresh batch of meth in an abandoned house. Johnny and I hung out with him there smoking and sniffing meth for several days straight, breaking only for fast food, once a day. During the daytime, we took a used filter from the meth-making process and soaked it in boiling water. “Meth tea,” we called it.

We even “bombed” meth, what we called wrapping a gram in a napkin and swallowing it whole. We often stayed up for two or more days in a row, but after a while, that wasn’t enough; I decided to push it.

After staying up for somewhere around five days, my mind gave in completely. Shadow creepers, hallucinations and paranoia were nothing new; I experienced them regularly, but usually ended the run after they came. The energy pouring out of my mind emboldened me to push through these barriers on this occasion.


I’m going to beat them or they’re going to beat me.


I blacked out from the meth, a symptom that comes in the later stages of delusion – after the shadow creepers turn to shadow demons; after the tunnel vision turns to black pulsing waves.

I was neither here nor there. I have no idea what I must have looked like or how I acted, or how long I was gone, but I was
 gone.

I came back to consciousness in the same basement where we had once gotten our acid, an unknown amount of time later. I had no idea how I got there or what was happening, but Johnny was there, with a concerned look on his face.

He was talking to the acid dealers about me.

“Nah, he’s cool, man. He’ll be fine.”


He’s talking about me.


Johnny left the basement, without saying anything to me.

One of the dealers sat across from me.

“Hey, man, what’s going on?” he asked.

I knew they were planning to deceive me. I knew
 they were trying to control my speech patterns by suggestive tones and keywords.

“Not much. Just listening to what you’re saying,” I answered.

“You feeling alright?”

I knew it! “Alright” means “all right.”

“All right” means “completely correct.”

He’s asking me if I feel completely correct, which no one can feel.

He’s trying to trap me in a lie.

Who is he with? The Sea Org?

Is this a sec check?

My God, they did believe me after all!

They want to stop me.

They want to stop Scythe Tleppo!

They know I was telling the truth!

Time for battle again.

“I see what you did there. But you’re outplayed. I’m not telling you anything,” I professed.

He looked at his friend briefly, then back at me.


I know his dirty tricks; he is just like the others.



Does he really think I don’t know an auditor when I see one?



Jesus
 – Scientology can find me anywhere
 .

“Um, alright. Well, man, your friend says you need to chill here while he goes out and he’ll be back, okay? Nobody’s gonna bother you.”


This guy is dirty. He’s just digging and digging.



“Chill” is a word old people use, or nerds who didn’t know it’s an old word.



Scientologists try to use cool words to trick wogs into thinking they’re normal. He’s trying to build ARC with me.



Of course no one is going to bother me: they need my rudiments in to keep me in this guerrilla session!


I needed to think.

I stayed down there, hearing these “deceivers” try desperately to connect to me. Connection was key because I needed auditing badly. I, the thetan, was at risk here.


What is this, some kind of off-line processing for special cases?



Who hired them, my mom?



How did she even track me down?



There truly is no place to hide from them.


I blacked out for the rest of our conversation, or possibly I passed out, I can’t be sure.

My consciousness next returned when I was mid-sentence asking for another bump of meth. Johnny, who had somehow returned by then, replied it wasn’t a good idea. I was annoyed but felt like he was probably right. I didn’t really know who these people were anymore, or how long I had been down there, but I had slept at some point, and I just wanted to leave. This was the first time I ever truly lost myself to drugs.

Looking back, I’m grateful for those near-strangers for helping me come down gracefully; I have no idea how things would have turned out if I were roaming around the world with that head.

I cooled it with the meth for a while – I didn’t want it much. It took over a week off meth to realize just how mentally disturbed I had become. I began feeling appreciative toward Johnny.


Thank God he was there to help me out.



I owe him for that one.


We had other friends who did meth, but I didn’t touch it anymore. I didn’t want to go back to that
 level. I fought the shadow demons and the creepers and the darkness inside that drug. I fought hard, and I lost big.

I had a difficult time getting back into LSD because, as any experienced user knows, the LSD trip is a personal one. LSD doesn’t fix bad days – it intensifies them. That’s normally the case, anyway. I had a special relationship with acid; I felt I could communicate with it and guide it away from the dark moods, back into a good trip. Johnny and I prided ourselves on developing this talent.

But something changed after my meth meltdown. Every
 trip involved a bad trip. Even if I steered the trip to a lighter mood, it would still be partially bad. Bad trips are worse than they sound, even for people who can tolerate them, like me. We needed to do something different. Anything.

I was going crazy.
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An Idea

The weather was so bad in Seattle that we nearly froze at night sleeping in the car. We couldn’t always stay on Michelle’s couch. After she had a meltdown one night, we couldn’t stay with her at all. She came running out of her room, screaming that we had been talking trash about her.

We hadn’t said one word about her, but we knew there was no arguing with meth – we had been there before.

We headed out to live in the car, wrapped only in our leather jackets and whatever clothes we had. We never saw her again.

Johnny’s vehicle had transformed from a plain painted sports car to an insanity-mobile. We spray painted all kinds of random garbage all over it. “Sluts in the City,” a song by legendary punk rocker GG Allin
 was one of the many random tags. GG was notorious for his persona of being anti-everything, a true phenomenon in his time. No one will ever be as hardcore as he was. To us, his music made sense. We had to continue not caring about anything.

To care only meant pain.

We ran out of places to go and the weather was beating us down. Normal people were in their homes, while we were frozen and starved. We had no money, and no one was outside to sell acid to, so we ate all of it. We didn’t even want money, really, just the few things it brought us: gasoline, cigarettes, food, and drugs.

Johnny had a better idea than slowly dying from starvation in the cold.

He was from Albuquerque and unlike me, he lived in the same place his whole childhood. He had a strong network of friends there.

“Let’s just go down to Albuquerque,” he suggested.


Who am I to argue with that? At least it’s warm down there.


Around the first week of February 2000, we started driving.

We begged for money along the way and took with us the only drugs we had left: a single bag of meth. At this point, it was mostly for Johnny; I did some to stay up, but I was generally avoiding the stuff.

I had no driver’s license and I lost my ID card, so it was on Johnny to drive the whole way. We drove the most direct route and were excited to get out of the cold and to be doing something – anything at all.

Within forty seconds
 of entering the Albuquerque city limits, a police car pulled us over. He had no probable cause other than that our car looked like something out of the movie Mad Max
 .

He made us both get out of the car. “Can I see your ID, please?”

The officer was relatively calm. Johnny, standing directly in front of the officer, got his license out of his wallet. As he pulled it out, I saw a small white bag drop out of his wallet and fall straight to the ground. Without missing a beat, Johnny took one natural half-step towards the officer to hand him the card, and placed his foot directly on top of the methamphetamines. The cop didn’t notice.


Nice move
 .

It was my turn next, but I had no ID, so I just told him my real name and information. He handcuffed me and put me in the back of his vehicle while he looked me up. It turned out my mother reported me as a runaway. Normally, he would’ve just sent me back to my mom, but because I was close to being eighteen, the cop had his station call her first. She told them she didn’t want me back, so he just let me go.


Why did she report me as a runaway if she didn’t want me anymore?


We drove off, nervous he might find the drugs on the concrete as we left, but he didn’t. We were back in Albuquerque, the place I first landed after being legally kidnapped by Scientology some years before – the place I started using drugs; the place I bought my first pair of socks.

The future was completely unknown.

We drove to Johnny’s friend Chris’ house; they were expecting us. Seeing them again, I knew on some deep level they experienced pain like we did. We were going to explore new ways to avoid that pain.

They had such sights to show me.

The Comedown

Johnny’s friend Chris said we could stay at his place for a while, which was good news because we arrived already in bad shape. We were hungry, exhausted, and coming down from speed. A cop had pulled us over just as we cross the city line and we nearly got busted. The car ride down was a long one; we were ready for something new.

Chris lived in a two-bedroom apartment located in a suburb of Albuquerque called Rio Rancho. A guy named Jeremy lived in the second bedroom. Sparsely furnished, the living room didn’t have a couch, so we slept on the floor, which was a luxury, since we had been suffering Seattle’s cold in a car for months.

We spent the first few days hanging out with random kids who showed up every night with tons of beer and weed. They didn’t stop coming; there was a group forming, and then, a crew was forming. I couldn’t believe how many friends these guys had. I had one
 .

Fighting and roughhousing in the crew was common – though I wasn’t a fighter. A few loved to get rowdy when they were drunk, but it wasn’t a serious thing to us. Me, I enjoyed having fun and getting wild.

There were girls, too. Some were kids from the surrounding neighborhood who wanted to hang out with the cool kids, and some of the girls were
 the cool kids. It felt like the beginning of something extraordinary.

Over the next few weeks the crew formed into a posse, in part fueled by the wild energy Johnny and I brought. They got their old friend back, and a new friend in me. Our arrival triggered a new era for the local scene. Something big was happening.

We had core members and outsiders. Everyone had distinct personalities but, amazingly, got along with each other. There were common threads of interest in music and party life. Somehow we all fit together like random, dark puzzle pieces that formed a new picture of a family.

Posse

Johnny was violent with a playful nature, and smart. He looked like a horror punk and had charisma. He liked punk rock music but also listened to some of my old favorites – darker music like industrial music or Marilyn Manson, Nine Inch Nails, and the like. He was the glue between me and this crew.

Carl, the very same Carl who gave us weed so long ago, was into military gear like BDU pants, military food packets called MREs, tanks, guns, and video games about tanks and guns. He liked to smoke weed and laugh. He was all about having a good time and driving his big black truck.

TJ was an old friend of Carl and Johnny’s. He was a more serious guy, also into military equipment like knives and guns. He listened to Type O Negative
 and the Misfits
 . He smoked a lot of weed too, but his vibe was more like he needed the drugs to be normal, rather than to have a lot of laughs. He rode a motorcycle everywhere.

Chris was a somewhat stern guy, more or less the Republican of the crew. He was the grouchy one who always had something he needed to do like go to work. None of us cared at all about those things, which surely made life harder for him. He also dug knives and guns.

Jeremy, the other guy who lived there, had tons of tattoos, many about Glenn Danzig, singer of bands like The Misfits, Samhain and Danzig. He liked piercings and conversation and though he looked devilish, seemed to be less damaged than the rest of us, somehow. He was obsessed with the “dark arts”: Dark magic. Satanism.

Amber Nava was a punk rocker from a different side of the punk rock tracks. While a normal punk crew has kids with perfectly spiked hair and more fashionable looks, our
 crew took on a much darker form, visually and emotionally. We weren’t so much about rebelling against the system or injustice, but about rebelling against everything
 . Society itself was the enemy.

Amber was from that more “mainstream” punk world, but she was so sardonic that she fit right in with our crew. She sported bihawks (double mohawks), piercings and tattoos. As a child, she had received a heart transplant from a gangster kid who died in an accident. Her personality was great: bitter but sweet, fierce but lovable. Amber was a real gem.

Nancy Gonzales, a man, was an oddball. His real name was “Benny,” but he chose the name Nancy. No one knew if he was gay or what – no one cared. If his name was Nancy, then that was his name. He was one of the few who could drive that had a car. Nancy had a small apartment with his dad, and spent most of his time hanging out with us. His car was our ride to punk or metal shows, and he was always around to hang out with. He was a cool guy with musical tastes like the Bloodhound Gang and Insane Clown Posse, along with other darker music we all liked.

Britney Roberts was a young punk rock chick who fit in well. She drank like a fish and liked to fight and get wild. I always suspected we were a form of entertainment for her, kind of the rebel crew away from home. She lived in nearby Corrales, with her parents and had a nice, comfortable home life when she wasn’t out with us.

Noah was TJ’s younger brother. He used to give us our acid when we were at the Ranch. He liked the same stuff we all did, pretty much. He wasn’t a part of the main crew for too long, though.

Jessica was a tall, pretty, blonde girl who didn’t look like any of us. She dressed like an average young woman – middle class, even. She went to college but fit into the crew and despite appearances was a magnificent drinker. She was the only one in school – the rest of us were burning the candles at both ends in another way: escaping pain however we could.

Doug Zigweid was the craziest of everyone. He looked like Buddy Holly but was completely out of touch with normalcy. He had a motorcycle as well. Doug burned hotter and faster than anyone else in those days; he was somewhat the epitome of wild. He listened to hardcore punk, rap, and Insane Clown Posse. Oddly, he lived with his mother the whole time.

We bonded organically and weeded out those who took themselves too seriously. To some of us this was all we had: our lives of consumption and self-medication.

We did everything we could to purge negative energy, though we didn’t think in those terms. For me, it was nice to be around people who didn’t know what Scientology was. I was grateful they never asked about it because I was sick of thinking and talking about it.

I liked these people – no, I loved them. They were fun and spirited. No one tried to get in my head or analyze me; no one wanted to change me. We cared only about adventures and partying.

Still, the darkness inside me, my Prometheus, followed me. It needed to be satiated. Despite the thrill of the new-found crew, there was no way to avoid the deeper pain. Prometheus, Scythe Tleppo, I needed to put these things in a box.

My drinking habit slowly morphed back into a drug habit. This time, though, I wasn’t in danger of going too far – in a way the support system I had protected me.

The expectation of being wild and partying pushed me to drink, laugh, talk and romp around. This wasn’t an LSD environment, and it wasn’t a speed environment. I wanted to understand what was going on around me, because I was having fun. I decided to explore this reality for a while.

It was some version of the normal life I was always looking for, but it blended into the darker side of existence, the dark past that I had. All of us in that posse had dark pasts, though we never talked about them. It wasn’t fun for any of us to talk about it, so, we just didn’t. The only thing I knew was that we were there together; a new family. They were happy to see me each day and they cared about what I had to say.

It was no group therapy session though – we were a crew of kids with nothing good to do, and a formidable thirst for alcohol, sex, and violence.

Punk

I woke up one March afternoon at around four, with my face on the dirty, wet carpet. All around me were green candy gummy sharks and ashtray butts. There was red spray paint on the carpet with little bits of weed in it. My mouth tasted of dry cigarettes and paint. The high-pitch chill of blood sugar imbalance bounced around inside me. The night before, we were up playing drinking games, wrestling each other and huffing spray paint.


What’s on the agenda today?



Nothing. Anything.



Everything.


That night, we spray painted each other for fun and decided to tromp around outside. Doug, Johnny, and I wandered off to paint up whatever we found. We stumbled into an enormous dry aqueduct, filled with ancient shopping carts, cans, bottles, and rocks.

We had been playing around with the idea of starting a gang: a bunch of white kids, including the obviously middle-class Doug. He was into the rap life and wanted to taste some of that world. We were into GG Allin, Type O Negative, the Misfits and anything else that screamed about not caring. We all wanted to break the world.

To us, there were no real punks anymore. Punk rockers had split into smaller categories. One main faction was fashion punks: kids who dressed like punks and tried to look cool at the mall. Another big faction was the political punks – punk rock had somehow become political. Smashing the state wasn’t punk enough without whining about Starbucks, sporting “Free Tibet” bumper stickers, and talking about why George Bush sucked.

We simply didn’t care about any of these things. No part of politics meant anything to us. Nothing in that
 world was relevant to us. We just wanted to do whatever we wanted to do – no more control.

To us, that was real punk. We wanted to do things that we thought were fun. And nothing else mattered anymore.

The Protest

Another random day, a couple of friends and I walked past a protest outside Albuquerque’s university. Around fifty people held signs to free Mumia Abu Jamal, a person I knew nothing about. I decided it would be hilarious to make signs unrelated to the protest and join in, side-by-side with the real protesters.

We found some cardboard boxes and wrote our signs. Theirs read “Who is Mumia?” and “Something, something, something,” while mine read “Free Charles Manson.” The three of us stood near the protesters and joined in shouting at cars and making a ruckus. After a bit, people began honking in support of our signs, instead of the usual angry looks they gave the real protesters. The crowd of do-gooders started to notice and got angry.


Don’t they understand how important it is to release Mumia?
 They couldn’t compute seeing a punk rocker going against their righteous grain.

As they began to get confrontational with us, a van tried to run through the crowd, now halfway into the street. It screeched to a halt and nearly hit me as I jumped back and simultaneously kicked out the headlight with my steel-toe boot. The van drove out of sight and the confusion continued as the protesters tried to figure out what to do about us. We were obviously not to be messed with, but we were outnumbered.

A man approached me, drunk and angry, yelling about the protesters and how I kicked out his headlight. I could tell he wanted to hit me, but from his angle I was at the front of the protesters, who were already annoyed with us. He thought we were all together and, begrudgingly, he wandered off.

He missed his big opportunity, because if he had started hitting me the rest of the protesters might have joined him, rather than protect me.

Stuff like this happened every day.

Official

Back in our neck of the woods we talked about gangs that used a color as a symbolic moniker, like red for Bloods and blue for Crips. We had a better idea, we thought: our new gang would use the most uncool colors imaginable: hot pink and forest green.

In the tunnels and sewers of Albuquerque we found spray-painted swastikas and skulls lining the walls. Gang graffiti and elaborate tags littered the seemingly endless underground world. Our symbol? We wanted to offend everyone.

We decided on a hot pink backwards (original orientation) swastika. We figured that would annoy Nazis because it was backwards and pink, and it would annoy everyone else because it was swastika. And those who weren’t annoyed would at least find the colors distasteful.


Perfect.



There’s no way anyone else would align with this.



This is exclusivity. This is ours.


We loved the chaos symbol, a multi-arrow star, and many of us got chaos tattoos on our bodies. The name we gave our crew, “The Sluts in the City,” was perfect. Only we knew the real meaning: people who didn’t care about anything anymore. Everyone else would find it to be soft and strange sounding – girlie, offensive.

No cool gangster would want to have anything to do with us. No one would like us with that name, those colors, and that symbol. We had our niche. A gang was forming.

We made tattoo guns out of pens, guitar strings, India ink, bent forks, and cassette player motors. Johnny tattooed my fingers and thumbs:

S L U T IN THE C I T Y

I also got chaos symbols tattooed on my left forearm, our unofficial uniform.

We wandered around in that ditch spray painting everything “Sluts in the City.”

On the way back home, a pair of police officers stopped us.

“What are you guys doing with that spray paint,” the officer asked us.

Doug said, “We’re spray painting each other!”

“Spray painting each other?” That was clearly a new one to him.

“Yeah, look!” Doug slowly lifted his shirt slowly.

On his nipples were two pink spray-painted X’s. Parts of our boots had spray paint on them. My hair was glued and spray-painted red.

Mainstream punks used hairspray and hair dye – I wanted to use glue and spray paint.

“Are you guys in a gang?” The cop asked us.

“Yeah. The Sluts in the City!” I chimed in.

We were giggling, clearly not concerned about the situation. We were no strangers to police.

The cops looked up our “gang” and found nothing. He didn’t really know what to do with us. There we were, three punk rockers in the night with hot pink and forest green spray paint, giggling like idiots, clearly not afraid of going to jail. We didn’t seem like real gang bangers, and yet we were saying we were in a gang.

But, we were calling that gang the “Sluts in the City,” a questionable name at best, and there was nothing around with spray paint on it that he could see, other than us.

He let us go, probably a funny story to tell his pals at the station. To us, it was the initiation of the gang.


We’re official.


We spray painted “Sluts in the City” and backwards pink swastikas on everything we could find, starting with the innermost sewer tunnels and eventually sidewalks, buildings, cars, and anything else that was nearby. Nothing mattered, nothing was safe, not even us.

We spray painted each other and broke everything we had access to. We lit dumpsters on fire, and wore motorcycle helmets to smash our heads through car windows. We were living chaos. Johnny and I brought the energy of our small concrete room at the Ranch out to the real world and it was spreading to the others. Hanging out with us meant you had no idea what crazy thing was going to happen.

Doug got a job at a local fast food joint, so he could quit in any funny way he could think of. He lasted about four days before they fired him, only for him to go back that night and spray paint up the whole place with remarks and signs that could only have been him. We were daring the world to lock us up. Daring the world to notice us at all, in fact.

We’d seen the music videos of rich rock stars living the life of luxury and excess. We were going to live that life, without any chance of ever seeing it otherwise. We didn’t need fans – we were our own fans.

We rode motorcycles around town at night drunk, all over people’s lawns, sped, huffed paint, brawled, broke things, and occasionally even smoked crack. Doug got into crack and then Johnny and Carl, then me.

At first, I didn’t really like crack. I’d done coke here and there, but found it to be joyless; it was nothing compared to meth, and I think anyone else who was addicted to meth before trying coke would agree: there’s just nothing to it. It feels like you’re no longer drunk, no longer having fun, and suddenly serious.

We used to joke that coke was for rich kids who want to feel like they’re on drugs without doing any. Crack is different though. Crack is whack. Whack, strong, and surprisingly expensive.

On the TV show COPS, people who smoke crack are poor, so I assumed it was cheap, but I was wrong. It’s much cheaper to buy coke than crack generally, because crack only gets you high for a short time, compared to coke, which lasts for an uncomfortably long time. Whereas we might buy coke once per day or two, we had to buy crack sometimes three times in a single night.

A few of the Sluts and I stayed up smoking crack all night in an apartment complex nearby. Some of them began puking onto the concrete, which I took as my cue to lay my entire body in the putrid puddle. Someone with a disposable camera snapped a picture of me. That wasn’t anything special, either. Nothing was.

Gear

TJ and Carl were working at an army surplus store off and on, which sold paramilitary gear. Eventually even I got a job there, which lasted around a week. The owner didn’t care who worked there, apparently. We kept our stuff together as best we could during the few hours per day we worked and stole as much stuff as we thought we could get away with. The Sluts who had money bought stuff too.

As time passed, through trade, theft and purchase, we acquired bullet-proof vests, stun guns, military-grade pepper spray, police-issue expandable batons, utility belts, BDU pants, MREs, lead-filled leather gloves, and knives.

We had ninja stars, swords, sparring gear, combat boots, camouflage webbing, ammunition boxes, gas masks, trench knives, helmets, and backpacks. Hell, we even had canteens and balaclavas. Everything. And we already
 had guns and ammunition.

We could have trained and outfitted a militia with the amount of stuff we stockpiled, but instead we used our weapons for self-defense, in case we found any big trouble, which happened rarely. Most people didn’t want to fight us.

When normal people see a guy wearing a pink fishnet shirt over a bullet-proof vest, with BDUs, holding a katana sword and a beer, with eyeliner and combat boots on, leaving a cemetery covered in spray paint, they don’t try to fight him – they just go somewhere else. That was the Sluts in the City.

Occasionally we met some real gang bangers, who generally had mixed reviews to offer. Some of them thought we were “loco,” and some thought we were a bunch of fairies. I didn’t care what they thought about us; we were something new. We created a new kind of cool that never existed before and maybe hasn’t since. Our group could have been considered offensive to some, and to others we could have seemed hilarious or cool, scary or even sad. We didn’t care.

And that was the point
 .

Spread

Our next-door neighbor in that apartment was an ex-Christian punker named Dustin. He was another kind of animal, yet was one of us, in his own way. He was older than us, but his energy never ran out. He was lovable and loyal and honest. He had the best heart of all of us.

He hated rap and any non-underground music. He had tattoos like the rest of us, but he was a wild man at heart, not one of the tame tattooed people you meet these days: his soul had tattoos.

Eventually some of the Sluts found a dirt-cheap warehouse property in Albuquerque proper. Several of us moved into that space. It had concrete floors and covered windows. There was nothing else around. In other words, it was perfect. Chris had the “bedroom” area and everyone else slept on military cots, hammocks, benches or whatever else we could find, in one enormous space. I slept on the bench of a concrete table.

Sometimes I stayed on Dustin’s couch, back in Rio Rancho. He didn’t trust me as much as the other guys did; I was a stranger to him. When he got up to go to work I had to leave, and that meant sleeping next to the apartment dumpster. The green fence around it shielded me from human alarm clocks and the beating sun. My leather jacket was my pillow.

We had parties and caused a ruckus but overall, things did calm down a bit. Doug got in some argument over a girl and ran off to do his own thing. He wanted to be a real gangster, get in gun fights and the whole deal. We weren’t really about that. He just didn’t care about anything. He went even further than we did, which was hard to do.

We didn’t see Doug much anymore after that, until after a while of not hearing from him, we found out he was in jail for attempted murder. While serving his time, he wrapped himself in toilet paper and set himself on fire, because, well, “Sluts in the City rule, OK?” The inmates nicknamed him “Pyro” after the stunt.

Hearing of Doug’s fate took me back to my childhood, when I’d been given that nickname. As immediately as I remembered my childhood existed, I stopped thinking and grabbed another beer.

Nancy-boy got annoyed by something and stopped coming around for a while. We had moved away from Dustin, so we saw him less. Noah ended up moving away, too, somewhere to lead a normal life. Britney drifted after breaking things off with her boyfriend.

The crew was slowly disappearing.

Johnny got itchy feet – the need to keep moving. He wanted to go back to Washington. He missed some of his friends up there, especially a girl. I was getting a bit bored too, so I joined him.

There wasn’t any one incident that broke up the Sluts in the City; we just all slowly hung out less and spread out more. Maybe, in some small way, finding out what happened to Doug sobered us up a bit. Mostly, though, it was an organic separation.

We had some fun times amidst the partying and bonding, because nothing much was off-limits to us. It was empowering and rewarding to live that way, even if only for a while. The partying we did made even the extreme stuff of films look sad, but some things burn too bright to continue forever. By the time I was nineteen, most of the Sluts in the City were spread out.

Johnny and I went back up to Lakewood, Washington, and ended up staying with the girl he came up to see, a mutual friend. Awkwardly, it ended up being just him, me and her living together in a small apartment. I had nothing to do and all their attention was on each other. Eventually I got bored and decided to go back down to Albuquerque, alone. There was nothing up in Lakewood for me.

I scrounged enough money for a cheap bus to Seattle, and borrowed Johnny’s military backpack because mine was too small. I grabbed my punk patches and spikes, my few articles of clothing, said goodbye and headed out on the bus.

I planned to hitchhike down to Albuquerque, but wasn’t in any hurry to get there. I had broken up with a girl, my best friend was too busy for me and the old Sluts in the City crew was still sparse. I would get there eventually. But first, I headed out to nearby Seattle to see what trouble I would get in there, alone on the streets. I was on my own again.



[image: ]







17

Bug Uggly

When I arrived in Seattle, I wandered around looking for the university area. It seemed like a lot was going on up there and I wanted to check it out. When I reached an area called Capitol Hill, I knew it was the spot for me.

There were punks there and stuff to do – so many punk rockers that at any given moment there were a few wandering around Broadway Street, something impossible to see in Albuquerque. I hung around a while and asked for spare coins from people walking by. I was back to living off fast food burgers and any scraps I could find, only this time, I was alone.

At first, I slept in a park, but cops cleared it out regularly. I tried sleeping behind cars, but the owners got angry and sometimes call the cops. After hanging around for a few days, I started to talk to the street kids I found. Anyone panhandling was a potential ally.

By the end of the week, I teamed up with a cool, large, homeless lesbian lady. I felt she could protect me from the elements somehow, and that’s what she did: she showed me a spot where a company had metal cages with lots of discarded cardboard boxes. We slept in there.

By the time the cold rains came, I had enough friends to learn how the locals did it. Abandoned houses were all over the city and those of us in the know could sneak into them and sleep. Some local punks and I slept in an abandoned house on Cherry Street, which was littered with trash and heroin paraphernalia. The buses in Seattle were cheap and plentiful and the city was ultra-progressive; everything was electric-powered, even those buses.

It was like living in some futuristic terraforming community – everything was green, and people rode bicycles everywhere. There were even punk rockers who looked down on us because we didn’t ride bicycles.


What a world.


It showed me how fake people could really be – everything in common, but not having a bicycle wasn’t good enough for them. I didn’t play their game, the eternal climb of the “cool” ladder. There would always be some other, cooler person to show you what to do next.


No, thanks.


At that time in Seattle on the streets, there really was only one drug to do: heroin. I had never injected drugs before, but the kids there did it every day. It was like breakfast for some of them. I injected my first shot of heroin in a portable toilet, right on a main street. It was for handicapped people, so it was large enough for a junkie friend of mine to inject me. First-timers get help, otherwise it’s a bloody mess.

I wandered out of that plastic booth and entered a new world.


This is different.


This drug had no personality, unlike the other drugs.


No hallucinations, no mental tricks.



No shadows or tracers from movement. No echoing of noises, no laughing.



All this drug does is give a massive, immediate body high.


And it was a body high like no other.

I wandered around, oblivious to anything around me, in bliss and comfort. Pain not only wasn’t with me, it didn’t even exist anymore. My heart and chest felt like there were sunbeams shining out of them, pacifying evil, and clearing me of all troubles. It was long-lasting and friendly. This wasn’t a drug like speed, this was a friend of the soul.


Heroin can heal me.


I made some pretty good friends there in Seattle, and I enjoyed every minute of it. Bug Uggly, another punker on the streets, was my best friend of all. I met him early on and we were in sync from the first moment. When he found out how much heroin I was doing, he gave me the nickname, “Smack.”

After a few months I decided to move on, and Bug Uggly was down to come with. I loved Seattle, but I did want to get to Albuquerque someday, after all.

Bug and I packed up and headed on, richer in no way other than experience. I had an inkling of how to survive alone on the streets: buy drugs, alcohol, and food with spare change, bed down and repeat the process. We hitched down to Portland, Oregon.

Spit

I suspected Portland would be the same formula: ask around for the city center and look for street kids. It turns out that was exactly the way to do it. We arrived at Pioneer Courthouse Square and almost immediately ran into a street kid. Spit was a black punk rocker with a short mohawk and big lips. He wasn’t muscular, but he was fit from trekking around with his backpack. He was a nice kid, which was rare on the streets.

Bug, Spit, and I became friends right on the spot. Within ten minutes, we were as tight as could be. Spit told us to hang on – he’d be right back, while a couple of other street kids joined us.

We chatted some more, kind of getting the lay of the land. The other kids called Portland “PDX” and knew what was where. Portland had more facilities for homeless kids than Albuquerque, by far. Seattle had a lot too, and not just the churches that made you sit through a sermon before giving you some slop. Seattle and Portland had pretty good resources.

Spit came walking back from around the corner, holding the front of his belt up with both hands. He looked blank, like a zombie. Without warning he released his hands and out dropped two huge wine boxes.

He looked at us and said, “Well, are we going to drink, or what?” We scooped up that wine and started walking.

“Where can you drink around here?” I asked.

“The Rocks.”

We headed down towards the river. Out there was an area we called the Rocks, which was a bunch of, well, rocks, on the waterfront. We broke open the wine boxes to expose the silver bags inside, and the drinking began. We drank both “space bags,” as we watched the ships working on the water.

The other kids who joined us weren’t the punks I used to know: They were dirtier and hairier. They downplayed the punk look and had more of a “country boy” feel to their clothes. They wore Carhartt overalls and had facial tattoos. They dressed like modern hobos and that’s what they identified with: they were train hoppers. I just thought they were some rednecks or something, some oddities at first, but as time went on I met more. Many, many more. In fact, this group of hobos is the center of the homeless punk world across America.

In Portland, we slept down by a power plant, in an open grass field, which was as nice as the weather allowed it to be. When the rains came, we moved under bridges or tried to find some house punks to let us sleep with them.

There were always kids with homes hanging out with us. They wanted to taste the life without living it, and some of them were even preparing themselves for this life.

That was the weirdest thing to me: inside the punk subculture lies another subculture and then another. There were all these categorizations and groups. And the one the surprised me the most were the kids who were preparing themselves to be homeless intentionally.


Are these kids crazy? Who the hell would want to live in dirt?


For me, Portland was another good city. Overall, the kids were good, and the atmosphere was very progressive. There was a needle exchange program, so any kids on the streets with dirty needles could go exchange them for clean ones.

Anyone without clean needles stabbed their arms, toes, or neck with a barbed, hooked, dirty needle. That meant pain and disease. Stopping the injections wasn’t an option; heroin was our medicine.

But the medicine’s friendly face wouldn’t show forever, even I knew that. My heavy Meth and LSD use had prepared me for an inevitable dark side of heroin.

Bug wanted to go back to Seattle, but I wanted to go down south. We parted ways and after saying my goodbyes, I left PDX. I walked on the side of the highway, thumb out, asking anyone to pick me up. Most cars and trucks flew by, uncaring, and occasionally someone screamed out, “PUNK ROCK! Oi! Oi! Oi!” before driving off.

Another yelled, “Get a job, loser!”

Or the most common was, “Wooooooo!”

I didn’t know I would never see Bug Uggly again.

Sactos

Hitchhiking wasn’t as eventful as what I had seen on the television as a kid. Mostly, it was walking and more walking. The road was quiet during the day, and just a bit too loud when sleeping under overpasses at night. There was nothing to read or listen to or escape to, just the mind itself. There was nothing to snack on and no water, other than what I had on me. Eventually, someone picked me up.

One day, I passed a town called Hubbard, I couldn’t help but think of the corporation, which had been such a huge part of my life. It made me think about my mother.


Did she worry or feel anything about me anymore?



Was she just living her life without me, in bliss?


One driver who picked me up was an ex-punk rocker, on his way down to Sacramento. He drank like he drove – incredibly fast. I was relieved to get picked up that day, as walking alone was a slow and rough process. Plus, he had some extra sandwiches he was willing to share.

When I arrived in Sacramento, I tried to find the kids on the street, only to discover that Sacramento was much smaller than I expected. I asked around, but the only suggestion I got was J Street Mall. I went down there looking for spare change to buy food.

By then I’d learned a few secrets tricks about living on the streets. It was important to remember if I was hungry, I needed to ask for alcohol, but if I wanted drugs or alcohol, I needed to ask for food.

There are two main types of people that give you kickdowns (donations). The first is the most common – they give you some change from their pocket. They like the fuzzy feeling they get from giving money to a kid with a sign that says, “Need food, God bless.”

The second is the rare whale – they give you $5, or even $20 if you’re lucky. These people tend to prefer signs that say things like “Not Gonna Lie, I Wanna Get Drunk!”

I needed to stay drunk all day and night, but I only needed to eat once per day. If I sat around waiting for a whale to get food, I’d be sober the whole time, lost in painful thoughts. I needed the trickling small change from regular people to keep the flow of cheap alcohol going, and then switch to what the whales like – alcohol signs – to get a kickdown for food.

Sacramento had a decent heroin scene for its size, and I found it quickly. All I needed to do was find a train hopper and ask him where the “cheeba” was. They don’t always do heroin, but they always know where to get it. I even found a guy who tried to quit heroin and had become addicted to methadone. He gave me some in case I ran low on heroin, which did happen, especially between cities.

I didn’t stick around too long in Sactos. I had been sleeping under bridges there, with local bums, because there weren’t enough street kids around. The spanging (“sparing” change) wasn’t fruitful, so I decided to head to nearby San Francisco. I had picked up a small, single-speaker cassette player and some mixtapes some house punks gave me.

Competition

The music on those tapes was harder and darker than even my previous musical interests. Dystopia, Blood for Blood, His Hero Is Gone – some of the music seemed tailor-made for my situation. Homeless kids, the unwanted, the abused and the down-and-out surely could appreciate these bands. I listened to them over and over, like all music I ever consumed – they were an important part of my experience.

San Francisco seemed a bustling cluster of random humans to me. Everyone was running around looking busy all the time, unlike the California I grew up in. There were so many races and types of people, it was like a melting pot, but homeless kids and street performers were everywhere, so it was hard to get kickdowns – there was just too much competition.

I went to the famous Haight and Ashbury district, expecting to see an ocean of hippies and counter-culture, but instead found a tourist version of the hippie culture.


Do actual hippies even exist anymore?


I went to Oakland and Berkeley to check those places out. Berkeley was the place to go for kids on the streets, everyone told me. I didn’t enjoy it much, though: the kids were more standoffish and cliquey.

In a city so saturated with punk and counter-culture, I was just another face in the crowd. It was difficult to connect with anyone and I didn’t much like the weather, so I moved on.

I hitched with truckers down to Los Angeles, stopping in Los Gatos and San Jose and Bakersfield first. In Bakersfield, where Spit was from, I thought of him and missed him. He was a good kid.

Tamarind

By the time I finally got to Los Angeles, I was exhausted. I wandered around the city, trying to find Hollywood. I hitchhiked and took local buses, and finally ended up there. I had forgotten how spread out Los Angeles was. I hadn’t seen my old Hollywood apartment in around fifteen years. I was going to check it out, but first I needed sleep.

I wandered around near Hollywood Blvd, totally lost with no friends or places to go in my own city. Many of the street kids called me Smack. And many of them called me Hollywood, after my hometown. There I was, finally in Hollywood, and I had nothing. I was a stranger in my own home.

I thought my old life. I missed Cujo and Clovis. I remembered when I loved my mother. I remembered when I had a family.

I fell asleep in the middle of the sidewalk just a short while after dawn. I laid on my backpack and just passed right out. When I awoke, two police officers were tapping me with their feet.


Pig Alarm
 .

I slowly rose to my feet, groggy and depressed. They tried to check my ID, but I didn’t have one to give. They asked for my name and I told them. It was anyone’s guess what they would do.

In Seattle, the police arrested me in an almost exact mirror of this situation. No ID – jail. Forty-eight hours later, they had to let me out. At this point I didn’t even care if they sent me to jail – it would be warm and there was food there. Jail even has blankets and, if I was lucky, pillows.

They asked where I was heading to and I told them I’d hitchhiked down from San Francisco. They asked if I was a local and I told them I wasn’t; I certainly didn’t feel like one anymore. They believed my name and story and probably didn’t think I was too dangerous. One of them asked the other if he had seen me before. He hadn’t.

They handed me a card and told me to get some help.

I thanked them and wandered off, tired enough to collapse again. I looked at the card. Various churches spread out all over the city.


Do they think I’m going to spare change for a bus to travel to a church for an hour of indoctrination and a bowl of soup?


I eventually did find my old apartment on Tamarind Ave. There it was, a tiny, unassuming little apartment building: The Shangri-Lodge. It was dwarfed by the building across the street, Scientology’s Celebrity Centre International. I realized that day the Celebrity Centre was why
 my mother lived there; that was no coincidence.

There was nothing around but Scientology buildings and Scientology staff. The cameras at CC followed me everywhere I went. Security guards on the perimeter rode bicycles, pretending not to be interested in me.


Do they know who I am?


I wondered a lot of crazy things that day. I was disoriented.


How am I here again?


I pondered what to do next and sought out a place to go but there simply wasn’t anywhere. Los Angeles wasn’t a homeless-friendly city. There was just nothing to do, no way to get around and nowhere to go for help other than churches. There was no centralized location.

Some punk chicks randomly picked me up. They said they liked me, but they had the same standoffishness I found in the northern part of Cali. I didn’t have much to gain by investing all the time and effort to gain their trust and friendship.

I moved on from California quickly, in the direction of Arizona. More hitchhiking, more loneliness and silence. More thoughts and reflection. More life in a dystopia.

Flying J

After a series of short rides, I ran out of heroin and ended up stranded in Coachella, CA. In small towns it’s nearly impossible to panhandle, so I focused on the basics.

I ate what I found in dumpsters outside grocery stores and fast food restaurants when I could. For water, I got courtesy cups from restaurants, though some refused me service.

I normally avoided truck drivers when I could because there were rumors on the streets of serial killer truckers in those days. But after a few days in Coachella I was desperate, so I got a ride to the nearest truck stop.

At Flying J Travel Plaza a middle-aged trucker with glasses offered me a ride all the way to Phoenix. He was less threatening than some of the other truckers so I felt pretty safe.

He had finished his tour and was heading home to his wife in Phoenix, he told me. A couple of hours later we were in the middle of nowhere and I was exhausted, aching for more heroin, though I didn’t mention that to him. He must have noticed though because he offered to pull over for rest. He opened a hidden door in his cabin that opened up to a little bed area and said “You can sleep in here.”

“What about you?” I asked.

“I’ll sleep up front. It’s fine, I do it all the time,” he said.

I laid my dirty, heroin-starved body on the couch and conked out quickly.

My eyes were still shut when I became conscious again. I felt a hand rubbing my penis.


No, two hands.



OK think.



I’m out here in the middle of nowhere. This guy can kill me and no one would ever know – or care.



I need to get to Phoenix. I need to get there.



If I attack this guy he might have a weapon. He might–


He started to slowly reach down the front of my pants.

I pretended to roll over in my sleep, so that my front was against the wall.


Just leave me alone; I need this ride.


I was risking getting knifed in the back, I knew that. I was risking him handcuffing me or raping me or worse. I was scared. Everything hinged on him not being a monster.

He silently pulled back, sat up front and started the truck.

I laid there longer, pretending to be asleep. I knew he knew I wasn’t asleep, but I had committed already.

After another hour or so, he said with a stern voice “Hey, get up – we’re in Phoenix.”

I “woke up” and rubbed my eyes. We were pulling into another truck stop. As soon as his truck stopped I opened the door, hopped out and said “thanks,” as I wandered off. He said “hey!” but I didn’t turn around.


Do I have any money on me? Anything he can claim I stole?



No, good.
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Mill Ave.

I had never been to Phoenix so I had to search for the downtown area. When I reached it, there was nothing – no people, hangouts or street kids. There weren’t even any bums or places for entertainment.


What kind of weird city is this?


After wandering around in the sun and dust for a couple of days I found someone who looked vaguely alternative.

“Where is everyone? Isn’t this a big city? Where are all the kids?”

“Tempe, dude. No one hangs out over here.”

After working out how to get there, I bussed to nearby Tempe. First stop, Mill Ave. There were kids everywhere. There was a vibrant community of street kids, just like in Portland. This was a place I could work with.

I started befriending fellow kids on the street. They were receptive and warm, compared to the cold shoulders of the judgmental San Francisco and Los Angeles crowd. In a way, it was like they were actually homeless, as opposed to homeless as a fad. These were kids on the streets.

Tempe’s Mill Avenue was in some ways a homeless resort. There was a free bus that ran up and down the street. If I took it up far enough and got out at the Zoo, I could walk towards nearby Papago Park but stop short. A huge desert field with dead brown shrubs large enough to hide the sleeping homeless became our little area. We shot up dope there, and slept there. There was nothing around, but a free bus back to the action was always just a few minutes away.

Heroin was cheap and plentiful. There were diabetic homeless, who sold us needles when we needed them. Yuppies wandered up and down the street and sometimes handed out bits of money. They thought they looked so flashy.


What is “cool?”
 Having been through hard times and tribulations?



Do these people have problems?
 I didn’t think so.

I made more friends and did more heroin, but there were other drugs floating around, too. I went to a drum circle with one of the kids who sold prescription pills. Many hippies sat around on the ground beating their drums. I really didn’t understand the point of it, but he told me he had gotten his hands on some PCP, so to the drum circle I went.

Smoking PCP wasn’t a fun experience or a bad experience. It wasn’t even much of an experience, really, more like blacking out on a kind of methamphetamine high. I wandered away from the drum circle, as it was even more boring when I was high. I smoked some cocoa puffs, the word we used for cocaine on weed, and sometime later that night I headed back to the zoo to crash, alone.

I had to keep moving. Albuquerque was just the next state over; I was close. I said goodbye to the “Mill Rats” and hitchhiked out, stopping in Springerville, Arizona, and finally arrived at Albuquerque, where it all started. I reconnected with Johnny, who had returned to ABQ, and some of the other old core crew.

KFC

Johnny’s girlfriend was a vegan lady named Tisha, who lived in a two-bedroom house with a roommate, Anthony. Anthony was also a vegan, but they weren’t just vegans – they were militant vegans. They didn’t allow meat or animal food products in the house. Even ramen noodles, it turned out, have animal products in the flavoring packets.


Hmm, I always thought it was just sawdust and allspice.


They knew every ingredient of everything and what did and didn’t have animal products. They allowed leather in the house, but it was a constant distraction to them. They tried to convince us to change our leather jackets to pleather, vinyl or whatever else. We weren’t buying it.

Tisha worked at an animal protection agency. She loved animals, smoking weed, and watching the show Friends
 . Nothing else much mattered to her. Anthony was clearly gay but got angry at anyone who asked him about it, as many people did. The three of them used to drag me to Goth night at the Pulse Nightclub sometimes, but I wasn’t into goths or gothic music.

Goths in Albuquerque at that time were people that looked crazy and dark, but were just the same nerds from school that I once was. I suppose at one point I might have been a goth, but those days were long gone; I had already been through more than any of them. They could dress like vampires and talk about suffering and darkness all they wanted; to me they were wealthy pampered frauds.

Tisha was associated with the Animal Liberation Front, a radical anti-animal abuse group, known for its secret recordings of primate vivisections, and direct-action animal rights stance. She showed us many videos of companies torturing and brutalizing animals for scientific research, makeup product testing, and the food industry. They were horrifying and disturbing videos, the kind you can never erase from your memories.


The amount of suffering in this world is unfathomable.


One night, after we had already stayed a few weeks, Britney brought me some leftover fried chicken from KFC. I already knew I had to eat it outside. She couldn’t stay long so she took off. There was a single chair outside, facing away from the door, where they banished me to, when I partook in the sin of devouring flesh. The meal was cold, so I went in to warm it up in the microwave. I figured it was already dead and cooked, it just needed a reheat.


No harm in that.


I brought the plate outside, sat down and started eating, with the plastic fork it came with. I lifted my head up after scooping a bite, when I saw a microwave fly past my head, its cable behind it like a meteor’s tail. It crashed down onto the concrete driveway.

Anthony flew out of the house, and violently kicked the microwave all over the driveway, screaming, “You see what you did? You fucked up the energy of the house! You asshole!”

I took another bite of my chicken and looked at him.

“God!” he yelled and stormed back into the house.

I knew this situation wasn’t going to last too long.

Drive Through

Carl came over with two 40-ounce bottles of beer and a fifth of vodka. He and I drank all the vodka and wandered off with the beers, ready for action. We decided to go to the local Walmart, where we wandered around drinking.

Life was meaningless and so were consequences.

After a blackout, I regained consciousness in his truck. He was driving, and we had decided to go to the drive-through of a local fast food hamburger restaurant, tie a rope from the drive-up microphone to his trailer hitch, and drive off with the microphone. That’s exactly what we did to the Whataburger closest to the apartment.

We drove around, dragging a metal two-way speaker-microphone system on the asphalt behind us. Sparks were flying all over the place like a welder was back there. We had more up our sleeve, though. We asked several people for directions to places we didn’t need to go to, so they could see what we were doing, which we thought was hilarious.

We laughed and had a good time at the expense of the hamburger joint, throwing caution to the wind. We decided to head back, and as Carl turned the final corner, he nearly ran over a black figure standing in the middle of the unlit road.

Two police officers responded to a call and were hiding in front of Tisha’s house, in the dark, expecting us to drive up at any moment. Suddenly, a big black truck turned the corner with a rope tied to a large microphone system sliding all over the pavement, sparks flying all over the road. Unable to see the officers hidden in the dark, we came dangerously close to running them over, and came to stop as the police charged the truck, guns drawn.

I turned my head towards the cop we’d nearly run over, now with his gun aimed at my face.

We reeked of alcohol and there were open bottles in the cab, plainly visible. We had spiked hair, tattoos, and piercings. We were blasting punk music and giggling like idiots, dragging around an enormous metal box. I looked the cop right in the eye.

Just before he could say anything, I calmly asked, “Is there a problem, officer?”

They peeled us out of the truck and threw us to the ground. As the cop tossed me into the back of the car he stopped to show his buddy the back of my jacket. On it was an image of a punk rocker punching a police officer in face, with a caption that read, “Show them how not to be.” At the detention center, he made sure to show more of his buddies. They had a good laugh about it.

The initial charge filed was criminal trespassing, with a court date a couple of weeks later. Then they added criminal damage over $1000 (apparently that microphone thing was $1,200), and conspiracy to commit that criminal damage. I didn’t do any real jail time, and I’ve never been to prison.

Anthony convinced Tisha to kick me out. He was paying rent, after all, and I had violated the energy of the house by microwaving some chicken. Johnny opted to stick around with Tisha while I went to explore more of Albuquerque.

I slept in church parking lots until they kicked me out. I slept atop some buildings at the UNM campus. I slept in parks until the cops came. I slept next to dumpsters, and then inside them. Anywhere was home. Nowhere was home.

I couldn’t stay too long, and soon was back on the road. Staying anywhere too long was becoming harder. I had itchy feet. I hit Flagstaff and ended up back in Tempe. Albuquerque’s street life wasn’t as hospitable as Tempe’s and I needed a break from the concrete.

While on the road, I thought about life and its meaning. I thought about Scientology and how I viewed the world. Things I believed as a kid seemed so irrelevant in the real world, since I’d been in it. Nothing I had learned helped me or my relationship with my family.

I was a loser, down at the bottom of life.


Was it all my fault?



Did I pull this all in?



Am I a suppressive person?



Do suppressive people even exist?


The Gathering

Not one week after I returned to Tempe, one of the kids I knew said he was going to steal a moving truck and drive up to Montana, for a “Rainbow Gathering.”

Rainbow Gatherings are large hippie gatherings. The annual national gathering was taking place in Montana. They told me it would be overflowing with drugs and partying, which sounded fun to me, a welcome break.


Maybe I can find some acid.


He came back with a moving truck just as he said. He opened the back up and several of us street kids piled onto some blankets inside. We drove to a spot no one could see us and stopped, and then he jumped up on the roof of the truck and chopped holes in it with an axe, for ventilation. But before we could head to Montana, he wanted to go to Denver to pick up some other kids.

After we picked them up, along with some couches from a dumpster area along the way, we headed up to Montana. A couple of girls sat up front with the driver, while most of the kids, about ten, were in the back. We rode in that moving truck from Tempe to Denver, and then to Missoula, Montana. As soon as we got to the Rainbow Gathering we all dispersed, and I never saw any of them again.

The gathering was just what I expected: thousands of hippies with tents and buses, walking sticks, drum circles and little camps. I started walking up a trail, clueless as to where to go. A man ran up to me and asked if I had a light. I nodded, pulled one out and handed it to him.

He said “Can I have it? I’ll give you this,” and opened his hands up to reveal around two ounces of bright green weed.

“Sure,” I said, and traded the lighter for the highest return imaginable.

I stayed there a couple of weeks, it seemed like. I really can’t be sure because a few days into it, I traded some of my spikes and punk patches for twenty-five hits of freshly-made liquid LSD. I was hanging out with some couple I met along the way. I gave the guy two of the hits and the girl one hit and, I took the remaining twenty-two myself. They claimed to be tripping hard on that acid and I assumed they were telling the truth.

I was already more experienced with LSD than most of the people at that hippie gathering. I ate my twenty-two and knew that I would be the one tripping – they were just dabbling.

I spent the next several amount of days and nights living in a confusing, beautiful, and weird land where people were strangers and trees and nature were safety. I roamed around the forest, occasionally passing by other stragglers. The exchanges mixed and muted in my mind. I never knew exactly what was going on; I was on a different plane.

Life was filled with deep meaning and mystery. I thought about time on this planet and how I wanted to beam off it, in theta form. I wanted to go and explore the cosmos. I wanted anything but to be who I was.

I felt the pain of sacrifice.


I am the skeleton burning on the cross.
 The woods breathe life into me.



The green of the woods enters me and coaxes the truth – I have always been a sacrifice.



The pain of life is my burden.



Shakhata. I am dead, burning on a cross, fully aware and never extinguished.



Sacrifice for the sake of sacrifice.


My vision was random but meaningful. I named my sacrifice. I had to give back to the world to survive myself.

When I was finally coming back into reality, around a third the way through the downward pull after the long, enormous peak, I made up my mind: These people weren’t like me. I needed to get out of this weird place.

I hitchhiked out easily, as there were hippies coming and going the whole time. After a short ride in a painted school bus, I hitched back to Seattle and Portland, then down towards Salt Lake City. I bummed around these places and got into the usual stuff: heroin, popping pills, street life, knowing no one, begging for change, sleeping anywhere I could.

The Flute

On the way from Ogden to Salt Lake City, I was walking along the highway and, as often happened, a sheriff in an SUV pulled me over to check my identity. He had a full brown beard and stern expression on this face.

He said to me, “I’ll tell you what, give me your name. If you don’t have any warrants or anything, I’ll give you a ride.”


What kind of cop is this?


On the streets we had to be careful with people that do unexpected things. He could be a murderer – it happens.

He checked my name on the radio and came back.

“Looks like you’re clean, where you headed to?”

“Anywhere I can get to.”

I sat in the front seat of his truck, while he drove the highway. He got to chatting with me, asking me questions and whatnot. His questions seemed weird because he wasn’t trying to catch me in a crime or trick me, he was curious about my life and what I was up to. It was refreshing and new, in a good way.

He told me to hand him a box from behind his seat. I reached back, found the wooden box he meant, and handed it to him. It was lightly etched, with a flowery design.

He placed the box on his knees as he continued driving and opened the box with one hand. In it were several wooden rods which were meticulously carved, sanded, and polished. He started putting the pieces together as he continued to drive. They came together to form an interesting looking flute, with wooden “wings” on it. He told me he loved this kind of flute and made them as a hobby, and asked if I wanted to hear what it sounded like.

“Uhh, sure!” I said. The situation was turning surreal.

There I was, hitchhiking, picked up by a police officer, who was now playing me the flute while he drove up a mountain. I thought immediately of Candid Camera, the hidden camera show.


Does this guy know what kind of life I have?



Is this real? Would anyone ever believe me if I told them this story?


The Trailer

In Salt Lake City, someone gave me half a bottle of citalopram, an antidepressant. I knew it never got anyone high, but I figured I could try to mix it with alcohol, just in case. I kept the bottle in my pack, for a later date. It was common to need some random drugs, for trade or consumption.

A couple of hippies were hanging out with me. It turned out they lived in a trailer outside the city, and they offered to let me sleep there. I stayed with them for two nights.

The first night, they bought a half-gallon of whiskey, which we drank. Alcohol helped with withdrawal, but not for long. I couldn’t stay with them without heroin, and I was all out.

The next night, fiending for dope, I asked them if they had anything. They didn’t, and I had no way to get into town, so I decided I was going to shoot up anyway.

I was always careful to clear bubbles from my rigs (needles) when I became a junkie, because I had always heard bubbles can go into the heart, and cause instant death.

On this night, possibly because I had been drinking so much, or maybe for no special reason at all, I was ready to die, again.

“You know you can get drunk from shooting up alcohol?” One of the brothers asked me.

I had
 heard that before.

“Yeah… wanna try it?” I responded.

“No man, we’re cool with that shit,” he said.

I got one of my needles out and drew a bottle cap full of a freshly opened beer. I spiked it into my left arm, bubbles and all. The brothers uncomfortably laughed. I expected to feel something, but nothing happened; I wasn’t drunk.


Hmm, I’m not dead…


Slightly frustrated and emboldened, I loaded the bottle cap with the whiskey we had: generic, store-brand bourbon, and spiked it all up. The injection hurt more than heroin – a light sting.

I felt it after a few seconds, but it was a little slower than heroin. The brothers were drunk already and so was I.

I egged them on, trying to get them to inject some, but they refused so I called them pussies.

They jumped me that night and beat me down in the doorway of their trailer. I laid down curled up as they kicked and punched me, pleading for them to stop, and after a while, they did.

I left the trailer and wandered off, never to see them again. Just another night.

The Book

I caught a ride with a trucker in Salt Lake City, but he was only going as far south as the outskirts of Orem, near Provo. After he dropped me off I sat on the side of the road hoping for another ride, but none came.

There are many places on the road where it’s difficult to get picked up, and I had found one. I tried all day to get a ride, but was unsuccessful. The next day, I ran out of drugs. On the third day I ran out of food. By the fourth day, I was out of water, and in such a remote location I wasn’t sure I was going to make it – there were few cars and even fewer people.

A blue hatchback passed me and then stopped. Hitchhikers know this can mean one of two things – either the person was going to give me a ride or they wanted me to get close to them so they could speed off, laughing.

As I stood up, the car drove in reverse to meet me, which caught me off-guard. Inside it were two people, both blonde. The male driver looked ahead as the female passenger leaned out of the car.

Before I could say anything, she spoke to me.

“I know you’re looking for a ride. I’m sorry we can’t help you because we live nearby, but I thought you could use this.”


Finally, a kickdown. I’m starving as hell.


She extended her hand and as I reached out I noticed she was handing me a blue book. I held the book up to my face to see what it was, as they drove off.


The Book of Mormon.



Seriously?


I used that book for unholy purposes, out of spite.


Are all religions the same?


Frustrated, I slept on the side of the road rather than finding a hiding spot; I didn’t care if I got hassled by the police – I was hungry.

The next day I got a ride with a trucker who stopped for gas. He bought me a water and drove me all the way to Flagstaff, where I got stuck again, but stayed close to gas stations and fast-food restaurants. I didn’t go hungry because the dumpster food wasn’t poisoned, as it is in some places.

Etoh

Rather than head back to Tempe, I decided to hitch over to Albuquerque. Once again, I was back where I knew people and had some history, at least. My old crew was there, though not in my life anymore. I found an old spot I used to hang in and sure enough, ran into an old train-hopper pal. We got a space bag of wine and headed to go drink.

We climbed in to the dumpster at the graveyard and I decided I was going to take those citaloprams after all. I counted twenty-four pills. At around 3PM, I washed them down with boxed wine in the half-full dumpster. We drank wine for a little while, I laughed at something he said and looked at his tattooed face, and then closed my eyes slowly.

I opened my eyes and saw bright lights. I was suddenly drunk – very drunk – I knew that much. I could feel I was laying on something. I looked down and saw a needle in my arm – an IV. I noticed my leather gauntlet wasn’t on my right arm, where it lived. I reached down underneath me and found it quickly. I was on a medical bed in a hospital. My head was fuzzy, and I was disoriented.

I pulled the needle out and rocked to standing position. As soon as I started walking towards the nearest door, I heard a voice.

“Wait, don’t go. Sir, sir, can you sign this? Sir?”

Some lady was trying to hand me something to sign. I looked at it.

“Etoh Intoxication.”


What is that?


I scribbled some garbage on the paper and handed it back. She gave me a pink print of it and I wandered outside.

As soon as the doors open I was surprised to see it was nighttime.


What the hell happened?


I wandered up Central Avenue, back towards the neighborhoods where people were. No one was around, so I walked up to the convenience store one of my friends worked at and asked him what time it was. 11:45PM.


Where have I been all day?


I had blacked out dozens of times by then, but I hadn’t ever had a blackout like that
 – I didn’t have a single flash, image, memory or thought to act as any clue as to what happened between laughing at my friend in the middle of the day and waking up, over eight hours later in a hospital. I went and passed out in the same cemetery dumpster the episode started at.

I didn’t find that kid again for weeks, and when I finally did, he told me I started talking nonsense and tried to climb out of the dumpster but fell to the ground. Then, he said, I got up and stumbled across the street, and almost got in a fight with some guys playing baccarat in the street.

When I asked why I tried to fight them, he said it was because they asked me if I was alright.


Dear Lord
 , what an idiot
 .

He said after that, I wandered away and disappeared.

My traveling energy was a bit lower and I wanted to stick around longer in ABQ. While my crew’s roots were in the suburb of Rio Rancho, there was a new scene forming in Albuquerque proper. The seeds of the scene started from the merging of the Rio Rancho crew, some local kids growing into the right age, and some new imports from out of state. The once-barren Albuquerque was growing a new, vibrant punk scene, and I would be somewhere near the center of it.
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Change in Scenery

Albuquerque had several small groups of punks and freaks. There were always underground bands, and there was a scene that ended shortly before I came around. The cops arrested a bunch of the key players, followed by a police crackdown, but that was before my time. Things were back on the up and up with punk rock in Albuquerque.

Bands like the Jackson 4, the 12 Step Rebels, the United and the Visects bridged the gap between stragglers from the old scene and the new, younger generation.

Over time, I befriended many people from those bands. As they started playing shows together the scenes combined, and before long, Albuquerque’s underground scene was back in full swing. Nearly every day there was something to do: Someone’s house had a party going on. There was a show somewhere. Someone wanted to hang out.

I found a lot of new friends and energy in the scene.

The drugs around were primarily heroin and weed; there wasn’t much methamphetamine or cocaine, except from out-of-town bands. There was no ecstasy, and LSD was rare by then. Drinking was the mainstay of every party, gathering or interaction; we drank more than college kids, more than alcoholics. Before too long, I was back into heroin. Some of the older guys in the scene were full-blown junkies so it was easy to find for those that knew where to look.

The new scene generally got along well and there wasn’t much infighting. Punks, skinheads, rockabillies, psychobillies, goths, freaks, hippies, metalheads, you name it – all were welcome in the scene. Anyone who enjoyed shows, drinking and got along with the others was welcome.

Color, race, creed, and background weren’t factors for exclusion or inclusion; it was a truly multicultural scene. There were white pride, brown pride, and black pride kids. No groups were big enough on their own to be independent and strong, but together everyone had a place.

There were so many kids that we could fill an entire venue just by word of mouth. There were several punk houses and party houses that hosted makeshift parties at the drop of a dime, and enough energy to party frequently.

A few people showed up, bored. Some drinks flowed, a few more people dropped by, those people called more friends. Everyone who arrived brought something: a 30-pack of beer, bottle of hard alcohol, and sometimes, a keg of beer. Pretty much anything alcoholic was a suitable gift to show up with, so long as there was enough to share. Sometimes the parties got violent, though mostly they were just crazy.

At one apartment party, a girl in our crew accused an upstairs neighbor of beating his girlfriend. When confronted, he confirmed and seemed unrepentant. Amanda, the skinhead girl who reported the issue to us wasn’t having this reaction and the next thing anyone knew, a fight started. The neighbor had some friends, who called other friends.

A melee broke out with around fifteen young adults out on the streets. We were using police issue expandable batons and pepper spray. They were using bats and bricks. Dustin caught a brick to the shin and had to rush off to the hospital, but there were no other major injuries.

At one of the main psychobilly houses, I got into a drunken argument with one of the nastier guys one night. We took it outside. He pulled a knife on me.


What kind of person would pull a knife on another member of the crew?


I grabbed his head and smashed it through the window behind him. Several people came out, upset by the broken window and unsure who to support. They broke it up and let us both off the hook. Stuff like that happened about every two weeks or so.

Pap

At another party, someone insulted a gangster. He left and came back with friends wielding anything they could find as weapons: boards, knives, sticks, really anything. One kid got confrontational with me and hit me in the head with a weightlifting bar. My temple popped open and started bleeding, but before I could think about that, I punched him in the face and knocked him back onto a car. I beat him a bit, but he was able to get out of there with his friends. I’ve never been much of a brawler, and I don’t have the hatred spirit. What I do have are scars from these kinds of scuffles.

A sister of one of the guys was hanging out with our crew. She informed us they were coming back with guns, so after some debate, we decided to head to another house nearby. We hung there, coming down from the brawl over some beers. A few minutes later we saw car lights through the windows. Then we heard it.


Pap! pap! pap! Pap-pap-pap-pap-pap
 .

Someone was shooting into the house. We dropped to the floor and hid behind walls as the bullets entered without knocking. We didn’t have any guns with us, and we knew going for the door meant possible death. Craig, another one of the crew, stood tall through the shooting while the rest of us hid.

Another car came screeching up to the first one, and wild lights flung around outside. Some quick noises and the first car drove off. One of our crew, Cassandra, came through the door and made sure everyone was okay. She had intentionally tried to run over one of the gunmen when she saw him shooting into the house. She might have saved a life that night.

It turned out the sister of one of those shooters told them where we went. She was inside there with us, which means while they were shooting at us, they didn’t care they were also shooting at someone in their own crew’s sister. Obviously, she didn’t last long in our group.

White Light

Life in Albuquerque in those days was chaos, the environment we thrived in. I have seen with my own eyes some of the craziest stuff in that city. I once saw a full-grown gangster running down the street screaming, chasing an older man.

The man had two bags of groceries on him and was around fifty years old. The gangster had a full-sized katana sword, in full pose for swinging. No one ever found out if they caught each other. At the time, this kind of thing wasn’t even particularly weird to us. We just walked by.

I was smoking crack on occasion, again. Originally, some of the Sluts in the City thought smoking crack was cool because it was ghetto. But I was still doing it in part because my Prometheus was still with me. I had been off and on with heroin for around six months, but was struggling with crack rock.

As the pain returned, I detached from the community and went further into the darker side of homelessness. I became addicted to crack cocaine and was spending my life wandering around the streets. I abandoned the scene.

A few weeks later I was walking down Central Avenue, cracked out and desperate. A black man in a large, old green car propositioned me. He offered me $20 for me to watch him masturbate in a nearby hotel, and within thirty minutes he was penetrating me for $40. I needed that crack, and he needed something else. In the middle of it I declined to go further and ended up leaving, with no cash in hand and no crack.

I tried to get some distance from the areas and people I knew that had crack. I migrated back up to Rio Rancho to take a break from the city and try to just chill out. I had friends all over Albuquerque, so finding a short-term couch was doable, especially in times like these. I went and stayed with another punk rocker in Rio Rancho for a weekend.

His neighbor was a girl who was interested in hanging out with us. She told me privately she wanted to make a documentary about heroin and because I was the only person she knew that had done it, she wanted my help. I wanted to impress her and see if it got me anywhere.

She told me she wanted to video me injecting heroin as part of the film, and knew a dealer. I agreed to do it. She bought two dimes of heroin, an amount that in past days would have lasted me half a day or less. After six months mostly clean, it was enough for both of us. She bought the heroin and I went over to her house. She sent her young daughter away while we got set to fix.

She wanted to try some too, so I rigged her up with a nickel and rigged myself for a dime. The other nickel was for her, in case the first wasn’t enough. We each did a few shots of vodka in preparation for the shoot.

Any experienced heroin user knows you don’t mix alcohol and heroin, especially if your tolerance is low. Even a slight amount of alcohol can have an intensifying effect on the heroin, and not in a good way. Seasoned junkies know to look for deadly overdoses in those who drink before injecting. I wasn’t thinking with my brain around her.

She got her camera set up and we got into place. She didn’t want to inject on camera, so I spiked her first, then I took my spot in front of the camera, on a bar stool in her kitchen. She started filming as I explained how to do heroin.

I walked through the entire process of how to bang up on the streets. I cut a soda can in half and turned it over, removed the paper from a cigarette butt and put it in the indent of the can, while rambling a narration of each step. I squirted water into the indent and dropped in the heroin.

I was buzzing from that alcohol and I was a little nervous about the camera and the heroin. It had been a long time; my tolerance was surely nil. I felt I was fumbling around the whole time and looking like a fool. I asked her to light a lighter underneath the can, while I used the plunger to stir. As soon as the heroin dissolved, the lighter went out and I pulled up all the dope.

I injected the dope into my arm and sat up. Heroin doesn’t hit immediately; it takes a few seconds to give the initial body high. “5… 4…3…” I said.

Everything turned white.

Everything I knew was fuzzy and white. There were no discernible shapes or lines. Everything was hazy whiteness. There was no anything. No space and no time. I wasn’t anywhere. There was only blurry whiteness – pure energy without motion.

I didn’t feel any body at all.


Am I alive?



Where am I?


I was disoriented and dull.

I was passively observing this whiteness in its simplicity. My mind was clamped, its boundaries restrained. I couldn’t feel emotions distinctly, nor think with much variance. I was a spectator of the experience.

It felt like only fifteen seconds before everything changed.

Ten Minutes

There were several people looking down on me when I open my eyes. A scowling nurse was forcefully jamming a needle into my vein. Sheriffs were searching through trash and calling out questions.

“What is your name?”

“Where are the drugs?”

“Son, can you hear us; where are the other drugs? What did you take?”

They were annoyed, too.


Why are they so annoyed?



Damn, I’m high.


The cops came back to me a few times, trying desperately to get more evidence against me.

“You listening? Where are the rest of the drugs?”

“Sir, sir, sir – are you listening, sir?”

I noticed handcuffs on my wrist. I was locked to the stretcher, but I didn’t mind; I wasn’t going anywhere.

“There aren’t any drugs,” I insisted, hoping they didn’t find anything else on me.

Suddenly, I was in a holding cell – I was in jail.

I had overdosed, that much was clear.


What happened to the girl?
 How did the cops get there?


Jail sucked. Jail always sucks. A bunch of criminals and aspiring prisoners. But the people in jail weren’t the real problem; I got on relatively well with them. Something about hardcore people gave them the insight to see me as I was. They knew I was different than the others, but I wasn’t a phony. No, people in jail weren’t the big problem for me.

Jail itself is the problem – it’s boring and punishing, and it’s not like how it’s shown on TV. It’s not like prison. In a few ways, I think jail might be worse than prison, at least in the short term: There are no books. There are no exercise breaks or crews and there’s the real problem of uncertainty.

Days go by without anyone coming to see me, and when they do come, it’s always a public defender with bad news who doesn’t care about anything. No visits, no stability, no activities. But then again, there’s also no rape and it’s unlikely to be killed in there, as only a few people in jail are soon to be in prison. Mostly they are trying to get out of jail.

A Mexican gangster guy in the next cell got to talking to me. At first, he called me “white boy.” He said his name was Apocalypse.


What a cool name
 .

After he got to know me more, he decided to give me a more appropriate name. When he found out I was raised in Hollywood, a new name was born. To all fellow inmates, my name was Hollywood.

It was not the first time anyone called me Hollywood, but this time it seemed fitting.


What could be more glamorous than my life of filth and despair?


Yes, I was “Hollywood,” just another celebrity living the sweet life.

I spent a couple of weeks in there, that time. It was the longest I’d ever been jailed. The other times only lasted three days, at most. Two weeks really gave me the understanding that jail was a serious thing. Withdrawal from drugs and the numbing pain of boredom over extended periods was bad news for my kind of mind.

In jail, I thought about my life trajectory and how it had gone. I thought about the choices I had made and what I could have done differently. Life as a Scientologist wasn’t as bad as being in jail.


Living with my mother wasn’t as bad as sleeping in dumpsters, was it?



But she didn’t love me. She never loved me like I loved her.



Why did she do these things to me?



Did she know how much I went through?



Torture. Life is pain. My life is pain.


I couldn’t wait to get out of jail. I was going to do so many drugs that I wouldn’t come out of it.

When I finally got out, I caught up with that documentary girl again, and she told me what happened that night – I fell on the floor and stopped breathing, my body turned white and grey, and my lips purple. She called 911 and began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation until the emergency services showed up, which she described as ten minutes. Because she didn’t report me as having trouble breathing but instead blurted out I had overdosed, the police showed up in full force.

She was ashamed and sorry that she told them I was on drugs, but I didn’t blame her at all. How was she supposed to know the secret ways of the druggie world? Even though I was planning on doing more dope, she saved my life, and I was grateful for that. I didn’t care at all about getting yet another arrest on my record, as long as I was out of jail.

The Bottom

Some friends helped me get right back into heroin. I was thinking about what happened when I was on crack, and my time in jail.


Too much painful thinking.


Prostitution wasn’t the life I was looking for. Heroin helped to overcome my emotions; it helped me forget about my family, who erased me or forgot me or both.

Crack scared me because I felt myself slipping into the grips of its habit. I was semi-conscious while selling myself – awake but disconnected. The dangers of crack go beyond immediate side effects. They ripple out into the psychology of my mind. Having not paid attention to my heroin overdose, I’d ventured into a world I didn’t want to live in.

I sunk deeper into the pit of heroin; strung out again. I’d become addicted in Arizona and Portland, and again in Washington. While I had managed to kick it traveling on the road with methadone and alcohol, I was back in its throes.

I had been popping pills and drinking for a few days straight: oxycontin, oxycodone, hydrocodone. I started with the pills just as soon as I got out of jail. A few days later, I prepared for a punk show I was heading to by injecting heroin as well. Less than one week after I got out of jail from the first overdose, I overdosed again. I was with some true junkies, though, instead of a non-user. They had Naloxone on them, a drug that immediately combats heroin upon injection.

I was already drunk and high on pills when I spiked the heroin, so of this latest instance of nearly dying from overdose, I recall very little. They brought me back to life with the injection, and in a couple of hours I was at the show, partying. Only a few people knew about that because a lot of my friends were warning me to stay off heroin and I was telling them I had quit. I could have died again that day.


How am I even alive at all at this point?


No one knew, least of all me. I was down there at the bottom, down there in the abyss. I didn’t care if I lived or died.

Tragedy

Spit, my old buddy from Portland, made his way down to Albuquerque, and some of my friends picked him up. We connected again as soon as I saw him. He did heroin from time to time but wasn’t a junkie; he was a drunkard. He was famous in our world for passing out in the middle of parties for hours on end. Everyone loved Spit.

For a short time, before the heroin totally consumed me, I was in a band. All I had to do was write lyrics on a napkin and show up to someone’s house – they took care of everything else. I sang punk rock songs about being on the streets and all kinds of things. We also did cover songs and remixes of classics punk songs.

One we liked to do at our shows was White Power
 , by a band called Skrewdriver
 . It’s a popular song amongst racist skinheads. But, in keeping with the Sluts in the City theme, the song wasn’t part of our set for me to sing – it was included for Spit to sing.

There’s something amazing about being a homeless guy screaming into a microphone the angry lyrics of punk rock to a crowd of young, energetic kids, and older, more serious punk rockers. And then for the last song, to step down off stage and hand the microphone to a black, mohawked, homeless guy that everyone loves, who starts screaming out the words “White Power! … Today! … White Power! Before it gets too late…”


That
 was the energy back then. Randomness. Chaos. Anti-system, anti-establishment, anti-norm, anti-anti. Nothing was sacred, and nothing was serious. We were going to break everything down and have a blast doing it. Not just anyone was part of our crew – you had to earn our respect by being outside the box.

A few of us were sitting on our friend’s couch, drinking a space bag. Spit had picked up a street-kid girlfriend Gabby. She seemed okay, and we considered her part of the group while Spit was there. We had been drinking and hanging out all night when Spit went into the bathroom with her for around forty minutes. Everyone assumed they were having sex in there, so we shouted the typical stuff you would expect from drunks yelling at a bathroom with people having sex in it.

After they came out Spit sat down next to me. The couch was small, so we were all wedged on it. Spit continued chatting and drinking, and after a few minutes he passed out, damn near on top of me.

Everyone joked and said stuff like “Typical Spit, he’s always passing out like this.” We had a good laugh about it, and the conversations continued.

After a couple of minutes someone said, “Is he breathing?”

I checked – he wasn’t breathing. “Is he on drugs?!” I asked.

Gabby said, “We just did a little tar in the bathroom. He only did a nickel!”

Panic set in as we threw him on the floor and his girlfriend started breathing into his mouth, while I tried to pound his chest, like in the movies. Someone called 911 and people were crying, but it was too late – he didn’t come back. He didn’t move, he didn’t breathe; he didn’t do anything anymore. Spit was gone forever.

He died right next to me while we had been laughing at him for passing out, as he always did. His girlfriend and the people who lived there stayed while the cops came, but the rest of us left in a daze. Spit was dead, and that girl knew he was on heroin and drinking. She didn’t say anything when he passed out – we all thought he was just drunk.

In my mind, she killed him. He died from $5 worth of heroin and he wasn’t even a junkie. He might have been doing it just for her.

I found out later that Jeremy, from the Sluts in the City crew, was working for the morgue at that time and was the one called out to pick up Spit’s body.

As for Spit’s girlfriend, I never saw her again.

The Problem

Spit’s death sobered me up off the drugs for a week solid. I hadn’t been off drugs that long in a while. During that week, I began to come to grips with my own close calls with death. I looked at them closely and realized something about my life:


I have actually been through a lot.


I felt I had been through more than most people, with nothing but pain to show for it.

Something new was wrong with me, though. I was disoriented, psychologically; I was displaced. Something wasn’t sitting well.

I thought about my path.


I started down this spiral towards death so long ago, but I’m not dead.



I partied and did more crazy stuff than even most of my crazy friends.



My life is extreme and I am an extreme person, but no one cares.



I brushed with death so many times but somehow, I still lived.


I thought about suicide again, but it was a different thought – I was annoyed. The emotions from losing Spit and all the crazy things in my life angered me.


Why am I going to kill myself? Why?



Life can’t kill me, or doesn’t want to kill me, so why should I do it myself?



Have I really gone through all of this just to give up now?


I had a real problem on my hands. I was starting to feel like giving up was just what the world wanted.

But after all this pain, all this struggle, I, for the first time in many years, wasn’t willing to die anymore.

Do Something

Just this clear recognition that I had been through a lot sobered me up for a month. I needed to think about what I had been through, I had no plan other than that. During that month, I started to feel a distance from heroin.

I had kicked speed by moving on to another state where I couldn’t get it and medicated with other drugs.

I had kicked heroin before by slowing down on it, taking methadone, and drinking more and more alcohol until I didn’t feel I needed it every day. I had kicked crack by removing myself from the environment and getting back onto heroin.

I thought about all the violence and suffering, all the drugs and partying, the emotional distress and pain from not having a family. I thought about the Ranch life and how no one could really understand it. I contemplated my worldview and how different it was to most.

And then the real idea came to me – the big realization that seemed more like an urge at the time.


I don’t want to have lived through all this horror just to die on a couch somewhere from an overdose, like Spit did.



I don’t want to go through this all and then just disappear.



What is the point of carrying on if I’m going to become another dead, lost, forgotten soul?


I’d had that idea before, but this time it was having me.


No, I’m not going to die – I want to live.


I realized then that I felt betrayed, not just by my mother and society, but by life itself
 . I took the doctrines of Scientology to heart when I was young. I expected life to be grand and interesting. I paid attention to the movies and television shows I grew up with. I learned from them what life was going to be like, but life wasn’t like that. Life was pain, hard and hateful. Life was torture – endless, boundless, infinite torture.

Some kind people called me smart and special when I was a kid, but those days were long gone. My experiences and decisions destroyed all that potential long ago.

I was lower than just another cog in the machine; I wasn’t even part of the machine – just some dust on the ground.


Life isn’t going to hand me anything new.



I have to actually DO SOMETHING to improve my life.



No one is going to discover how wonderful I am and whisk me away to a new life.



No one cares about me and no one ever will.



I am the only one who will do anything for me.


I was going to have to do it the hard way. I was going to have to push. Alone.

It took my own near-death experiences and a close friend’s death to kick heroin for good. I didn’t know I was kicking it for good at the time; I just needed a break. But all these ideas brought the biggest problem of all:


HOW do I actually do something?


Do Computers

Spit wasn’t the only one that died. Amber, a core member of both the Sluts in the City and the newer Albuquerque scene, had a heart transplant at a very young age. Later in her life she traveled, homeless. Against the guidance of her doctor. she stopped taking her rejection medication and died, away from the core crew that loved her so much. It was a shock to the community, and to me personally.

I began distancing myself a little bit from other people again. I moved away from the normal sleeping spots, out to the tunnels underneath roads on the outskirts of Albuquerque. I felt safe there, under the city, back where the old Slut crew grew its legs: concrete slabs. I didn’t want to be around society anymore. I wanted to be alone.

I stayed away from most people, even my friends. I spared change to buy food and sat out in the tunnels. It was a kind of meditation for me that lasted weeks. When I finally resurfaced, it was to go to a party I heard about from someone on the street. It had been a while, and I figured I would show my face, though I wasn’t enthusiastic.

At the party, I quickly bored. I had been feeling slightly bored at previous parties for about a year or so, but I chalked it up to lack of drugs. This feeling of boredom was a little stronger, though.

I was living in the sewer outside of town but hadn’t done drugs in weeks, which made me soberer than I had been in many years. I wasn’t going to just give that up out of boredom.

I was in one of the back rooms talking to a friend about my problem.

“All these parties are the same. I feel like everyone around me is just saying the same things I’ve heard a hundred times before. It’s becoming predictable,” I vented.

My friend listened.

“I don’t know,” I continued, “I just feel like I want to like, do something
 , but I don’t know what to do.”

My friend said what should have sounded dumb but to me, in that moment, was perfect.

“Well, you’re good at computers, why don’t you do that?”

“Why don’t you do computers?”

Being good at computers to these people meant I knew how to download music. I had done computer stuff when I was a kid and that put me a few steps ahead of them.

I immediately said, “Hmm, well, yeah, I guess so. I don’t know, maybe I will.” The party continued until the end of the night.

It was boring and predictable, just as I thought it would be.

I woke up the next day dissatisfied, in a life where everything was becoming boring. I still felt the pain of life, but somehow the pain of boredom seemed stronger.


How am I going to “do computers?”


It was a tough proposition indeed: I didn’t feel able to do
 anything, really. The peace of being just outside town was exactly what I needed, as I took inventory of my life.


	
I have no ID card, driver’s license or passport.


	
I have no social security card and I don’t know my social security number.


	
I have no birth certificate and no idea how to get one.


	
All my clothes are smelly and have spikes, patches and holes.


	
I have done so many drugs that even I can tell my mind is screwed up.


	
I have multiple felonies on my record.


	
I’m an alcoholic.


	
My hair is spray painted and glued.


	
My income is at most $1,000 per year from my job.


	
My job is begging on the streets.


	
I have an eighth-grade education. at best.


	
My family has disconnected from me.


	
None of my friends have real jobs or money.


	
I have no work history except two months when I was seventeen.


	
My knuckles are tattooed “Slut in the City.”


	
I don’t know anyone who does computers or knows about them.


	
I was raised in a different belief system than anyone else.


	
I live in a sewer.




The road to “doing computers” seemed an impossible dream, but I let it sit in my mind, always there like a reminder of something waiting for me. That random thought about doing computers expanded and evolved into a battle cry. I decided one way or another, I was going to do it.


I’m going to “do computers.”
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The Spark

I invited my friend Jason to the tunnel one day, and he brought a punk girl, who became my girlfriend. She wasn’t from Albuquerque, so she didn’t have many strong ties there. She wasn’t homeless; she had a small apartment and a job bartending. Before long, I was sleeping in her bed when I could.

She wore her hair in an enormous mohawk but was a different kind of punk than us – tamer, like the other house punks. I liked that about her. We drank together, but I didn’t have the same desire for drugs anymore. Physically, my body cried out for heroin, but mentally, I resisted. I tried to focus on keeping myself busy doing normal things, like watching movies and staying at her place. It was a lot easier to kick the drugs when no one else around me was doing them.

I wanted to make some money and started considering getting a job. She was supporting me fully, and after a while it felt strange not contributing. I convinced her to put in a good word at work, and they hired me as a bar-back. I was paid under the table, but it wasn’t long before they had inspections, and I had to look elsewhere for work.

Still homeless, I went to Youth in Transition, a little office where homeless teenagers could go for donated food or clothes. Donna, the owner, cared for the kids more than for herself. It was 2005, so I’d known her for around five years – whenever I rolled through Albuquerque I tried to stop by there to reconnect with other street kids I knew.

I told her my whole situation and that I wanted a job. She explained the process of ordering my birth certificate online. It wasn’t free though; it cost $20, which she offered to pay, if I was serious about work. She was worried I wouldn’t come back and get it.


How many times have homeless kids burned her?


She looked very serious as I assured her I wasn’t going to let her down. While she couldn’t help me with the social security card, she told me where the office was, and how to get there by bus.

The Social Security Administration normally gives cards to newborns or children, or people who lost their cards. Newborns and children have parents that attest to their identity, I assume. People with lost cards showed their other identification to get that social security card. I had nothing.

I waited in line to see the teller, and after a lot of explaining, I could tell she wanted to help me, but she and her colleagues couldn’t figure out how. They turned me down because I had no evidence that I was who I said I was. I didn’t know quite what to do.

About a week later, the birth certificate arrived, and Donna called my girlfriend to let me know. I went and got it, which put a fire under me to get that social security card somehow. I went back to the Social Security Administration, this time with a purpose. I wasn’t going to accept not getting the card.

I talked to the same lady and told her that I had no options but for them to believe me. I could tell that she did
 believe me, but still couldn’t help me. She asked if I had any family that could corroborate my story. I told her again that I didn’t. After she spoke with her coworkers, she came back with an option.

“Well, if you can get someone from the government or a social worker to vouch for you, that might work.”


Like I know anyone in the government, lady.



I need to think. Come on brain, come on.


“What about a homeless shelter?” I pleaded.

She consulted with her co-workers again.

“That might work, but no promises,” she said.

“But I don’t even know my social security number,” I told her. She told me what it was. I wrote it down on a piece of paper and kept it with me. I didn’t know if she was breaking the rules by doing that and I didn’t care.

I was excited, nervous and sad at the same time. Not one person with any real status anywhere could vouch that I was alive. My “friends,” by then, seemed more like drinking buddies than actual friends.


No one is going to help me.



I need to do this myself.


I went to a homeless shelter, the worst place to get sleep for homeless people. As usually was the case, I had to check in extremely early and couldn’t leave once there. I slept the night on a cot, and as I was leaving, I asked a random guy working there if he could help me out.

“Can you write me a note saying I’m Nathan Rich and my social security number is this?”

“No, sorry I can’t,” he replied immediately.


Dear God, why?


“OK, OK… What if you just write I said
 my name was Nathan Rich and my social security number was this?” I asked, desperately.

He agreed, and that’s exactly what he did. I wasn’t sure if or why it would work, but I raced over to the Social Security Administration as quickly as I could and tried it.

When I walked out of that government building, I was surprised and relieved. She accepted it – that nice lady accepted it. She accepted a letter written by a random stranger that said I claimed
 to be “Nathan Rich” with that social security number.

There were kind and caring people in the world, somewhere.

She was proof. I was full of bliss on the bus ride home.

Zombie

I took the two documents to the MVD, the DMV of New Mexico, and got myself a state identification card. I asked my girlfriend to drive me around to look for jobs, which we found in the newspaper. I applied at the Olive Garden for a dishwashing position. I applied at McDonald’s, Walgreens, and several other places, for whatever the entry-level positions were. I used her address and my new ID, and wore the tamest clothes I could find – some from Youth in Transition and some from other street kids.

None of those places called me back; I wasn’t dishwashing material, it seemed. I knew about day labor jobs from occasionally hanging out with bums. Those places were a nightmare but could offer work, sometimes, so I tried it out. My girlfriend and I woke up at three o’clock in the morning to get me there in time.

Every day, I sat around like a zombie, waiting for any job to come along. Regulars, mostly people from Alcoholics Anonymous or illegal immigrants, worked first because they had relationships with the companies looking for labor. Me, I didn’t know any of them, so I showed up for a couple weeks and got nothing but black coffee in paper cups.

One of the guys waiting to cut down trees, a Native American sitting next to me, breathed on me as he spoke. He was clearly still drunk.

“Hey, wass yer name,” he asked in a way that sounded like a statement.

“Nate,” I replied.

“Nate Dogg
 ,” he corrected.

“Nate Dogg,” I confirmed.

That was the type of conversation to be had in the day labor waiting area.

Robot

I had heard about temp agencies, so I tried out a couple of those; Excel Staffing didn’t take me, but Adecco did.


Finally, something.


For my first temp job, I had to wake up early too, but I had a high chance to work, unlike with day labor.

I sat up front with Coca-Cola truck drivers, and helped them deliver the soda to outlets. We were off by early afternoon, but started when it was still dark. The work was hard, and the customers were worse: some of the drug store managers were absolute terrors. I couldn’t believe how petty these people were – they were livid at the mere chance the product might be late, or placed at the wrong spot on the floor.


Why are these people so serious about soda?



That’s the big problem in these people’s lives – where the soda cans go?


More temp jobs came and went. I worked at a plastic mold injection factory, where I stood in front of a big machine with long tubes up to the ceiling. Plastic pellets filled the tubes, which in turn fed the machine. As the machine opened, I reached in to grab a plastic thing, rubbed it on a cloth, put it in a bag, put the bag in a box, and kept count.

Then I turned around as the machine opened again. Repeat, repeat, repeat. Too slow, an alarm; too fast, stare at the machine. I continued for as long as I could.

I also worked at a traditional Chinese medicine company pumping smelly goo into little bottles and counting, capping, and packaging them. All day, every day. I worked several other jobs at companies like this.

After becoming acclimated to working, I set out to find a more permanent job. Most of these temp places told me they hired people full-time if they performed well, but the other workers revealed the scam. Companies hire temps and change them out endlessly to avoid insurance costs. There wasn’t much chance to get a real job this way. At $5.15 an hour, I thought I could do better.

Jobs

A girl I knew told me that a lady working at Wendy’s Hamburgers had a crush on her, and that she could get me a job there. I went down there with her and sure enough, I got the job: $6 per hour, or $6.25 if I worked the night shift. So of course, I took the night shift – 25¢ an hour adds up quickly.

My friends came by sometimes to make fun of me, wearing the little uniform and the stupid hat. I was embarrassed a bit but really didn’t care – I was making big money. I stayed with my girlfriend more and more. She didn’t have the heart to make me sleep in the tunnels anymore, and I contributed a little bit towards her expenses when I could.

Wendy’s was a perfect storm of awkward. I had eleven managers, including shift managers, night managers, district managers, and regional managers, all of whom were female. Of those, a few were lesbians, and of those, at least two hated me because I was a man. One had a pink triangle tattooed on her arm and looked like Large Marge from Peewee’s Big Adventure
 .

I made fries all day, not skilled or privileged enough to flip burgers, in the beginning. All the extra breaks and relaxation were for the female employees. Me, I got the yelling, eye rolls and bad attitude.

I viewed it as a test; I knew that every job was going to have something unpleasant. While the managers were yelling at me to make fries faster, they were flirting with the girls. I was just their little tattooed weirdo male servant.

After a few months at Wendy’s, Carl from the old crew told me about a call center where he was making $9 an hour doing basic tech support. I weaseled myself into that job, relying on the fact that I knew him to get in the door.

The job was outsourced support for EarthLink customers with connectivity problems. The irony didn’t escape me that EarthLink was founded by a Scientologist. For most of the calls, we read scripted solutions, and we sent anything hard to the tech nerds. I couldn’t believe how much money they paid us. The callers were strangers to the Internet and computers, and Earth, it seemed.

“OK ma’am, Please right-click the Internet explorer icon. It should be a blue ‘E,’ on your desktop.”

“I don’t see any blue ‘E’, I don’t know where it is!”

“OK ma’am. Tell me what you see on your desktop.”

“My keyboard, my screen, my books, and uhh… my computer mouse.”

Out of desperation, we developed a way to hang up on customers without the floor managers noticing.

After a while, I had enough money to buy clothes and food and pay some rent. I even bought a used motorcycle from a friend. I was climbing the ranks. I felt like a new man but didn’t forget my goal; it was always in my mind, humming each day. I was going to “do computers,” and this scripted tech support didn’t count.

E-Mail

I read a lot on the Internet about how to go to school. I found out about something called a community college, which was like a real college but cheaper, or something like that. I rode my motorcycle to Albuquerque’s Technical Vocational Institute, the only one in town, where I searched for scholarships by looking through a magazine I found there.

There were scholarships for black people. There were scholarships for women, Native Americans and Asians. There were scholarships specifically for pregnant women, Hispanics and for people fresh out of high school. There were scholarships for almost every category of person I could think of except for a single, white male at my age.

I refused to be discouraged and continued to look for anything, anyone to assist me get an education.

Everything seemed so complicated, and I was pretty sure I didn’t qualify for any scholarships, but did qualify for the Pell Grant, which is for impoverished people.

One thing was clear, though: to get anywhere, I needed to fill out a FAFSA form (Free Application for Student Aid), which allowed me to apply in the first place.

But to finish my FAFSA, I needed to contact my parents, because I was only twenty-three, and people under twenty-four need to include their parents’ tax information.

I had no idea where my father was; I didn’t know if he was alive, or how to spell his name, or even what he looked like. I had never even seen a picture of him.

My mother and her side of the family disowned me, but I was determined to do something. I looked on the Internet for a way to find telephone numbers, and called her new number, hoping it was correct. It had been five years since we’d last spoken. The phone rang.

“Hello?”


It’s her!


“Hey mom – it’s me!”

“What do you want?” She barked.

I explained to her I was trying to go to school and needed her tax information to do my FAFSA. Surprisingly, she claimed to have never heard of FAFSA before, which seemed very strange to me. On top of that, she told me she didn’t want to give me her tax information.

I pleaded with her.

“What if I give you the online application link with everything filled out and all you have to do is add your part and just submit it?”

She seemed annoyed and said, “No, I’m just not going to do that!”

“Why? I’m trying to go to school here!” I was annoyed at her for getting annoyed.


What is so Goddamned hard to understand here? I want to go to school!


“I don’t want the government knowing how much money I make or my finances,” she replied.

“Fine, Mom, thanks for nothing!” I hung up on her.

I was so angry with her, I wanted to smash the phone.

When I’ve told that story over the years, people have often asked, “Doesn’t the government already know how much she makes?”

Honestly, that didn’t even occur to me at the time; I was too annoyed. I don’t know what she was talking about, but that’s what she told me. All I can think is that she just didn’t want anything to do with me. She didn’t want to remember I existed.

I wrote her an email about a week later. I couldn’t take any more. I had reached out to her a few times, but she was a brick wall. She let go of me when I was fourteen. I needed to let her go, too.

I hope you die alone. I hope you’re miserable and lonely like I am. You have never been a mother to me. You’re a useless, pathetic human being that has no heart…

I wrote this and many more hateful passages. I told her every vile thing I had bottled up for years, every nasty thing I could think of.

There was no longer any hope at reconciliation. I was alone.

Dupe Puzzle

I had no choice but to wait until I was twenty-four, the age when I wouldn’t need my parents’ information for FAFSA. In the meantime, I worked and planned. As part of exploring computers and dealing with my addictive personality, I started playing video games at home, mostly Diablo II, an online game. In it, players find unique items, some of which can be sold on the Internet. There were ways for advanced cheaters to duplicate items – I wanted to figure out how.

I spent more and more time on that game, doing research online, looking for any clues as to how to dupe items. I learned how the game servers worked and how people were able to dupe in the past. Blizzard, the game’s creator, discovered most of the ways, and already fixed them in recent patches. I dug deeper into the mechanics. I even bought a few cheap computers to run simultaneous bot programs to play the game for me while I slept.

Diablo II, trying to figure out how to go to school, and my job: that was my day. These things distracted me from drugs, alcohol and homelessness. I was forming a new life.

When I finally turned twenty-four, I finished my FAFSA and was approved for student loans and a Pell Grant, which was just enough to scrape by and pay a little rent. In early 2006, I enrolled at Albuquerque’s Technical Vocational Institute.

Denied

Two months after starting school, I was riding my motorcycle to philosophy class one chilly morning at ten o’clock. Although New Mexico didn’t have a motorcycle helmet law, I wore one anyway – I figured there was no point trying to look cool when I was going to go be a nerd in class anyway. I was going around thirty miles an hour, sober as a whistle.

A Bronco pulled out in front of me and stopped. I slammed the brakes, but it was too late. I hit his left front bumper and somersaulted onto his hood, back first, right side up. My head went through his windshield. I felt a strong pain in my right collarbone and wrist.

“Don’t move!” I heard someone yell.

The sky came into focus: beautiful blue, with spotted clouds.

I felt hands on my arm.

“No, don’t move!” A man yelled.

I was trying to get up, but a man was holding me in place.

“Don’t move, don’t move. The ambulance is coming!”

I slowly looked around. There were dozens of people around, all witnesses.

An ambulance came quickly and rushed me to the hospital. My collarbone wasn’t the big problem, they told me – it was my wrist, which had multiple fractures. The small bones in my wrist had moved atop the base of my hand.

They had me on morphine, but it was ineffective because my long history of heroin. I was in real pain and my hand was immobilized. And, I had noticed, my shoulder muscle was completely numb. The doctors matter-of-factly informed me that it would never regain sensation. After many hours, I returned to my girlfriend’s apartment in bad shape.

I contacted the school when I could, and they told me to drop out – come back another year. I lost all motion in my hand, but my collarbone pain was gone. Replacing it was a new pain, in my shoulder socket.

I had surgery on my wrist, to correct the fractures and reposition the bones. I had pins, screws and washers in my arm, which made my X-ray look like I was a Terminator
 . After a few weeks, I got another surgery – a carpal tunnel release because my hand was completely numb.

I wore a sling and then a cast after the pins were taken out. It took months of painful physical therapy to regain the use of my hand. My girlfriend gave me rides everywhere and took care of me. Often at home I sat on the couch with my face in the crevice, screaming into it so the neighbors couldn’t hear me.

Eventually, though, I did recover most of my right hand’s mobility. The doctors didn’t notice for two weeks that my shoulder was out of its socket, even though I complained of pain several times. They popped it back in, but since it had healed out of socket, I would be permanently prone to easily dislocating my shoulder, they told me, unless I got another surgery. My shoulder muscle never did regain sensitivity.

I filed a claim for the accident and ended up winning the maximum the other drivers’ insurance covered: $100,000. But the lawyer took 30% and after paying for all the doctor bills, physical therapy, chiropractor, massage therapists and everything else my lawyer told me to do, I didn’t even have enough left over to pay for the surgery that would have fixed my shoulder.

I took the tiny amount of money I had left over and saved it for rent. I knew I had to go back to school, somehow. My girlfriend, who wasn’t from Albuquerque, was ready to move on to someplace new, and so was I. I needed to get away from this scene once and for all, or I would always be in danger of falling back into old habits.

I brought up Seattle, a place that was near and dear to my heart. She liked the idea and so we moved up there. I was finally going to get another chance. It took around six months to rebound from that accident, but nothing could stop me anymore. I was going to make the move to Seattle count.

I had a strange feeling about Washington. It was the fourth corner of the continental United States. California, Florida, New York, and Washington.


Am I destined for the corners of the country?


I struggled to find meaning in the coincidence but was unable to do so.


Better to make meaning in it
 , I decided.
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Astra

I arrived in Seattle to find it just as beautiful as I remembered. The progressive city was always green and vibrant. We found an apartment, and I got to work immediately looking for a school.

I was surprised to find that the schools charged higher tuition for out-of-state students, so anyone not living in Washington at least six months had to pay more. The increased fee was sometimes three times a resident’s. I searched around until I finally found a school that didn’t have this fee – the only one. Seattle Vocational Institute was a community college, with a Network Technician computer class. I wasn’t sure what that was exactly, but it sounded nerdy enough.

Enough time passed since I’d last used drugs that I felt clearer; my mind was sharper. My focus was returning, and with it a renewed sense of brainpower, though I suspected my intelligence would never be what it once was.

I started to reach out and try to make new friends, though it was challenging, as everyone I tried communicating with couldn’t relate to my background. While I knew it wasn’t their fault, their ignorance of my history fueled a desire to get my story out.

Every time someone asked me the question, “Where are you from man?” The conversation became a three-hour speech on Scientology, abandonment, addiction and the reality of being homeless. This intrigued people but after a few times, the redundancy felt tedious. I dreamed of meeting people who already knew me somehow. I wanted to get my story out to a world that didn’t know me.

I poked around on the Internet to see if there was any information about the Mace-Kingsley Ranch or former Ranchers. I watched videos made by Astra Woodcraft, a girl who spent time at the Palmdale Ranch.

Astra’s account was clear and conveyed an earnest honesty. She recounted Wally Hanks in a way that seemed to be without an inappropriate amount of bias or emotion. She described her experience – Wally sexually assaulted her when she was under his care.

I heard through the grapevine that Wally Hanks molested some of the girls while I was there and after I left, but I never saw anything firsthand.

I found a forum at “alt.religion.scientology,” which at that time was a vibrant, active discussion group about Scientology. I posted a few messages about my intentions to write a book; I was looking for an agent, a publisher, a ghostwriter, or anyone to help. I didn’t get any direct support, only mixed feedback. I wrote a couple of pages of a book but gave up and pressed on with my new life.

DOS

Before I knew it, I was enrolled in the new vocational school. It was a nine-month program meant to train me to earn a CompTIA A+ certification, the website said. I didn’t care about the certificate; I wanted the knowledge. I wanted to know how to “do computers,” and after all this effort, I was going to get it, no matter what it took.

I didn’t have a new motorcycle yet, so I took the bicycle to school.


Those bicycle punks in Seattle would be so proud of me now
 .


I am in control of my destiny
 . I am the captain of my own ship. Captain Naughty Naiit
 .

For a short time in my life when I was trying to be more approachable, I got people to go along with the name “Captain Naughty Naiit.” Some people even went with the full version: “Captain Naughty Naiit Dogg, the first.” It was a way for me to bring humor into the way people saw me. After all, I had a large mohawk and tattoos, something not common in my new environment around people with homes.

When school started, I met the three teachers and began class. They gave us a huge book about computers. The curriculum followed the book but skipped everything difficult or advanced. They taught us what a monitor was, what floppy disk was; they taught what YouTube was and how CD-ROM drives worked.

Most of this stuff I already knew.


I thought everyone knew this kind of stuff.


But my classmates weren’t computer experts; they didn’t know anything about computers, it turned out. After talking to them a bit I found out more about my class situation. I was at this school because there was no non-residence fee, and they were, too.

Most of them were immigrants, looking for a student visa. A few tried to learn, but most of them did the bare minimum to keep the status. There were people from Iran, Cambodia, Ethiopia, and other places. There was a grandmother in that class, and a kid fresh out of high school. It was a class of around fifteen people from all over the world with different backgrounds, but I was the only one that knew anything about computers. And the class had nothing to do with networking; it was just a basic how-to class.

I was disappointed. I wanted to really learn
 .

Dale, one of the teachers, was teaching us DOS and what AUTOEXEC.BAT was. He told us that “@echo off” was a command that turned off all output for the file.

I came forward with “Well, ‘echo off’ is the command. The ‘@’ only disables the output for that line. So together they mean disable all further output and the output of the line itself.”

He disagreed, but after I demonstrated it, he was impressed.

All those hours trying to get DOS games to work when my mother brought me to her workplace had stuck in my mind.

Something GNU

That day, the teachers got together and called me in to talk to them. They had a proposal.

“We want you to learn Linux. If you do the curriculum we will help you learn Linux. We want a BIND DNS server. We don’t know how to make one ourselves, but we know we want one.”

I was intrigued. I knew Linux was an operating system but knew nothing else about it.


The class isn’t going to help me but maybe this will teach me something.


“We’ll buy you books; you can use as many servers and workstations as you need. We want an IPCop Linux firewall. We want you to figure out how to make one.”

I was on board.

I asked before starting, “Is there a command-line version of Linux? I want to start with that.” – I figured I might as well actually learn it if I was going to be working on it for nine months.

Dale knew of a Linux distribution called “Gentoo,” which was notorious for being difficult, with a thorough install process. I took him up on the challenge.

I zipped through my school work in minutes, excited to explore Linux. I sat in a separate area, with four rack-mount servers and workstations on the same desk. I read books about Linux and lived in IRC (chat) channels, where I dug for understanding of every step of the process.

In about a week, I had installed the system up to having a graphical interface. It was a monumental accomplishment for me. Gentoo GNU/Linux was even harder to install back then, and I did it. I hadn’t known what “doing computers” would be, but I was discovering the meaning.

I intensified the intense focus on learning. I built that BIND DNS server, the IPCop Linux firewall, and more. I was expanding quickly into an ocean of computer technology. No one was stopping me, making me use imbecilic “study technologies” or pressuring me to do anything differently. Everyone just left me alone and supported me.

I was growing, expanding.

Coprocessor

I decided I wanted to clean up my image a little bit, so I let my mohawk down and sought a way to cover my tattoos. I figured it would be hard to get a job with “SLUT IN THE CITY” tattooed across my fingers. Dale knew a program where I could get them covered with another tattoo for free, since they were gang tattoos. I knew I would do something computer-related, so I decided to go for it.

I pulled up the schematics of an Intel 80486-DX2 processor, the processor that really hit home with me that the world was changing. I started with Intel 8088, 8086 and 80286 processors as a child. I played lots of games on the 80386 processor. But when I finally got to use an 80486 and its math coprocessor, I felt the future – I knew computer power was coming.

I told the tattoo artist I wanted various intersects of the schematic tattooed on my fingers. Nothing too fancy, though. I don’t like fancy tattoos. My life wasn’t fancy, and my skin shouldn’t be, either. And so, my gang tattoos became nerd tattoos.

While I had given up on writing a book, I didn’t give up on the idea of getting my story out. I thought about my childhood and my experience with Scientology. I thought about my family and my mother. I thought about my crazy life.


How did all of this happen?


Cambodian Dream

As I was making progress in creating nerd tools, one of the teachers got to talking. He told me they might have a contract with the Cambodian government, of all things. He said the Cambodian government buildings didn’t even have networks set up yet and the school might get a contract to set one up for them. He wanted to know if I could go.

I was excited but wasn’t sure if it was going to happen. I got a passport and started learning about Cambodia. I read about the Killing Fields and the Khmer Rouge. Cambodia’s rich and rocky history was fascinating to me. The Khmer Empire was once most of that portion of the world, but now they had next to nothing. I had a longing to go there. I wanted to get to Cambodia.

The teachers never got that contract, and they never sent anyone to Cambodia. That dream was gone. I put Cambodia in the back of my mind.


Someday, maybe
 .

Xenu

People had occasionally mentioned “Xenu” to me, in the context of Scientology discussions. Something interesting had happened: South Park aired an episode which outlined the story behind OTIII. And just like that, the amount of people I met that had heard of Scientology tripled.

I watched the episode but had a different reaction than many.

Lafayette outlined the “true” story about an alien ruler named Xenu that basically shipped a bunch of thetans out to Earth and trapped them. That’s OTIII. While I was inspired to see someone in the mainstream exposing Scientology, it seemed strange to me that they focused on that story.

As a kid I was exposed to much stranger “truths” than Xenu’s story, like the “Gorilla Goals,” which spanned sixty trillion years. For sixty trillion
 years, we thetans were put in amusement parks with rollercoaster rides and Ferris wheels. Throughout the amusement parks, various gorilla idols were present, as well as real and mechanical gorillas. Life forms wearing pink and white striped shirts used blasts of raw electricity, explosions and motion to implant us thetans. These brainwashing implants made thetans try to “be dead,” “be sexual,” “be asleep,” and other similar goals.

I hoped South Park would cover something like Gorilla Goals in a later episode, but was content with the tame Xenu story being exposed. These kinds of reflections pushed Scientology further from my core. And as the ideology was leaving me, Scientology sent someone to visit.

The Trickster

One day at class, nearly a decade since I had last seen her, my aunt Sharon walked into my classroom and looked right at me.

I looked away for a second, as my brain struggled to register.

“You don’t recognize me, do you?” she asked.

“Of course,” I fibbed, and walked over to her.

I left the classroom with her after introducing her to the teachers.


What is happening? This is surreal…what is going on?



Why is she– oh, right…



I know why she’s here…


My aunt and I walked around the campus. She spoke in the gentlest tone she could muster, but I knew her games.


This is no reunion.


She didn’t fly to Washington to catch up. She was here for something.

I cut the niceties and cut straight to the point, “What’s going on?”

She told me she was in the Northwest for a Mac/Eddy convention and had looked me up. I immediately knew this was a lie.


Come on, just come out with it.



You’re here because I talked about writing a book, aren’t you?



You don’t care about me or anything you’re saying.



You’re here to stop me from writing a book that might make your beloved Scientology corporation look bad, aren’t you?



Come clean, go ahead.


She explained she’d been busy over the years in a vague way that hinted she meant it as an excuse for disconnecting with me. It was a strange and offensive comment.

I asked her about the family, and her responses were all “good roads, fair weather.” All vague, positive responses.


Did she forget that I understood Scientology?


Almost everyone in my family was smart, but for all their intelligence they failed to recognize mine. Despite having spent years wasting its potential, I still had a bit left.

Sharon continued to work the conversation while I listened and allowed her to feel in control. She came out with the real question.

“I heard something like you’re writing a book?” She mentioned casually.


There it is.


I knew exactly what her question meant and what she was after. Every Scientologist and ex-Scientologist knows it, too.

There was no conference. She wasn’t coming to see me because she missed me and regretted disconnecting from me. She probably didn’t care that I existed – discouraging me from writing a book was her mission.

Scientology had blocked her from going further, until she “handled” me by convincing me not to write the book. She was related to someone who had gone from non-Scientologist to potential anti-Scientologist.

I acted casually as I moved my chess pieces around the board of ideas. I gave her the impression it was just something I was tossing around and had lost interest in the idea. She seemed pleased by this.

When she left, I knew it would be a long time before I heard from her again. But, if I did hear from her again, the experience would be similar.

Aunt Julie

I dug in to computers so deep that by the nine months was over I’d been through a crash course in Linux and networking. I gave myself a real Network Technician program, with the support of Dale, Mike and Jesse, the teachers. I had the feeling before that class that I already understood computers. By the end of it, I realized I didn’t know anything about computers at all.

The school offered me a position with them, but I decided to try my luck in the world. I applied for a job outside of Seattle, at a hardware provider that specializes in custom-built servers and Linux distributions. They told me I wasn’t qualified for the job, but they were impressed I’d learned as much as I did in only nine months, so they extended me an offer, with room for growth once I gained the experience.

One night while looking on the Internet trying to find anything about my father, I came across a surprising twist to my mother’s story. It turned out she’d given up on graphic design and transitioned to a new line of work: telepathically communicating with animals. Apparently, she wasn’t only communicating with live animals but also with the spirits of the dead.

She had two websites, clearly created by her without help, which were filled with text and, ironically, poorly designed graphics. They featured testimonials, descriptions, rules, and everything else normally found on an animal psychic website.

At the bottom of the page, a 3,000-word disclaimer, which in part said:

“I don’t lie or mislead in the name of communication - it’s a pretty cardinal sin and I don’t even have it in me! So, if you tell me that your dog Rover has something to say to you, and a being responds who says he is Rover and wants me to tell you Hello - and you do not have a dog named Rover, this is your deceit and not my attempt to defraud. Initially, I don’t know ‘your’ Rover from any other ‘Rover’.

…

So, in animal communication, if you pull the ‘Rover’ stunt and I find someone who agrees that they’re Rover, know that someone has stepped in who wishes to respond to your communication who also is called Rover, or who would like to be called Rover, or who has something to say so is saying he is Rover.

The point is, please don’t waste my time or yours with bogus requests and inquiries ~ there are others who would like to benefit from reconnecting with their pet. I truly can get communication telepathically from other beings when they choose to send it my way, and I get what they wish to tell me and want me to know.

I pass it along as best I can in ‘human words’ for the client (you) to understand. I am not here to perform (pardon the pun) ‘dog and pony shows’ for someone’s amusement or attempts to be ‘important’ by thinking they’re debunking telepathy. Those who attempt to do this simply have something to hide, by the way, and that’s their problem and not mine. I’m not interested.”

There were many passages about why the service might not lead to improvements in the pet’s behavior and how more sessions were probably needed.

She employed the same tactics as Sharon: no mention of Scientology, no quotes from Lafayette, no hint that this supposed “gift” was from Scientology. That kind of thing would have driven away her few customers. That kind of truth was too powerful for the “wogs.”

She’d adopted the moniker, “Aunt Julie.” I couldn’t help but feel she’d done that to relinquish her role as a mother. I was getting upset.

Then I noticed a picture of a dog I had never seen before, with a bandana around its neck. Under the picture she wrote “Meet Fox Mulder Rich – My Baby!”

There are some kinds of pain that cannot be described.
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Addiction

I walled in the emotional devastation and intensified my focus on computers even more. Every day I took a forty-five-minute bus ride to work, on which I read nerd books about the UNIX BASH shell, and programming languages like Perl and Python. I studied and practiced every moment I could.

At work, I compiled Linux kernels, built automated systems for OS deployments, and got back into programming. Every moment I had, I spent neck-deep reading books like Network Warrior
 and exercising my mind with Linux From Scratch
 , and a host of other nerd stuff.

I finally did figure out how to dupe those Diablo II virtual items, too. I neglected my girlfriend, my social life, and my “cool” friends. Everything was secondary to my new addiction: knowledge of computers. I couldn’t stop: I was going to do computers in the fullest way possible.


Life can’t stop me.



Nothing can stop me now.


I dropped “Dogg” from my name and just referred to myself as “Nate.” “Captain” was too loud a name. I was a working man – better to just use “Nate.”

After a while, my girlfriend and I broke up and I moved closer to work. Not long after that, though, they laid me off in a downsize, and I decided I would try my luck in Los Angeles. The weather was better, and there were plenty of tech jobs. Also, I wanted to reacquaint myself with my own hometown.

I got a job interview in Los Angeles at a managed web hosting company. I impressed the boss with my nerdy CPU finger tattoos and my strong achievements in such a short time. The results mirrored my last interview: he said I didn’t have enough experience but was confident I could get there. He offered me more salary than I was asking for, which made a big impact on me.

I stayed with that company for several years and gave it my all. I came across every major piece of technology used in the IT world. I was heavily exposed, and firewalls, switches, routers, Linux, Windows, virtualization, load balancers and every web-related nerd technology in existence became second-nature to me. Our team was responsible for every aspect of systems and network administration, and we had to know everything, always.

It was a lot of work, including rotating twenty-four hour shifts of emergency coverage. No matter where I was or what I was doing I had to stop and fix complex issues, right then and there. I climbed the ladder a bit and ended up being the highest-level administrator they had.

I got together enough money to travel, and I went to the Bahamas for a short trip. It was amazing to see another country again. I felt so successful. The darkness of the past was beginning to fade again. I was making something of myself.

I set my sights on the next big goal: Cambodia.

Brian Alexander

One day, out of the blue, I received an email from my biological father. In it, he explained that my paternal grandmother was sick, and they weren’t sure if she was going to make it. He included her number in the email. She wanted to contact me before she passed. He explained they had no way of reaching me, so they reached out to Scientology, which contacted my mother, who gave him my email address, scythetleppo@…

I called my grandmother immediately, and she was quite ill, I could tell through the phone. I kept things as light as I could, but it was difficult to explain my story in a light way. She ran out of energy during the call and had to end the conversation.

She seemed at least slightly relieved to know that I was alive. I asked her why she stopped communicating with me and sending me presents all those years ago, and she told me my mother had asked her to stop any kind communication.

After the call I arranged to meet up with my father, because he was living just outside of LA. I didn’t know much about Los Angeles anymore, so I just picked a Mexican restaurant I had been to. He agreed to a time to meet. He came to pick me up on that night and told me to look for him to arrive in an old truck.

He pulled up in an ancient, rusty green truck from the 1940’s, which looked as if it hadn’t been serviced since then. Together, we drove to the Mexican restaurant. His personality, different than mine or my mother’s, made it hard to recognize him as my father.

The restaurant had a $5 valet charge, customary for Los Angeles. Annoyed, he drove around the block looking for a parking spot on the street instead. After we found one and entered the restaurant, I started talking about what I had been up to and my motorcycle accident, basically giving a brief outline of my past.

He seemed more interested in demonstrating how much like me he was than hearing me. He said he, too, had been in a bad motorcycle accident. He was a loner like me. I spent many years homeless, and he lived “off the grid,” he said.

A group of students came in, dressed in formal attire. I watched him check out the girls and listened while he made comments about how hot and attractive they were. It struck me as weird and inappropriate; it was normal “guy talk,” but I wasn’t there to check out chicks – this was important to me.

He went on to tell me he was living in a trailer outside of LA, with his “ugly” girlfriend.

He described the end of his relationship with my mother. She wanted him to do more Scientology and quit smoking weed. Beyond that, he didn’t elaborate much or offer any details. The whole exchange was a bit dissatisfying, but I kept humble and patient.


Expectations are unfair – I just want to know the man.


A waiter brought the check.

My father glanced at the bill and exclaimed, “Fifty dollars!? Well, at least I only have to do this once.”

I was taken aback but didn’t say anything; I just watched.

He handed the waiter a bill.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, walking away.

A minute later, the waiter returned with a disturbed look on his face.

“Sir, this bill is a fake,” he said.

My father laughed and pulled out his wallet. He opened the purse area to reveal several bills.

“Would you accept a million dollars?” He laughed while pulling out a counterfeit million-dollar bill.

The waiter was shocked and upset, but before he could reply, my father pulled out a real bill and gave it to him.

The night wrapped up, we went our separate ways, and I never saw or heard from him again.

VFX

I never went to Cambodia back when I lived in Washington, and I was determined to go live that dream, without needing anyone else. I saved up some money and in 2009 took a two-week trip to Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand. The culture shock was exhilarating. There was such satisfaction in seeing the temples of Angkor Wat; it gave me a feeling of redemption, as if I was doing something right. I had, in a way, made it. I didn’t need anyone else to get to Cambodia – not family, not friends, and not Scientology. My efforts paid off.

Back at work, we were supposed to be experts at that job, and that’s what we became. We did projects for companies like Verizon, Nissan, Gatorade, and many other big firms. By the time I moved on I was a full-blown tech guy. I was officially “doing computers.”

I was off drugs and drank only occasionally. I was happier and healthier.

I was someone.

I took a new job at a VFX company. They did computer graphics visual effects for major motion pictures and television programs, lots of big-name stuff. Me, I was a systems guy. Over time, I climbed the ladder as high as I could, and got lots of experience working at a company where the product wasn’t technology, but art. I was learning how to properly deal with humans, rather than only machines.

Bill

Sharon communicated with me again in 2009, for the second time since the 1990’s.


What does Scientology want from me now?


She told me she was in Los Angeles, so we met up. As with the other time, I prepared for her to pretend to be interested in me, while desperately trying to get me to do something for Scientology.

As soon as she saw me, she handed me a book: Scientology: Fundamentals of Thought
 .

“I remembered you said you wanted to read this again,” she said.


I don’t remember saying anything about this book.



Hell, I barely even remembered it existed.


“Oh… thanks,” I said, as I accepted the book with forced gratitude.

She was much more straightforward this time.

“I was just wondering, what Scientology services would you be willing to do?”


Well, at least she’s not trying to hide it this time.


I told her the only thing I’d be willing to do was the Purification Rundown. After doing it so many times in my life, I had never done it after actually doing drugs. I had been feeling the physical and mental effects from drugs for many years and figured it would either do nothing for me or help me. I was unaware of the many people who have died doing the program.

Sharon got excited and rushed me down to Celebrity Centre International, across the street from where I grew up. The security guards asked who we were and what we wanted before letting us in. Sharon convinced them, with her contemporary Scientology lingo, that she was one of them.

I walked into a Scientology building for the first time in thirteen years.


I’m going into the den of people so capable, so powerful and theta, they are at the top of the human experience.



These are the people who can get things done.



I remember the hundreds or thousands of hours of lore I was exposed to around these Sea Org members.



What impression will they give me now?


It was kind of exciting actually, like some kind of sanity check.


Have I just been crazy this whole time, thinking they were wrong?


As soon as we entered, everything seemed ill-planned. She had to meet with several Sea Org members privately to discuss the situation, while I just sat in the lobby, awkwardly.

I knew exactly what those conversations went like; there was no need to guess. She told them she needed to get me back “on lines” (doing Scientology), to ensure I didn’t speak out against them.

This was their big chance to reel me back in, so they had better not blow it. That’s exactly what she would have told them, though with more invented acronyms and abbreviations.

While waiting, I looked around the lobby. The entire place looked so fake and phony to me. It was old, stale, the same cheap attempt at glamor they used in the 1990’s. The staff were dressed as sailors, as they always had been, but there was something even more pathetic about their costumes when I viewed the scene as an adult.

As I scanned around, I recognized David Carradine playing the piano, in the middle of the lobby, while no one watched him. He looked at me and smiled. My aunt, him and I were the only three people that didn’t work there.


I never knew he was a musician
 .


Wait, is he a Scientologist? What is he doing here?


Sharon resurfaced with a senior somebody-or-other from the Sea Org. Our new companion told me she wanted to have a chat with me while Sharon “got things set up.”


This patronizing is really getting old.


She took me into a fancy room where a younger man was sitting at a desk. The room was practically a library with the amount of Scientology books there were. A woman came in to join us. The two of them wore the same tired Sea Org uniforms I did when I was fourteen.

“Have a seat!” They were pleasant.

As I sat, I remembered that each time someone does what they say, like sit after they say “sit,” they view it as an acknowledgment of their abilities in Scientology.


Dear God, how did I used to think like them?


They pulled out a big black binder.

“We know the Internet has lots of false data out there. We just want you to give you the real information, so you know the truth,” they recited.

I looked on as they opened the binder and went through each of the items in it.


This ought to be good.


“You’ve probably seen a fake death certificate of LRH, which shows he was on drugs when he died. Look, this is the real death certificate. See? No drugs.”

“Oh, okay, yeah I have seen that. Interesting,” I said.


How could there be two death certificates for the same person with different drug results?



Well, it does seem reasonable that the online information is bogus. But then again, it also seems reasonable this one is the fake.


“I’m sure you’ve heard about the South Park episode that talks about Scientology. These are just gross misunderstandings about Scientology by wogs and the data is just false,” they said.

“So, you’re telling me OTIII isn’t real?” I snarked. (That’s the level which talks about Xenu, the galactic overlord portrayed on South Park.)

They were professional salesmen, however; they detected my shift immediately and tried to react appropriately.

“Well, I mean OTIII is confidential, as you know, but I can assure you it’s nothing like what you saw on that program. I mean, that show didn’t even make sense.”


Those words could mean anything.



They always talk like this when they want to deceive: vague sentences and simple diversion tactics.


I let them continue.

“Plus, you know, well I don’t know if you know this, but Matt Stone and Trey Parker… well, they’re kind of, you know, we have been hearing a lot of rumors that they’re… well…”

“Gay?” I suggested.

I didn’t know if they were dancing around it because Scientology has gotten so much bad PR from being secretly anti-gay or if it was because they had heard I might be gay. I didn’t care.

“Aren’t they married or something?” I asked.

“Well, yeah, but I mean that’s what we’ve been hearing, and we know a lot of people in the industry you know, so…”

I offered them some help. I already won this game, so there was no point in flaunting it.

“Well, they did kiss each other in that movie, what was it called… BASEketball!
 ”

They perked up, like I told them the secret to the stock market, and looked at each other while still talking to me.

“Really? Oh, wow, we need to watch that.”


Are these morons serious?



Did they think that this tactic for dullards would work on me?


I had been out of the corporation long enough that the whole experience was just a joke to me.

They went on to show me official-looking dossiers about ex-Scientologists and how evil and wicked they all were. Mike Rinder, an abusive psychopath foaming at the mouth, hell-bent on destruction of the world. I didn’t even know Mike left the Sea Org, but I remembered he was a big-wig in that world.


Mike Rinder can club all the baby seals in the world and it doesn’t mean Scientology is right.



How do these people not have even the most basic critical thinking skills?


They flipped through several more rabid psychopaths before I finally convinced them I wouldn’t make the mistake of believing anyone other than them.

They slowly began working in a sales pitch, which amplified as they put the black binder back on the shelf. They wanted me to do my “Basics,” a new release I had heard about vaguely online, but didn’t know much about. They introduced it as the complete package of basic Scientology books delivered as a course, or something like that; I can’t be too sure because I wasn’t interested.

They quoted it at something like $2,200. I told them I wasn’t interested in the Basics or anything else; I would be willing to do my Purification Rundown only, and I held my ground. They started laying the pressure on more and more.

“You’ve read what LRH says about money right? Holding back money causes a ridge. Here look at this reference.”

He showed me a passage from Lafayette:

Now, if we educated the same man to never outflow any money and never to give any money – we’ve educated him both ways now, 100 percent – and we got this exactly and equally balanced, we’d have an insane ridge. And he’d have the glee of money or something.

“You see? You can be causing an insanity without flowing money,” the guy added.

These tactics were pathetic. I stood my ground. I could see them slowly wearing down, but their patience was incredible. They were desperate for me not only to pay for the Basics, but to want
 to pay for the Basics.

After around an hour and a half of back and forth, they finally told me I could go sit in another room to talk to someone while my aunt was wrapping up what she needed to do, which of course was nothing. I sat down in the other room and another lady came to talk to me.

She sat down and asked, “So I’m hearing you’re not interested in doing your Basics?”


Are you kidding me?


I couldn’t believe it.

She started in on me about how the books had tiny mistakes in them that had been corrected, and how the Basics were the foundation of so much wonderful knowledge. I insisted again and again that I just wanted to try the Purif and see how that went.


If Lafayette were alive would he be here doing this?



Would he be desperately trying for hours to get one person to buy one thing?


It seemed so sad. Sad, and annoying.

Good Standing

Eventually, I managed to escape the eternity of upselling. Sharon showed up again, with no mention of what she had been doing this whole time; I assume she was filling in more Sea Org members as to the situation, or just sitting there waiting for them to sell me a few books that cost as much as a good used car.

I filled out a questionnaire about which drugs I had done – it’s needed before the Purif. I went over to the sauna to turn the sheet in. I opened the door and walked in, only to find Devin Angus, a kid from the Ranch, standing there. We were both surprised.

I asked him “I don’t know, Devin, how many times did we huff gas at the Ranch, like a hundred?”

He wasn’t amused. They had already gotten to him, I could see it all over him. He was a Scientologist, one of the meek.


Sad to see a kid who once had a rebellious spirit take the easy way out – submission to anecdotal pseudoscience.


Sharon brought me over and introduced me to another Sea Org lady, around fifty years old. She looked like she was wearing a ship captain’s Halloween costume. She introduced herself and told me she knew me back when I was a child. I believed her; I did grow up within a few hundred yards of where we were standing.

She asked me why I was hesitant to rejoin Scientology or take any courses other than the Purif. I told her people in Scientology had committed crimes that hadn’t been resolved and weren’t likely to be. I gave her a thirty-second rundown of the Mace-Kingsley Ranch. She claimed to know about the Ranch and who Wally Hanks was, and assured me that the corporation had declared Wally Hanks a suppressive person and kicked him out permanently.

The real reason was that I thought the ideas were fundamentally flawed, and I was only willing to try the Purif because there’s little or no “mental” stuff about it, so I thought I would be OK. But, I was also interested to see what they would say about the child molestation and abuse Wally Hanks perpetrated, and the coverup Scientologists participated in.

Sharon ran off to do some other mysterious thing while we talked. Afterwards, I left the Sea Org lady and wandered inside. I went to the first guy at a desk with a computer, past David Carradine, still banging away on the piano. The guy at the desk looked up, his expression interested and ready to serve.

“Hi, can I help you?”

“Yeah, I’m trying to find out the status of a Scientologist I knew a long time ago. I just want to make sure he hasn’t been declared or have any kind of notes about him, just to be sure.”

The guy had seen me with the high-ranking Sea Org officer outside, so he must have thought I had some right to this information.

He was very helpful – “Sure! Name please?”

“Yeah, Wally Hanks.”

He started clacking away on his keyboard. I eyeballed the screen and noticed they used a type of interface the outside world hadn’t employed since the 1980’s.

“Let’s see here, Hanks. I have a Wally Hanks in Spokane, Washington.”

“Yeah, that’s him,” I said.


Johnny told me a long time ago that Scientologists sent him sailing with Wally, in Spokane.


“Let’s see.” He looked it up and down and scrolled a bit with the page keys. “Nope, I’m not seeing anything here.”

“No PTS or SP declare or any kind of outstanding ethics issues?” I felt a sinking in my chest.

“Nope, nothing here.”

“So, he’s in good standing with Scientology, right?”

“Yeah, he’s in good standing.”

“OK, thanks!”

To an observer it might have looked like I sapped his intelligence because he looked confused as I walked away looking wiser.


Wally Hanks, the child abuser.



Wally Hanks, the child molester.



Wally Hanks, the Scientologist in good standing.


Sharon resurfaced and ushered me out of the building calmly and quickly.

She said, “Oh, this place is really just for celebrities, let’s take you to a mission instead.”

I knew this wasn’t true, either; it isn’t just for celebrities.

We drove to the nearest mission, a very small Scientology organization, and entered. As soon as we got to the front desk, a guy approached and said hello. It was another
 kid from the Ranch. He asked if I remembered him, but I only recognized his face. It was one of those awkward moments when I realized I made more of an impression on someone else then they did on me.

After some back and forth there it turned out that they weren’t going to allow me to do any services at any Scientology mission or org.

I was an “Illegal PC,” banned from getting services.

Sharon suggested that I try to do my Purif at one of the many front groups in town – drug detox programs that pay to use Scientology without telling the patients about it. I said I would, but I really wasn’t interested anymore. She got out of there as quickly as she could, and I thought it would be the last time I would hear from her.

I never appreciated the way my family patronized me, as if they were smarter than me, their tricks above me. As I matured, their bodies folded in on themselves and bent into magnifying glasses. I could see right through their flesh and bones, into their intentions.

I was willing to try the Purif again, but nothing else. I had a mild interest in checking out what Wally Hanks’ status with Scientology was, and I found that out. He was a child molester. He was a child abuser. He was a felon and a con. Scientology knew all of this, and he was in good standing with them.

He could still be saved by them: he did still have money, after all.
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The Phone Call

Around a year later, in 2010, I got a phone call at work from a blocked number. It was my aunt Sharon. She always seemed to be able to find me – Scientology’s private investigators made quick work of that kind of thing. Surprised to hear her voice, I was interested to hear what she had to say.


What now? Does Scientology want me to make a commercial for them?


I was wrong, it was the first time anyone in my family contacted me for reasons other than Scientology, in eleven years. Sharon was crying.

I could hear Arlene and Frances in the background crying and talking.

“Your mother is sick. She’s in the hospital and they don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

I couldn’t believe it. I tried to remember how old she was.


Isn’t she too young to be sickly?


I did the calculations in my head while my mind raced.


Let me see, she was born in 1959, that makes her… 51?


“Is she going to be okay?” I asked.

“We don’t know, the doctors don’t know. We don’t – we don’t think so. We’re not sure.”

This was serious. They didn’t contact me lightly, I knew that.

“What hospital is she in, can I come down there? I can book a flight now,” I said.

I had to walk away from my work area but there was nowhere private to stand, so I stood in someone else’s office while I talked.

“They think it’s cancer, they don’t know. She came in to the hospital complaining about intestinal issues and, after a barrage of tests, they haven’t been able to figure out what’s wrong with her. We’re not sure–”

“What hospital, what city? Are you in Clearwater?” I repeated.

“We’re not sure if you should come.” I could hear Arlene and Frances talking in the background.

They told her, “Don’t let him come, he’s entheta.”

They were upset and crying. I was getting emotional, too.

“We don’t want you to come. We think it will enturbulate her. We don’t want you to enturbulate her. She– she might get better, though. The doctors are coming now. I have to go. I’ll call you later.” She hung up the phone.

Just like that, they had decided for me. They didn’t want me to enturbulate my mother. “Enturbulate” is another Scientologist word that means to upset someone. At the time, I thought they meant that just seeing me would enturbulate her. As time went on, I realized they may have been suggesting I was going to say or do something to intentionally upset her.


Were they serious?


I wanted to be by her side and let her know that I forgave her. I wanted to apologize for my overts, my sins. I wanted to bring her some serenity. I wanted to see her, but I didn’t even know how to reach them. I searched on the Internet that night about how to find people in hospitals, but I didn’t have any luck.

Sharon called again a couple of days later. This time, she sounded more composed, convicted – as if she had prepared a script beforehand.

She parroted to me, “Julie dropped her body. She handwrote a small will on a napkin. Everything is going to Frances and the church. She didn’t have much, just half of a condo and her car. We’ll take care of everything, there’s nothing for you to do here.”

The Funeral

I didn’t know what to say. I was sad and shocked and annoyed and angry all at the same time. I was blown away by the message.


My mother just died.


Unlike other tragedies in my life, this one sunk in immediately; I knew what had happened. There wasn’t a delay – I was shocked and depressed.

“When is the funeral?” I asked. I was going to that, at least.

“In about two weeks. We will call you again. I have to go now. Bye.”

“Bye,” I mumbled.

Every word, every interaction was controlled. Everything went through Scientology’s filters of control. I was a potential enemy to them because I wasn’t a Scientologist, and I had talked about wanting to write a book.


Does anyone on this planet care about me?



Can anyone see this happening?


I felt alone and destroyed.

My mother died, and the last thing I ever said to her was in that vile, hateful email. I told her off, and gave her as much of my negative energy as I could, in ways that no one should ever talk to their own mother. I got no chance to try to reconcile at least some of our differences or make a truce. Nothing. I was crushed.

Around a week and a half later, my aunt called me at work again. She wanted to know my address, so she could send me all the pictures my mother had of me. I gave her my address, even though I suspected she already had it. I asked when the funeral was going to be.

“Oh, we already had one,” she said.

I was silent. Somehow, I thought she was joking. I was waiting for the real answer.

“Yeah, we just had a small service, just friends and family. A few people spoke and that was all,” she calmly said.

My heart sank. I dropped to the concrete floor beneath my desk. My eyes teared up. I didn’t say anything.

“OK, well you should get the pictures soon. OK, bye,” She said to me, before hanging up.

My boss quietly looked at me, balled up on the ground, clutching my phone with both hands. He asked if I wanted to take some time off. I nodded and left the office.

Numbness

When the pictures arrived at my apartment, I looked them over, and had flashbacks of living in Hollywood as a youngster. Just me and my mom, with Cujo and Clovis. We seemed so much happier back then. Things seemed simpler – lighter. In those days, I was her little man.

All the pictures from when I was a baby had my father cut out of them completely, and there were no pictures of me after eleven years old. I slowly flipped through every picture and tried to absorb the weight of the situation, but it was impossible.

Instead, I boxed away the images and tried to put my childhood out of my mind.


Anger, rage, guilt, depression, sorrow – I can’t take any more of it.



I need to function, I need to live.


I closed off all my emotions the best I could. I was used to dealing with pain alone.

People said they were sorry she had passed, but I ignored them. I didn’t know what to feel anymore; I solidified my numbness and bottled up all emotions.

I continued working and pushing forward. I kept to myself mostly, and the grind of work distracted me just enough to carry on, though I knew I would never be able to reconcile with her.

Mormons

In 2011, I was propositioned by a visual effects producer and supervisor team. By then I had impressed a lot of the top brass at the company. Visual effects companies’ technical infrastructure was already second-nature to me by then, and it showed. They wanted to know what it would take to get me to leave the company and join them as Director of IT at their new startup company, in Utah. It was to be a remote-access visual effects company.

At that time, my desk had a window facing Santa Monica Beach. I could lift my head above the computer monitors to see the ocean, so I turned them down.

But later that week, I changed my mind.


They are asking me what it would take.



What harm is there in telling them? The worst they can do is say no.


I wrote an email to them, spelling out exactly what it would take.

I told them the salary I desired. I wanted to work my own hours, with a month off every year. I didn’t want to report to anyone about technical matters; I needed to be the decision-maker. I would work entirely from home, and occasionally at the data center, as needed. And finally, I asked for equity in the company. Everything I wanted from a good job, written and sent.

The response was simple, but powerful: “Great, we’ll write up the contract! Looking forward to having you on board!”

After my notice period, I packed up and moved out to Salt Lake City, Utah, rented a house and got to work. I researched and developed technologies to build a new platform for visual effects. I built and maintained our presence in a data center. But most importantly, I soaked up the peaceful environment of Utah. The serenity was soothing and healing.

As a last-ditch effort to get my story out, I made a video with some friends and posted it on a crowd-funding website. My plan was to make a documentary film, featuring interviews with other kids from the Mace-Kingsley Ranch. If I got enough money, I wanted to make a proper film. In the end, I raised only $150, so I put my story on the back shelf.


Maybe someday
 , I told myself.

After around a year, poor decisions in the financial and executive areas were putting the startup in jeopardy. As a last-ditch effort, they tried to negotiate a merger with a company in China, of all places. I was sent out to investigate the technical reality of the situation.

Middle Kingdom

In 2012, I touched down in Shanghai, expecting to catch another flight to Chengdu, in the Sichuan province. A representative for the Chinese company received me, gave me his business card, and told me in broken English that my next flight was canceled. I needed to stay the night, in the airport hotel. He handed me $150 in local currency and escorted me to the hotel. On the way, I overheard a business man on the phone, practically shouting.

“Nigga, joe sure wuh…”

“…Dan sure niggaaaa… nigga…”


What the hell? What a damn racist!


I was surprised to see such a flagrant bigot.

The next day, I went alone to catch my next flight, and arrived safely in Chengdu. I was received by a driver, a translator, and an executive from my company, who had come out a month prior. We loaded into a van and drove around forty-five minutes, out to Dujiangyan, a small but nationally famous town.

I spent two months working in China, soaking up what I could. I had been to Asia before, but never China. Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, those places were awesome, but something was different about China.

I realized I had never actually heard Mandarin Chinese before. Every Chinese person I had ever talked to or seen on the television was Cantonese. They speak Cantonese, which is not at all the same. Mandarin is a beautiful, unique language that was totally new to me.

The food was incredible too, and totally foreign to me. They had no idea what I was talking about when I mentioned Beef and Broccoli, or Sweet and Sour Pork. Likewise, they didn’t know what the word “Wok” meant, or what fortune cookies were. The food they ate was rich, delicate and delicious.

The people were kind to me – interested and engaging. They were non-judgmental and real. I was starting to fall for China. I tried to understand the strange noises coming out of their mouths when they spoke. Tones and phonetic sounds not present in English were like ancient poetry to me.

The man in the airport wasn’t a racist: he was saying “Na ge,” which in spoken language is often sloppily pronounced “Nuh guh.” It means “that,” and is also used in the same way we use “uh.”

I dug in deeper to the thought processes of the people I worked with. They were fascinating to me. The culture was so different than American culture, it was invigorating. I felt like I was a visitor on an alien planet.

There on business, I ate with government officials, had lunch with the mayor, and went to see some panda bears in an exclusive sanctuary. I was falling in love with China and life outside of America – away from my past.

Wanderer

The merger ultimately didn’t happen, and the company collapsed. Rather than return to America, I decided to stay in China for a while. I was still reeling from the loss of my mother and didn’t want to be around anything familiar.

The web hosting company I used to work for back in LA offered me a retainer position: remote support when needed, with a steady paycheck. I started traveling Asia by day, and working remotely by night, which is LA’s daytime.

I hopped around China first, and then several nearby countries. I was always alone, always on the move. I dealt with my pain by replacing it with adventure. But no matter how many places I went, I always returned to China. It was my new home.

I went to too many countries to count as travel became my new focus. I was living in a dream, one brought on so long ago by a teacher mentioning the word “Cambodia” to me. I was a traveler again, only I didn’t need to beg for change along the way anymore. My love for China’s people only grew.

Donna

I went back to America in 2013 to help the web hosting company with something and visited Albuquerque while I was there. I learned Youth in Transition shut down when I went by there to thank Donna for helping me all those years before. What was left of it was run out of her apartment and car.

Eager to show my gratitude, I went by and was surprised to see the physical toll life had taken on her. She was in bad shape – she looked weathered, with missing teeth. She was bone-thin. It was sad that no matter how much she’d given to others, she couldn’t fill her own heart with anything except drugs. They were her medicine for whatever need lived deep inside her.

She was still donating everything she had to assist the homeless and needy. I told her my story about how I had gotten off the streets and she cried real tears of joy and pain at my story. It was hard to see her in such a bad state. It was already too late for her, I knew. I’ve known a lot of drug addicts.

I gave her $200 to buy food and clothes for an immigrant family she was assisting, and she sobbed with a compassion and grace for my simple gesture.

I felt resentful, to no one in particular, that her life ended up as it did.

A decade earlier, the police charged Donna with conspiracy to commit arson, claiming she had some street kids burn YIT down in a plot to solicit sympathy donations, but they acquitted her. I never did find out what happened with that, or its validity, but I didn’t care.

People seem to think every saint is supposed to be perfect. Donna helped me; she helped a lot of kids – anyone she could, consistently. It was all she was ever doing, every time I saw her.

As far as I was concerned, she could burn down any building she wanted, if it meant more kids would survive and get the chance I did.

I said goodbye and left a deeper and more grateful soul.

Sadly, Donna passed away just weeks after I saw her.

Base FX

In the summer of 2014, I was in Chiang Mai, Thailand. I had been traveling Asia for two years, with no lasting friends. I thought about what I wanted to do next. I knew I wanted to either learn Mandarin, or work with Chinese people for a year, to understand them better.

I started to search for schools where I could learn Mandarin, and sent an inquiry to the largest Asia-based visual effects company, Base FX, even though their website said they didn’t have any technical positions available.

Before I could settle on a good school to go to, Base FX responded with excitement. They wanted to meet me and wanted to know if I would be in Beijing any time soon, to apply for an IT Manager position. I told them I would come up for the interview. If it didn’t work out I had school to fall back on, so I was confident.

I entered Base FX and met with the CEO and VP of Technology. The interview went well, and I started a probation period at my new job. Within a few months the VP of Technology stepped down, and I was officially appointed the IT Manager, in charge of a handful of staff in the IT department in Beijing.

I was already a vastly experienced technical person by the time I took the job, so many of the challenges the company faced were straightforward to me. The company was making progress in the technical area under my watch.

Around a year later, as my responsibilities grew, I was promoted to the IT Director, in charge of all the IT staff in three Chinese cities. The company was growing, and so was I. Because I wasn’t learning much about technology anymore, I focused on management and leadership, which I thought would be simple to pick up, but I was wrong – it was a lot of hard work and practice. As I pushed harder on improving the company, my responsibilities continued to grow.

In 2016, I was promoted to the executive team, as the Chief Technology Officer. By then, I was responsible for around seventy-five staff in five teams, across six cities in three countries. Mostly, I managed the teams in English with help from my assistant, but occasionally I used my broken Mandarin. Every technical decision about the company involved me.

Aftermath

I found my path to “doing computers,” and that was checked off the list. My passion had turned to China, but I continued to work at Base. Though I had only planned on spending a year there, I found the experience immensely rewarding, so I kept going with it.

In January 2017, a person I knew from the Mace-Kingsley Ranch messaged me, asking if I was interested in going on Leah Remini: Scientology and the Aftermath
 , a television program about Scientology’s abuses. The episode was about the Mace-Kingsley Ranch.

Tara Reile, a fellow Rancher, was set to be on the show as well. I considered my options and decided to do it. In the summer of 2017, I flew to America at great personal expense to tell part of my story to the world. When the episode aired in October, I felt a massive release, but it was only part of my story, condensed into around ten minutes.

As soon as the episode aired, Scientology released an attack video against me, featuring almost all of my family. The first line of the video is my cousin saying “The reason Nathan ended up going to the Ranch is because that was his only other option other than jail.”

They mention I had trouble in Scientology schooling and then intermix my drug use and overdoses in such a way to make it seem like those were the reason I was sent to the Ranch in the first place, even though they all happened afterwards.

The first thought I had when I saw the video was Oh my God, that’s what they look like
 , because I hadn’t seen most of them in twenty years.

I don’t hate them for attacking me. I understand why they did it – Scientology. I only hope they can escape the indoctrination; if they do, I’ll offer to help put them back together.

Strangers contacted me to share their stories or to ask for advice, which I appreciated deeply. I remembered what it felt like to have no one to relate to. I felt these people reaching out to me, like I had tried to do so many times. I was overcome with the urge to get the rest of my story out, not just the Ranch experience. It was doing me no good, locked up in my mind. Maybe out in the world, someone could find value in it.


I’ve waited long enough
 .

In late 2018, I resigned from Base FX to pursue Mandarin studies and tell my story, as I had originally planned. Technology wasn’t my passion anymore; helping others became the new passion. That, and learning Chinese, once and for all.

* * *

There are people in this world who wouldn’t believe I was still alive, let alone that I could hold a job. By the time I was twenty-five, I was already telling people I felt old from all the stuff I’d been through. I constantly battle my past, but I’m winning the war – I can feel it.

When I was a kid, all I wanted was to live a normal life, and what I got instead was a jumbled mess of pain and loneliness. But I don’t regret living anymore. I don’t hate my mother anymore, and I don’t hate myself
 anymore, either. Somehow, I survived; I made it.

I don’t know what I can do about Prometheus, Scythe Tleppo, or the lingering Scientology stuff inside my head, but for now I will keep pushing forward and hope for the best.

And as for my name, I’m finally ready for the world to call me Nathan. I am myself now, and I accept my shortcomings, even if the world doesn’t.

There are many who didn’t make it and I feel honored to be among the few who did.

Thank you for listening to my story.




Special Thanks




Sara Turner.

Dustin “Tanto” Kemp.
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For my Angel.

Inspired by you. Thank you for listening.
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Honor




Dustin “Spit” from Bakersfield, heroin.

Olavo Silva from the Ranch, accident.

Dustin “Bug Uggly”, heroin.

Trevor Kowitz from the Ranch, transplant failure.

Amber Nava from the old crew, transplant rejection.

Richie Santangelo from the Ranch, suicide.

Anthony the vegan, suicide.

Roberto Cacho Jr. from the Ranch, murder.

Christi Nowak from the Ranch, suspicious overdose.

Miles Decker from the Ranch, cancer.

Jeffrey Giovinco from the Ranch, heroin.

Anita from the Albuquerque scene, medical condition.

Matty Duggan from the Ranch, murder.

Donna Rowe from Youth in Transition, methamphetamine.

Daniel Gilleard from the Ranch, accident.

Jamie Eurell from the Ranch, suicide.

Dale Porter, Sr. from Dunedin Academy, heart attack.

James Dries from the Ranch, suicide.

Monte Necessary from the Ranch, accident.

Martin Rich, heart attack.

Julie Rich, cancer.
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My demons, inner strengths and physical battles
have guided me through life.
GG Allin
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The ultimate mystery is one’s own self.
Sammy Davis, Jr.
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Failure will never overtake me if
my determination to succeed is strong enough.
Og Mandino
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We live in a rainbow of chaos.
Patil Cezanne
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Desperation is the raw material of drastic change. Only those who can
leave behind everything they have ever believed in can hope to escape.
William S. Burroughs





OEBPS/Image00044.jpg
Questioning anything and everything, to me, is punk rock.
Henry Rollins
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No one ever discovers the depths of his own loneliness.
Georges Bernanos
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The light you see at the end of the tunnel is
the front of an oncoming train.
David Lee Roth
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We come from a dark abyss, we end in a dark abyss,
and we call the luminous interval life.
Nikos Kazantzakis
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We are living on the brink of the apocalypse,
but the world is asleep.
Joel C. Rosenberg
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A childs first teacher is its mother.
Peng Liyuan
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It is a mistake to fancy that horror is associated
inextricably with darkness, silence, and solitude.
H.P. Lovecraft
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The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living.
Marcus Tullius Cicero
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Sacrifice to me is something you do
without expecting something in return.
Marilyn Manson
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You start with a darkness to move through, but
sometimes the darkness moves through you.
Dean Young
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Mental illness leaves a huge legacy, not just for the person suffering it
but for those around them.
Lysette Anthony
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Expect trouble as an inevitable part of life and repeat to yourself,
the most comforting words of all; this, too, shall pass.
Ann Landers
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Childhood should be carefree, playing in the sun;
not living a nightmare in the darkness of the soul.
Dave Pelzer
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Only through our love and friendship can we create
the illusion for the moment that we’re not alone.
Orson Welles
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You want to believe that there’s one relationship in life that’s beyond
betrayal. A relationship that’s beyond that kind of hurt. And there isn’t.
Caleb Carr
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...people believe what they're told. Maybe not the first time, but by the
hundredth time, the craziest of ideas just becomes a given.
Neal Shusterman
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From a little spark may burst a flame.
Dante Alighieri





