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Dedicated to all the children of any age
who survived the prick of the thorn
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*
C H A P T E R  5

GRINNING EVILLY AND looking at me through the corner of his eye, Jed’s 
older brother DeWayne asked, “Jed, what are you going to do with 
this little fairy-boy?”

Chuckling under her breath, his plainspoken mother chimed in, “He 
should have been a girl; he’s too pretty to be a boy.  What you need 
to do is toughen the little fucker up.”

I stood straight up with my back pressed against the dark-paneled din-
ing room wall.  I clasped my hands firmly behind my back while I gazed 
at the tattered area rug, trying my best to be invisible.  Jed’s family 
couldn’t have cared less.  His mom and siblings often talked about me 
as though I weren’t even there.  They were completely oblivious as to 
how their damaging words stabbed into my sensitive heart like a rusty 
knife poisoning my soul.

Jed’s mother, who worked as a bartender, was a very perverted wom-
an with the vocabulary of a trucker.  It was from her that I first saw and 
learned what a dildo was, along with a few other sex toys.  Her gruff 
behavior, raspy voice from years of chain smoking, and the large, pro-
truding wart on the end of her nose combined into a witch-like perso-
na.  I was terrified of her.  Jed’s six brothers and sisters were obviously 
the products of their mother and would often abuse me with their 
vulgar words.  Jed’s younger brother Owen began molesting me from 
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“Why are you standing there?  You’re blocking the TV?!  Can’t you see 
I’m busy?  Come back during a commercial!”

The angry, dismissive words of my mother pierced me like swords.  I 
was such a sensitive little boy and by that time of my young life, so 
full of fear.  Even though her harsh words hurt me, I wouldn’t let them 
keep me from approaching her once again during the commercial 
break to ask the burning question that had been consuming my mind 
all day.  I mustered up all the strength I could to approach her again 
and stood by her chair, waiting.  When she turned to me with such a 
bothered look upon her face, I couldn’t hold back my pent-up emotion 
any longer and my tears began to flow.  Annoyed, she said, “Why are 
you crying?!”

Timidly but with conviction, I asked her, “Why don’t you ever tell me 
you love me?”

I could instantly see her anger as she quickly blurted out, “What do 
you mean?”

I said, “I hear the parents of the other kids at school say how much 
they love them when they drop them off, but I never hear you tell me 
that.  Don’t you love me?”

In her anger and embarrassment, she told me she loved me, but her 
actions and demeanor washed away any hope I had of her answering 
my question and easing my pain.  The truth was, she couldn’t.  She 
couldn’t answer my question and for whatever reason, she couldn’t 
love me.  I have no memory of ever sitting on my mother’s lap or of her 
demonstrating any kind of loving affection toward me.  I remember 
only the deep torment of feeling unwanted.

the time I first arrived in their home and continued for several years.  
One afternoon while he was babysitting me, he and a friend took turns 
on top of me sexually.  I struggled with this for many years, tormented 
by the complicated mix of shame and sexual pleasure I experienced 
from such violation.

I hated going to their big, old house.  Everything about its taw-
dry environment frightened and disgusted me.  Jed’s parents were 
hoarders, and the filth and odors in their home were absolutely 
nauseating.  Piles of junk filled every space.  The walls and furniture 
were covered with stains and thick layers of dust.  Dirty dishes and 
cookware covered the kitchen counters, many containing the rem-
nants of meals from days and even weeks before.  Every one of my 
five senses was offended while I was there, and it usually took some 
time for me to relax enough to even sit down.  Eating under such 
putrid conditions posed a real challenge.  The long, wide upstairs 
hallway which led to the many rooms where I was often placed in 
bed with Owen for the night was furnished with trash, books, and 
magazines.  In the pages of those discarded magazines, I discov-
ered pornography.

Crying, I begged my mother to not take me to that house after the 
abuse began to happen.  I related to her how cruel they were to me, 
and what Owen was doing to me at night.  All I remember her saying 
was, “Shawn, what do you want from me?!  I’ll talk to them, but I have 
no other place to take you.”

Nothing changed, and my unacknowledged suffering was replaced by 
a cruelly deafening silence.

�
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was babysitting me while my mom was away and he decided to have 
some demented fun by getting me drunk.

I remember how funny he thought it was watching this little blond boy 
stumble around the apartment, crying for his mom and running to 
the bathroom to throw up.  At sixteen, Jed was just a boy himself; my 
mother was in her early twenties.  At the hands of my young mother 
and her teenage boyfriend, what chance could I have possibly had for 
any normalcy?  The following weekend, I went to stay with my dad and 
told him what Jed had done.  Dad left me with a friend and made his 
way to my mom’s apartment, knocking the door flat off its hinges.  He 
pulled Jed outside, where Dad proceeded to beat him to a bloody 
pulp.  I carried the memory of that incident with me for many years, 
believing that Dad was my superhero and would protect me when I 
needed him.

In reality, my dad was an extremely violent man who on several occa-
sions came close to killing my mother in front of me.  As a result, by the 
time I was four, I was already severely traumatized.

The first occurrence happened shortly after my mom and dad had been 
fighting.  While Dad was at work, Mom took me and we went to stay 
with her mother.  It didn’t take long for Dad to realize where we were 
and to furiously drive there to retrieve us.  He took us out to a dark 
country road, locked me in the car, and pulled my screaming mother out 
by her hair.  I was in the back seat banging on the window trying des-
perately to get out.  As he dragged Mom off, I could see the knife.  My 
heart was paralyzed by fear not knowing if I would ever see her again.

It wasn’t until I was an adult that I learned that once they were out of 
my sight, Dad continued to drag Mom to a nearby bridge, where he 
hung her over the side by her ankles.  He threatened to kill her if she 

As a child, I told myself that my mother’s coldness towards me was 
because of my stepfather Jed.  I would often hear them arguing 
about me.  One night, they didn’t realize that I was just in the next 
room and could hear everything they were saying.  Jed expressed 
to my mom how much he couldn’t stand me and wished I weren’t 
there.  Her response is forever etched into my soul.  She said, “What 
do you expect me to do with him, Jed?” Perhaps most damaging 
was the way she said it, with a tone of being stuck with some un-
wanted baggage.  I learned that night the tangible power we pos-
sess with our words as my mother handed over her parental rights 
in order to appease her husband.  “Well then, you do with him what 
you want,” she said.  The words that she spoke that night became 
the prison of my existence for many years.  Looking back, it makes 
a lot of sense why Jed seemed to have such a claim of ownership 
over me and why my mother seemed to have none.  She had given 
me away.  Jed would often remind me during times of abuse and 
violent outbursts that he owned me and there was nothing I could 
do about it.  His actions portrayed me as a threatening enemy that 
he intended to conquer, or he treated me as though I existed only 
to answer his needs, as if I were a servant.  He never seemed to 
recognize that I was only a terrified little boy who only wanted to 
be loved.

From that night forward, my mother seemed completely powerless 
to stop the abuse.  If not powerless, she was definitely unwilling.  I 
pleaded with her to protect me from the cruelty and torture I endured 
when she wasn’t around.  She didn’t seem to care.

�
My first memory of Jed was when I was just four years old.  My mother 
had separated from my father and we were living in an apartment.  Jed 
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In a single night, the twisted culmination of all my childhood fears 
was magnified tenfold when I heard the blood-curdling screams of my 
mother and sister end with gun fire.  I instantly jumped out of my bed, 
knowing that I had only seconds before Jed got to me.  The pounding 
of my heart was nearly as loud as the screams of my mother and sister.  
“Should I hide?” I wondered.  No; Jed would find me for sure.  I quickly “Should I hide?” I wondered.  No; Jed would find me for sure.  I quickly “Should I hide?”
took the only option I had:  I flung the bedroom door open and ran!  
As I reached the top of the carpeted staircase and began to descend, 
I heard Jed’s heavy steps on the creaking floor behind me.  I missed a 
couple of the stairs but caught myself on the wooden banister before 
I tumbled any farther.  I realized my hurried escape from this madman 
was all in vain when once again I heard the gut-wrenching sound of 
gun fire.  My lifeless body tumbled to the bottom of the stairs.

Suddenly, my eyes flew open and I sat straight up in the bed.  “You’re 
okay, Shawn,” I said out loud, calming myself as I’d had to do night 
after night from this hellish recurring nightmare.  As I looked around 
the room, I immediately felt a comforting peace flood over me.  “I’m 
at Grandma’s house!”

I was safe.  With that tranquilizing realization, I gently fell back to sleep, 
smiling.

The next morning, I woke up to the comforting sound of playful birds 
chirping outside my window, and the tantalizing smell of bacon and 
eggs frying in Grandma’s kitchen.  Food was often scarce at home 
because of my parents’ party lifestyle, but I never had to worry about 
hunger—or anything else, really— when I stayed with Grandma.  Her 
skill in the art of country cuisine brought her great delight in preparing 
all my favorite foods.  Grandma and her husband Roy raised a good 
portion of their food and everything was so fresh and flavorful.  Roy, 
an avid hunter and fisherman, kept the freezer stocked with wild game 

ever left him again.  Once Dad finished unleashing his anger, he took 
us home.  Mom later expressed to me that what occurred that night 
initiated a turning point:  She knew that Dad would eventually kill her 
if she didn’t leave him, so she began taking the steps to separate from didn’t leave him, so she began taking the steps to separate from didn’t
and ultimately divorce my father.

After much turmoil and police intervention, my mom and I eventual-
ly got away.  We lived temporarily with my grandparents.  I had been 
spending the weekend with Dad when Mom came to pick me up on a 
Sunday night.  With virtually no warning, the innocent, carefree fun I was 
having while playing with my toy soldiers quickly evolved into a chaotic 
nightmare.  My unpredictably volatile father pulled out a gun, pointing 
it at my mom’s head.  He said he wanted her back and forced her to beg 
for her life for what seemed like hours.  I cried and frantically pleaded 
with him to stop.  He picked up a decorative glass bottle from a nearby 
end table and threw it at Mom’s head.  As Mom blocked it from smash-
ing into her skull, the bottle shattered everywhere, slicing her hand.  It 
must have been the sight of the blood that eventually broke Dad free of 
his psychotic rage.  He fell to his knees and started sobbing.

The superhero I thought would be there to protect me was chronically 
incapable.  The continuous sting of waiting for him to pick me up on 
the weekends yielded only his empty promises to keep me company.  
The message grew eminently clear:   I was unwanted.  My superhero 
was nothing more than my fantasy to protect my mind from the real-
life monsters.  Even so, I did everything I possibly could to keep the 
fantasy alive by reminding my wicked stepfather Jed of my dad’s im-
pending doom if Jed touched me.  It worked for a while, until Dad 
relocated to another state.  After that, I remained completely at the 
mercy of one who seemed to be my greatest foe.

�
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smelled wonderful.  She looked much younger than her physical years, 
a genetic trait on her side of the family.

As an underprivileged child, I thought my grandparents were wealthy.  
They lived in a red-brick, white-trimmed ranch-style house that they 
had built on about two acres of semi-wooded land.  The land was me-
ticulously manicured with flower gardens of tulips, daffodils, and gera-
niums, including an extensive vegetable garden and fish pond where 
my little sister Hailey and I frequently swam when we visited.  Roy had 
built a white wooden fence that outlined the front of the property 
bordering the blacktop country road.  A skilled carpenter, he also con-
structed a striking ranch-style wooden arch over the long driveway, 
with their name featured in glossy black wooden letters; along with 
black-and- white benches, picnic tables, and flower boxes creatively 
scattered throughout the property.  Compared to my own very mod-
est surroundings, visiting my grandparents was equivalent to staying 
with the Ewings at South Fork!

Visiting Grandma’s house cultivated within me a deep love and grati-
tude for the outdoors and nature.  I would often wander off for hours 
and become temporarily lost in the nearby dense woods or cornfields 
on one of my afternoon adventures.  On one particular excursion, I 
discovered a shallow, rapidly flowing creek between two corn fields.  
The somewhat narrow creek was full of colorful rocks, small fish, and 
frogs.  When the rain was sparse and the creek was minimally full, I 
could jump from one side to the other, but after a bountiful downpour, 
I would have landed squarely in the middle.  My unlimited curiosity 
drove me to accumulate the personal experience to back up this mea-
surable assessment many times!  The local farmers had built a narrow 
wooden bridge across the creek that allowed their tractors to cross 
during planting and harvest seasons.

and fish, along with the beef and chicken they raised.  Being such a 
curious child, I was often up for the challenge of trying something new, 
like possum stew and pickled cow brains.

After breakfast that morning, I hopped up into Grandma’s lap in her 
pillowed wooden rocking chair by the window, as I often did.  As we 
sat face to face, I playfully squeezed her arms as I eagerly listened to 
her recite her favorite nursery rhymes with great animation and dra-
matic effect.  Grandma was a gifted storyteller and I never tired of 
hearing her.  She was equally talented as a singer and often serenaded 
me in her sweet country voice.  She loved George Jones, Elvis, Dolly 
Parton, and Christmas music.  Passion and appreciation for music, sto-
rytelling, and classic black-and-white movies were some of the great-
est treasures that Grandma instilled in me.  One year for Christmas, 
I received a tape recorder and captured hours of her unmatchable 
singing and storytelling.  I labeled the cassette “Grandma’s Greatest 
Hits.”  What a source of comfort and assurance I found in endlessly 
listening to that cassette when we were apart.  Grandma’s voice was a 
light in my darkness.

Grandma and Roy lived in one of only four houses on a quiet coun-
try road in rural Ohio, about fourteen miles outside of our town.  My 
mom’s biological father had died from cirrhosis of the liver because of 
alcoholism when she was eleven years old.  I recall Roy being grumpy 
most of the time and not very friendly.  What I remembered enjoying 
most about him was his absence.  One thing I knew for sure, even 
at such a young age: He didn’t deserve my grandmother.  Grandma 
made everything and everyone around her look and feel better.  She 
had a kindness and sweetness about her that was completely dis-
arming, genuinely honest, and undeniably infectious.  With her dark 
brown hair and warm smile, she was pretty, well dressed, and always 
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Before we concluded our introduction, Violet, with her legs tightly 
crossed, said she had to relieve herself and couldn’t wait.  I laughed 
as she quickly hobbled back behind a nearby bush to unashamedly do 
her business.  When she returned to the rest of us, Tabitha leaned over 
and quietly asked her how she’d cleaned up without the use of toilet 
tissue.  Violet nonchalantly responded, “I just pulled the leaves off the 
plant beside me and they worked mighty good.”  Little did she know 
at the time that the plant she had used for her personal hygiene was 
poison ivy.  I was informed later that the poor thing suffered for days 
because of her innocent blunder.

The trio and I met down at the creek several more times before I 
went home with them to meet the rest of their family.  This unre-
fined country clan, originally from Kentucky, became my favorite 
playmates during my pre-adolescent years.  They were exciting, 
funny, and always up for a new adventure.  We would often play 
tirelessly for hours, picking wild berries by the creek, racing our 
bikes on the vacant country road, or chasing each other in a game 
of tag or hide-and-seek.  They fascinated me with their unbridled 
agrarian lifestyle, with chickens in the house, a pet raccoon, and a 
country twang strong enough to rival the Clampetts on The Beverly 
Hillbillies.  Yet, they were a very talented musical family and had 
assembled their own gospel singing group.  They would often per-
form in various camp meetings, churches, and festivals.  I can recall 
many afternoons when we sat around the antique upright piano 
in their living room and freely sang at the top of our lungs.  This 
kind and loving family helped instill within me a passion for sing-
ing and performing.  I listened to their gospel album over and over 
when I was alone and encouraged myself with the inspiring words 
and melodies that flowed from their music.  They were completely 
unaware of their impact on my life and the greatly needed escape 

One Saturday after school had just let out for the summer, I rode 
my yellow bike down to the grassy overgrown path that led to the 
creek.  I was sitting on one side of the bridge throwing rocks into 
the water below when I noticed three unfamiliar faces coming my 
way.  It didn’t take long before these friendly siblings struck up a 
conversation and eagerly invited me into their enchanted world of 
childhood fun and innocence.  Logan was the oldest at 16, Tabitha 
was 14, and Violet was 11.  They said they lived in the old white farm 
house down the road with their parents and four other brothers and 
sisters.

Logan was strong, fearless, and witty.  It was fairly easy to gauge that 
he loved to push all boundaries and would seemingly try anything, 
often before even thinking about the consequences of his actions.  
Violet, with her bouncy brown locks, freckle-painted face, and deep 
Southern drawl, was carefree and full of life.  Sweet, pretty, and mature 
was the best way to describe Tabitha, who was obviously the most 
responsible of the three.

While we all were sitting under the bridge to escape the summer sun, 
Logan noticed a bird’s nest attached to the side of the bridge tower-
ing over us.  Without thinking, he threw a rock to see if he could hit it.  
He hit it, all right!  The small, fragile nest, baby birds and all, crashed 
down to the creek below.  The girls and I yelled at Logan for his reck-
lessness as we frantically rushed to retrieve the newborn cargo.  It 
was of no avail; before we could rescue the nest full of nature’s gifts, 
they were quickly washed downstream and out of sight.  It took some 
time for me to get over the misfortune of these tiny helpless creatures.  
How could Logan be so cruel?!  I was somewhat relieved to hear that 
Logan got a good whipping for his carelessness when Tabitha and 
Violet told their dad what their brother had done.
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rearranging the furniture and reenacting the colorful vivid scenes I saw 
played out in the movies.

I recall building a single-story house made of paper, Elmer’s glue, and 
cardboard boxes.  I scrupulously designed and decorated each room, 
one by one.  Grandma would sometimes come in to sit with me and en-
thusiastically ask me questions about what I was building.  She would 
also often have to lovingly prompt me to break long enough from my 
architectural composition to enjoy a sandwich and chips before con-
tinuing with my creative burst of obsession.  Otherwise, I would have 
stayed in there all day.

In the evening, Roy would often head into town to the American 
Legion or his favorite bar while Grandma and I indulged in a classic-
movie night with some of her famous homemade chocolate pop-
corn.  We loved old movies, especially the ones with Cary Grant 
and Jimmy Stewart.  Grandma would sometimes reminisce dur-
ing the commercial breaks about going to the picture show for a 
dime when she was a little girl and how much simpler life was then.  
Nobody could tell a good story like Grandma!  Other times, she 
and I sat outside under the stars, making s’mores, singing, and talk-
ing for hours around a blazing fire in the large stone fire pit that Roy 
had constructed.

Grandma was unselfishly affectionate towards me and I drank in her 
love like the parched summer grass consumes a nourishing rain.  To 
me, my grandmother was sunshine.  She was the most beautiful song 
that never gets old, played over and over again.  She was a nurturer, a 
healer, a childhood companion, an inspiring creative teacher.  She was 
a gift to me.

�

they provided me from my world of pain and sadness.  I am so 
thankful for their imprint on my heart.

�
The anticipation and excitement I felt before a weekend at Grandma’s 
was on par with the night before a coveted trip to an amusement park.  
Maybe it was just the simple fact that while spending time with her I 
got to experience, even for a short time, what it felt like just to be a 
kid, to have that extraordinary opportunity of basking in the sustaining 
freedom that only uninhibited spontaneity can create.

It seemed as though Grandma had meticulously prepared for hours 
before each visit on how she could fashion our limited time together 
to be the most enjoyable and exciting experience ever.  I’m sure it was 
just Grandma being Grandma, but to me it was magical.

Grandma must have recognized my artistic abilities and love for creat-
ing things.  I’m not sure when the tradition began, but I clearly remem-
ber running to the hallway closet to peek into the large box of goodies 
that Grandma had been collecting for me.  Each time I eagerly looked 
into my cardboard treasure box, I was never disappointed to find new-
ly added items like brass buttons, small cigar boxes, and colored con-
struction paper waiting for me.

Creating things with my hands was very therapeutic for me and I 
would often spend hours sprawled out on the green-carpeted floor 
of the guest bedroom cutting, drawing, and formulating some sort 
of childhood masterpiece.  This creative flow had become an effec-
tive way that I comforted myself and steadied my traumatized emo-
tions.  I carried this healthy behavioral practice back into the darkness 
of my childhood home by spending hours locked up in my bedroom 
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When the wind calmed and Josef climbed out of his makeshift storm 
cellar, there wasn’t one stack of hay standing in the spacious field.  It 
looked as though Tomas had done nothing at all to complete his two-
day work assignment.  And unfortunately for Tomas, that was exactly 
what Papa thought, too.  Papa didn’t care that Tomas was almost a 
man; he gave that boy the whipping of his life!

At the dinner table that evening, while Papa continued to scold Tomas, 
Josef sheepishly looked down to the other side of the table at Aranka.  
She saw him and smiled deviously, as if to let Josef know she knew 
he’d been there in the field that day all along, watching.

Over the years the mysteries about Aranka multiplied, and the legend 
of her witchcraft grew with each new story.  Aranka always did things 
her way, so when Papa lost his farm during the Great Depression, she 
used her greatest natural asset—her beauty—to support herself.  To 
her, it wasn’t selling herself; it was refusing to let the circumstances of 
life defeat her.  Aranka refused to let anything or anyone control her, 
and giving away the twenty children she bore through the years was 
her way of letting everybody know it.  Although she married numerous 
times, several of her abusive husbands were eventually found dead: 
stabbed, shot, hit by a train.

Dad often told me stories like these about his Aunt Aranka when I went 
to Michigan to visit him.  The times I was around her, I mostly kept my 
distance.  The hard life she’d lived was clearly evident within the many 
deep lines on her face, circling her unusually crooked nose that had 
obviously been broken a time or two.  Her deep, raspy smoker’s voice 
made her all the more frightening to me.

My grandfather Josef had told Dad that his parents’ family in Hungary 
had been gypsies.  Being schooled in the dark forces of magic and 

As little Josef came running around the corner of the old two-story 
barn chasing a field mouse, he caught a glimpse of his older brother 
Tomas and sister Aranka arguing beside one of the large stacks of hay.  
Experience had taught him to stay out of sight when his siblings were 
going at it, so he quickly hid.  Aranka was yelling at Tomas in Hungarian 
and Tomas was trying to calm her down in English.  Everyone in their 
large Catholic family could speak both languages except Mama; even 
so, Josef couldn’t figure out what they were so mad about.  It didn’t 
take much to get Aranka upset, and when she was, everyone around 
her proceeded with caution.  For some time now, Josef had heard 
strange stories from several of his eight brothers and sisters about 
Aranka that didn’t seem to make sense, but none of them had pre-
pared him for what he was about to witness.

Tomas must’ve given up trying to dissuade Aranka with his words, as he 
frustratingly pushed her into one of the towering stacks of hay nearby.  
After quickly reaching down to grab his pitchfork, he angrily stomped 
away.  Tightly clinching her fists and lips, Aranka sprang to her feet in 
defiance.  She walked purposely to the center of the field, surrounded 
by the large haystacks Tomas had been laboriously arranging for the 
past two days.  Standing tall with her feet wide apart, she bent all the 
way over, clutching both of her ankles.  As she looked through her legs 
upside down with her long, dark, wavy hair almost touching the ground, 
she yelled into the wind with an ominous tone, “Witchy, witchy, blooow!”

A few seconds later, Josef almost jumped out of his skin when hearing 
his sister Aranka wildly scream out the same perplexing phrase with 
greater force:  “WITCHY, WITCHY, BLOOOW!”

Suddenly, a violent wind came ripping through the field.  Josef ducked 
for cover, frantically pulling over his head a section of unused canvas 
that covered an old pile of firewood.



Shawn Alex Nemeth Thorns of Chester Street

64 65

she often scolded me for talking too much, but when I was with Dad’s 
family, I fit right in.

The men in my father’s family loved to fish and hunt, and many of the 
memories I have with them revolve around a fishing pole and a wig-
gling worm.  Overnight fishing trips were among my favorite activities 
with them.  The thrill of it had nothing to do with the fishing, which 
I thought was boring, and more to do with just being out in nature.  
While they were fishing, I would often keep the fire going by searching 
for dead branches nearby.  Dad’s younger brother Sam, probably the 
most obsessed fisherman in the bunch, still always somehow found 
time to sneak away and hide in the bushes to scare me.

Probably what I observed and appreciated most about my Dad and 
Grandpa was their strong work ethic.  They were both blue-collar work-
ers who put in a lot of hard hours for everything they had.  Grandpa 
retired from thirty-five years of back-breaking service at a steel mill 
in Marion, Ohio.  I respected the fact that although he had acquired 
only a third-grade education and never learned to read and write, he 
still did all he could to support his wife and five children.  Even after 
retirement, it was rare to see him sitting idle.  He always had a project 
of some sort in the works.

On one of my trips to Michigan to spend the summer with Dad and 
his longtime girlfriend Kelley, Dad was suddenly laid off from his job.  
Until he could secure new employment, he decided to lean on an old 
craft his father had drilled into him as a boy: boxing.  Even though 
it was extremely dangerous, Dad began to fight for an underground 
boxing organization in Detroit with a bunch of thugs.  His parents 
moved to Michigan so Grandpa could manage him.  The money was 
good but the damage to his body was brutal.  Eventually, he landed 

sorcery from watching too many vampire and warlock movies as a 
child, I naturally wondered if that had something to do with Aranka’s 
witchcraft.  “Could she have somehow found a way to tap into some 
dark generational pool?” I wondered.  Having personally experienced 
what he believed to be Aranka’s wrath, Dad seemed to think so.  When 
he was much younger, he had an argument with Aranka one night over 
the phone while hanging out with some friends at a local bar.  As he 
walked home shortly after midnight, he was attacked and stabbed by 
a group of guys who left him for dead in a dark alley.  He eventually 
made it to the hospital before bleeding to death.  Had Aranka put a 
hex on him?

The last unusual story I recall hearing about Aranka took place at the 
rural home of one of her sons whom she’d given to Mama and Papa to 
raise.  I remember being there a few times with my cousins, playing hide-
and-seek around the trees and riding on their three-wheelers through 
the ditches.  According to Dad, it was a weekend night like many others, 
with lots of drinking, laughing, and arguing.  But this time the argument 
between Aranka and her son got out of hand.  She supposedly got so 
mad that she walked away from him and locked herself in his bedroom, 
refusing to come out for hours.  When she finally reappeared, without 
saying a word to anyone, she got into her car and drove home.  In the 
middle of the night while everyone was asleep, the house caught fire 
and burned to the ground.  All of my cousins made it out alive, but some 
of their pets were not so fortunate.  The family lost everything.

I found Dad’s Hungarian side of the family peculiarly fascinating, and 
yet strangely familiar.  They would often sit around drinking, laughing, 
and speaking in Hungarian, which I didn’t understand.  But something 
in me felt right at home with their unreserved, dramatic, passionate 
ways of expressing themselves.  When I was at home with my mother, 
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and we began to play.  Somewhere in the middle of our first game, 
I looked up to see a large American Indian man with long black hair 
standing in a dimly lit corner watching us.  He looked like he was at 
least as tall as my dad’s brother Sam, my favorite uncle who taught 
me how to play basketball, who stood six feet, four inches tall.  After 
Grandpa and I finished our second game, the man approached us 
asking if he could play the winner of the next game.  Grandpa calmly 
responded saying, “Shawn, you go ahead and play him while I go get 
another beer.”  After I hesitantly agreed, I was soon left alone in the 
back room of the bar with this large, strange man who began to rack 
the balls for me to break.

Near the end of our game, with a stoic look on his face, he calmly 
said, “You’re a really good looking young man; how ‘bout you wet my 
daughter upstairs?  She’s 19 and never been with a man.  I want you 
to be her first.”

As soon as he said that, I instantly recalled having seen a young girl 
with long black hair sitting on the staircase on the side of the building 
as we were coming in.  “That’s all right; I’m fine,” I swiftly responded, 
trying to avoid eye contact while attempting to cruise past his offer 
and return the focus to the game.

“No!  You wet my daughter!” he insisted, raising his voice.

Suddenly my mind began to race, and I asked myself, “Where is 
Grandpa?  Why hasn’t he come back?” The man’s big, intimidating Grandpa?  Why hasn’t he come back?” The man’s big, intimidating Grandpa?  Why hasn’t he come back?”
frame started to slowly move towards to me, as I began to walk in the 
opposite direction around the table.  After a few minutes of following 
me, he began to aggressively chase me back and forth like a grizzly 
bear stalking its prey.  I kept telling him to leave me alone and get 
away from me, but he persisted.  Somewhere in the chase I managed 

a well-paying job with General Motors, and was fortunate enough to 
leave boxing behind before the damage became too severe.

When I was twelve years old, things had gotten so bad between my 
stepfather and me that I moved to Michigan to stay with Dad and 
Kelley for about six months.  It was the beginning of my summer break, 
just before seventh grade, and I was looking forward to starting a 
new chapter in my life, free from the tumultuous environment with 
Jed.  Driving to the store to pick up some ice cream one Saturday 
afternoon, Dad turned to me and nonchalantly said, “Shawn, you’re 
starting to become a man, I think it’s about time that I take you to visit 
a prostitute.”

“What?!” I said, in complete shock.  “I don’t want to do that!”

He started laughing and replied, “Shaaawn, it’s okay, it’ll be good for 
you.  Grandpa did the same thing with me when I was about your age.”

I quickly reverted to the fastest way I could think of to keep Dad from 
following through with what sounded like a disgusting idea: I quoted 
scripture.  My diversion worked!  Greatly annoyed whenever I talked 
about my Christian beliefs, Dad dropped the subject and turned up 
the radio.  I’d dodged a bullet.

A few weeks later, on Sunday evening about an hour after dinner, 
Grandpa Josef asked me if I wanted to go with him to a local bar he 
often frequented to play a few games of pool.  I thought it sounded 
like fun, so I quickly changed my clothes and we drove off to the bar.  
I enjoyed spending time with Grandpa; he was very easy- going with 
me and even let me smoke a cigarette from time to time.  After we 
arrived at the bar and Grandpa ordered us some drinks, we went into 
an isolated room in the back of the bar where a pool table was located 
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to get away, running out of the secluded back room and into the front 
the bar where Grandpa sat on a barstool drinking his beer.

When I told him what had happened, he laughed, saying, “I don’t 
knooow, you might like her.”

Wondering whether Grandpa had pre-arranged this, and still locked 
in flight-or-fight mode from my encounter with the wild Indian, I called 
Dad from a pay phone to come and get me, and waited outside in 
front of the bar until he picked me up.  Grandpa Josef obviously be-
lieved that the rite of passage into manhood was found in the bosom 
of a woman.  I was only twelve, but I already knew I wanted nothing to 
do with that.

In a new school, with new bullies and new trauma, my life in Michigan 
with Dad was anything but peaceful.  Dad’s girlfriend Kelley was very 
strong willed and would often stand up and talk back to him when 
they were fighting.  Her black eyes and busted lips clearly bore the 
evidence that she was no match for Dad’s iron fist.  In many ways, Dad 
was still a child himself, and he didn’t seem to know anything about 
being a father—not that I had any clear idea of what a real father was 
anyway.

I missed my grandmother back in Ohio something terrible.  Without 
her in my life, I felt more lost and alone than ever.  When she told me 
over the phone that she was divorcing Grandpa Roy for cheating and 
would be moving in with Mom and Jed, I decided to move back to 
Ohio to be with her.

Somehow, I never lost hope that things could be different.


