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to the lost children of scientology



to the lost children everywhere



fate whispers to the warrior—
you cannot endure the storm
the warrior whispers back . . .



I am the storm . . .



They come from the back of the head—these thoughts and
intentions—swimming without much clarity—open sails buffeted by
the wind. Thoughts as insistent as they are displaced. Sometimes
they come together with clarity when not called upon; I was mistaken
to think I was their sole proprietor.

They are outliers, much like their host, swimming in the backwash
that leads to places abandoned by consciousness. Sinkholes to the
underworld where you sometimes feel as though you are breathing
stars. Pinpricks of light that deceive in their brilliance with promises
of hope.

From these vast bitter places orphans are swept up, and delivered
cracked and broken onto a distant shore.

Upon this shore the lightning crashes with a violent surf—its
thunder fusing us like glass.

And so it begins . . . a journey that many will fail to conclude,
aborted like the endless orphans dispelled from a motherless womb.



They walk among us



S
2015

he texted me and asked me if it was all true—yes, I said . . . it
was all true. She said she watched it twice, this “Going Clear”

documentary on HBO about Scientology, I think trying to suspend
her disbelief. Prior to its release I rarely ever spoke of the Church
since I would probably have been committed in some way (think
insane asylum). She was clearly dumbfounded. She was a good
friend, but, as with all my friends, I never discussed it with her. I
probably wouldn’t have any friends if I did. The silence only makes
you more vulnerable; you might as well have a fractured jaw. You
develop blind spots. In the interim, I became a refugee amongst my
refugee friends, my whiteness a deception. They taught me many
things as they had their Pol Pot and Charles Taylor nightmares—
they understood genocide, bullets, machetes, assassinations: real
fears. Their acquaintance did not cure my ills, but it certainly
dignified my direction. I somehow muddled through life; by escaping
the tyranny of the world I discovered it. Soon I found there was no
escape—only a strange and maniacal alphabet of foreign accents
and customs, poverty and beauty, grace and devastation.



A
1977

s an adolescent I was for a time one of the reluctant tenants of
the “Big Blue,” Church slang for the large blue Scientology

landmark in LA that embraces and crushes you at the same time. I
was part of what was called the Sea Organization, the paramilitary
arm of the Church who were essentially the staff or “clergy.” Around
the time the 1977 renovations were to be completed, many of us
were suddenly and conveniently labeled criminals and sent to the
RPF, or the Rehabilitation Project Force. The RPF was created to
“rehabilitate” wayward members who were not performing and were
viewed as unworthy to be part of the mainstream Sea Org: Think of it
as a dystopia within a dystopia. There was pressure from founder L.
Ron Hubbard for the renovations to be completed so the surrounding
organizations could be consolidated into this complex. Laborers
were needed for this to happen, and miraculously around 200 of us
were suddenly deemed to be criminals as a result of “security
checks,” or interrogations to determine our worthiness. As part of our
“rehab” we were segregated and stationed on the seventh floor. We
were not allowed to use elevators—it was stairs only for us and
running everywhere so that after the fatigue of 18 or more hour days
we developed what was known as the “RPF Shuffle.”

This was essentially a labor camp where physics did not apply to
your mental state, where there was no taste in the leftovers you ate,
only the salt of shared saliva from the last person who had slobbered
on your meal. Taste became another forgotten sense, much like
hearing, because you were always going to be told the same thing
anyway. Here sanity, like food, was delivered in meager rations,
mostly thrown in buckets to facilitate communal devouring.

It was never entirely clear what the outcome of this rehabilitation
was supposed to be; it was merely an idea conceived vis-à-vis a
tortured mind to further its own agenda.



At around this time my friend Kilong Ung, at a similar age to me
(about seventeen), was living off of rats, lizards, and watered-down
rice somewhere in the Killing Fields of Cambodia while enduring the
steady loss of his family due to starvation and disease. I was on the
RPF, so all in all my life could have been worse, but I had no clue
where Asia was, let alone Cambodia. When I later visited in 2011, it
was more like visiting a police cold case that had been reopened,
with the Khmer Rouge denying any wrongdoing, though the
evidence of so many empty-eyed skulls and torture chambers
suggested otherwise. All those skulls—hollow sockets where eyes
once wandered and tears had been shed—we had to do the looking
for them. I could have been any of them—victim or someone lost to
the cause.

Oddly, the only thing you can really be thankful for is that you are
the victim and not the perpetrator.



I
How It All Really Began

sense that I came into this world unannounced, initially drifting into
life and then later discovering what a nuisance I would become—

more orphan than daughter. Planned or unplanned, I was the end of
the line in a long string of reproduction that resulted in five offspring.
Whatever plans that were made for me were not to my liking, though
somehow I didn’t get to make a decision on matters of life or death at
the time. If I had decided to choose death, this would have been the
most opportune moment: Like so much in life the choice is made for
you, and the one made for me would become a determining factor in
my fate. And I would be haunted by those ghosts for decades.

 What took me decades to reconcile is that I was, and still am, a
wild thing; wild things don’t always do well in a world that demands
conformity. This flaw has been met with both indignation and
applause.

Beyond the intrusion of childbirth, the real drama of my life started
with my parents’ divorce back in 1962 when I was two years old. We
lived in Seattle at the time in a nice house that I never remembered.
My father had graduated from the University of Washington in 1949
at the age of 32 after serving for several years in the navy. He was
stationed on the USS Enterprise during that tragic morning when the
Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. He vividly recalled those historical
moments when his ship “steamed” into the harbor upon the
aftermath; it was the sort of devastation that neither his mind nor lips
could ever describe adequately. He suffered his entire lifetime
remembering this tragedy and his navy comrades who perished;
some still reside in a watery grave aboard the USS Arizona.

I realized later in life that if it weren’t for the weather systems in
that part of the world, it’s very possible I may not be alive today; the
only reason the Enterprise wasn’t in harbor that day was due to a
storm that delayed their docking . . .



My mother had often complained long after the divorce that he
could never get past the war, how she “put him through school,” and
other affronts associated with his character. They did eventually
settle down, and after pumping out one child after another for a
grand slam of five, she decided this was not the life for her. She no
longer found my father exciting and she took him for everything he
had, including the house he had built, leaving him depressed,
destitute, broke, and alone in an apartment nearly obliterated by the
famous Columbus Day storm of 1962.

Anyone who questioned her decision-making back then never got
a straight answer on the whole business. My uncle Vic, the man who
later became my surrogate father, kept asking why they were having
so many kids while subsisting on a shoestring. Maybe it had to do
with my grandparents who were German immigrants; having fled the
Russian Czar they migrated to the United States where they bought
a ranch and raised sheep near Bismarck, North Dakota. They had
four boys and one girl to help with the work. The winters in the
Dakotas were so severe they had to bring the sheep and cattle into
the barn so they would not freeze. The horses somehow survived by
huddling together and collectively turning their butts to the wind. This
was an anomaly Uncle Vic could never quite reconcile and he
considered sheep the stupidest animals alive as they would simply
tip over, freezing in their tracks, if there was no human intervention.
The horses, on the other hand, had an innate intelligence to guard
themselves collectively against the onslaught of Mother Nature.

My Uncle Vic broke tradition and had only one child. My aunt had
two sons from a prior marriage. While they wished to have more
children, as it turned out their only biological child had developed a
rather severe case of Von Recklinghausen’s Disease, a genetic
disorder where tumors form on the nerves. As a result, she has, over
the years, had tumors removed from various parts of her body.
Throughout her youth, her face and body became disfigured, and
she now walks with a slight slant as she attempts to correct the



ongoing imbalance caused by the burrowing insects of her condition.
Yet, instead of being relegated to a life of washing dishes in some
backwoods hotel, she became an astrologer, a sage of sorts, and
makes a decent living at spiritual healing, astrology, and Tarot cards
in Eugene, Oregon, otherwise known as “Hippytown” U.S.A.

Jerry Garcia, the pop icon of the Grateful Dead, was born in
Eugene. The state of Oregon proudly stakes claim to this little-known
fact.

My cousin has surrounded herself with compassionate bohemians
who shelter her from an existence that could have easily abandoned
her. Her mind, like her father’s, is incredibly strong and inquisitive.
The tumors had no say on that part of her body, yet she would never
have children or an intimate relationship, and the only borders she
would travel beyond are the transcendent dominions of the spirit.
She has adapted to a hermit-like existence that perhaps makes her
better off than many of us; she’s definitely more enduring than many
humans I have encountered.

From 1962 on, we resided as latch-key kids in Colville, WA, along
with the other 4,000 residents that included my aunt and my
grandmother; it made sense that my mother would go somewhere
where family could help support us. We were all crammed on bunk
beds in a small bedroom. It was only a two-bedroom house with one
bath so things were a bit cozy. I was stuck on one of the top bunks
for a while. Why you would stick the youngest on the top bunk was
beyond me, since I was pretty young at the time and could have
easily rolled off and hurt myself. I do remember having issues with
throwing up for a while and being on the top bunk it would
sometimes land on whoever was below at the time.

My mother would cram vitamins and cod-liver oil down our throats
while lighting her cigarettes with the butt of the last one she just
smoked.

She eventually went to work at the bank while my grandmother
looked after me, and we did have the occasional babysitter drop in. I



remember my grandmother very fondly as I would go to her house
after kindergarten and she would feed me ice cream. She showed
me how to double knot my shoelaces so they would never come
untied, and she was brilliant at dissecting a carton of ice cream by
peeling down the edges to scrape every bit out (they were in square
cartons back then). I’m not sure why I got such a privilege. I didn’t
know where the other kids were during the time, but it really didn’t
matter to me.

When my grandmother eventually died from complications of a
broken hip when I was about five, I was handed over to my cousins
after school so I could be looked after. I threw a tirade and kept
peeing myself, so that didn’t last very long. I don’t recall too clearly
what happened after that, but I think that’s where the piano lessons
came in and I found myself with a piano teacher after school. She
owned a monkey, which was really strange considering we lived in a
nowhere town where owning a photo of Bigfoot made more sense.
The monkey jumped and screeched constantly in a large cage in her
living room. It certainly didn’t have much room to move around and I
wondered why she had it in the first place. It somehow seemed
fitting, given the circus that would be my formative years. But she
was nice and fed me peanut butter sandwiches. I think that’s pretty
much what I subsisted on throughout my childhood, and Cap’n
Crunch cereal, toast, and eventually Cheerios. When Pop Tarts
came out, that became the new steady diet. I can’t recall what I ever
had for dinner, which later became a solitary affair. The only time my
mother ever cooked was on Thanksgiving because my grandfather
would come to visit.

Once the piano lessons ceased, I was left to be free-range as
there wasn’t anyone else to really look after me. I grew into a dirty
tomboy with few friends and no one overly concerned about my
whereabouts as I, like a stray cat, eventually came home. My bike
became an appendage that propelled me into territories unexplored.
I was feral in an oddly civilized way; I was not reckless and did well



at school and became obsessed with sports. I was virtually
unencumbered by human intervention. While I lamented about not
fitting in, or getting onto the cheerleading squad as I was not one of
the popular girls, I did not realize at the time how much this freedom
would be woven into my very being.

Inclusion is such a powerful force it can be merciless on the outlier.
There is safety in numbers and it is in this state that we human
beings believe we are unimpeachable, regardless of the cause.

After a few years we moved into a four-bedroom rambling-type
farmhouse just across the alley. My mother began gardening and the
backyard for a while looked civilized with petunias and zinnias in
bloom. If she loved anything it was gardening, and this was the one
physical activity she actually pursued most of her life.

After a while, our situation began to deteriorate even though we
were in a bigger house. The yard was soon abandoned, with one of
us using a hand mower to keep it from becoming overgrown. Sadly,
we began living in a perpetual state of filth, like the tattered seat
cushions on the sofa that had been ripped up by the cat. Mold was
constantly in the bread drawer and the cat food had maggots in it. I
was never taught how to use the washing machine, or the iron, but
there were always piles of laundry around for some reason. My
mother made occasional upgrades on the house, but somehow they
always seemed unfinished, like an upstairs bathroom without
plumbing except for the toilet (thankfully).

So I guess this was the exciting lifestyle my mother had been
looking for. She carried on an affair with a married man. When I
asked why she wouldn’t marry him she said it was because his wife
was Catholic.

As I got filthier, someone in the neighborhood must have
complained to my mother. I soon found myself being grounded for
not washing my hair. I learned much later that when my mother took
initiative, it was usually due to an outside influence; otherwise she
preferred that we be left to our own devices.



Eventually, my mother started paying me an allowance to keep the
house somewhat clean to deter the neighbors from complaining.
This cleaning duty excluded the moldy bread drawer and cat dish;
this was not my domain and I wasn’t going to be held slave to the
mess. The rest of the household seemed indifferent to my cleaning
anyway, except when my mother actually noticed something was
clean and would criticize it.

As I approached my teen years, on a typical day, she came home
and holed up in her bedroom, crashed on the bed (usually fully
clothed), smoked cigarettes, and read. When we did go anywhere, it
was in the big black ’54 Buick with no power steering, and it was
usually to the local dump or to visit some cousin or distant relative for
reasons unknown to me. If we were lucky we went to my aunt and
uncle’s river-front property.

Otherwise I stuck with my Nancy Drew mysteries, 10-speed bike,
and hanging out with an occasional fellow misfit friend from school.

When my dad came to visit—maybe once a year if we were lucky
—he and my stepmother would take us out to the local quarry with a
bar of soap so we could wash. I’m not sure if we smelled; if we did it
was of cigarettes. And then we would visit the campsite nearby
where we had real food like hot dogs and S’mores and somehow
managed not to start a forest fire.

It was always difficult when my father visited as he would take us
out to eat and showed genuine love and affection towards us. There
were always tearful goodbyes when he left.

And he always smelled of Old Spice.
My mother had told my father upon her leaving Seattle with us

shortly after the divorce: “You will forget about them.”
But he never did.
And I would eventually wash up on the broken tides of my father’s

life.
Still double knotting my shoe laces . . .



W
The Early ’70s

hile I rode my bike through the back country roads of the
Colville Valley, my counterpart on the other side of the planet

was facing his own childhood struggles.
Rebellious by nature, before he started his formal education Kilong

decided to run away one day to the local temple known as the White
Elephant Temple or Wat Domrei Sor. When his parents eventually
found him, he was given a thorough beating, though by that time, the
headmaster of the temple had taken quite an interest in him. He
convinced Kilong’s parents to allow Kilong to stay as a child-disciple.
Relieved to not have to endure further beatings, Kilong gladly
became the disciple of Headmaster Dul, or Dekun (his holiness) Dul.

It was here that Kilong learned the art of self-discipline that calmed
his rebellious spirit so he would become a less unruly young adult.
After a period of living amongst the monks, he blossomed into a
more mature spirit, and was eventually sent to a provincial school for
a more formal education.

The bond between the Dekun and Kilong surpassed anything he
would gain from school, and he regularly visited when he had a
chance, though as the years progressed the Dekun slowly lost his
eyesight and visiting became increasingly difficult. But it wasn’t long
before Kilong’s childhood was cut short as communist forces seeped
into the more porous landscape of Cambodia, with Battambang
becoming one of the front lines in the battle against the Khmer
Rouge. The U.S. was not able to stave off an invasion, and the
argument continues today as to whether the carpet bombing of
communist forces actually hurt Cambodia by inciting more support
for the Khmer Rouge from the affected villages.

Or maybe it didn’t, but whatever the argument, it certainly didn’t
make any difference to those affected by the aftermath, and for four
years no one in the international community bothered to step in to



stop the madness.
In April 1975, Pol Pot, with his radical Mao-inspired philosophy of

an agrarian society, swarmed Battambang and Phnom Penh with his
army of compatriots, mostly riled-up peasants from the working class
farms with guns and machetes. Pol Pot, who was the spokesperson
for these lower-class peasants, was by contrast rather well
educated; he came from a prosperous farming family and had won a
scholarship to study technology in France. It was there that he
became heavily involved in Marxist philosophy and formed the Paris
Student Group that eventually became the foundation for the Khmer
Rouge. But his scholarship was eventually revoked due to poor
grades and he was sent back to Cambodia. He made a living
teaching geography and history and became a member of the Viet
Cong and Cambodian revolutionary parties.

During this time he started to formulate ambitious plans to
overthrow the King of Cambodia, Sihanouk.

Unfortunately, the famous Ho Chi Minh Trail ran through part of
Cambodia, and this route became the target of American interest in
stopping communism within the region. Pol Pot hatched a plan to
convince China and North Vietnam to help him overthrow the
Cambodian government, with control of the Ho Chi Minh Trail as part
of the deal.

It was his trip to China that inspired him to replicate the communist
utopia of an agrarian society, or what was also called the “Peasant
Revolution.” It is estimated that nearly 45 million Chinese perished
under fellow malignant narcissist Mao Zedong’s “Great Leap
Forward.” A smaller percentage awaited a similar fate as Pol Pot
declared “Year Zero” for Cambodia on that fateful day in April 1975
as he started to “purify” Cambodia of capitalism, western culture, city
life, religion, and all forms of foreign influences. His narcissism
wasn’t limited to just Cambodia; he also had his sights set on the
surrounding countries, and in conjunction with China, perhaps the
entire world.



He shut down all forms of communication and transportation, all
businesses were closed, and parental authority was revoked in a
society that weighed heavily in familial piety.

He essentially cut Cambodia off from the outside world.
When the Khmer Rouge rumbled into Battambang, they were

initially met as heroes, liberating Cambodia from the evil capitalists
known as America and Europe (most notably he executed and
tortured anyone who spoke a lick of French), or any nation that
required its people to think for a living.

It didn’t occur to the naïve mind that Pol Pot’s underlying motive
had nothing to do with creating equality for anyone; it was more
about feeding the black hole of an ego while he starved an entire
country to subsidize a mini-me version of Mao’s “Great Leap
Forward.”

Tragically, there sat a young Kilong amidst all the fervor, excited at
the prospect of this new order, watching as the Khmer Rouge
soldiers in their dusty black uniforms and AK-47s took to the streets
of Battambang. He wanted to join in the fun and be part of the cause
and to hell with America and its capitalistic ways. This was “Year
One” and exciting times.

But excitement soon turned to confusion as Kilong witnessed a
man who had been accused of stealing tortured and shot before his
eyes.

Within days of the incursion, Kilong and his family were told to
evacuate, and when his family gathered their belongings to what
they thought was a safer haven, they found themselves dodging
dead bodies along with the rest of the residents of Battambang as
they began their mass exodus on the road to nowhere.

As it turned out, there really was nowhere to go. They were
eventually herded to one of the central villages where they started
their unwitting slide into the dumbstruck new world of peasant rule,
child soldiers, and an agrarian nightmare. Kilong’s mother, father,
sisters, and a few of the extended family were eventually assigned to



a camp where they were to create massive rice fields along with the
rest of the unfortunates. There they built makeshift shelters and were
rationed small amounts of food.

The daily communal meetings commenced before bedtime and
were designed to completely eviscerate them as individuals. The
indoctrinations were administered by peasants with their black
uniforms and checked scarves, many children themselves. Everyone
was an equal under this new system where the only real measures
of equality were the meager rations, hard labor, and lack of sleep
that the laborers were subjected to day in and day out.

Anyone expressing an opinion or accidently rubbing two brains cell
together was tortured or shot as part of the cleansing.

The Khmer Rouge was very clever in addressing any thought
crimes concerning suicide: Should you take your own life, they would
simply torture and murder your family. With familial piety being so
strong in the Cambodian culture, it was an effective tool to dissuade
anyone from topping themselves. But soon the children and adults
were segregated and the children were put in complete power. They
were instructed to report to the authorities any adult who showed
favor with the old capitalistic and educated ways.

The reconditioning sessions went on for hours, addressing an
exhausted and increasingly starving audience. This new culture was
called Angkar, where capitalism and religion were considered
poison. The days and months wore on and under the mass of stars
and indifferent coconut palms there slept a silent rage where
weeping and expression was not allowed, and the singular human
condition exerted itself beyond unimaginable borders. They were
required to tell their life stories over and over again as a form of
shame and to remember that they were not worthy under the eyes of
the Khmer Rouge.

“Right Action” became self-sacrifice without thought or complaint—
for the revolution and a higher cause.

The Khmer Rouge demonstrated unequivocally the primal need to



be part of something bigger: The impetus to survive as a group as
there is always safety in numbers—with inclusion being the narcotic
of mankind and exclusion the genocide of individuality.



O
Early Introduction

ne of my early introductions to the ways of Scientology
materialized when I was around ten. I believe it was around this

time that the seed of L. Ron Hubbard’s early Dianetics was planted
in my mother’s head, reinforcing the idea that children were to be
treated like adults. It could have started even earlier, as she had
previously left us to our own devices, but abandoning us for a trip
with the Church only seemed to further her preoccupation with this
burgeoning religion.

I suspect it was a German lady who got my mother involved in
Scientology in the first place. Her name was Irma and my mother
spent a lot of time talking passionately with her about weird stuff;
Irma would slam her fists on the table espousing absolutes in a thick
German accent with my mother constantly nodding agreement,
lighting up one cigarette after another. I always remember when the
ashtray in the car got full she would dump it in the parking lot of the
local supermarket.

My Uncle Vic had thought it was his nutty ex-wife, Norma-the-
Dragon-Lady, who put these notions in my mother’s head, but I think
I only met her once and I didn’t detect anything conspiratorial
between the two. Norma was mostly secluded in a house down the
street.

My mother left us to venture to Los Angeles and to Spain on one of
her first pilgrimages with the Church. I can’t even begin to think how
much this entire excursion cost her or my father, who was on a
teacher’s salary and paying child support for four kids. We were left
in the care of a babysitter (someone a few years older than us
qualified, I guess).

When my mother packed her bags for Spain, there wasn’t much of
an explanation because she probably didn’t want my father to know.
We were left at the mercy of my oldest sister, who was still a



teenager, and a babysitter whom I really didn’t know that well. My
brother was primarily absent as he had managed to secure
surrogate parents down the street by then and spent most of his
non-school time at their home eking out some semblance of
normality. It was like he was adopted—but not. They were genuinely
nice people and even owned a log cabin they would take him to. The
rest of us were never invited; I suspect he was the child they never
had. And of course my mother didn’t mind; it was free babysitting.

My mother’s sister never visited our house, and short of us visiting
the river-front cabin maybe once every summer, she kept a fairly
respectable distance. So she wasn’t an option to look after us when
my mother left for her trip.

We were abandoned in the dead of winter and a storm came
through that shut down the electricity. That evening we decided to
break out the candles and proceeded to tell ghost stories. At some
point I got bored and decided to go upstairs, candle in hand, to look
for a sweater in the closet. I shared a room with my next oldest sister
and the closet was more of a mound of discarded clothing than an
actual closet. In my attempt to search for a sweater, the flame from
my candle ignited the clothing. The entire closet quickly exploded in
flames.

“Kill it! Kill it!” That is what I apparently screamed but couldn’t
remember in my extreme panic. No one really came to my aid that I
remember. No one wielded buckets of water, since I don’t recall that
we owned any.

I don’t think anyone really did anything but call the fire department.
Not even spit. The fire department did eventually come and put out
the fire, but not before it gutted the entire upstairs front bedroom and
melted my model horse collection. They weren’t entirely melted—
mostly their little heads were caved in and their legs buckled.

We were shuffled to the neighbor’s house, a nice older woman
who somehow tolerated living next door to us; she did have a fence
on her property, so that probably helped. My brother proceeded to



berate me for being stupid and my older sister wound up berating
him for picking on me. We were eventually dispersed to whatever
friends would take us in and I went to school as normal, though I
don’t recall what I was wearing (not that anyone paid much attention
to that sort of thing at the time anyway).

My oldest sister (who is over fifteen years my senior—I’m not quite
sure why she wasn’t looking after us) did intervene at some point
and took us clothes shopping since everything we owned had been
destroyed. We went to the nice department store and they were
probably the best clothes I ever owned as a child.

Evidently my mother was informed of what had happened, but she
decided to stay in Spain (or Los Angeles—the stories differ
depending on who you talk to) for the time being. I’m not sure what
the people boarding me thought about that, but as it turned out, my
father soon came to rescue my sister, brother, and me and took us to
Seattle. I remember the nice clean station wagon my father drove as
we went over the snowy pass to Seattle, and the smell of freshly
washed pillows and blankets at his house. It was like a slice of
heaven.

I spent nearly a year in a normal setting, being bathed and clothed
by my stepmother. My sister no longer wanted me to sleep in the
same room with her. As a result, I wound up sleeping in my father
and stepmother’s room; they managed to shove my cot behind the
dresser.

I went to school and there were always cookies for me when I got
home. I had new clothes, watched TV, and we ate as a family. I also
had an adopted stepbrother to play with, and as he was older and
bigger, I soon discovered he made a pretty good horse. I developed
friendships and went on camping trips. I acquired a nice pair of roller
skates that I spent endless hours trying to master. My dad’s home
was clean and smelled good and my stepmother took a liking to me
since I was young and cute at the time. I was a normal kid for a
while.



My mother eventually returned. Sometime after school let out for
the year, we were shuffled back to Colville and lined up as though
we were about to be popped off by a firing squad. I was told
confidentially that when asked which parent I wished to stay with, I
was required to answer “my mother.” There was to be no argument. I
did not realize at the time that this was not a requirement and that I
actually did have a choice. So my mother managed to keep the two
youngest girls while my brother, obviously the smartest among us,
stayed with my dad.

When my mother saw the bill for the clothes that were purchased
by my oldest sister shortly after the house was burned, she
complained how expensive they were. I had thankfully been supplied
with some new clothing while living with my father. But it didn’t take
long for me to grow out of those and then my wardrobe became
virtually threadbare. There was a time when I actually wore shorts in
the middle of winter since there either weren’t other clothing options
available to me, or no one had bothered to let me know where the
clothes were. I do remember being embarrassed by this . . .
watching the snowflakes land on my bare legs. Yes, I was cold, but
children always seem to have a higher tolerance for extremes. I was
worried more about the embarrassment than the weather.

If there was ever a regret in my life—and I really don’t have many
—it was that moment when I went with the flow in that decision of
which parent to live with. I was too young to understand or reconcile
the motives surrounding the situation. Though my father later
confessed that I got the ass-end of the family politics, he cut me out
of his will since I had made the fatal decision to stay with my mother
back when I was around ten years old. He also eventually cut off the
child support while I was in Los Angeles. I never did pinpoint the
timing, but my mother seemed pretty flush with cash once I was
sprung from the RPF.

My brother wound up with my father’s estate, which was split with
my stepbrother. If the girls were to inherit anything, it would have to



be from my mother’s estate, since he had paid copious amounts of
child support. But it was never clear where it all went.

Back in Colville, it didn’t take long for us to get back into the same
routine: My mother would come home from work at the bank, go into
her room, smoke cigarettes, and read. Family outings were rare and
usually consisted of us kids once again visiting my aunt and uncle at
their cabin at Lake Roosevelt, where they spent most of their time in
an alcoholic stupor and a cloud of cigarette smoke. I was soon
introduced to my first beer (which tasted terrible) and I preferred to
spend my time swimming or learning to water ski.

Despite all the inner-city–like heartache, Colville and its environs is
still one of the most beautiful places on earth, with the glacial
streams, sweeping evergreens, and all things wild that are virtually
untouched to this day.

In northeastern Washington State, the Columbia River snakes
through the petrified remains of ancient volcanoes and eventually
pools at the Grand Coulee Dam, where it forms Lake Roosevelt.
From there, a vast forest runs from Spokane to Eastern Idaho, then
on to the Canadian border. I was free to run wherever I pleased. I
recall in the summer there was always an arid wind that would race
through the enormous pines, then it would still momentarily as if
acknowledging their grandeur. There was a porous sense of wood
and animal, dry grass and flowering gardens—unmistakable
signatures of the Pacific Northwest.

The four seasons ran like a time machine with blazing leaves in
autumn, powdery snow in winter, and the vengeance of spring that
would pour right through you before the static sun of summer arose.
I viewed life through this kaleidoscope of change with an enduring
sense of wonder.

The most notable of the seasons was fall when the maples and
chestnuts turned. We would happily rake the leaves into a giant pile
and ignite them, creating a sort of autumnal crematorium. We would
then wrap potatoes in foil and throw them into the inferno. We would



retrieve their corpses the next day, peel the mummified vegetables
from their charred bindings, and savor the delicate, mouth-watering
infusion of smoky richness. I have tried to replicate this method with
a campfire but I think there is a special convection that occurs with
leaves versus wood. It’s like the secret ingredient in a spectacular
recipe.

By November the snows would threaten many times before
Thanksgiving, the one time of the year when we would actually have
a family gathering. My mother would break out the tarnished silver
and my grandfather made his occasional visit. He had a bad habit of
pinching our knees until they hurt, and he equally loved to toss us
around. He was a robust man, but as I would soon discover, not well
liked by my aunt, though I was never told why. I did tend to wonder
what went on during my mother’s childhood and what sort of abuses
she may have endured. It seemed strange that she really didn’t care
much for children, never showed any normal affection, as though
she resided in a place outside the maternal order of things, yet she
insisted on keeping us close.

Then Christmas would come and it was usually white and beautiful
and the fairies always seemed to be in play. The first flake that we
welcomed from the sky always excited us, and it wouldn’t take long
before we were consumed by delicately wandering micro-angels as
they fell to earth. Not to be outdone, we would start making our own
snow angels, flapping like hapless birds in the newly fallen snow until
our artwork emerged.

One of my favorite places was under an old city lamp at the end of
our block. During snowy evenings I would venture out and study the
geometry of those drifting angels while I stood inside their heaven. I
was like a fairy because I never got cold; I would twirl until the angels
landed on my tongue and dissipated into my soul.

My father did come to visit a few times during the winter, which
could be difficult because he had to get through the mountain
passes, and the Cascades can be very unforgiving in the winter. We



had sleds and we would venture to Cagel’s Hill (if memory serves,
that was the name), which was blocked off in the winter for the
children to go sledding. I had a small wooden sled but was very poor
at navigating it. My father took some of the few existing ancient black
and white photos of us during these sledding expeditions, and there
is one where I am coming straight at him, but since I couldn’t stop I
apparently knocked him off his feet into a nearby drift. But he got the
shot and I still have an enduring memory.

Though I have no close relationship with any of my sisters now,
one of them, who was the only blond in the family, was also the one
who introduced us to 70s pop culture, including hip huggers, tie die,
and the horrid smell of regurgitated Boone’s Farm Strawberry Hill,
which, to my amazement, is still being sold next to the jug wine in
supermarkets here in the Pacific Northwest.

When you live in a certain era and don’t have a lot of options
available to you, then you can become pretty inventive. We did have
8-track tapes: Sonny and Cher, the Osmond Brothers, and of course,
my favorite, John Denver. Whenever his songs play to this day, it is
no longer about a place—instead, all the bad in my life is overthrown
as I rise above the tree line and wipe the fog from the lenses of
these forgotten horizons, squinting against what sun is left before it
settles back into my limited imagination.

Oddly, my mother never listened to music, perhaps because my
father was a music teacher. Despite her indifference, the 8-track
tapes were soon supplanted by vinyl. Once I got a radio, Casey
Kasem boomed across the airwaves with the ever-popular American
Bandstand counting down the top 100.

The other source of entertainment was the 13-inch black-and-white
TV set with an antenna that was always in need of adjustment. We
would take turns fiddling with it until we got a decent signal, then
religiously crowd around the tiny screen together to watch all our
favorite programs. We never missed an episode of Star Trek.

We also had a rotary phone that was rarely in use.



But when we got a dishwasher, it was as though we had truly
arrived in the 20th century; we now had a new place to store the dirty
dishes. Since the early dishwashers weren’t built-in, we ran a hose
from the kitchen faucet to the washer. This contraption actually got
used, though I can’t recall what we actually filled it with (since we
didn’t cook much), or how often we actually ran it.

Portable hair dryers became the next best thing, so no more
sleeping with curlers in your hair or having to wash your hair and
somehow have it dried before you went to bed.

But the greatest invention to enter my life at the time was my
Schwinn 10-speed bike that got me to and from school, the
Northeastern Washington Fair, all over downtown, and out into the
hinterlands. We were inseparable, and unless there was heavy snow
I would cycle wherever I needed to go. I loved to go fast down hills
and to visit friends, or just to ride for the sheer joy of it all. My
remaining years in Colville found me doing my own personal Iron
Man feats ranging from cycling to swimming to gymnastics for hours
a day.

As I progressed into my teen years, school teased out a few
friends who I would spend time with, mostly doing sports. I was
doing well in school with a B+ average and was good with math,
including algebra and calculus. My homework assignments were
done in the vacuum of my bedroom.

I was a free spirit in a world that, even when it did judge me,
couldn’t catch me.

Amidst all of this, my mother’s involvement with the Church heated
up and I was hauled to Seattle on occasion where she would leave
me in the musty homes of complete strangers who really had nothing
to say to me. Most of the time I was left in total isolation with no
explanation as to where she was going or what she was doing. She
would rebuff any mention of visiting my father with some excuse that
he was out camping or too busy. In Scientology, where children were
to be treated like adults, my mother had no issues about leaving me



for hours somewhere. At that time I never knew what to believe
about my father; he was simply absent, but warm and affectionate on
those rare occasions he did visit.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, which would have been circa
1973, the Church of Scientology was launching a full-scale mission
to infiltrate government offices, including Interpol, to protect its
reputation. This involved illegal breaking and entering, the theft of
government documents, and impersonating government officials.
This initiative was eventually called “Operation Snow White.” The
resulting chaos was L. Ron Hubbard’s paranoid delusions
manifested on an epic scale, with a small-town girl caught in the
cross-fire.

My mother was also probably under pressure to “handle” my
father, since the child support was a major part of her income. The
voracious Scientology registrars would have pounded her constantly
for more money—an institutionalized practice that has been in place
for decades, bankrupting thousands of “parishioners” to build the
foundation of an empire. If she didn’t “handle” my father, he probably
would have been declared a “suppressive person” somewhere
during this timeline by the Church, which meant he was subject to
the “laws” of “fair game.” And surely my mother was advised to keep
him at arm’s length, if not to disconnect altogether. The only catch
was that he held the purse strings, so she couldn’t stray too far.

Being “fair game” meant it was open season on you by whatever
means necessary, which happened to just about every ex-
Scientologist who has spoken up about insidious Church practices.
This Fair Game practice has never changed and was based off
source material known as Hubbard Communication Office Bulletin or
(HCOPL, however you wish to interpret it) dated 23 December 1965
called “Suppressive Acts, Suppression of Scientology and
Scientologists, The Fair Game Law.”

The Church continues to deny its existence and keeps producing
evidence of its cancellation, but that’s not how it happened once I



arrived in LA, especially where Paulette Cooper was concerned.
Paulette had written a book called The Scandal of Scientology, the
result of which nearly cost her her life as portrayed in Tony Ortega’s
book The Unbreakable Miss Lovely.

On the rare occasion that I did manage to meet one of my
mother’s colleagues, it was because she’d decided to take all of us
kids to Seattle. He was a fellow Scientologist named John with two
boys; I don’t know if she was dating him, but we stayed at his
apartment next to a candy factory and wandered around the parks
on Queen Anne Hill while they were busy doing what they did. And
of course, there was no mention of my father. I think I probably
visited Seattle every summer from the time I was ten to thirteen or
fourteen and was right under my father’s nose.

In early 1974, my mother started to plant the seeds of moving; she
began talking about this great place in Oregon called the Delphian
Foundation. At the time I didn’t get the association with Scientology,
but it was a Scientology-run private school that had no accreditation.
Scientology celebrities have been known for sending their children
there for indoctrination. Then she switched strategies and decided
on Los Angeles, even though Oregon would have been a more
acceptable alternative to Southern California as far as my father was
concerned.

I suspect it was John who planted the seed, as we met him and his
offspring once again in Los Angeles as if it were some happy family
reunion.

As fate would have it, in November of 1974 when I was 14 years
old, my mother decided it was time to move on to bigger things. So
she sold everything we owned, including my bike and the piano my
father had given us, which had fallen into disrepair. She insisted that
we abandon my cat, which I later found out was euthanized, instead
of finding a new home for it. Then she rented our house to a local
crazy person. My next oldest sister (now sixteen), my mother, and I
were going to Hollywood. She showed me brochures of this beautiful



castle and assured me that we would be living among the rich and
famous.

It certainly was an easy sell, and that was the last time I saw the
leaves turn to gold in my hidden paradise; I don’t recall what the
sound was, but it could have been the kaleidoscope shattering as my
world slowly turned to gray.

Fifteen years later I discovered she was in violation of court orders
to never leave the state.

#itwasallforagoodcause

***

After we arrived at the Manor Hotel in 1974 (now the fully renovated
Scientology Celebrity Center), we holed up in a room together in a
communal living arrangement on the first floor near the dining room.
While the brochures had made it look like something glamorous, in
actuality it seemed pretty rundown. The LA smog was constant and
even the palm trees looked anemic. I would go to class (referred to
as “course” by the Church) every night at the ASHO Foundation (the
American St. Hill Organization, a spin-off name from the founding
Church in East Grinstead, England) with my sister and mother.
These were courses to teach us how to be happy, productive spirits
(or thetans—Hubbard had a real affinity for using Greek references
and symbolism).

My course supervisor insisted I go out on the street at night and
sell Dianetics books as part of my basic Scientology training. It was a
seedy part of town and she would get really frustrated with me when
I came back with all the books and whined about my circumstances.
I kept getting told to “make it go right.” She found me perpetually
annoying and began bullying me, telling me I couldn’t leave ASHO
until I’d sold all my books. I thought that maybe this crazy person



pressuring me was a one-off, but her style of shaming and bullying
soon became the norm when I eventually joined the Sea Org. It got
to the point that other members took pity on me and bought my
books so the tyranny finally ended. I was relieved and continued my
basic courses.

My sister must have been better at selling since she didn’t have
the same issue as me for some reason.

The initial studies started off innocently enough with the
inexpensive Hubbard Qualified Scientologist and Communication
Courses, learning basic life skills like how to communicate, be an
honorable citizen, and how to keep Scientology working. Keeping
Scientology Working was a big thing: By following the teachings of L.
Ron Hubbard to the letter, Scientologists would be saving the planet
from imminent destruction.

L. Ron Hubbard was the answer to all of humanity’s problems and
only Scientologists could save us from this rapid downward spiral.
Time was of the essence. No dilettantes need apply.

You had to be “all in.”
This was compounded by Hubbard’s philosophy that the world was

a terrifying place full of criminals.
The outside world in Scientology is referred to as the WOG world.

It literally means Worthy Oriental Gentleman. The term was coined
by L. Ron Hubbard to describe your ordinary Homo Sapiens vs. the
“Homo Novis,” or the master race Hubbard was attempting to create.
Wog was originally derived in part from British slang, and it was used
as a racial slur against people of color.

Likewise, the use of “Oriental” is considered a racial slur and is an
extremely outdated term.

Scientologists view Wogs with a sort of imperious disdain, and
many are not even worth saving, thus reinforcing the elitist attitude
that Scientologists develop over time.

The seeds of insurgency against the failings of modern society
were being planted from the very beginning.



Soon the training drills (deemed Training Routines or TRs) started
and I had to sit and stare at my sister across the table until the
trance I eventually fell into resulted in an “end phenomenon,” a sort
of out-of-body experience. This meant that I was fully in the present
and nothing would bother me. I never really experienced this end
phenomenon, but I let on that I did just to get it over with.

The point was to remain unflinching and in “present time” when
you eventually started counseling (auditing) other Scientologists;
whatever they might confess shouldn’t result in a reaction from the
counselor (auditor).

The person you audit is referred to as a preclear, as they are not
yet “cleared” of their mental aberrations. Once you are declared
“clear,” then you are supposedly free from all the painful memories
and emotional traumas that are blocking your progress in life. Then
you are ready to move to the next level of the “bridge” where you will
eventually have total “cause” over life, meaning you can accomplish
anything. These next levels are referred to as the Operating Thetan
(thetan refers to your spirit) levels, or loosely termed the OT levels.
At these levels you become a knowing and willing cause of life,
matter, energy, space, and time (MEST).

This is marketed as the Bridge to Total Freedom. You will
eventually become a super being and save the planet.

Since no other religions could produce such a result, and since
Hubbard was the “source,” practitioners eventually forfeited whatever
faith they had previously practiced, since whatever that was would
not only prove inadequate, but Scientology also did not allow one to
“mix practices.” You must only follow the source. Other practices
included popular activities such as yoga and acupuncture.

I was soon introduced to the process known as “bull baiting.” Bull
baiting was a practice drill where the person you were counseling
might try and dissuade you from continuing with a certain question or
just have a crazy fit. During these drills I was subjected to all manner
of disgusting language and behavior that no teenager should be



exposed to, especially from men, who would elaborate on what they
were going to do to my anatomy. At fifteen years old it didn’t occur to
me how inappropriate all this was, and any normal non-Scientologist
parent would have been outraged. To me, I simply didn’t want to
flunk the drill and have to go through it all again.

As I progressed in my training I started to normalize the whole idea
of past lives and how all our ailments stemmed from them. As a
young adult I didn’t have a lot to draw from in this life, but that didn’t
matter; there were literally millions of years’ worth of past lives that
needed addressing.

I began to desensitize my emotions. If you reacted to anything,
then your TRs were out, meaning what you learned in your “Training
Routines” had slipped. This was difficult because I found this to be
stifling.

Soon my biggest challenge was staying awake and manufacturing
said past lives, since I had difficulty recalling any. I was a bored
teenager living in limbo-land, being slowly crushed under the weight
of saving the planet. As the days turned into months, the only
excitement I experienced was Judy Norton-Taylor from The Walton’s
TV series showing up for her studies. She was at ASHO instead of
the Celebrity Center, as the advanced auditing training wasn’t
delivered there. Celebrity Center was more about counseling,
pampering, and deifying their famous clientele. The names being
dropped at the time included actress Karen Black and the musician
Chick Corea.

Celebrities were viewed as god-like superior beings who were
going to trail-blaze the way for the rest of us.

So much for hanging out with the rich and glamorous.
I would have been much happier having friends and riding my bike,

but that was now behind me. I was all for the mediocrity of an
ordinary existence, which I considered at that point to be completely
underrated. But guilt was starting to seep into my subconscious,
since thinking about doing fun things meant I was being selfish when



there was serious work to be done.
As our auditing skills progressed, we students audited one

another. We were expected to open up about our transgressions in
order to benefit from the auditing. The auditor then recorded these
“confessionals.” So whatever deep, dark secrets you harbored, the
Church would know about them.

If you weren’t progressing as a preclear then you must be
harboring evil intentions, or what were called “overts and withholds.”
This meant you were hiding transgressions, but not necessarily in
this particular lifetime . . .

Several months into this incarcerated state, I was told by my
mother and sister that I needed to clean rooms at the hotel in
exchange for my meals. There was no mention of me enrolling in
school, and when I wasn’t doing manual labor or attending courses I
was stuck in the room. In 2011, when I ran across the Paul Haggis
New Yorker article “The Apostate,” I realized that I had probably
cleaned his room . . . Who knows, maybe it was the one with the
nauseating pink shag carpet. And I probably didn’t do a very good
job of it. I also took up waitressing in the dining room and wasn’t very
good at that either.

I simply wasn’t very good at earning my keep, and I suppose my
mother was trying to save money since the courses we were taking
weren’t cheap. The course registrars were no doubt hammering her
for more money: All other considerations took back seat to saving
the planet, even if it meant going bankrupt in the process.

When the jobs at the hotel didn’t work out I was assigned new
ones through the Scientology business network, which included
selling T-shirts on Hollywood Boulevard and soft pretzels at nearby
malls.

In my spare time I listened to Elton John records (Goodbye Yellow
Brick Road or Captain Fantastic and the Brown Dirt Cowboy) or John
Denver records (all of them). I never did understand the song “All the
Young Girls Love Alice” by Elton John; I had limited sex education



short of “bull baiting,” but I liked the beat.
During my studies I learned there was an overt disdain for sexual

deviants, especially where gay people were concerned. I was too
ignorant at the time to wrap my head around what all this really
meant, but LRH had a real aversion to gays based off what was
called the “tone scale.” The tone scale was a guide used to
determine where one was in life from an emotional perspective. The
higher emotions were cheerfulness and enthusiasm (Tom Cruise
jumping up and down on Oprah’s sofa) and from there you could
slide down into boredom, anger, grief, covert hostility and apathy,
and eventually death. These levels were viewed as chronic versus
what you might feel from day to day. Covert hostility was ranked as
1.1. and associating with anyone at this level was equivalent to
having a snake in your bed.

Gays were considered 1.1 pariahs and probably not even worth
saving.

The other concept that was constantly being reinforced was that
anyone who wasn’t a Scientologist was pretty much an ignorant
loser. Many may not even be worth saving if they were too low on
the tone scale.

Some have compared the Scientology mindset to the movie The
Matrix. The idea that society is actually rigged and we’re all living in
a simulated reality, that we’re slaves who are part of an elaborate
illusion. Scientologists are the equivalent of Morpheus, Neo, and
Trinity; anyone who would sell out to the Matrix for the promise of
some pleasure is a traitor. Neo, like LRH, would save us from this
elaborate lie.

From a non-Scientologist point of view, the Matrix concept should
probably be reversed since the Church is actually a simulated reality
and we should do what we can to get people away from it.

During that same year, my mother suddenly sent me to what was
called “Apple School” not far from the Manor Hotel. It was a
Scientology-run organization that provided more of the same—no



math or grammar or normal things kids studied. I think she did this to
prove to my father that I was actually going to school because it
quickly ended; I was told the money had run out. My sister was
working at the hotel and didn’t seem too concerned with continuing
any sort of education outside the ASHO course room.

Though I had experienced some pieces of the 70s pop culture, I
didn’t realize I was actually part of New Age movements that
included the Moonies, EST (Erhard Seminars Training), and
eventually cult leader Jim Jones and his subsequent and legendary
Jonestown massacre, which the Church vehemently denied had
anything to do with Scientology. It didn’t—except for the mindless
following of leaders who do unthinkable things to their followers.

Nevertheless, the Church did a comprehensive PR campaign to
fully convince its followers that they were nothing like those other
movements.

EST’s founder Werner Erhard, on the other hand, became persona
non grata amongst Scientology brethren, and the practice was
eventually put out of its misery in 1983 through a hefty application of
the Fair Game doctrine. Erhard was supposedly hijacking
Scientology technology along with parishioners. Not to be outdone,
Hubbard saw to it that Erhard’s operation was obliterated.

The 70s were interesting times in part because alternative
practices were all the rage and rebellious souls found kindred spirits
under the auspices of Scientology technology. This is where that
great Grand Canyon of a cliché of drinking the Kool-Aid began.

Scientology should have gone the way of the other cults and
doctrines of the day as just another New Age fad, but due to its
guerilla tactics to silence its critics and fleece money from its
followers under the guise of donations, it continued to flourish well
into the 90s.



I
Thetans in Small Bodies

eventually connected with someone my age who was also working
at the hotel. She did mostly receptionist work. She introduced me

to one of the great Scientology pastimes—smoking. Smoking was a
large part of the subculture at that time since it was endorsed by its
founder who chain-smoked Kool cigarettes (temporary shrines with
packs of Kool cigarettes were assembled in honor of Hubbard after
his death).

My mother, who never kicked the habit, merely admonished me for
taking it up. Otherwise she left me to my own devices (because I
was, after all, a Scientology child-adult hybrid). It didn’t take long
before I became quite the chain-smoker and no one took issue with
a fifteen year old and her smoking habit. In fact, the first generation
Scientologists simply oohd and ahhd at having a second-generation
Scientologist in their midst.

As far as I recall, I was one of the only under-age students at
ASHO besides my seventeen-year-old sister at the time.

Coffee from the vending machines (which would many times
produce a cockroach floating in it) and cigarettes turned out to be
basically a steady diet for many of us, along with conversations
about the “Marcabs,” that kicked-in-the-head society that has been
invading Earth for thousands of years (and how they invented
income tax as a form of punishment). Hubbard had described the
Marcab Confederacy as one of the most powerful galactic
civilizations still active, having been formed out of fragments of other
ancient civilizations. And it bears a striking resemblance to 1950s
America . . .

We would talk about auditing and how it would save our planet—
which was urgently and desperately in need of saving—and a
conversation was never complete without discussions about past
lives.



LRH’s book Hymn of Asia was always being tossed around like
candy as he was “the man with flaming red hair from the west who
would teach the truth to the world.” That was the propaganda that
was being floated around the Church at the time. He believed he
was the reincarnation of Buddha, and just about everyone in the
Church was convinced of that as well. This protracted poem was
supposedly endorsed by Buddhists. However, no one could ever
produce evidence of this endorsement and no mention of said text
from his Holiness the Dalai Lama exists. It’s currently out of print with
a few copies available on Amazon.

At that time I was a young teenager isolated from the influence of
the outside world. What looks bizarre and ludicrous to the outsider
was just “normal life” within the Church.

In the summers of 1975 and 1976 we returned to Colville and I
was excited to go to my usual haunts. But I was instead compelled to
help clean and paint the house so it could be rented or sold. My
vacations were yet again spent doing manual labor. And what little
time I had with my friends made me realize that they had moved on
with their lives and now took a dislike to my smoking habit.

The stays in Colville were short-lived and after the 1976 visit I
resolved that whatever childhood I was attempting to recapture had
already moved on without me.

When my father finally came to visit us in LA sometime during that
era (all I know is that it was pre-Sea Org) it was a welcome treat, but
it didn’t last long enough. I think we just went to dinner. It had been
storming and when the clouds cleared away you could actually see
the mountains. This was the first time I realized the mountains were
so close.

After he was gone I threw a tantrum; I wanted to go live with my
father, I hated my life, and I hated Los Angeles. My mother started to
shake and began gnawing on her knuckles. I had never seen her like
this; it was as though she had an imaginary gun to her head and if
she couldn’t convince her daughter to stay something terrible was



going to happen.
I did not have the presence of mind to simply call my father to

come and get me. Scientologists are dissuaded from leaving
because “blowing,” leaving without permission, is considered a crime
(especially if you are in the Sea Org). The result is that you are
declared a suppressive person. If you are a suppressive person any
Scientologist associated with you is required to disconnect.

I believe she probably had the option to send me back, but she
acted as though she was genuinely in some sort of crisis. If I left she
would no longer be eligible for child support, but I didn’t know if that
was the cause of her reaction.

Perhaps she was terrified of what the Church might do to her if she
shipped me off to my father, especially if he had been declared
suppressive.

She managed a weak answer on how things would get sorted out,
so I stayed.



G
Cambodia, 1975 Onward

enocide is the language of smoke—embers die down, yet
continue to smolder through the occasional stoking.

Just enough to keep the fires burning.
As it turned out, too many had already been extinguished in a rain

of blood.
There was endless proselytizing on the New Way—a way of

thinking that required no thought, a world of complete obedience and
thoughtlessness: new slogans to mold the masses into an
unsustainable lifestyle.

Compliance was governed by child soldiers dressed in black with
machetes and AK-47s patrolling endless rice fields of hollow-eyed
hunger.

There was no opportunity for laughter or even irony without the
threat of being shot or casually killed.

No photos or mementos were allowed.
No luxuries of any kind.
Kilong and his family endured the protracted meetings that would

indoctrinate them to this “New Way”—Pol Pot’s way of
unquestionable servitude to the Khmer Rouge.

America was the enemy—a society that thought too much about
too many things—had too many freedoms. Communism was a better
solution to any sort of westernized civilization.

The exhausting days soon turned into exhausting months, and for
those who had not yet perished, into years. You received a couple of
tablespoons of runny rice once a day if you were lucky. If you got
transferred, or were fortunate enough to be injured and not disposed
of, you might get a better meal somewhere else.

Children were instructed to spy and report on their parents should
they demonstrate the slightest deviation from the “way.”

China’s gaping jaws consumed all that was Cambodia. China’s



genocide would eventually be compared to Cambodia’s—but twenty
times worse, with over 45 million deaths from 1958–1962. Mao
Zedong’s “Great Leap Forward” has been hailed as one of the
greatest disasters since the Holocaust. And Pol Pot was following
suit by allowing all the rice fields of Cambodia to slide down the
barrel of the communist machine; Mao had all but starved much of
his own population and now years later needed someone else to
subsidize his vision.

The first fatality in Kilong’s family was his brother-in-law Chip, who
was executed once the Khmer Rouge discovered he was an ex-army
soldier of the old regime. He had been ordered onto a bus and told
that he, along with other ex-Military Police, was going to greet the
king. They would be rebuilding the new Cambodia.

He never returned.
On an innocuous day in 1976 Kilong was called into the local

commander’s hut. He was told in the most matter-of-fact way that his
father had died. When Kilong inquired about funeral services,
Commander Mok went on to say that Kilong would not need to go to
the burial because he did not possess the magical power to bring his
father back to life.

Within a few months Kilong was informed while working in the
fields that his sister, Ali, and nephew, Chenda, were now gone.

Kilong remembered the last time he had seen Ali. She was just
eleven years old. Too much deprivation had caused her stomach to
become bloated and distended. Her rib cage now appeared
fossilized, barely concealed by a tattered sarong.

Contact was forbidden between them, but despite a potentially
fatal outcome, one day Kilong followed her to the local well; from a
distance she managed a broken smile for him. As they drifted apart
he didn’t realize it would be the last time he would see her.

He was advised by the ever-present cold breath of the Khmer
Rouge that everyone else was alive so there was no need to
interrupt his work to visit his family and mourn these deaths.



Soon his grandmother perished—this time he managed to bury her
in a communal grave.

Soon after he was told that his mother had passed on.
This final blow drove a starving sixteen year old into an

incomprehensible state of grief.
Altogether fifty of Kilong’s extended family lay amongst the

scattered graves of the two-million-odd souls that make up the
contours of a place known as the Killing Fields.



T
1976

he Church of Scientology, American St. Hill Organization, Los
Angeles, Temple St.

“Do you have an open mind?”
“Yes.”
“We don’t accept people who say yes . . . do you have an open

mind?”
“No, then.”
That was my first ever interview question. I was now sixteen years

old and my pleas to be sent back to my father were ignored. I had
been perpetually stalked by the Church recruiters to join the Sea
Organization for a billion years. Since the Church believes in
reincarnation, the expectation is that when you die, you will find your
way back to the Sea Organization. Not that the Billion Year Contract
could ever be binding since I was a minor. But you are led to believe
you will be subject to eternal damnation by breaking it; there is
nothing more important than saving the planet and you are fed all
kinds of sexy hype about how great it will be in the Sea Org, along
with inferences that you’re a traitor by saying no. The guilt
Scientology imposes is so great it’s a wonder the Catholic Church
hasn’t done a study to see where they can improve on theirs.

After a couple of years of being in limbo and unsuccessful tirades,
I was in both an abandoned and incarcerated state. I knew little of
the outside world since nothing much happened to me beyond
Church-related activity or business.

I don’t recall seeing butterflies, only flies and cockroaches.
It also didn’t occur to me that the constant reinforcement of a

dogmatic ideology would eventually form an emotional makeup no
different than that of a suicide bomber. It would be similar for one
being trained by ISIS, with their slow indoctrination and normalization
of violence, the isolation and manipulation of a young mind being



validated by a peer group, the constant reinforcement that you’re
special and everyone outside of radical Islam is an infidel, the sense
that dying for a cause means you will find a special place in heaven
. . .

I suspect I would have strapped on a vest full of C4 and blown
myself and others to smithereens if the situation warranted it.
Especially if everyone else around me were reinforcing the same
ideology.

But that’s not how it happens in the Sea Org since we had no
weapons to go with those uniforms, and I doubt ISIS-type behavior
would be allowed in the U.S. or any other civilized country. In my
case (and too many others), it was my mind that would be blown up
with little or no collateral damage to those around me.

And I never had a high school chemistry class, so pyrotechnics
never entered into the equation.

It didn’t take much arm twisting for my mother to offload me into
the Sea Organization. The Scientology services were expensive, but
there was child support and now the proceeds from the sale of the
house in Colville that she could reinvest into Church services without
the burden of a teenager. The Church would cover all my room and
board.

She was certainly doing her bit by handing over her daughter to
the cause.

Things couldn’t have worked out better for everyone—except, of
course, for me.

Soon my sister also decided to join. I’m not sure of her motivation,
but it probably had to do with the same badgering from the
recruiters.

After I completed my entry interview into the Sea Organization to
ensure I was suitably closed-minded, this was my mother’s response
to the recruiters:

“Can you make sure she finishes high school?”
“Yes, we’ll make sure that happens.”



Since I was an adult in their eyes, I of course had the capacity to
oversee my own decision-making. What it really came down to is
that I really believed I had no other option.

I also did not realize that the exhausting work demands to which
Sea Org members were subjected were a manipulation of a
constitutional right covered under the Ministerial exemption—normal
labor laws did not apply. The Church could work us as long and as
hard as they liked, technically without repercussions.

That piece of information wasn’t covered in their marketing hype.
And the American taxpayer gets to subsidize all this under the

501(c)(3) religious exemption law.
And I got to be a chain-smoking, foul-mouthed drop-out.
Add to the mix the siphoning of my father’s modest teacher’s pay

toward the dehumanization of two of his children who had the
misfortune of entering the event horizon of L. Ron Hubbard’s
insatiable black hole. It is a place that too many never really return
from; a place where the indignities have no expiration date.

From the beginning, nothing turned out how I had thought it would;
it only got much worse, much like the stifling air and crumbling
facades of buildings and people. Thus began my spiritual decay and
subsequent brain freeze that would haunt me for a lifetime.

#Lambstotheslaughter



M
1976–1977

y first indoctrination into the Sea Organization was the cleaning
of some historical property that involved long hours of physical

labor. It was called the EPF, Estates Project Force. It’s a form of boot
camp that sets the tone for what you will experience when you join
the rest of the elite of the Sea Organization. This is when I was
introduced to the whole paramilitary culture and had to call my
superior “sir.” This quasi-navy-like environment even sported
lanyards, uniforms, and in some cases medals and ribbons that gave
the false impression it was part of something that required truly great
sacrifice.

This boot camp went on for several weeks in relative isolation with
a single supervisor until we were transferred to our respective
organizations. Mine was the American St. Hill Organization (ASHO)
where I was initially recruited.

I didn’t experience the separation anxiety many recruits apparently
do, because in the case of my family there wasn’t much attachment
to separate from.

You were conditioned to identify with servitude for the greater
cause and LRH’s mission to “Clear the Planet,” thereby eradicating
war, poverty, insanity, and hopefully soap operas. We bunked
together in a communal living arrangement, and we were also
subject to white-glove inspections. We ate together and all of our
communications (letters), if you got any, were vetted to make sure
there was no interference (or “entheta,” i.e. nasty grams) coming
from the outside world.

You were essentially cut off from the rest of civilization and any
criticisms of Scientology were to be pointedly ignored.

I was also chronically sore from all the physical labor and the food
wasn’t much, but I thought that would change after boot camp.

After several weeks I finally made it back to ASHO where I got a



“uniform allowance” to buy black slacks and sky-blue shirts. No
lanyards were involved in my case and I didn’t get any of the cool-
looking military uniforms or a hat. I learned that you had to move up
in “rank” to get those.

Instead, I soon got my first taste of the Sea Org’s legendary
penchant for in-your-face screaming. He was a thirty-something with
a mustache, reddish hair, and eyes like agates; they were rather
piercing and wild as though he was jacked-up on some sort of drug.
These eyes were not your usual daggers; they were more like
surface-to-air-missiles. When they bore into mine I was sure there
was an impending apocalypse about to happen. His mustache would
curl into his upper lip, making his demonic grin even more
pronounced. When I came into his vicinity the general vibe was that
of a hunter who had just cornered his prey. He loved to scream and
yell and no one dared challenge him. Everything about him was
bushy and spiky, like a post-apocalyptic porcupine.

I would tremble in absolute fear and do what I could to avoid him.
In some cases I felt as though I was going through some sort of
mental paralysis and wanted to curl up somewhere far away like a
pill bug.

I never outwardly reacted so I at least kept my “TRs” in. But I was
otherwise emotionally overwhelmed by his vindictiveness.

My job was to “examine” anyone who came out of an auditing
session. I used a device called an Electropsychometer or E-Meter. It
is described as a “religious artifact,” and was designed by LRH for
measuring very low voltages and psyche or the human soul, spirit, or
mind. We were taught that it registered “mental mass,” and the
reactions we would get during auditing would help us in guiding the
preclear towards resolving their problems. The preclear held two
metallic cans that were attached to the meter via electrodes. In those
days they were mostly soup cans. If the needle was “floating,” lazily
moving back and forth, that meant the session was successful. If it
wasn’t they had to go back in and get whatever was missed fixed.



Critics of this device equate it to a lie detector. Scientifically, no
device can register someone’s mental mass, only physiological
reactions to what the person is thinking, which differs greatly from
actually reading someone’s mind.

In my position as an examiner I was responsible for the
parishioners or general public—what I was before joining the Sea
Org. These were the paying customers (they were required to make
donations in order to continue any further services) who were not
staff and were working their way up the bridge.

My tormenter frequently accused me of not doing my job correctly,
in a high-pitched voice that is usually reserved for grunge bands. If I
was anywhere within a mile radius of him, he somehow found me
and devised ways to castigate me for imagined transgressions.

In addition to the constant berating, all we ever did was work. We
lived at the Hollywood Inn on Hollywood Boulevard (now the
Information Center). There was nothing glamorous about Hollywood
Boulevard at the time and much of it was simply a dump. And for
some reason beyond my comprehension there were always men
wearing women’s clothes and makeup walking up and down
Hollywood and Vine.

I had taken what few belongings I had from the apartment and
bunked with six or so other women. Other than that, I did not
encounter another minor during my tenure; they were at the “Cadet
Org” where infants and preteens of Sea Org parents were housed.

One of the women had taken a bit of a liking to me. I think she
viewed me as her daughter or something so she looked out for me to
a certain extent. But there was apparently nothing she could do
about my tormenter.

I remember being so exhausted all the time and carpooling back
and forth from ASHO to the Hollywood Inn. We worked seven days a
week and up to sixteen hours a day, and many times would pull all-
nighters to get promo materials out. We would get an occasional
morning off to do laundry or simply sleep.



It was so bad that one morning I found one of my roommates
asleep in the bathtub. With the water still in it.

As I became increasingly miserable and sleep deprived, the
thought of an alien invasion or devastating earthquake seemed like a
worthy distraction. It didn’t matter that people would die. That didn’t
factor into my desires and I didn’t have the critical thinking skills to
think through the consequences; there would probably be looting
and deprivations worse than what I was going through. Instead, I
viewed this fantasy as more of an adventure.

My whole alien invasion fantasy was stoked by the original
premise of the Sea Org: We were the long-lost Loyal Officers of the
Galactic Confederation. Our motto was “We Come Back.” We
somehow were all converging at preordained locations as part of
some galactic master plan to save the planet. We were the special
ones: “Many are called but few are chosen” was the mantra. Of
course the Sea Org was a secret society of sorts since we were part
of the Xenu creation myth. But unless you had done that not-so-
secret-anymore auditing level (OT III or Operating Thetan Level III)
you wouldn’t understand the context. But you can’t really call it a
creation myth since Scientologists truly believe this happened. This
is not a story created through the wisdom of the elders of some
ancient tribe to teach others how to live a decent life.

OT III level introduces a character known as Xenu. Xenu was a
Galactic Overlord who oversaw the Galactic Confederation circa 75
million years ago. He was quite an evil guy who wanted to deal with
the overpopulation in this sector of the galaxy, so he hatched a plan
to solve the problem. He and his army of psychiatrists tricked their
victims into thinking they were coming in for income tax inspections;
instead they were paralyzed and then frozen in a mixture of alcohol
and glycol. This combination not only froze their bodies but trapped
their souls.

Xenu brought billions of these frozen people to Earth, at that time
known as “Teegeeack,” in modified DC-8 looking space crafts



(because Boeing hadn’t invented the Dreamliner when LRH was
doing his “research”). He had all these poor bastards stacked around
volcanoes and then nuked them with hydrogen bombs. These
volcanoes included Vesuvius, Shasta, Washington, and Etna, to
name a few.

All these disembodied thetans were captured by Xenu’s troops
using an “electronic ribbon.” From there they put them into special
boxes for the disembodied and took them to implant stations in
Hawaii and Las Palmas (the Canary Islands). There the disembodied
were forced to watch super colossal motion pictures for 36 days as
part of the “implant” process (referred to as the R6 Implant) with
misleading data that had to do with God, the devil, space opera, and
images from the World Religions, to include the Crucifixion. The end
result is that God, religion, and the crucifix are all fabrications.

They were also assaulted with images of auto accidents, sexual
perversions, dissections, and other tortures.

Once the implant process was complete, these thetans were
dispersed. The theory is that they had lost their individual identity
and began mutating into clusters. As a result, these thetans are
adhering to all of us, sort of like super glue, many apparently in
clusters or even possibly super clusters.

This incident is known as the “Wall of Fire.”
All those traumatized disembodied thetans stuck to us are the

cause of all of our problems. They keep reliving the Xenu incident
and unless you get the whole mess cleared up, they are stuck on
you forever.

Xenu was eventually captured by the government contingent
known as the “Loyal Officers.” They locked him away in a battery-
operated “electronic mountain trap” from which he has supposedly
never escaped. I suspect the battery must be solar powered.

Earth is now known in galactic circles as the prison planet.
Meanwhile we are all inhabited by these “body thetans,” and only

the processes of Scientology can remove them.



LRH was the only one to come out of the Wall of Fire alive, at the
expense of his health (supposedly). He (supposedly) emerged with a
broken back, knee, and arm. The R6 Implant is so malicious it is
calculated to kill (by pneumonia and other afflictions) anyone trying
to breach it. Hence the level was kept strictly confidential until the
advent of the World Wide Web.

If you do not take this “creation myth” seriously then you are, in the
view of Scientologists, an ignorant bigot.

Most Sea Org members don’t know about this creation myth since
they, as in any other Orwellian dystopia, are fed propaganda and
have little contact with the outside world. And many of them will
never achieve that OT level since they are too exhausted to be
“auditable,” or are too busy saving the planet so they never have
time.

This Scientology Star Trek–like organization was formed in 1967,
one year after the release of the first episode of the original Star Trek
and around the time LRH discovered the Wall of Fire. There is an
uncanny similarity between the insignia used to depict the United
Federation of Planets in Star Trek and the Sea Organization’s
insignia used to depict the Galactic Confederacy.

This sort of detail is not lost on a die-hard Star Trek fan (Trekkie).
Also, as a Trekkie if you can’t independently lift one eyebrow like Mr.
Spock can, well then you simply aren’t Trekkie enough.

Then came Star Wars.
I saw Star Wars when it was originally released at the famous

Grauman’s Chinese Theater on Hollywood Boulevard. It was the
spring of 1977 and there was a buzz throughout the Church about
this movie and the correlations to Scientology. On a rare afternoon
off (not sure how we managed that but I think whoever was in charge
wanted to see it as well), several of us made the pilgrimage and
waited in line for two hours to see what the hype was about. It was
truly mesmerizing and I can even remember where I sat and the
smell of the theater. I think the aroma of popcorn was especially vivid



for me considering the horrid menu associated with the Sea Org
galley.

I never wanted this galactic myth to end.
The movie only reinforced the idea that we were somehow an

ancient order of Jedi-like beings who were honing our superpowers.
But the reality wasn’t matching up to the fantasy.
Instead, I was in a perpetual state of unworthiness since “you are

entirely responsible for the condition you are in.” So whatever
anyone did to you, you “pulled it in.”

These concepts, all part of LRH’s grand philosophy, opened up all
manner of convenient and creative interpretations and tortures; it
was more like “on demand” abuse. And it was constantly streaming
on the “Days of Our Dystopia” channel.

The “make it go right” and “you are entirely responsible for the
condition you are in” concepts are actually quite ingenious when you
think about it. You can never win as the victim and you become
increasingly undeserving over time; if there is a condition beyond low
self-esteem then most Sea Org members have undoubtedly
achieved this. And since you were there to save the planet, they
constantly dangled the elusive carrot of redemption and freedom, but
like bad Chinese manufacturing, things didn’t quite work the way
they were supposed to.

You were also under constant threat about having any bad
thoughts as you were only a security check away from punishment,
using the E-Meter to make sure you didn’t deviate from the
established “source = LRH = dogma.” The slang term was “Sec
Check,” which is just another term for “Thought Police.”

Think, say, or do the wrong thing and, like little Timmy from that
creepy Twilight Zone Episode “It’s a Good Life,” you could get
transformed into something hideous, like a Star Trek transporter
malfunction, and then wished “into the cornfield.”

As my hopes for an alien invasion or disaster faded, I found myself
warding off a burgeoning group of suitors. These were mostly



twenty- to thirty-somethings who, for the most part, had a difficult
time separating me from the herd. A few did try to, but their fondling
was rebuffed as privacy was virtually non-existent where I was
working and sleeping.

The attraction of saving the planet soon took a backseat to my loss
of will. I reached a stage where fighting against the tyranny of
unworthiness was a losing battle and I no longer felt any spark for
the cause.

I soon lived in a fog where my capacity for reason had been
abandoned, vaporized like those thetans who had suffered at the
hands of the evil Galactic Overlord Xenu.



S
The Death Star

ometime during the blur of 1977, I was moved to what was
called the Mission Operations Pac (Pacific) Move, MOPM. It was

a quasi-secret operation run by a Sea Org executive and his dictator
wife. There was also a gal with nice handwriting, the kind I had
always aspired to but have never achieved. We were orchestrating
the renovations and move into the former Cedar Sinai hospital
complex—now the famous Big Blue.

We were among the first residents on this huge campus along with
the PAC (Pacific) Rehabilitation Project Force (RPF) who were
segregated in another part of the complex.

I was fairly destitute at the time; I wore an old pair of cast-off pants
and a shirt, but at least I owned a bra. At least I think I did. Whatever
uniform allowance I had been given seemed to fritter away along
with my wardrobe. I had no contact with the real world.

By contrast, I remember how well coiffed my more privileged co-
workers were; they would take off to Jose Eber’s salon (who did
famous coifs such as Farrah Fawcett and Cher) in Beverly Hills to
get their hair done by his students.

I was in charge of filing mounds of information that had come down
from the Guardian’s Office (the mafia-like legal arm of the Church)
located at the St. Hill Manor in East Grinstead, England. As I recall,
some dispatches were from Hubbard and some from Jane Kember,
the woman in charge of the Guardian’s Office (now the Office of
Special Affairs or OSA). They were mostly concerning issues with
the Big Blue, though I wasn’t too interested in the communications. I
was to file this information in special secret closets that had security
locks with obscenely long jagged keys that could double as
weapons.

Since I was young and naive I really had no idea of the contents of
those files. I was the perfect person for the job. I probably could have



discovered some very interesting deep, dark secrets, but it never
occurred to me to even care.

The dictator wife of the exec in charge had the great talent of
looking at you as though you were not just a fly in her soup, but that
you were also an innocent adorable kitten she wanted to drown. She
had the fantastic ability to look as though she pitied you, perhaps
due to her large brown eyes, but what she was really thinking about
was drowning kittens.

I, like everyone else in the facility, wasn’t prepared for what
happened on July 8, 1977, when the FBI launched their most
massive raid in history. Our offices were in their crosshairs. They
arrived wearing their signature dark suits but no sunglasses; at the
time I always thought that detectives or FBI people wore sunglasses.
They were stern but not impolite and I suspect they viewed me as
the village idiot. I was required to hand over the keys (weapons) and
sit by, quietly out of the way.

My young clueless persona (which, upon reflection, really wasn’t a
persona) worked well because I guess the FBI couldn’t believe I
would be in charge of anything of importance.

Fortunately for the Church, I was terribly disorganized and the
agents took one look at the mess, shut the closet doors, and moved
on.

But they did bother with other files and continued to search and
leave a mess in their wake.

We waited for hours, dazed and confused, not knowing what to do
or how to react. As the hours passed the agents moved on. I had
holed up in my office and tried not to move or bring attention to
myself.

When we finally left for the day there was silence. No one dared to
speak of this public relations catastrophe.

I returned to work the next day as if nothing had happened.
The headlines the next day read that the Church of Scientology

had committed the largest infiltration of the U.S. Government ever.



With “parishioner” money, the Church sent their own covert
operatives to spy on the government. They did this by impersonating
government officials so they could gain access to any disparaging
information related to the Church and LRH.

These “agents” were dispatched by the Guardian’s Office World
Wide out of England with Jane Kember at the helm.

This grand conspiracy, named Operation Snow White, spanned
the globe with over 5,000 Guardian Office agents infiltrating
government and foreign embassy offices and, as it turned out, the
homes and offices of Scientology critics. A particular target was the
IRS, who were after the Church for back taxes.

The conspiracies did not end with simply the government. The
Feds also found copious amounts of information on the Fair Gaming
of Paulette Cooper, the journalist who wrote The Scandal of
Scientology in 1971, which put the Church in a questionable light.
The plan, called “Operation Freakout,” was intended to discredit her
by writing fake bomb threats to the Church with her fingerprints on
the correspondence. They smeared her name by writing letters to
her neighbors saying she had venereal diseases and put in fake
subscriptions to porn magazines to prove that she was a sexual
deviant. She received death threats and obscene phone calls.

There were several operations in the works, including doing
whatever was necessary to get her committed to a psychiatric
institution.

She was indicted for the bomb conspiracy. At one point, with the
harassment getting so bad, she even considered suicide. You can
imagine her delight when the feds uncovered these grand
conspiracies against her. She was exonerated of all charges.

All of this was discovered during the raid, including further plots to
destroy Werner Erhard and EST.

There were also several other plots, including one to discredit
Gabe Cezares, the Mayor of Clearwater, Florida, back in 1975 when
the Church invaded Clearwater and decided to set up shop. Gabe



had taken a dislike to this clandestine operation parading as a
church and he made the fatal error of getting in their way.

The Clearwater landscape is now dominated by the International
Flag Land Base where parishioners go to get pampered and obtain
the highest level of Scientology Services. It is also referred to as the
“Spiritual Headquarters.”

The endless lists of plots the Church launched during that era
staggers the imagination and are thoroughly covered by journalist
Tony Ortega on his blog The Underground Bunker and his book
about Paulette Cooper. Author Lawrence Wright covers it as well in
his book Going Clear.

The Los Angeles raid consisted of 156 agents—the most ever
deployed. It lasted 21 hours and filled a 16-ton truck full of
documents.

When the dust settled the “Newspeak,” or internal propaganda
machine, was redirected to this being our darkest hour. We were
making progress as the enemy was retaliating.

Keep up the good work.
And most importantly—Keep Scientology Working.

***

Sometime after the raid—I’m not sure if it was weeks or months, but
I suspect it was weeks since there was pressure to get the
renovations completed—I was subjected to a security check and
found myself, along with many other Sea Org members, on the RPF,
the Rehabilitation Project Force.

Security checks were still a standard procedure (especially when
you’re trying to get dirt on someone) and I remember the “Joburg” or
Johannesburg Rundown (named as such since it was invented while
LRH was in Johannesburg, South Africa). It was a comprehensive
check that I had also administered a few times.



The Joburg delved into a person’s criminal history and, as was
typical with the Church, fixated on sexuality or sexual transgressions.
The Church was unrelenting in finding any crimes you may or may
not have committed. Some Sea Org members had been checked
multiple times using the same questions until they broke and simply
coughed up imaginary transgressions.

I don’t recall which version of the Sec Check I was put through but
it clearly didn’t turn out well because I was “sentenced” to hard labor
on the Sea Org RPF.

During my security check, my needle “rock slammed.” Rock slam
means the needle is dancing all over the E-Meter indicating that you
have evil intentions. So I was apparently harboring evil intentions all
this time without knowing it. They were no doubt buried somewhere
back a few millions years ago because I couldn’t come up with a
contemporary moment in my short life where I was doing anything
particularly heinous. I had little or no reference points for what doing
something bad would really be all about.

I found out later that this initiative was a conveniently orchestrated
workforce “draft” to complete the renovations on the PAC building, at
the behest of the Commodore’s Messenger Organization—one of
LRH’s groups who carried out his direct orders.

I remember being escorted to the seventh floor; I was a “criminal”
and would be treated as such. I was in need of serious rehabilitation
that would include heavy labor, studying, and auditing until I was
suitably redeemed. The intended outcome was vague to me.

I would have little or no contact with other Sea Org members as I
was now below their station. If I encountered any I would have to
refer to them as “sir” and could not speak to them first.

I was shown a bed and, I think, a blanket. I was given some hand-
me-down clothing (others wore boiler suits but I don’t recall wearing
one of these) which didn’t make much of a difference from what I
was already wearing, though the pants they gave me were ripped in
the crotch and then at some point my underwear went missing. I was



rather self-conscious about whatever I was doing so as not to reveal
too much. I didn’t dare ask for anything at that moment—even
though all of my belongings were at the Hollywood Inn. I was
concerned that being an undeserving criminal could result in
repercussions. I was crammed in a room with about ten other
women.

The first morning I woke up for “muster” at 6:00 AM but was late
because no one told me the rules. I was ordered to do several laps—
I think 20 around the floor, for not knowing the rules that no one told
me about.

All in all there were about 200 of us relegated to the RPF at that
time. During the raid the RPF had been housed in the lower floors of
the complex. The FBI had discovered them there but never did
anything about it because it was outside the scope of the raid. They
were housed near the original Cedar Sinai morgue and the labs.
Unfortunately that area had not been thoroughly cleaned out when
the hospital left, and there were body parts and even a corpse left
there.

We were all given ridiculous deadlines, working 20–30 hour shifts
with 3 or so hours of sleep.

I vividly remember painting the graphics in one of the long
hallways—it was the 70s and the color choices reflected the era:
lime green, orange, and yellow. These were especially important to
Hubbard for some reason. They had been specifically outlined where
I needed to paint and with what color. I remember working on entire
hallways for days.

I scraped old paint off of doors and windows (no one questioned
the possible lead content, even though later I would exhibit signs of
its effects such as memory loss, lack of concentration, and my ability
to learn new things), spackled thousands of holes, and helped glue
down linoleum and baseboards.

We were exposed to a vast array of chemicals and dust and I was
never issued a mask to counter the contamination. It never occurred



to me that I needed one.
I don’t remember ever taking showers during that time (if I did it

was more like getting a bucket of water thrown on me).
Spanky Taylor, John Travolta’s handler (as recounted in Lawrence

Wright’s book Going Clear and the HBO documentary), was also
sent to the RPF at that time, but there was no room left in the dorms
so she was relegated to the roof with little or nothing to sleep on.
They had given her less than what I had and she also had to
weather the cold and damp. Her incarceration was the result of an
altercation with a Sea Org exec; it didn’t take much to get you
sentenced, especially in those days.

I don’t recall meeting Spanky personally and she was probably
working with other teams on the renovations. I do recall when John
Travolta visited us as a “reward” for all of our hard work. I was
standing in the corridor of an auditorium somewhere in the Big Blue
when he walked by. He looked visibly upset and someone
commented he was simply tired.

Andre Tabayoyon and Jesse Prince were in residence at the time.
They were both rather legendary in the Sea Org circles; even to this
day their remarkable stories riddle the internet. They were both key
members of LRH’s staff who turned into some of the Church’s more
formidable critics.

Andre was assigned as the “bosun” for the RPF. He was an ex-
Marine who had served a tour of duty in Vietnam. He thought
Scientology could help cure him of the emotional effects of the war.
In his 60-page affidavit that has been peppered all over the internet,
Andre describes how he terrorized certain Sea Org staff, especially
those incarcerated on the RPF, through “guerilla auditing”
techniques. These were not standard procedures normally delivered
to the public; these sessions had driven several members into
various states of psychosis akin to what you would see in an insane
asylum.

These members included my future husband.



Jesse was in solitary confinement for trying to leave during some
of my tenure. Otherwise, I don’t recall that we ever crossed paths.
Jesse had gone on to be one of the Sea Org’s highest ranking
officials and also the current Church leader David Miscavige’s
auditor.

On the RPF, we had co-ed bathrooms and I was bunked with a
strange assortment of gals, including the wife of a celebrity. I could
not understand why someone who was associated with a celebrity
was on the RPF. There was a lot going on with her at the time and I
remember her not being around for long. She was there because
“she brought whatever her condition was on herself.” The
Scientology mindset was “how did she let this happen?” It’s a very
convenient excuse to avoid dealing with an inconvenient truth: We
were essentially slave labor.

Her husband would bring her perfume and other niceties that were
not allowed on the RPF. That was my first exposure to the celebrity
double standards and blatant violation of the RPF rules set down by
LRH. Like those living through the Killing Fields in Cambodia, we
were not allowed any luxuries or anything closely resembling a
luxury.

She introduced me to Rive Gauche perfume in its pretty blue and
silver metal canister. She would spray some on me—I suppose to
cover up whatever unwashed smell I was emitting at the time. I loved
that perfume; even the depressing circumstances surrounding its
introduction could not overshadow its brilliance. In fact, I think it only
enhanced it. Being introduced to something in the designer realm
was new to me and even more magical considering my
circumstances.

There was beauty to be had in the world—somewhere.

***



My mother actually came to visit me upon my initial incarceration on
the RPF, though I never knew why she even came since she had
little contact with my while I was in the Sea Org. I was escorted down
to see her to ensure I didn’t do “a runner.” She brought me a carton
of cigarettes and handed them to me through the security fence. As I
recall they were Benson and Hedges light. I’m not sure what caused
her to bring them to me. It’s not like I needed them for my health. It’s
possible these were the few things that they would allow her to bring
(since I wasn’t associated with a celebrity).

When she came again—I think it was several months down the
road—I asked her if there were any more cigarettes; she said I
wouldn’t be getting any more cigarettes, she was just checking on
how I was “doing.” That was the last time I saw her for a while until
sometime in 1978.

In the Sea Org I was only paid around $20.00 per week. To a kid
that actually was a pretty good amount considering my room and
board were being taken care of. When I was on the RPF I don’t
recall seeing any money. If I was given anything it was just a few
dollars. Just enough to get roll-your-own supplies to make my own
cigarettes since the original carton from my mother didn’t last long.

***

Family ties amongst most Scientology members were and still are
strong—providing all the family members are Scientologists in good
standing. So strong that they are used as a form of coercion and
many will never come forward regardless of what abuses they’ve
endured for fear of retribution.

The Church’s Disconnection policy has caused numerous family
members to abandon one another. If my mother had felt that what I
was going through on the RPF was unacceptable, she could have
somehow made arrangements for my escape. If she’d done this she



would have been declared a Suppressive Person and banned
(excommunicated) from the Church. If she could not convince my
sister to leave, then my sister would remain and be required to
disconnect from me and my mother.

Many ex-Scientologists have not seen their siblings or offspring for
years or even decades.

That was not the case with me. Emotional connection was a
concept that had been quite alien to me during most of my formative
years.

My remaining days in the RPF (or months—in my state of mind I
had lost track of time) were spent doing the usual grind of painting
mostly, plus gluing baseboards, spackling, sanding, scrubbing things
until my hands were raw, and any other ugly task they could assign
me—and running everywhere, running nowhere . . .

Somehow, music had been introduced while we were working. I’m
not sure how that was allowed but someone had acquired a radio
and I distinctly recall hearing the song “Landslide” by Fleetwood
Mac. The refrain of “the landslide brought me down,” somehow
breached my subconscious and this entire melody took up
permanent residence in my psyche.

There was a dream I had once in my later years. I was clawing my
way up a snowy precipice. I was just grasping the ledge and there
was a colorful plastic toy bike buried in the snow. But grasping it was
of no use since I couldn’t get a grip and it would fall away. I kept
trying to pull myself up on the ledge, then suddenly I was enveloped
by an unseen landslide that sucked me down, but it was warm, and I
was suffocating . . .

“. . . can the child in my heart rise above . . .”
My odyssey on the RPF continued with a trip to the doctor: If you

needed to go to the doctor you were assigned a “twin,” someone
who would keep track of you so you wouldn’t run away (blow), i.e. do
a runner. If you “blew” it meant you had done bad things and were
withholding them, even down to picking your nose. Yet there was no



thought given to anything else that could possibly cause someone to
want to leave such a paradise. Life was so great in the Sea Org and
the RPF you must be hiding something if you wanted to run away.

So I accompanied this woman, who specifically selected me to
accompany her, to a free clinic. Being young and now missing my
underwear, she left me sitting in the waiting area while she slipped
out the back door.

She had blown and I was there for about an hour until I finally
asked how much longer the exam was going to take.

“Oh, sorry, but she left about a half hour ago.”
Hysterical and without any money or way to get back, I actually

had to call my mother to come and get me since I was in a creepy
part of town as it was, though I viewed most of LA and the world this
way. I remembered that my mom worked at the tall bank building in
downtown LA and the clinic tracked her down for me. She came and,
without any commentary or concern, dutifully deposited me back at
the Big Blue.

I have to admit that gal’s strategy was pretty clever as it beat trying
to get past the security fences and being chased after by “handlers.”
Many have been caught and hauled back and punished for their
attempts to get free. I was too conditioned at that point to even
remotely consider the possibility of leaving.

By this time I was a train wreck. I started losing some of the weight
I had gained on my junk food binges prior to the RPF. The steady
diet of leftovers, cigarettes, and no sleep contributed to a form of
malnutrition that caused a gradual deterioration in both my mental
and physical health.

I was smoking more than ever and would get tobacco supplies
from the guys who were allowed to make “runs” to the store.

It was on the RPF that I met my future husband, Reginald. He had
been one of the subjects on whom Andre Tabayoyon had performed
his “guerilla auditing.” Reggie had also been incarcerated on the
RPF’s RPF (a dystopia within a dystopia within a dystopia, like those



Russian nesting dolls of decreasing size that are placed inside one
another). He had been relegated to sleeping in the morgue on one of
the slabs. Once the RPF had been moved to the seventh floor, the
morgue became “solitary confinement.” This was during the time
when there were still abandoned corpses and body parts in
residence. He joked about it later, along with giving descriptions of
mutant cockroaches that were the size of mice that he attributed to
radioactive materials left behind.

While some of this might have been an exaggeration, the
testimonials of Andre and Jesse suggested that most of this was
true. Reggie and I never discussed the procedures he underwent
and it wasn’t until I was well into the marriage that I found out how
damaged he really was from it all.

I knew many of these people from the RPF as they were also from
ASHO.

I remember Bob Schaffner in particular but never knew he
committed suicide until decades later; we had pulled all-nighters to
get mailings out at ASHO Foundation. One time a group of us went
to the beach and slept for a few hours before returning to post.

Not too long after that he was put into a condition of “Treason.” It
could have been the trip to the beach (and not reporting back to post
by 9:00 AM even though we had been up all night), but I also heard
something about a molesting. He never laid a finger on me. There
were several others at ASHO who had tried, but I was one of the
fortunate ones who never got raped. I think the constant shuffling I
endured from one assignment to another spared me that fate.

Then one day I was sprung from the RPF with no explanation; I
was told to report back to ASHO so I could be assigned a new post. I
believe this was late spring 1978.

***



“I never saw a wild thing sorry for itself. A small bird will drop frozen
dead from a bough without ever having felt sorry for itself.”

D.H. Lawrence

Except that we do have the capacity to feel sorry for ourselves
since we’re human and the only species capable of such a thing.
This is supposedly what separates us from the rest of the animal
kingdom. Many think that feeling sorry for yourself is a bad thing
(especially the Church, which views such things as grief, sympathy,
empathy, pity, shame, and anger as weaknesses—manifestations of
lesser beings). But if there is no one else to feel sorry for you, then
you aren’t left with many options and tragically, too many have
reverted to suicide as a suitable alternative to the pain of being so
utterly abandoned.

Since we are also the only species capable of the aforementioned
empathy; we can judge whether we want to engage with particular
individuals based on how much empathy they have. To what degree
can they put themselves in another person’s shoes? As for
perpetrators, if they express no remorse for their abusive actions,
they clearly have a deficit in the compassion department: They may
be regarded as human based on their appearance, but it’s advisable
to run as fast as you can.



Sadly, sometimes you can’t seem to run far
enough . . .



#noremorse



W
The Wall of Fire

hen I returned to the Hollywood Inn berthing and asked about
my stuff—my clarinet, my high school yearbook, and odds and

ends I had clung to—I was told they were in storage. “Storage” was
a room where the possessions of all those who had been sent to the
RPF were kept. When they opened the door and escorted me in I
was confronted with a pile that must have been 15 feet high and just
as long, if not longer. They said I only had a few minutes to find my
things before I had to return to the Big Blue.

I was too overwhelmed to even bother.
I simply turned and walked away.
My father later asked me what happened to the Bundy clarinet he

had given me. I had to tell him I never knew its fate. He was visibly
sad, and out of my entire youth it was probably the only thing of real
value that I had owned.

I don’t recall whatever happened to my turntable and albums; my
mother probably divested herself of them along the way as I don’t
believe I was allowed to bring them with me to the Sea Org.

I moved empty-handed into the Big Blue building dorm rooms with
some other women—we had mattresses on the floor and were just a
few floors down from the RPF, though I could now take the elevator.

I later saw one of my cohorts from Mission Operations PAC Move
doing the RPF shuffle, sans the coiffed hair and makeup. She looked
rather humiliated when she saw me as she was, now, tragically, my
inferior.

Due to the months of extreme deprivation I took to spending most
of my money (which still amounted to maybe $20.00 per week if I
was lucky) at a local convenience store, loading up on supplies of
cigarettes and junk food. And somewhere along the line I got some
new clothes, including underwear. I gorged myself so heavily on my
first run of “freedom” (or a less incarcerated state) I threw up.



But returning to ASHO was only a bump up from the conditions I’d
had on the RPF. Between the unrelenting schedules, and only
getting one morning off a week if I was lucky, food was the only
pleasure I knew since the menu in the galley wasn’t up to much.

I remember one morning I woke up in a confused daze thinking I
was late. It was Sunday morning and I forgot that I actually had the
morning off. I was screaming and the others were trying to calm me
down.

The residues of these nightmares have clung to me like an oil
slick, a malleable residue that shifts with age. Left too long it turns to
glue.

***

The concrete that surrounds this place is not porous; nothing can
breathe or grow from it, and the filth cannot be washed away, it just
blows from one place to the next, settling only momentarily under
foot, scattered by the shuffling of unsoled shoes.

Memories gather, shadowy mirages devoid of color, holocaust
victims with sunken eyes, no room for disbelief though it resides in
the same attic where all your worldly possessions were displaced,
amongst the nightmare of clothing and trinkets. The sobriety of youth
buried under a confusion that was too great, endless belongings
tethered together in mutual despair. I didn’t know it at the time but I
later saw a similar visage at the Holocaust Museum in Israel. I
remember the teeth—so many disenfranchised teeth . . .

***

Sometime in November or December of 1978 I was declared a
“natural clear” though I probably really wasn’t. I was clear #7494 to



be exact. It was all the rage for a while, this natural clear thing, and
the number of people who had rid themselves of their reactive minds
skyrocketed. It meant I was never audited to that state and was
somehow “naturally” that way. I was told at the time it meant I
supposedly never experienced the “incident” as described in the OT
III materials where Xenu and his compadres annihilated billions of
thetans 75 million years ago. I did not know at the time what this
incident was but was on the track to find out.

It’s possible I was in a different galaxy altogether when this whole
mess went down. It would explain a lot.

So the logical next steps for someone like me were the OT levels.
When I finally reached OT III, I remember being escorted into an
empty room, being handed the materials, and reading this rather
bizarre story written in LRH’s handwriting. They were horribly
presented and I’m not sure why they had to be copies of something
in his original handwriting. There was faint light coming through the
window and it was very quiet.

I finished this level only to find out later that my state of natural
clear was essentially an urban legend and everyone should be
audited to avoid any mishaps on the OT levels, especially OT III
where exposure to the materials could result in severe illness or
even death.

If that were the case, if I was in fact not clear, then I must have
been some kind of freak who passed through the infamous Wall of
Fire unscathed, flipping the birdie at Xenu and LRH along the way.

I did not experience any sort of psychotic break or death as a
result of reading those materials.

That was pretty much it for me. I don’t recall receiving any further
services after that point. It was a mystery as to why I even reached
that level since so many Sea Org members rarely get any services;
they were too busy sacrificing themselves to the cause.



A
1979

s 1979 rolled around, so did the impending doom of WWIII. LRH
was suddenly sure we were all going to get nuked and urged

parishioners to get their Purification Rundown so they would be
better equipped to survive. The “Purif” consisted of extended stints in
a sauna and lots of liquid calcium magnesium (referred to as
CalMag) and niacin to flush out any resident radiation. LRH believed
we harbored the residue of drugs and toxins in our muscle tissue
that could hinder our journey up the Bridge.

We now found ourselves busy doing the Purif and worrying about
where we were going to take shelter during the apocalypse.

As it turned out, the Operation Snow White trial was more of a
threat to the Church than any nuclear winter. I received a
government subpoena to testify as a witness to the raid. The
subpoena was titled The United States vs. Mary Sue Hubbard, et. al.
The “et. al.” referred to the nine other defendants in the trial, which
included Jane Kember and those who had been caught infiltrating
the U.S. government and setting up journalist Paulette Cooper and
the mayor of Clearwater Gabe Cazares on false charges.

As a result I was transferred to the United States Guardian’s Office
to work as the assistant to the deputy guardian for legal. I had
always thought the USGO was cool because they wore civilian
clothing and came across as normal. I wasn’t fully apprised at the
time of their entire involvement in Operation Snow White, but they
needed all the administrative help they could get. I was also being
coached by the Church attorneys on what not to say, but as a minor
player there really wasn’t much for me to say anyway.

The upside was that I started getting more time off on the weekend
(maybe a day or half day). The downside was that I had to hitchhike
the few miles from the Manor Hotel to the Big Blue because I worked
too late to catch the shuttle. The Guardian’s Office was located on



the upper floors of the Manor Hotel so I was practically back to
where I’d started when I arrived in 1974.

I was lucky if I got four hours of sleep a night.
I would sit on the couch in the lobby till late at night asking

strangers if they were going my way. Being fellow Scientologists,
they were safer than if I was on the actual street. And they weren’t
into drugs and, of course, were required to uphold the highest
standards of ethics except as noted in the indictments.

There were also concerns about the famous Hillside Strangler
murders. It was just down the street where fellow Scientologist and
aspiring actress Jane King was abducted by Bianchi and Buono;
they brutally tortured and strangled her to death.

Then dumped her body in the Hollywood Hills.
They were at that time still at large and there had been rumblings

around the USGO about being safe “out there.” So hitchhiking off the
street could have had a fatal outcome for me.

There was otherwise this general disregard for my well-being; the
continuous unrelenting work schedules continued to erode my fragile
mental state as I marched along this righteous, nicotine stained,
smoke riddled, caffeinated path of “clean living.”

No one was really keeping track of my whereabouts since I was in
a strange crossover position where I was both Sea Org and USGO.
The USGO had a prestigious, yet clandestine, mission to rid the
world of Suppressive Persons and anyone who would disparage the
Church, so I was somewhat out from under the auspices of the
standard Sea Org structure. I was also able to wear regular clothing,
which I got from the local Goodwill.

There were times when I spent weekend nights on the floor of my
mother’s apartment near the Big Blue. No one ever questioned my
whereabouts. She had extra food, a TV set, and a nice neighbor who
would give me perfumed soap. I did have to put up with cockroaches
crawling on me in the middle of the night.

It was as though cockroaches were a metaphor and subplot in this



macabre world I lived in. I didn’t realize at the time that they were
also flesh-eating. They were found to be feeding on the corpse of
Lisa McPherson—the legendary Sea Org suicide whose death-mask
images have haunted the internet for decades. During 1995 Lisa
worked at the prestigious Flag Service Organization in Clearwater,
Florida. She had slipped into a state of psychosis and the Church
attempted to cure her using Scientology-only methods. She instead
wound up DOA at a local hospital. The circumstances surrounding
her death resulted in a scandal and became so legendary that every
year since December 5, 1995, the date of her death, picketers have
been seen around the various Church centers.

Their signs read: “Scientology kills.”
My mother remained indifferent to my situation; she never asked

how I was doing or if I needed anything. She had set the expectation
for me to never expect anything from her, and she continued to
reinforce this boundary of no affection.

During this time she disappeared to the then newly minted Flag
Service Organization in Clearwater, Florida, to receive the more
expensive training and auditing. It was called Flag since LRH liked to
use nautical terms to depict this organization as the top of the fleet.
It’s where all the top auditors were and where Scientologists could
get access to the higher OT levels. She eventually came back
refreshed and sporting a new tan, having seemingly bought her
stairway to heaven.

She would sometimes contend, in an imperious manner, that some
people thought she was a bad mother. How dare anyone judge her
parenting and how dare doctors accuse her of hypertension? In her
empirical narcissistic perfection, it was difficult to determine what
problem she was trying to fix with Scientology short of reinforcing the
idea that the ideology she was associated with was superior to
everyone else’s.

I was moving into my nineteenth year and I don’t remember any
birthday or Christmas celebrations, though I think my father had sent



money and gifts. He was usually good about that sort of thing. My
mother took me to a movie for one of my birthdays but there were
never any cakes, or friends, or fanfare.

Reggie was finally sprung from the RPF and tracked me down. We
started seeing each other on the weekends. Having spent the last
several years cultivating a certain level of self-loathing due to my
undeserving station in life, I think I was looking for an assisted
suicide solution to my predicament—a sort of self-flagellation to
reinforce my lack of relevance—and marriage seemed to be the
answer. Pre-marital sex is not allowed in the Sea Org; laughably that
apparently doesn’t apply to the girls who have come forward
accusing the Church of statutory rape. So there is a lot of pressure to
get married and reinforce your commitment to the Church. Then you
can have sex without getting in trouble by confessing in your next
security check that you violated the rules. It wasn’t so much like the
life of a nun, but once you are married into it, it somehow reinforces
your commitment to the cause.

I met Reggie’s mother, who lived in a nice place in Los Angeles,
and I thought that maybe I would get a slice of normal for a change,
even though she was also a Scientologist.

I only met Reggie’s father a few times.
The wheels were turning towards our eventual coupling.
My days in the USGO consisted mostly of typing, filing, and

running errands. I didn’t type very well and spent too much time
“hunting and pecking.” There were weekly reports due and if you
didn’t have them together by the deadline you would spend all night
getting them done. If someone in the organization was remiss in
getting their updates to you on time, you got stuck scrambling at the
last minute.

We were constantly petitioning the finance people for supplies we
could never get. We would use Wite-Out thinner to extend the life of
the Wite-Out to correct the typing errors on our reports. After a while,
due to my horrible typing, the Wite-Out would get caked up on the



paper. Sometimes the reports would look more like the adhesive you
use to glue linoleum with.

Because the USGO was so secretive (and neurotic) much of the
communication passed around was vetted to such an extent entire
sentences were cut out. In some cases most of the page was
missing. Some of the correspondence reminded me of those paper
snowflake cut-outs I did as a child.

On July 4, 1979, I testified in front of the Honorable Judge Charles
Richey in the case against Mary Sue et al. I had during this time met
the woman herself, briefly, before I went into the courtroom.

I still have, for some reason that I cannot even fathom, that
subpoena. Since everything about me had been stripped to its
lowest level, perhaps it was one of the few things I had that defined
who I was at the time; a meager possession that reminded me that I
was once part of something supposedly bigger.





After my testimony I made a daring move and petitioned for leave,
and got it. It had been three years since I had taken any time off, and
even though Sea Org policy stated that leaves were permissible,
they were discouraged and rarely granted. I think being part of the
USGO instead of the standard Sea Org helped; I don’t think I would
have gotten it otherwise. I never experienced the seasonal breaks
most high school students enjoyed. I wrote my father and he gladly
paid for my flight to Seattle. I think my mother was somehow worried
I might not come back so she put a lot of pressure on me that it was
a given I would be coming back as “anything otherwise would be
catastrophic.” I think she was also worried my father might find out
the truth of how I had been treated. I was not aware that my
treatment was on the level of child abuse and that it was wrong. It
was life as I knew it and I didn’t have any other reference point.

I was too brainwashed at that point for anyone in the Church to be
concerned with me blowing. It’s a bit like the Stockholm Syndrome
where victims develop an affinity for their captors, but usually the
captors don’t treat them as badly as many in the Sea Org did. It
could simply be a survival mechanism since we were co-dependent
on the Church for our survival and may not make it on the “outside.”

Strangely, my father forbade anyone to discuss the Church while I
was there. There was no conversation about my treatment or how I
was faring while in California. I think he just wanted to enjoy having
me there without the shadows of the past interrupting our
relationship.

After about a week back in the Pacific Northwest, I felt more rested
than I had in years. I was well fed, my dad took me walking and
swimming, and I started to feel rejuvenated. We went hiking around
Mt. Rainier. I spent time with my brother and his wonderful girlfriend.
I really did not want to go back.

But my father dutifully took me to the airport and I boarded the
plane in despair.

My father’s greatest gift, and his greatest undoing, was that he



was a genuinely nice guy.
The truth of the matter is that I could have stayed in Seattle and

there wouldn’t have been any Armageddon since I wouldn’t have
really missed anyone in California anyway. Unfortunately, however,
my conditioning was such that not going back was simply not an
option. In my tortured thinking, I would be destroying the planet with
my betrayal of the human race. Worse yet, my mother would have to
disconnect from me and the guilt of failing her and the Church would
be crushing.

If I could have been more lucid, staying with my father would have
been the best decision I’d ever made at that point in my life. But I
had been brought up in the midst of psychological warfare and I had
no resources with which to defend myself.

So I went back to the sleepless grind at the USGO. We were in the
thick of the Snow White trial. I was doing a lot of errand running that
included delivering correspondence back and forth to the deputy
guardian U.S., who resided on the upper floors. I was terrified of her
assistant who was a horrid little creature. I would attempt to slink in
like a mouse trying to drop off reports with the hope she wouldn’t
notice me. If I was caught I would clamp my arms around my rib
cage as I tried not to hyperventilate. She would interrogate me on
what I was doing when it was fairly obvious; I was simply dropping
correspondence into a basket and it wasn’t clear to me how many
different or more appropriate ways this could be done.

She would infer that I was unfit to be in her presence or the way I
delivered the communication was below her standards.

During this time Reggie was overseeing the education of the
children at the Cadet Org, a sort of third-world–like daycare facility
where Sea Org members would deposit their children. The facility
had been described using terms such as filth, squalor, and infested.
It was also under the scrutiny of LA County on more than one
occasion; it was even shut down once as an illegal operation. The
ages of its tenants ranged from infants to early teens and those who



misbehaved were subject to the Children’s RPF, under the same
gulag-type conditions adult Sea Org members experienced.

Misbehaving included acting like a kid and such infractions would
get you committed.

Sea Org parents had limited interaction with their children and in
most cases had to go through whoever was in charge to visit. If there
were visiting hours they fluctuated, making scheduling difficult, or
work deadlines would preclude them from seeing their children for
extended periods of time.





Not long after I returned to California, my mother began pressuring
me to get married, so Reggie and I did. It was less about affection
(the term isn’t really part of the Scientology dictionary) and more of a
cop-out on my part. I was so conditioned to caving to pressure it
became part of my emotional makeup. And I think my mother wanted
to be secure in the knowledge that I was still “all in.”

Though we were married by a Scientology “ordained” minister, it’s
not clear whether this was ever legal: The Church of Scientology had
its tax exemption revoked in 1967 and did not re-establish itself as a
bona fide 501(c)(3) non-profit in the eyes of the IRS until 1993.
Ordained ministers typically need to be licensed to perform
ceremonies and even I was ordained as a minister at one point; I
was never licensed but I performed at least one wedding during my
tenure.

Well into the 80s the government viewed Scientology as more of a
business than a religion; the Los Angeles Superior Court viewed
Hubbard as a vindictive power-hungry despot who would destroy
anyone who was disloyal or hostile to his cause.

All of this was lost on me at the time since I did not know anything
about non-profit statuses or the like. All I knew was that the IRS was
very bad and psychiatrists were even worse. I never had dealings
with either.

The honeymoon was over before it really began with Reggie
wanting me home at a decent hour. This would have been a
reasonable request in the non-Sea Org or Scientology world, but I
had a difficult time conforming with my work schedule. We got our
own room at the Big Blue and a used mattress filled with bed bugs.
The room at least had a sink and a toilet, though toilet paper was at
a premium and you had to use it sparingly.

I was so exhausted all the time that I even took to peeing in the
shower down the hall. I took showers at night to avoid the morning
rush and to also avoid the toilet paper problem. I began developing
toilet nightmares. It’s almost like the toilets are so gross you don’t



even want to use them, but you have no choice. The images from
these nightmares were quite disgusting and I can only assume it had
something to do with repressed toilet habits over the years and the
embarrassment of not being able to even manage normal human
functions in private. The toilets I’ve experienced in developing
countries were pristine compared to my nightmares. When people
complain about toilet facilities I can only laugh.

Then the unthinkable happened.
On October 8, Mary Sue and each of the nine defendants agreed

to a plea deal. They plead guilty to one charge of conspiracy in
return for signing a written stipulation by the government (a
confession) of what they had done. This way the Church avoided a
lengthy trial. These guilty charges were formalized on October 26,
1979. Mary Sue received a five-year prison sentence and the others
received lesser sentences and fines. She remained free while the
sentence was appealed.

In early 1980, LRH went into hiding and Mary Sue never saw him
again after that point. There were deep concerns that Mary Sue
would implicate L. Ron Hubbard in the Snow White conspiracy since
there was increasing evidence and testimony from those close to
him that LRH did have his hand in this operation from the get-go.

Things became more “hush” around the USGO, and of course we
were fighting the evil government to overthrow the convictions.

LRH at this point felt that the USGO was plagued with Suppressive
Persons who were bent on destroying the Church and they needed
to be rooted out and dealt with.

This resulted in a visit from the Commodore’s Messenger
Organization—an elite Sea Org group comprised of mostly young
members who worked directly with LRH. They showed up one day to
take over the USGO operations and I was handed a gray rag upon
their arrival. I knew immediately what this meant: I was required to
tie it around my arm to show I was in a condition of Liability—an
“ethics condition” that indicated you were now a liability to the



organization. You have to make amends for your unworthy actions
through yet more physical labor to include cleaning toilets and
begging for forgiveness for your shortcomings.

The USGO had failed to safeguard the Church and the result of
the convictions had caused a PR nightmare. I was apparently guilty
by association.

I was so devastated by how it was handled I fled and walked the
few miles from the Manor Hotel to the Big Blue in tears.

I had basically blown my post, which would make matters worse.
But I at least got some exercise in.
I wound up making all the “amends” I was supposed to for my

transgressions, which included running around getting signatures on
a petition to be let back into the good graces of my fellow Sea Org
and USGO members.

There is a whole list of ethics conditions that staff and Sea Org
members find themselves in depending on the infraction. If you
reach the higher levels then you are immune to any rebuff by other
staff members. LRH says, “In short, a staff member can get away
with murder so long as his statistic is up and can’t sneeze without a
chop if it’s down.”

The different conditions include:

Power
Power Change
Affluence
Normal Operation
Emergency
Danger
Non-Existence
Liability
Doubt
Enemy
Treason



Confusion

Slide anywhere below Normal Operation and your life can be
made very uncomfortable. There are formulas on how to get out of
these conditions, but Sea Org members, especially those delivering
the services, are under a constant threat of retribution through the
application of these conditions.

These conditions can be set at a whim depending on whoever is in
charge; it’s not difficult to find something wrong with anyone.
Through this ethics condition process you will forever be trying to
reach an impossible ideal. This is part of the fear-based conditioning
to which Sea Org members are constantly subjected.

It is somehow possible to reach an immutable condition known as
Kha-Khan: “When people do start reporting a staff member with a
high statistic, what you investigate is the person who turned in the
report. In an ancient army a particularly brave deed was recognized
by an award of the title of Kha-Khan. It was not a rank. The person
remained what he was, BUT he was entitled to be forgiven the death
penalty ten times in case in the future he did anything wrong. That
was a Kha-Khan. That’s what producing, high-statistic staff members
are—Kha-Khans. They can get away with murder without a blink
from Ethics . . . And Ethics must recognize a Kha-Khan when it sees
one—and tear up the bad report chits on the person with a yawn.”

The Scientology-deified celebrity members are essentially a small
contingent of Kha-Khans who are viewed as gods. Imagine going
into the Celebrity Center and being fawned over and having your ego
stroked into oblivion, and told you are essentially superior to Nelson
Mandela or Stephen Hawking.

All the underpaid slave labor servicing them “pulled it in” and are
working diligently to make themselves worthy to LRH.

It really came as no surprise when Kirstie Alley, upon hearing
about the death of Stephen Hawking, tweeted, “You had a good go
at it . . . thanks for your input.” This particular tweet went viral and



was not well received by many of the individuals who responded.
Despite being in the condition of Liability, I at least wasn’t in

Treason, which could have resulted in my expulsion or another stint
on the RPF. No one ever indicated to me that I was one of the
Suppressive Persons to be rooted out. This whole blow-up actually
worked out better for me, and I was eventually transferred to another
branch where they managed what they called the Guardian Assistant
Scientologists (or GAS); it was thankfully at one of the Big Blue
annexes so I no longer had to commute.

The GASs were there to help out with all the legal filing and typing.
I sat around in the typing pool without much to do for months,

mixing more Wite-Out thinner into my decreasing supply and mostly
thinking about Luke Skywalker. I don’t think they knew what to do
with me, but still wanted me under the USGO structure.

One day I collapsed in a feverish state with a debilitating pain
shooting through my back. I was so sick I could not get out of bed
and could have cared less about the ramifications. The Sea Org did
not have individual health insurance since Scientology processes
were supposed to either cure or prevent illnesses. Reggie had to find
some place that would take me and send the Church the bill. I was
shuttled to a local clinic and it turned out I had a massive kidney
infection. I was given a heavy dose of penicillin.

Unfortunately it turned out I was allergic to penicillin and nearly
had a seizure. Once they took me off of it I recovered with an
alternate antibiotic. I lost my appetite for a while and shed nearly
twenty pounds as a result. I didn’t realize at the time that this was an
early symptom of health problems that would plague me later in life.

I went back to the grind and assisted on administrative tasks in the
ongoing legal battles related to whoever was suing the Church.
Besides the continuing PR fallout from the Operation Snow White
debacle, Larry Wollersheim, a former Scientologist and Sea Org
member, was suing the Church for $25 million dollars for emotional
distress that had driven him to the brink of suicide. Besides this



being an annoyance to the Church, the really devastating blow was
that the OT III Wall of Fire Xenu creation myth materials were
entered into evidence. If these were released to the public, this
would be akin to Armageddon for the Church. Releasing this level of
technology to the general population would result in deaths and
illnesses on a global scale.

The prospect of what it would do to the population of the planet
was terrifying.

I was reassigned to yet another USGO annex to assist members
who had been transferred from the USGO World Wide out of the
U.K. to work on these continuing disasters. Since I was one of the
few OT IIIs on staff it made sense in case I had to process any
materials relative to the case.

We worked with the Church attorneys who were not Scientologists,
and I think they had a hard time grasping the ideology because it
made no rational sense. But the money was good and the work was
intriguing and ongoing.

We were even invited to a party by one of the attorneys at his
house in the Hollywood Hills. It was an upscale residence with a
view over Los Angeles and a pool. We were served alcohol and very
tasty things called “hors d’oeuvres.”

I rather enjoyed imbibing in this sinful privilege and wondered if
they sold these “hors devours,” or however you spelled it (it had
something to do with devouring and that made a lot of sense to me
at the time) at the local convenience store.

And this champagne was better than any auditing I had ever had
. . .

***

During one of our visits with Reggie’s mother, we were informed she
was now working for a Scientology-related Production Company



called Brilliant Films and had obtained a copy of a screenplay written
by LRH called Revolt in the Stars. We were a bit mystified because it
was about Xenu and the OT III materials that the Church was so
terrified of being released.

LRH was suddenly claiming the material would re-stimulate
ancient memories in the general public so they would come to the
Church in droves. He had begun working on this screenplay shortly
after the release of Star Wars and now wanted to get it into
production.

All the while the Church continued to stall the release of the OT III
materials to the general public.

Since the world had not yet ended based off of LRH’s prophecy of
WWIII actually happening, I guess he needed to concoct another
scheme to rile people up and drive them to the Church. And he
certainly didn’t want to be outdone by that Star Wars movie.

In the Revolt in the Stars screenplay there were characters such
as the hero named Rawl who was a Loyal Officer of the Galactic
Confederation (the basis of the “We Come Back” Sea Org motto),
and another interesting one called Lady Min. The rumors were
swirling around that John Travolta would of course be cast as Rawl.

Funding for the project eventually collapsed under yet more
mysterious and questionable practices spawning yet more lawsuits.
No further attempts were made to resurrect it.

While surrounded by the ever-present world of Scientology-related
intrigue, things had improved slightly for us and Reggie had started
auditing, resulting in extra bonuses. We would go to movies, which
consisted of several reruns of Star Wars where I could dream yet
again about Luke Skywalker and wanting to be a Jedi myself. I had
long brown hair and would braid it to look more like Princess Leia’s. I
would escape into this imaginary world in my sleep since there was
otherwise little opportunity to indulge in my fantasies. Besides Luke, I
fantasized about galaxies far, far, away.

The further away the better.



We eventually got a rundown Cutlass Supreme and Reggie drove,
though I don’t know that he ever got a license. He liked to speed
around in that thing and I was worried we would run off the road.

Looking back on our relationship he probably had a terrible case of
PTSD from all the torture he took in the RPF, and the RPF’s RPF.
Most people who wound up on the RPF are not bad people; they
weren’t hardened criminals, murderers, rapists, pedophiles, or Wall
Street investment bankers. So the torture was psychological,
reducing people to states of utter dependency and mindless
subservience.

LRH does all the thinking for you anyway.
But the marriage, the Sea Org, and Scientology were simply

suffocating, enhanced by the perpetual smog-filled days and the
reinforcement that you may never be worthy of anything in this
lifetime; maybe you’ll get luckier in the next one.

I had developed blind spots since my authentic self was encased
in a hermetically sealed tomb not much different from what Xenu
was probably experiencing in some volcano where he was placed
nearly 75 million years ago on this planet formerly known as
Teegeeak.



Your liver stops detoxifying and soon your vision becomes blurred;
the jaundice sets in, seeping slowly through the spinal fluid to the
brain.

Third-eye blind.



Gradually, insidiously, your sight grows dim within the incestuous
garden.



I still have weird nightmares, somewhat like M. C. Escher meets
Salvador Dali, where the streets bend and shift and I lose my way
and then trains of people show up. Some of the people are really
rude and try to misguide or abandon me. I’ve had dreams where
they were just terribly evil and they chased me and I woke up
gasping.

I’m always getting lost or have too much luggage in those dreams
. . . or nightmares.

And I’m being chased by entities that will not reveal themselves to
me.



A
Cambodia—1978–79

s the genocide wore on, Kilong wound up in the same labor
camp as one of his remaining sisters. By that time he had

mastered the art of catching rats and saving them for later. Others
simply ate what was given them, usually in a flurry of exhausted food
fights over a couple of teaspoons of rice. The ones who didn’t find
anything else to subsist on eventually died of starvation.

In addition to rats, he captured and ate squirrels, eels, frogs—any
packet of protein he could find that he roasted over the meager fires
they were able to light.

But soon the hunger reduced him and many of his fellow
Cambodians to an unimaginable but inventive means of survival:
Insects. They collected and cooked crickets and tarantulas, almost
wiping out the population of the latter. They even took to eating grass
and leaves to supplement their diet.

One day he splintered from his assigned workgroup and climbed a
coconut tree only to find himself staring down the barrel of an AK-47.
He slid down the tree in numbing panic and was marched back to
the camp with a gun to his head. He was tied together with several
other prisoners.

During lunchtime the soldiers threw bones at them. They laughed
and joked as Kilong and another captive reached for the bones with
their toes. The soldiers then untied their hands and let the prisoners
fight over whatever leftovers were lying on the ground.

Once this meager savaging of the leftovers was complete they
were tied to a tree.

Soon the ants came down the tree and started feasting on both the
leftovers and the prisoners. Out of desperation Kilong killed and ate
the ants, savoring the acid taste as they slid down his throat.

Then for no reason the soldiers untied Kilong and a few of the
younger men and told them to leave. He was sure he was going to



get shot for sport as he ran.
But he ran.
He ran until his lungs nearly burst.
He ran until he collapsed in the middle of a field.
He cried uncontrollably, not comprehending how he had been

spared.
Sometime later, after he returned to the camp, he was called in to

see the commander for his writing skills, a tragic irony given that the
Khmer Rouge vowed to systematically wipe out all the intellectuals.
Kilong was asked to assist the local commander to write some
reports and letters in exchange for a smorgasbord of food he hadn’t
touched in years. His stomach had shrunk so severely he could
barely eat all that he was given. The assignment quickly ended and
Kilong was sent back to the fields.

He was then assigned to another camp where transgressions were
met with a mere verbal admonishment and reduced rations. This
was a welcome contrast to some of the other camps he had worked
at where the Khmer Rouge meted out harsh punishments for the
slightest infraction.

These reduced rations that were somehow viewed as a
punishment turned out to be a veritable feast relative to the ants,
spiders, geckos, rats, and squirrels he had subsisted on for years.

Then, on a sweltering morning in April 1979, Kilong and his fellow
prisoners awoke to an eerie silence; there were no soldiers in sight
and the entire camp seemed more like a ghost town. As the
confusion slowly dissipated, the prisoners realized that the soldiers
were gone.

The survivors slowly made their way to the food stores and started
gorging themselves.

Vietnamese Freedom Fighters arrived within a few days to
bewildered contingents of Killing Field survivors and provided
reassurances that the Khmer Rouge was on the run. They were then
followed by Cambodian liberators on horseback.



Kilong was asked to join this newly formed army commanded by
the Vietnamese. There was nothing he wanted more than to destroy
all of those who had wiped out most of his family, who had destroyed
his precious country and culture. His mind became consumed by an
unrelenting bloodthirsty vengeance.

He immediately joined this new army that coalesced into more of a
mob carrying sticks, machetes, and pitchforks. They went from
village to village in search of Khmer Rouge soldiers. They never
found any but they looted and burned any houses where they found
evidence of their tenure.

To Kilong’s dismay there was no one for them to decapitate,
disembowel, or rape.

Soon the Vietnamese Army began integrating Kilong and his fellow
mob survivors into the official Cambodian Liberating Army. They
were formally trained as AK-47–wielding soldiers, bayonets and all.

He stood in line waiting to be deputized into this new epic pact to
liberate his beloved country, to proudly wear the official army uniform
and trade his machete in for a real weapon.

To be part of the new republic.
It was his destiny.
As his exhilaration mounted, he suddenly felt a tug on his arm and

turned, coming face to face with his sister, Pech. She had
materialized from the Killing Fields along with his two other surviving
sisters, who had joined her.

He was disappointed to have his fantasy of retribution so abruptly
obliterated. Even though he was old enough to join the army, his
sister still viewed him as a boy. She valued peace and family above
all else and would beat him senseless if he attempted to pursue his
quest for blood.

His disappointment was brief as he faced the remains of his family.
The deluge of suffering consumed them all as they melted into
mutual resurrection.

They started their journey back to war-torn Battambang, finally



reaching the outskirts. In order to find food and any other supplies,
Kilong tested fate for weeks on end by going behind enemy lines,
dodging bullets and landmines along the way.

One day he set out on a quest to find what was left of his family’s
home only to discover the house was gone; the land was now
occupied by squatters. He knew where his house had once stood
because of the remaining coconut tree in the backyard. He had
planted that tree before April 17, 1975. It was unmistakably his
coconut tree because the tire he had tied to it had remained,
dangling like a fellow refugee in the wind. The tree had grown and
survived while Kilong’s childhood had taken a different trajectory.

Yet they both had prevailed despite seemingly impossible odds.
Kilong stood before his coconut tree, trying to reorient himself to

an unhinged childhood, back to the time when he was a wild thing.
He broke down in grief as the squatters watched. He did not care.

His childhood was gone.
The tree remained.
When he returned to his makeshift home, he and his sisters

realized that they couldn’t stay as there was still fighting in
surrounding sectors. A lawlessness permeated the land and new
threats were emerging to replace the Khmer Rouge.

Kilong and his sisters, along with a few other refugees who had
befriended them, undertook a protracted journey to Thailand through
landscapes riddled with landmines, suffering attacks from bandits
and further starvation that relegated them to eating people’s pets.
They were mistakenly fired on by Vietnamese patrols only to be met
with more bullets at the Thai border.

Through acts of ingenuity, desperation, grit, bravery, and perhaps
a dash of divine intervention, they finally found a Thai refugee camp
that welcomed them, providing food and shelter from the pervasive
winds of war that had blown their lives asunder.



M
1980–81

y marriage to Reggie, and my oppressive, abusive job,
continued for about another year. Then Reggie and I decided to

get out of the Sea Org. It’s a process called “routing out.” During this
process we were subjected to numerous security checks and stalling
tactics. The view in the Sea Org is that you must be withholding
something, you must have committed some sort of transgression(s),
which is why you are leaving.

Routing out allows you to maintain your status as a Scientologist
versus just leaving or blowing. If you blow, you are declared a
Suppressive Person and have to disconnect from your family.

The Church insists no one is forced to stay and that you do have
choices; they aren’t keeping anyone against their will. No one is
being “forced.”

But it’s an insidious sort of choice. This component is part of
broader manipulation that cult experts refer to as “bounded choice.”
It’s a conditional choice. Sure, you can leave, but you will leave your
family behind. Sure, you can blow, but you will never see your
children again. Sure, you can speak out, but you’ll be thrown into a
condition of Liability.

Bounded choice is about the mechanisms cults use to lock you in
so you cannot conceive of a reality outside of your group. This
explains why, when the FBI discovered the RPFers in the Big Blue
morgue back in 1977, none of them came forward wanting to
escape.

Because our families were so entrenched in the Church, routing
out was the only option for Reggie and me.

During this time I was still working for the Church attorneys and
there were rumors swirling around about Mary Sue Hubbard and
Jane Kember, still the entrenched leaders of the Guardians Office,
being removed from their posts. They had been convicted but were



not yet serving their sentences due to legal maneuvering.
This news of course was a thunderous development for the USGO

and, unbeknownst to me, a very good time to hightail it out.
The commotion was supplanted by Ronald Reagan being shot and

I didn’t know why the attorneys were so upset—I didn’t know who
this Reagan guy was.

The Mary Sue stuff was more interesting.
The USGO continued its feverish legal maneuvering to prove that

LRH had no involvement or authority concerning the criminal
behaviors related to the lawsuits and indictments.

Money was being transferred to overseas accounts and the
signatories did not belong to Scientologists. LRH was the only one
who had the authority to transfer the millions of dollars that were
being siphoned off. Word came from the finance staff that they were
mystified at how all this came about without his knowledge.

Rumors kept swirling around that the legal team was diverting
(hiding) the massive wealth of the Church to avoid a huge payout to
Larry Wollersheim.

Reggie and I continued our quest to route out, along with the
drawn-out process of security checks, stalling, and what have you.
Then I got orders from ASHO that I was being transferred out of the
USGO. My response to them was that I was leaving so it was
pointless.

I kept getting these orders and I kept giving them the same
answer.

They eventually told us to pay several thousand dollars, known as
a “Freeloaders Debt,” and we could leave. A Freeloaders Debt is a
bill former Sea Org members get when they leave to pay back all
those fabulous services they received (or in most cases didn’t).

They never take into consideration the 100-hour work weeks, lack
of decent food and board, and the pittance of a paycheck. There is
nothing legally binding about this debt, but most Sea Org members
pay it if they ever want to receive services or see their Scientology



family members again.
No one else had any money to lend us (since Scientology family

members needed to spend it on services), so I called my father and
he lent us enough to cover the bill.

We managed our “escape”’ around the time the Commodore’s
Messenger’s Org instigated a coup d’état orchestrated by the
legendary 20-year-old head honcho messenger, David Miscavige—
the current chairman of the board. David Miscavige is my age and
was born into Scientology. Shortly after LRH’s death in 1986, David
anointed himself as the chairman of the board (for a board that didn’t
exist at the time). He has never held a job or known an existence
outside the Church of Scientology.

This coup resulted in Mary Sue stepping down and Jane Kember
locking herself in her office, refusing to come out. But she soon
caved in to the pressure after being shown some manufactured
missive from LRH saying she was no longer in charge.

The USGO was later dissolved and the OSA (Office of Special
Affairs) was created, headed by yet another polarizing figure who
would become one of the most famous—and most annoying to the
Church—Sea Org defectors, Mike Rinder. Mike defected after
decades of fair gaming Scientology critics and is now one of its most
outspoken critics. He currently appears as celebrity Leah Remini’s
sidekick on the Scientology and the Aftermath docu-series, helping
to expose all the abuses instigated by the Church.

If I hadn’t somehow gotten out, I’m not entirely clear what my fate
would have been—maybe as a permanent resident on the RPF. I
thankfully never crossed paths with David Miscavige. I’m not too
sure if I would have cared much for Mike at the time either.

My sister and her husband decided to leave as well (she had
married a few times and this was her current beau). I’m not sure
what triggered this but I suspect she wasn’t having the time of her
life either. Since familial connections take a back seat to the cause, I
had barely had any interaction with her during my time in the Sea



Org.
We both eventually left the Sea Org sometime in late 1981 and

converged on my mother’s apartment near the Big Blue.
I just remember it was raining.



I
The Red Pill

n the movie The Matrix Morpheus explains to Neo that the
“system” is their enemy. Scientologists believe that the Wog world

is the system and only Scientologists can save us from ourselves.
Morpheus further explains that we Wogs are not ready to be
unplugged from the system. That we will do anything to protect it.

This is the sort of ideology Hubbard would have you believe. Yet
the irony of it is that it’s the other way around: Devout Scientologists,
especially the celebrities, are not ready to be unplugged from
Scientology. They are helplessly dependent on the system and so
co-dependent they will do anything to protect it. They will not or
cannot swallow that pill (choke, choke)—to do so would be an
admission that they are part of an inferior race. And they would also
run the risk of having their deepest secrets exposed by the Church.
Not to mention the interminable harassment that defectors
experience on a regular basis.

No, that is one nasty little pill for some.

***

We had no money, no credit history, no formal education, and no
relative work experience to draw from. Historically, most Sea Org
members—many who were dedicated to the organization for 20 or
30 years and then left—were ill prepared to deal with the outside
world. Those who had grown up in the Sea Org were even less
prepared, imbued with the belief that the only education anyone ever
needed was Scientology. That’s one of the reasons so many are
stuck inside; they can’t manage life outside the Church
infrastructure.

Bounded choice—meaning no choice, really, or a terrifying one at



best.
This is true for most second- and third-generation cult survivors;

it’s the same modus operandi, with crazy parents abandoning their
children to “the cause.”

Once you step beyond those walls you are essentially a nobody.
Depending on how you exit the Sea Org, you may also be required

to disconnect from your family.
All these LRH practices exact a pernicious type of co-dependency

on its most dedicated followers.
Even though I was no longer in the Sea Org, they tracked me

down through my mother to do volunteer work; I had to come up with
excuses—like finding a job—to avoid any further association. Not
that I wanted to deal with the Church anyway. Subconsciously, I
wanted to be away from everyone in general at that point.
Consciously, my circuitry had been rewired to avoid any thinking or
feeling, and the thinking part would have to change in order to
survive.

We wound up hanging off my mother’s coattails since she was the
only one with a steady income. Reggie’s mother was not forthcoming
on any housing assistance, so we were crammed in my mother’s tiny
apartment until we moved into a larger rental. We at least had
separate bedrooms and the communal living arrangement allowed
our meager paychecks to stretch further.

We managed to find temp jobs with mine being mostly secretarial
related. Reggie took up doing apprentice electrical work for a local
construction company through one of his mother’s contacts. I
scrambled to improve my typing skills and had to navigate modern
technology like copier machines and other inventions everyday
society used. I had to learn how to use public transportation and
open a checking account.

I was surprised at the lack of urgency with which the modern
workplace dealt with issues; people around me were pleasant and
relaxed and there were no death-threat–like deadlines. My mistakes



were not met with punishment—just with how I could have done it
better.

My co-workers had easy schedules and everyone went home after
5:00 and had the weekends off.

Unfortunately, the work was not steady; we were in the middle of a
recession, though I didn’t know what that was. I was equally
oblivious to government structures and politics. To me, anyone who
spoke of these things was speaking in a foreign language.

Reggie managed all the finances and I got an allowance.
My sister cooked and I cleaned.
Short of catching the bus to work, Reggie and I did everything

together, as we had back in the Sea Org.
Within a few months of leaving the Sea Org, I experienced another

painful kidney infection and wound up in the ER. We were now
saddled with a medical bill since we had no insurance and weren’t
aware that we needed any. This added to the debt we still owed my
father. I did recover and we eventually paid off the medical bill that
amounted to several hundred dollars.

My sister and her husband were faring a bit better as he had a
construction background and was getting steady work.

My mother was still in good standing but not active with the Church
at that point. She was splintering off into other interests with a new
group of friends who were looking to make millions on 3D movie
technology that never materialized.

Even though the house we were in was a rental, she dug up the
garden and began planting flowers. This was the first time I had seen
her do this since our Colville days. She spent most of her free time
there.

One evening at about midnight, she came into our room and said
she’d been raped. Apparently a young African American man had
come in through the front window, put a knife to her throat, and
raped her. Then he stole what cash she had and left.

We took her to the local ER to make sure she was not injured.



What ensued shortly after was her insistence that my father never
ever find out about it. She soon dropped the whole incident as
though it had never happened. The topic was never to be brought up
again.

When I think back on why she was so insistent on my father not
finding out, it was probably his concern for our safety in such a big
city—like being raped, or even abducted and murdered.

I can imagine the discussions they must have had when she took
my sister and me to California in violation of the custody agreement,
and his concerns about how his daughters were going to manage in
a big city like that. He had tried for years to get custody because the
neighbors in Colville kept on complaining about our living conditions,
and the lack of supervision of these free-range children. But when he
asked for any of the witnesses to come forward in court, they
wouldn’t do it.

So his best weapon against my mother was to cut off the child
support, not realizing this would have a long-term effect on my
welfare since I was the youngest, and my next oldest sister’s support
had probably run out by the time I’d joined the Sea Org.

All he could do was apologize, even though he never knew the
extent of my real suffering. I had shut down on the topic of
Scientology and later, to a certain extent, on my mother until 2009.

During this initial foray into the new world, I was more like a
functioning zombie who gets a glimpse of their former self when they
pass a flower shop; I would be momentarily ensconced in the
pageantry of the colors and aromas emitting from this strange, yet
vaguely familiar place.

Emotionally I was more like an amputee whose mind had been
severed.

I would sometimes find myself grasping at this phantom limb; I
would get a tingling sensation when I began to experience
something of joy. But the sensation would dissipate and I’d find
myself devoid once again, overcome by the other phantoms that



found things like flower shops a threat to their very existence.



R
1982

eggie and I finally landed full-time jobs at a local software
company called Ashton-Tate. This was our unwitting entrance

into the eye of the Digital Revolution, the era that sparked the likes of
Microsoft, Apple, Lotus, WordPerfect, and the most popular PC
Database of the time, dBase, manufactured by our new employer,
Ashton-Tate.

I was the tenth employee and still have an “Ashton-Tate Founders
Club” gold pen in my possession. It’s actually made out of solid gold
and I think the most expensive piece of jewelry I owned for quite a
while. George Tate, one of the founders, was a Scientologist and we
had been referred to him due to our past affiliation. We were in a
converted auto garage in Culver City, CA, that some folks speculated
had actually been condemned, but I don’t think anyone would have
been allowed in if that were the case.

It really wasn’t up to much but profoundly better than our past
circumstances, and we had medical insurance and vacation benefits.
I finally got my teeth cleaned and somehow wound up with no
cavities or gingivitis despite the neglect and smoking habit.

I was put into telemarketing sales due to my lack of skills and
education. Reggie learned how to do programming and fix
computers. These were 64-bit Commodores and Sinclairs, just
before the Osbornes and Atronas released their “desktops”—20-
pound “toaster ovens” with several floppy drives.

A few years into our reintegration into society, I finally learned how
to drive. I think I was around 23 or 24 at the time. This came with not
a lot of enthusiasm from Reggie as this meant I was gaining more
independence. I also found that my world was turning into an infinite
number of possibilities beyond the confines of the Scientology
bubble. I started making friends who weren’t Scientologists and were
actually nice, fun people to be around, and I came to the slow



realization that there was more to life.
But Scientology is a bubble made of iron that is nearly impossible

to burst and we only spent time with our families instead of any Wog
friends. 

The logic of misery was becoming more illogical to me since it
made no sense that anyone should live like caged animals, a bit like
those infomercials where you see shivering, starved, and
marginalized cats and dogs. I also realized I really needed to acquire
more skills to make it in the real world. I was discovering this dirty
little secret; things weren’t as apocalyptic as the Church would have
me believe.

I also started paying closer attention to weather systems since I
had numbed out on so many tactile experiences. I found that a fresh
breeze on my skin actually felt good. One time it rained to the level
of flooding and I went outside and splashed around in glee. For
some reason I took sheer delight in the deluge. Reggie wasn’t nearly
as impressed as I was.

I was also reconciling with my internal organs as I had forgotten
they really existed and didn’t really know where most of them were
located. I did know to brush my teeth at least, but I never flossed.

When IBM released their first PC with dBase, our sales started to
skyrocket. The company was growing at an insane pace. Soon
Reggie and I got enough money together to get our own place and I
was more than happy to get out of the communal living
arrangements. George Tate lent us the money, which we were
required to pay back once our loan was approved.

We got a condo that was in the same complex as his mother’s and
close to the Ashton-Tate development center. We spent most of our
time with his side of the family. There was hardly ever any mention of
his father.

Years later I learned that sometime in 1983 Reggie’s father began
questioning certain Church finance practices that occurred during the
Larry Wollersheim case; he had discovered that money was being



channeled to offshore accounts to make it look like the Church had
less money than it did. After decades of unfailing service to the Sea
Org, he was expelled from the Church and dumped on the street for
even thinking there was any money laundering going on. Neither
Reggie nor his brother or mother ever said a word to me about him
being expelled. Or that he hung himself in his apartment shortly after
being declared a suppressive person.

George Tate died on August 10, 1984 from a massive heart attack.
He was found dead in his office with his eyes rolled up into his head
and coffee streaming down his chin. One of my distraught coworkers
had found him. We were not allowed into George’s office to see, and
his body was soon taken away. His fiancée, who was also my
manager at the time, was on a plane and did not know what had
happened until she landed.

George was only 40 years old; neither Scientology nor his wealth
could have prevented the inevitable.

My view was that he had simply dropped his body—I was too
naive to realize the implications to the company.

By 1985 Ashton-Tate had moved into swanky new headquarters in
Torrance and I had to commute every day from Glendale, which took
hours, while Reggie was able to work around the corner at the
development center.

I had moved into telemarketing sales and any money or bonuses I
made were not mine to keep and had to go into the household
coffers for Reggie to manage.

I remained mentally and emotionally bankrupt. I recall a close
colleague being diagnosed with cancer and I didn’t know what she
was upset about. I mean, if you died you could come back—that’s
what was drilled into my brain over and over again. I didn’t have an
ounce of compassion or empathy because that was completely
devoid from my life for so long. In the Sea Org you start adopting this
as “normal” and don’t recognize that it’s dysfunctional. To feel or
think of anything outside the LRH’s dogmatic “technology” was not



an option, even when it made no sense and was riddled with
contradictions.

As Ashton-Tate’s sales continued to skyrocket, I started making
more money than Reggie, but I never could get access to it. Still
fenced in by the Scientology bubble I wanted free reign over my
income and who I could associate with. It was still about Scientology
and Wogs and how terrifying the world was, even though Reggie and
I were no longer active participants in that play. But his mother and
my sister were, and the indoctrination still ran deep.

My mother had an on-again, off-again relationship with the Church,
when she wasn’t splintering off into other trending New Age
philosophies such as Carlos Castaneda’s shamanism or Seth
Speaks. I’m not sure how she pulled this off since mixing practices is
forbidden in Scientology. She had somehow, ingeniously, extricated
herself from the mainstream Scientology bubble after all those years
of services that had left my childhood in tatters.

The 3D movie technology project she helped finance never
materialized. The people she subsidized to get the project off the
ground disappeared—along with her money.

Sadly, when she dug into any particular philosophy it became
gospel to the exclusion of all others. To me it was like a form of
dementia. We would never hear the end of the proselytizing of
whatever the flavor of the month was, shrouded in a swirling cloud of
smoke due to the ever-present cigarette hanging out of her mouth.

I never could figure out what problem she was trying to solve.
Everyone is trying to resolve their suffering, some being worse than
others, but her life never seemed to be all that bad.

She was never, ever loyal to any one thing or any one person
unless they had something she could use. You were expected to
come visit her; she wouldn’t lift a finger to visit her daughters or
grandchildren. Her response was that she’d already paid her dues
and wasn’t interested in holding babies. She usually met any inquiry
on the subject with an indignant look on her face, as though



childbirth was the worst thing that had ever happened to her.
When Reggie and I bought our condo, my sister, her husband, and

my mother bought a house and moved in together. When my sister
and her husband called it quits, they sold the house and my mother
asked Reggie and I to co-sign on her new house. My sister’s meager
income wouldn’t qualify.

We unwittingly signed on to her property so she could have a
place of her own—a mistake that I would later pay dearly for.



L.
January 28, 1986

Ron Hubbard died on January 24, 1986. It was not a profound
moment for me; it was more like relief that the world had now rid

itself of a madman, and perhaps the Church would follow suit and
soon collapse.

A few days later I was driving down the Harbor Freeway and was
suddenly filled with absolute dread. I had never felt such a horrible
feeling while fully conscious with no one threatening me. My blood
went cold and I began to shiver. I arrived at the office and noticed
people gathered around one of the TV sets; the Space Shuttle
Challenger had exploded shortly after take-off.

I do not know why I had tapped into the collective consciousness
on this particular morning. It was as though there had been a
disturbance in the force (though I did not have that same feeling on
January 24th).

I had another similar episode in my recent past. On February 25,
2013 I had a dream I was floating in a hot air balloon over the Giza
plateau. I landed and met up with an old friend from my travels and
he showed me Egyptian antiquities. I awoke to a news report that an
air balloon had crashed in Luxor. It was reported that 19 people had
perished and that it was the worst air balloon–related disaster since
the Hindenburg German airship explosion in 1937.

I couldn’t understand why I had an associated dream the night
before. Due to the time change I was probably having that dream
when the accident occurred. The only thing that linked the
Challenger disaster and my dream was that they were both air
disasters.



A
The Ordinary World

s Ashton-Tate expanded so did the pedigree of the people
working there; they were well-educated and some were from Ivy

League schools. I realized that my lack of education was becoming a
hindrance and embarrassment.

I spent time trying to get my GED but there were always
interruptions or distractions or other priorities I had to attend to. I was
still fighting the Scientology stigma that Wog education is useless. To
me it was a necessary component to surviving in the real world.

When I plotted my first separation from Reggie, it failed even
though I had asked to be handed my bonus checks under the table
by the payroll people, as opposed to having them put in our joint
account. It wasn’t much money but it was enough to rent a room. So
I rented a room from a nice woman, but it turned out be a total dump
with cockroaches in the shower. I was really done with the whole
cockroach business.

I was coaxed and patronized back into the fold and, as I recall,
even got an auditing session from Reggie’s mother—probably to find
out whether I was having some sort of torrid affair or to discover
what sort of other transgressions I was hiding. In the world of
Scientology, if you blow, you must have done something terrible.
This relentless pursuit of transgressions or “crimes” (the Church
loves to use the term “crimes” or “criminals” related to anyone who
criticizes them) results in auditing to find out what you’ve done
(confessionals) down to security checks. Scientologists truly believe
that my wanting to leave Scientology in this manner meant that I
must have committed some sort of crime.

She never uncovered anything because I simply wanted out from
under the Scientology Control Group stigma. And I was getting to the
point that maybe suicide was my only out.

This was reinforced by the idea that the chances of getting my high



school diploma were fading every day.
I stuck it out for several more months until I found better

accommodations through a work colleague. When I told Reggie I
was leaving the second time, he got upset and said he was going to
report me to the police for desertion. At that moment, even distracted
with fear and the overwhelming desire to flee, it did strike me as an
oddly impotent comment, as if I were still part of a society that
expected personal sacrifice above all else.

I finally got my own unfurnished apartment in Redondo Beach and
proceeded to set up house. I was having my paychecks sent directly
to me. This was the first time I had ever lived alone and it took some
adjusting. I’d never had much in the way of privacy, having been
shackled for over a decade to a provincial lifestyle. I wasn’t prepared
for the feeling of isolation that soon developed. I was so bent on
getting away and getting some freedom that I didn’t realize that this
concept of isolation actually existed. It was not the same sort of
isolation one would experience in the Sea Org with little or no
contact with the outside world; this was more akin to what soldiers or
refugees from war zones experience. I felt a certain alienation
because I didn’t sense I could be fully absorbed into a mainstream
existence; my experience was not something someone else could
relate to unless they had been through it themselves.

I was not able to rationalize what was happening to me at the time.
There were no services for ex-Sea Org members to reintegrate back
into society since most of society didn’t know who or what we were.
The idea of going to a psychologist would not have occurred to me
because psychiatrists and their brethren, psychologists or
counselors, were the most evil beings in this or any other universe.

Asking for help was yet another issue I had: If you asked for help
in Scientology, especially in the Sea Org, you were viewed as weak.
In the Sea Org the punishment for asking for a “helping hand” was
swift retribution because “you weren’t making it go right.”

As an Operating Thetan, I was supposed to have honed these



great mental abilities to move mountains (I was supposed to have
“total cause” over life by this time), yet some days I could barely get
out of bed.

I had a smattering of friends, but they had their lives and I couldn’t
hang around with them all the time. Since I never could entirely
relate to others due to my experiences in the Church, I became more
of an outlier.

This limited my ability to build up a reliable social network.
Reggie would try to contact me at work but fortunately he couldn’t

get down to the offices in Torrance too easily when I was working.
I soon fell into acquisition mode now that I could manage my own

finances. I acquired a TV set, cable, VCR, a Walkman, and a new
wardrobe complete with shoulder pads. I got “big hair” like everyone
else; it was part of the 80s culture and I was in the thick of it.

Scientology still lingered in the background and I heard on the
news the update of the Wollersheim case. The Church had been
spending their endless resources stalling the case, but that didn’t
prevent the wheels of justice from spinning ahead.

Nearly six years after the suit was originally filed, the infamous OT
III Wall of Fire Xenu odyssey creation myth materials were put on
exhibit. That day nearly 1,500 Scientologists swarmed the LA
Courthouse in protest. The materials were sealed, but not before the
LA Times managed to get copies. They were dispersed to every
news outlet imaginable, creating a feeding frenzy over Scientology’s
most precious secret.

The earth did not experience an ice age–like incident where the
entire human race went insane or died mysteriously due to reading
these materials.

After the not-so-mass hysteria calmed down, Wollersheim was
awarded $30 million in a crushing Church defeat with the judge
noting the malicious nature of the Fair Game doctrine and how
reprehensible the Church had been in its bid to destroy Wollersheim.

But as is always the case with Scientology, the appeals drug on for



a total of 22 years with the Church claiming they would never pay
“one thin dime.” It became the most expensive case in the history of
the LA Courts—to rival even the OJ Simpson trial.

On May 9, 2002 the Church finally agreed to pay $2.5 million after
years of exhausting Larry Wollersheim’s legal team in every way
imaginable, including the claim that the entity he had sued was
“broke.” The total sum came to over $8 million when the interest was
factored in.

The Church claimed it was tired of the case but in reality they
didn’t want the sham organizations they had rigged over the years to
be exposed in court; Wollersheim’s attorneys were ready to present
evidence that the Church had been transferring assets to different
entities to avoid paying Wollersheim. This hearing would have
delved into the nature of the money laundering that happened dating
back to the early 80s, and which had cost Reggie’s father his life.

***

After years of adverse childhood experiences and poor diet (yes, the
food was better but I was still chain smoking, drinking sodas, and
eating too much junk food), the continuous stress finally took its toll.

One day I doubled over in such horrendous pain I nearly passed
out on my living room floor. I called one of my girlfriends to help me
as she lived in the same complex. It turned out that I had a severe
case of kidney stones, a condition unusual for someone so young. I
wound up in the hospital with a massive infection.

There is a level of pain in life where death, without question, is a
welcome alternative. If you have never experienced such a thing
then I don’t know that you are really entitled to an opinion on the
matter. My insides had become calcified to mirror the fake, rotting
smiles of those who would soon infer it was all my fault. If it weren’t
for the morphine, I do not know how I would have endured that pain.



If not for this miracle of an opiate, I probably would not be here
today.

I had until that point not even taken an aspirin that I could recall. I
had been on antibiotics in the past but the aversion to any drugs, in
any form, by the Church was both a blessing and a curse; a curse
because if I were still an active Scientologist it’s very possible I could
have died through the inadequate regimen of vitamins and auditing
to handle my “problem.”

My friends and colleagues visited to see how I was doing. They
brought flowers and cards.

My mother stopped by—empty handed.
I was given medication to dissolve the stones and finally released

from the hospital. I was becoming a bit emaciated and though I felt I
was in recovery, that turned out not to be the case: The pain came
back with a vengeance and I was carried out of the workplace on a
stretcher and transported in an ambulance back to the hospital.

I begged for a morphine drip, which I got, along with surgery to put
a stent in my kidney to hold back offending stones.

I was scheduled for another surgery after a period of healing, and
had to take time off from work for the procedure and recovery.

When I let my mother know about my problem, she agreed to pick
me up from the hospital and I would stay with her during my
recovery. She indicated I had brought this all on myself, as though
my convalescence was a nuisance to her.

I called my father to update him on my situation as I had started
reconnecting with him over the last couple of years. I found out a few
years later that my stepmother called my mother, threatening to
come down if she didn’t take care of me.

At the hospital I was lowered into a large vat of water for a
procedure known as lithotripsy shockwave therapy where your
kidneys are pummeled with vibrations to break up the stones so they
could pass. I was placed naked and spread-eagled for all the
technicians to see. I was numb from the waist down after a very



painful epidural. After being invaded for so many years on such a
spiritual level, I thought, what the heck, let’s take it to the cellular
level.

I passed out during the procedure.
Partly due to the drugs administered by a handsome

anesthesiologist.
When I was released from the hospital, my mother initially took me

to my apartment where everyone could hear my screams as the
equivalent of a heavy metal concert began parading through my
urinary tract. I was also required to collect the members of the band
for further examination by my doctor. He examined their structure
and determined preventative measures to keep any future incidents
at bay.

Since I couldn’t fend for myself, my mother then took me to the
house we co-owned. When we unfolded the sleeper sofa, years of
garbage came tumbling out.

But at least there were no cockroaches (though I’m not sure why
not) and there was a TV set with poor reception. Then she, or one of
her soon-to-be-gone friends, told Reggie where I was. So he of
course had to come for a visit, but I was too doped up to care.

He indicated I needed help but I refused. There was no turning
back for me despite the cost to my physical and mental well-being.

I eventually healed from the surgeries and my life started feeling
somewhat normal. I quit smoking though I would have an on-again,
off-again relationship with cigarettes into my 40s. I went on a
cleansing diet and took up aerobics.

Come tax time I would have had to contact Reggie for the tax
information, but I opted to suck it up and deal with the IRS myself. I
wound up paying several thousand dollars in taxes that I probably
didn’t really owe.

When I filed for the actual divorce he pressured me to push it
through so he could get on with his life. Since our names were still
on my mother’s property (for which we’d co-signed for her) the judge



assumed I owned it. I couldn’t find the strength to fight it. So Reggie
got the condo, the only real thing of value, and I got a useless
timeshare we’d invested in that I would eventually pay several
thousand dollars decades later to get rid of.

I never saw a penny from my mother’s property.
With much relief I got the divorce pushed through and I was

officially out from under the heinous influence of the Church of
Scientology. The debt, the isolation, the lack of a support group, my
emotional bankruptcy, and the stigma of trying to make it alone in
this terrifying world were all worth it.

Luckily, my stock options at Ashton-Tate were doing very well, and
as one of the earlier employees I’d gotten a special deal in the form
of a cheaper option. So I was flush with newfound wealth about a
year down the road. In a bizarre twist of fate I sold all my stock the
week before Black Monday—that legendary crash in October 1987—
for a down payment on a condo. I remember coming into work and
everyone was on fire as the global market tanked before our eyes.

At 27 years old, chaos had finally worked to my advantage.



N
1988

ow that I had time to myself I finished my GED and received my
formal certificate in February 1988, 14 years after dropping out.

When I got my certificate in the mail it signaled to me that I had truly
breached the Scientology bubble. I then transferred from the
corporate offices into field sales. For a while I was moved from
project to project within the sales organization. Due to my lack of
skills, they were mostly projects that nobody else wanted to do. In a
way I always felt they viewed me as the village idiot. Scientologists
had all but been crowded out to make way for the new Ashton-Tate
and only the college educated were being hired.

I was soon selling dBase on IBM and Mac desktops from Southern
California to Arizona. I had to overcome the fear of public speaking,
which took me years of gritting my teeth and enduring the
accompanying panic attacks. This was one of the bigger
breakthroughs of my life.

I had a car allowance and stayed in top hotels when I traveled. I
hoarded hotel freebies, many of which I never used, but I still had
issues with deprivation; I had this unconscious need to hoard things,
though not to the extent you see on TV.

We had sales meetings in Hawaii. I took my sister with me to one
of them. We stayed at the Hyatt Regency on Maui, one of the top
resorts there at the time. I received the Rookie of the Year award,
much to my surprise. Things were finally starting to turn around for
me but I didn’t do well on the dating scene for some reason. I hadn’t
processed the idea of chauvinism as the 80s was an era where
women were still struggling and making breakthroughs. Since I had
spent so much of life until that time being treated like chattel, I didn’t
realize that when it happened to me on a date that it was anything
different.

Though I traveled a bit for my job, I didn’t venture much beyond



the infrastructure of work, spending only limited time with friends. I
was in a constant state of fight or flight but unable to process what I
was running from. Many times I would simply panic for no reason
and found it difficult even going to the supermarket to do shopping
like normal people did.

I was both reclusive and not. I was an extrovert by nature, but the
trauma I had suffered had me continually seeking shelter as I was
being ambushed by random panic attacks.

It was as though I had developed a split personality; one part of
me was still in detention, and the other, more authentic self, rattled
the cage.

I had the emotional IQ of a rebellious two year old. I would go from
passive to aggressive in about 90 seconds. And I was not very
forgiving or sympathetic. I would drive down the LA freeways cutting
people off with Led Zeppelin playing loudly and then flip them the
bird if they honked at me.

I experienced fits of anger but couldn’t really pinpoint what I was
angry about. I had, over the years, exhibited signs of either PTSD or
ADHD (or both) but didn’t realize this until, in middle age, I read up
on the symptoms. These included becoming angry or frustrated over
small things, impulsiveness, and the inability to focus. I was normally
a tidy person but would simply abort what I was doing midstream as
though I were paralyzed.

And when I wasn’t feeling restless or anxious I was depressed. I
lived in a manic sort of world where fighting my conditioning was a
constant, exhausting battle.

These conditions would later affect my ability to get through
college courses. In some ways I don’t know how I managed to get
through some days.

I still visited my mother as she would complain she hadn’t seen me
in a while. She had remained an oddly placed anchor in my life as I
really should have just shed her by then. But for some reason I
didn’t, perhaps because she was the only constant in this tumultuous



life of mine. I would drive an hour to her house and when I arrived
she would simply go to her bedroom and read, or if the weather was
good she would go out to her garden and work.

I wound up watching TV and scrounging something for dinner. It
was as though I still thought something was going to change for the
better in our relationship. I suffered from denial since the friends I
had cultivated had loving, thoughtful parents and I couldn’t
understand why my mother wasn’t like them.

I went as far as using my timeshare to go to Hawaii and took my
mother and her roommate with me to Kauai. I don’t recall ever
getting a thank you from her; instead she calculated the expenses
down to the last penny.

Despite my mental state, for a short while I floated through what
was the romantic era of Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and being part of one
of the “Big Three” in the software industry. Yet I didn’t have a full
appreciation of what I was experiencing. I was totally crushed when
Steve Jobs passed away. I remember all those software demos on
that little toaster box Mac II that kept crashing and I’d be sweating
with embarrassment. But I always loved the graphical user interface,
and even then felt it was far superior to anything Microsoft would
ever come up with.

I spent time with the stereotypical developers and engineers who
subsisted on a diet of Jolt Cola and junk food while heckling me, the
twenty-something software rep. And now all these years later I’m in
the iCloud and a devout Apple fan. For those of us who go back to
that era of DOS, dot prompts, format C: floppy disks, Assembler, and
Basic code—so many things the current generation cannot relate to
—when someone like Steve Jobs passes away, he takes a piece of
your history with him.

It was the end of an era for me and I still tear up thinking about it.
I started reconnecting with family who lived in Colorado and

Washington. I always felt more connected to my father and brother
than my mother and I spent more time with them in Seattle. I soon



discovered the other side of the family equation; it was as though a
stent had been inserted into a main artery, thus increasing the
arterial flow to my extended family. Some of them I had not seen
much of in over a decade.

With so many doors opening up I realized I no longer needed to
stay in California. As long as I stayed in LA, the ghosts of
Scientology would always be nipping at my heels, especially as I
become more successful. And it didn’t help that one of my mother’s
friends gave Reggie my new phone number and he called me
wanting to talk.

I never returned the call.
I never wished him ill; he was a victim like so many of us. I just

wanted to be left in peace.
So I accepted a transfer to be the Ashton-Tate representative in

Arizona and, against the protests of my mother, I moved.
I also let her know that I wanted my name off her property. She

said I could use the property as a write off. I said no, I couldn’t,
because she already was and I hadn’t paid anything into it. My tax
adviser confirmed this; double dipping would probably have been
met with hefty fines or a felony charge to defraud the IRS. Since the
IRS was always a nemesis of the Church, I believe there was a
propensity amongst many Scientologists to defraud them. I had a
Scientology colleague at Ashton-Tate who was heavily fined for not
reporting his income as an independent software developer.

My mother complained about who was going to look after her,
support her, as though I was obligated as the youngest child to do
so; she had some warped idea of entitlement where I was
concerned, even though her actions had eviscerated my childhood.
There was absolutely no mention of my other siblings, all of whom
were living quiet, relatively normal lives elsewhere, especially my
sister who had remarried a rather wealthy Scientologist.

I sold my condo, bought a house in Scottsdale, Arizona, and
proceeded to set up shop.



I ventured to the local community college to pursue my education
and discovered I was required to take my SATs. I didn’t know what
these tests were and I failed miserably at math. I was advised I
would need to take at least a couple of semesters of math. The
career counselor was pretty insistent that I needed to pursue a
business education and discouraged any pursuit of the arts.

I was devastated by this whole prospect. I was great at math when
I was in high school. I had sailed almost effortlessly through algebra
and on to calculus.

That had all abandoned me.
I have never recovered from my inability to perform basic math. It’s

as if some part of my brain had been surgically removed and all that
remained was a phantom limb. Somewhere along the line I had
developed a learning disability; to this day when I do math problems
I forget the formulas so I keep cheat sheets readily available. Then
some days I have no problem with it. The synapses of my brain
suffer from unexplained power surges.

So now I had to struggle through this handicap and I became
depressed at the continuing roadblocks life was throwing at me.
Being emotionally stunted I could not appreciate the opportunities
that I had; there were others who had been through worse, yet I only
associated with those who were normal and seemed to flow through
life with relative ease.

Their suffering could not compare to mine.
Inwardly, I resided in relative isolation as a wayward victim, all the

while appearing to be a well-educated and somewhat successful
citizen of society. I don’t know why I was viewed this way by my
friends and colleagues since my upbringing should have imposed a
life destined for the local landfill, a more appropriate place for the
foul-mouthed, mentally impaired, trailer trash of the world.

I also did not rationalize my relationships well. I went through
phases where I was so bent on belonging somewhere or being
accepted I would befriend just about anyone. I sometimes found



myself associating with people who were just trying to suck me into
the latest pyramid scam or who lied about not being married. I then
felt betrayed because they weren’t looking out for my best interests.
Then I felt isolated all over again, partly because no one ever had
given me the emotional support I needed. It seemed as though I was
fighting a lost cause of finding any real, true connection or affection.

Then through my network an opportunity to go to Africa arose. I
had never thought about traveling abroad and I was intrigued by this
budding prospect; perhaps this new “something” would help me
overcome the depression I kept sliding into.



I am less deformed—I am more unformed—or perpetually
unfinished somewhere. I think that others have all their fingers and
toes and they work as they are supposed to, but some never get a
chance to unfurl. It’s a strange and chaotic universe that seems
somehow preordained. There really aren’t answers, just revelations;
the answer to life is always death—and somewhere in between
these absolutes some of us have lost our way.



A
Coming to America—1979

fter Kilong had spent months in the refugee camp, World Vision
registered Kilong, one of his older sisters, and a cousin as

refugees and they were flown to San Diego, CA. His other siblings
stayed behind due to extended family connections and marriage.

It was 1979 and Kilong was coming to the United States of
America to start his new life.

Still in a state of filth and tattered disarray, they arrived and were
befriended by other Cambodians through local special services
organizations. They were given clothing and shelter, and attended
school where Kilong started his English language studies. As they
adapted to their new circumstances they began forging a life for
themselves and rented an apartment.

They were then convinced by an extended family member to move
to Portland, Oregon. In February 1980 they boarded a Greyhound
bus and ventured up the I-5 to their new home.

Kilong we befriended by an American family and he became a
pseudo-adopted son of this caring couple.

One of the most touching parts of his odyssey was his attempt to
get into either the University of Oregon or Oregon State University.
This went on for a while as he had big dreams of attending an
American university; it would make up for so much that he had lost
under the Khmer Rouge. When he was told that he was accepted
into “some” college he was deeply offended and dismayed. His
dreams were shattered. He was embarrassed and distraught that he
didn’t make the cut to a university.

What he did not realize until later was that Reed College was one
of the most prestigious colleges in the country whose alumni
included Steve Jobs. And it wasn’t far from his home.

Getting through Reed College turned out to be a monumental task:
He was still learning English, preferred math to the rest of the liberal



arts (I was the opposite), and there was the PTSD and resulting
depression that plagued him. He had to work twice as hard as the
other students to get through his studies.

The pressure got so intense at one point he called the Red Cross
saying he wanted to commit suicide. He had never received any
counseling through the support organizations despite the fact he was
a Killing Fields survivor. Though the support organizations supplied
other means of survival, there was nothing in the way of handling
any emotional crisis.

The Red Cross called him in and he wound up speaking to a
Cambodian counselor. This was more difficult than talking to an
American counselor would have been as he risked losing face in
front of a fellow countryman. But he had a meltdown regardless, and
the pent-up emotions of all he had been through came pouring out.
They advised him to stay in touch in case he needed any more help,
but that ended any psychological treatment he received.

Despite his handicaps he graduated from Reed College and then
went to graduate school at Bowling Green University in Ohio.
Though he managed to power through his higher education, he was
still plagued by PTSD and sleepless nights from his experiences in
the Killing Fields, and he felt there was something else he needed to
do in life to reconcile his demons.

Kilong graduated in 1989 with a Master’s Degree in Applied
Statistics.

Through this chaos he and I would eventually find a bittersweet
solidarity . . .



T
1990

he trip to Africa began my foray into photography. To prepare for
my first overseas excursion, I purchased a Chinon 35mm film

camera, which was one of the higher rated cameras on the market. I
bought dozens of rolls of film and placed them in an X-ray–proof bag
for protection from the airport carry-on X-ray scanners.

I lovingly transferred songs from my cassette player to my Sony
Walkman to play along the way. These were playlists so I didn’t have
to take too many cassettes with me. Armed with my camera,
Walkman, and reading materials, I was ready for one of the greatest
adventures of my life. And my first bout of jet lag.

I met the tour group of about 20 people in New York and we
headed for Africa by way of Germany.

Nairobi, Kenya, was where I first met Vince Martinelli, an older
gentleman from Florida who was one of our tour guides. We were
set to tour parts of Kenya to include the vast Maasai Mara, which sat
at the threshold of Mt. Kilimanjaro. Vince was a financial consultant
and apparently a notable explorer, a bit of a Denys Finch-Hatton,
Baroness von Blixen’s lover from her highly acclaimed memoir Out
of Africa. Vince was surprised at my knowledge of the baroness
(known to her fans as Isak Dinesen) and her life in Africa.

Isak Dinesen was a Danish noble who had married Baron Bror
Blixen and moved to Africa. Ernest Hemingway had been on many
safaris with Bror, but he and the Baroness had never crossed paths.
In his memoir A Moveable Feast, Hemingway makes reference to
her: “His first wife wrote very beautifully . . . she wrote perhaps the
best book about Africa that I ever read.”

In 1954 Isak Dinesen lost the Nobel Prize to Ernest Hemingway,
though her stories would later be made into movies, including her
memoir Out of Africa, which won seven Oscars, and Babette’s Feast,
which won the Oscar for best foreign film.



She left a legacy that she probably never would have imagined.
Vince was more of an understated New Yorker than your Indiana

Jones type. He had worked on Wall Street for years, and then the
company he worked for crashed and he had to rebuild his fortune
from scratch. He talked about his travels to Columbia for business
where he picked up mixed race lovers along the way, whom he
referred to as mulattos.

He entertained us with tales of how he cut a swath through the
jungles of the Amazon and scaled the heights of the Himalayas. He
showed us the scars from his frostbite and talked about being
charged by wild elephants.

We spent two weeks on a safari that included a visit to the Mt.
Kenya Safari club, with all its British Colonial trappings—high tea
and horseback rides on thoroughbreds through the bush. We visited
Isak Dinesen’s home (the baroness) where I bought a coffee table
book and entombed a flower from her home within its pages. I felt an
odd connection to this place and soon became a collector of all her
works; in a way she introduced me to a different kind of feminism.

She was well within my grasp, but too distant intellectually for my
fractured mind to fully appreciate. Her narratives escaped me and
haunted me at the same time.

Vince took a liking to me and went as far as renting a small twin-
engine plane so we could fly over the Great Rift Valley together. It
was a symbolic gesture that was partially lost on me since it really
wasn’t at all like the plane in the movie Out of Africa—plus there
were no pink flamingos involved. I was thinking in terms of
something more nostalgic.

Yet, in those moments on safari I was free, one with the drifting
grass and bleached bones, and I started to understand the idea of
balance; it was a savage, unapologetic balance, yet a truthful one.
This adventure brought back the essence of what was wild, a
reminder of what I once was, a connection back to the natural world
and how the cycle of life was supposed to be.



Africa was the most authentic experience I had had since riding my
Schwinn bicycle through the back roads of Washington State.

Sadly, there was unsurpassed beauty in Africa that was struggling
to survive under the heavy footprint of modernization and tourism.

 We ventured out on daily excursions along with hordes of other
tourists. There were up to ten jeeps surrounding a single sleeping
lion that, to me, was nothing better than what I could see in a zoo.
We saw cheetahs, thankfully more lions, smelly baboons, and
nightmarish hyenas. Then came the elegance of a passing giraffe,
the fleeting leaps of gazelles, and the worn tusks of a lumbering bull
elephant.

The curious yet somewhat indifferent gazes of cape buffalo and
wildebeests.

The blur of stripes from a passing herd of zebras.
A day spent in my room after contracting a parasite from eating a

salad.
After I recovered we made a dust-filled trek to the border of Kenya

and Somalia where we visited villages and meandered our way
through the homes of the Kikuyu and Masai. They had set up jewelry
and artifact displays of their handmade goods. They lived primarily
off the land and it seemed to me that these natives would have done
just fine without the intervention of white people if most of their land
had not been taken away.

They found happiness in communal living; while modern society
had become codependent on the industrial revolution, other
members of our race lived in the slipstream of evolution where they
were surrounded by, yet not part of, this mechanized world.

Our safari was sadly coming to an end with the finale being a ride
in a hot air balloon.

It was a crisp morning and I was underdressed and freezing as the
temperatures had dipped into the 60s overnight. I was glad to get in
the balloon, more desperate for the warmth of the burners than the
adventure. We rose slowly over the great prairies of the Maasai



Mara with Mt. Kilimanjaro casting shadows in our wake. I played
“Stairway to Heaven” followed by John Barry’s theme from Out of
Africa on my Walkman, leaning out as far as I could without getting
into trouble. The sun then crested a distant knoll as a lone giraffe
lumbered across its horizon. I shut off my Walkman; the only sound
was the burners from the hot air balloon.

Up until then the only drug I had ever known was morphine and it
not-so-distant brother, Demerol. That day I found a new one. And it
had a more profound side effect than such controlled substances.
This new substance was wild and resided on the flip side of eternity;
while morphine made me indifferent to death, Africa made me crave
the opposite, it made me come alive and I wanted more.

Our last evening in Nairobi, we dined at the over-touristed
Carnivore, eating an assortment of game. I ate wildebeest, crocodile,
ostrich, and other assorted fare that were not on the endangered
species list.

The next morning we congregated at the airport, waiting to board
our plane. I hadn’t seen Vince for a while. Once the plane took off it
was reported that he had gotten into a scuffle with an attendant at
the Nairobi Airport and was sent to jail.

He got out safely enough and I actually went to visit him once in Ft.
Lauderdale, Florida, a few years later. Through our short-lived
association he introduced me to the writings of Gabriel Garcia
Marquez and other notable authors. I was embarking on a journey of
the heart and mind that would lead me to places I never could have
imagined.

One of Vince’s associates was the famed British Explorer Colonel
John Blashford-Snell whom the Royal Geographic Society referred
to as “Blashers.” I wound up on their mailing list and filed the
information away for future reference, not giving it much more
thought at the time.

When I got back from Africa I had dreams that I was out on the
endless savannahs of the Maasai Mara. These dreams went on for



several weeks. I was isolated in Arizona as I worked out of my house
in Scottsdale and basically created my own schedule. I went into a
drifting sort of mode for a while.

To so many people Africa was just another box to check off on the
bucket list, but I felt some sort of existential connection to it.

Then I crashed into a state of depression as the trip just seemed to
exacerbate my feelings of isolation. Very few of my friends shared
the same enthusiasms as I did and the rest of the world was of no
interest to me. Perhaps it was because most people I met had led
somewhat normal lives. Like a blind person whose hearing becomes
more acute in compensation, I believe my perception of our
magnificent world became unusually intense. Something that I had
been so deprived of was now something to be deeply shared and
relished with others. But that was not to be the case with the limited
friendships that I attempted to forge in Arizona.

Because of my status as a rep with Ashton-Tate, one of the top
software firms, the other reps from within the computer industry
assumed I was a highly educated colleague. They were more
interested in my perceived status than they were in me as a person.

Soon, my perception of the rich colors of the Arizona desert turned
to pale shades of gray. I went out into the desert looking to
photograph snakes, scorpions, and tarantulas but they never
materialized. It’s as though my presence kept them at bay.

I began to hone my photography skills and invested in a more
expensive camera that could swap out lenses. I was now able to
zoom in on my subject from long distances and even take finite close
ups. It was the beginning of another type of exploration; my camera
would become my third eye, the lens through which I discovered
different worlds.

I would stupidly take my camera and tripod out during Arizona’s
raging monsoons to capture streaks of lightning—I suppose not
realizing that I was a walking conductor. I think this was simply
reckless behavior on my part, yet it was intoxicating when the desert



raged like that.
While many ran from the thunder, I wanted to be part of it. I would

open my arms and embrace it, becoming one with the tempest.

***

I decided to dodge the college math classes and pursue writing,
though I wasn’t exactly getting what I thought was good instruction.
One writing teacher said that my research on Einstein was incorrect
(I was delving into science fiction) and the theory of relativity had
been disproven. All the while his front incisor kept falling out and he
would shove it back into place with putty.

I stumbled upon an interview by Bill Moyers of Joseph Campbell
and became fascinated by The Power of Myth and The Hero with a
Thousand Faces. Since I was a Star Wars fan, his reference to Luke
Skywalker’s hero’s journey resonated deeply with me. Campbell was
a man of superior intellect and I think he truly held a stake in human
evolution.

Yet, the desert heat was horrific and the Arizona experience wasn’t
turning out how I thought it would. My job and the beauty of the
desert could not make up for the cold shoulders of the people who
resided in this rather intense climate.

Dating wasn’t much better and I really did not have anyone who
was steady. Like the desert creatures, they too scattered.

Despite making a few friends from writing class, I never really felt a
sense of belonging anywhere.

I went to LA on occasion to visit over the holidays because it was
better than being alone. My sister was still active in the Church and
her wealthy husband was subsidizing her upper OT levels.
Unfortunately when I visited she badgered me about paying the
Freeloaders Debt, which I had already paid. I never could fathom
where she got the idea I still owed the Church anything, and what



line they were feeding her on what I owed. I’m sure they were
pushing her (badgering her relentlessly) to get me back in.

She would wear “Psychiatry Kills” T-shirts to affirm her dedication
to the cause; I never did consider this sort of marketing to be very
effective.



I
The Early ’90s

fumbled through the heat of 1990, and then in September of 1991
Borland Corporation bought Ashton-Tate. After nearly ten years I

was given my walking papers.
I remember being at a software fair in Tucson when my watch

stopped. I continued to discount these sorts of coincidences in my
environment since I did not want to be susceptible to yet another
cult-like experience. Or wind up like my mother, ranting on about the
New Age flavor of the month.

I got the call later that day from my manager telling me my job had
been eliminated.

There went the dBase legacy where key players walked off with
millions, and I’m sure they had tidy golden parachutes as part of the
deal with Borland. Many of us were left with our gold and ruby
service pens and what stock options we had. Fortunately the Borland
purchase sent the stock through the roof, and that’s when I sold. I at
least had that and a decent severance package that would set me up
for a while.

To this day, I still have my award plaques, my gold “Founder’s
Club” pen, my gold and ruby five-year service pin, a bottle opener
with the logo on it, and an entire binder of internal correspondence
dating back to the 80s. If there was anything notable (or note-worthy,
which excluded Scientology) that I was a part of, it was the digital
revolution.

After being severed from Ashton-Tate I started developing more
severe panic attacks. This time my pulse would race to nearly 200
beats a minute. But I couldn’t stomach the medications the doctors
gave me and they weren’t as effective as my more favored
morphine-like opiates.

Due to my prior cult conditioning, the idea of seeking counseling
was still inconceivable to me.



It also took me time to accept that being ill was O.K. and that it
was a natural occurrence. There was no time to be sick in the Sea
Org. I remember in my earlier days there when I came down with a
horrendous headache, I simply collapsed in my dorm room because
the pain was so unbearable and pain medication was not an option.

And then I was written up for missing my post.
On another occasion I was screamed at by my tormenter because

he found me curled up in an office with a temperature of 101
degrees. Someone eventually moved me out of the line of fire, yet I
still had to report to post or suffer the consequences.

After the layoff from my job at Ashton-Tate, I wound up getting odd
jobs with high-tech staffing firms but I wasn’t very happy with the
work. The jobs would last about a year. The recession continued to
linger, and my options were limited as many corporations were not
hiring. They would opt for temporary staff as they were easier to cut
depending on how the economy was fluctuating at the time, but there
were too many agencies competing for the thin slice of business that
was available.

I still had plenty of money left over from my severance and always
lived a rather frugal life. I never had a real desire for extravagance—I
was always craving the simple and “normal.” I would have liked to
settle down, get married, and perhaps have children, but it wasn’t in
the cards for me at that time.

No one seemed interested in shouldering any of my burdens.
My travel connections continued to taunt me with trips overseas. I

eventually decided to go to the Middle East. I had upgraded to an
even better camera. As an avid fan of wilderness photographer
Galen Rowell, I purchased a Nikon 8008 and joined a photo club
where I learned the nuances of shutter speeds and using different
kinds of film. I purchased dozens of rolls and packed those, along
with my burgeoning set of gadgets, into my travel bag.

It was around this time I heard that photographers were “painters
of light.”



Armed with my painter-of-light skills, I arrived in Egypt.
I joined a tour group that included one of the gals I went to Africa

with. We were great roommates and she was easy to get along with.
My mind could not reconcile my first glimpse of the great pyramid

of Giza. We were on approach and I thought I was looking at some
sort of shadow; it took a few moments to realize the massive
structure out my window was a pyramid.

Nothing comes close to the real thing when your mind attempts to
reconcile the scale of such a monument. We spent time clambering
in and out of the pyramids, and that evening we rode camels to
dinner in a Bedouin tent on the Giza plateau.

There was a full moon that night and I opted to ride a beautiful
Arabian mare through the desert along with a guide who had brought
the show horses. I was thinking this would be a leisurely trot through
the desert as most rental horses don’t have much enthusiasm.

Instead, we galloped at full throttle, kicking up sand in our wake
while I clung for dear life to a simple Bedouin saddle that had no
horn. All I could do was hang on to the horse’s mane that was
whipping in the wind.

Under the full moon I screamed in both exhilaration and terror as
we raced along the threshold of the great pyramids of Giza—the
narcotic of the wild, the exotic, the to-hell-with-the-rules opiate
pulsed through my veins.

***

It turned out our tour guide on this trip was Dale Van Atta, a writer
who was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize on five occasions for his
investigative reporting. He had worked with the legendary Jack
Anderson of the Washington Post, with whom he co-wrote Stormin’
Norman: An American Hero.

Dale was what I would describe as a “Manic Mormon,” or better



yet, a “Stormin’ Mormon.” Dale was known for his investigative
reporting on the underbelly of terrorism in the Middle East. He had
also interviewed Yasser Arafat. As a result he was known in the
Middle East as someone to be on the lookout for.

He turned out to be a rather interesting tour guide.
We heard much about the whole Iran-Contra scandal, and other

information we probably shouldn’t be hearing concerning the White
House. All these stories he gladly recounted on our bus trips through
the Egyptian, Israeli, and Jordanian deserts. He didn’t make it to the
Syrian Desert with us because they knew who he was and blocked
his access at the border. Even his multiple passports couldn’t get
him past that one.

We visited the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem and I was stunned
at what had happened to these people. I hadn’t read too much on
the Holocaust so only had a vague idea of the atrocities they had
suffered. The piles of shoes, the teeth with gold fillings, jewelry, the
ghastly photographs. It reminded me of my post-RPF trip to reunite
with my belongings and the impossible pile I abandoned at the
Hollywood Inn. But here, this place, was horrifying beyond words.

It was humanity at its most barbaric.
It was here I began to sense the stirrings of empathy.
I later sent Dale pictures of our trip and our group photo at Ad Deir,

one of the monasteries at Petra in Jordan. We stayed in touch for a
while. I had fun with Dale and ran a book idea past him to determine
the plausibility of it. He actually thought it was possible, though I
didn’t follow through. Now, over twenty years later, I’ve forgotten
what the plot was. I think it had something to do with a female
journalist uncovering a scandal dealing with nuclear weapons in the
Middle East. It would have been an enduring classic no doubt.

I hadn’t made the connection at the time, but Jack Anderson was
the journalist who was fed dirt by the private investigator the Church
had hired to get Judge Charles Richey removed from the Operation
Snow White case. This private investigator had been tailing the



judge and found he had associations with prostitutes. But Richey
managed to sentence the Snow White defendants before Anderson
broke the story.

Richey did recuse himself from the case, but not until the damage
was done.

When I came back home to Arizona, no one seemed to be
interested in my trip save for a few friends who would say with a
forced smile “how interesting.”

I faltered through my ordinary reality, through my writing classes,
though my experience with them was still shallow and not nearly as
interesting as traveling the world and hanging out with interesting
people.

The heat of Arizona was getting too intense on too many levels.
And work was monumentally unfulfilling. I took more accredited
classes but the idea of a business degree still made me grit my
teeth.

In early 1993 Galen Rowell came to Arizona and I almost fell over
myself in my enthusiasm to be part of the action. He hosted a
weekend workshop in Tucson. I was a willing protégé lapping up all
those tricks he had in his bag and all those wonderful places he
went. I pined for a trip to Nepal but he told me he wasn’t planning a
return anytime soon. At least I got an autographed copy of his book,
Mountain Light.

We had a “shootout” over the weekend to see who could take the
best photographs under pressure and to see if we had actually
learned anything. I lived in the desert and cactuses had lost their
romance a while back. So I took a picture of a tree on a cloudy day
with the sun shooting through the background [see previous page]. I
was using Fuji Velvia film that gave the image a really moody feel. I
knew it didn’t fit the cliché of outdoor cactus photography they’d be
looking for, but nothing in my life was ever really inside the box.





Much to my astonishment I got third place scenic. When they
flipped up my slide Galen said, “I couldn’t take my eyes off this
image.” In the midst of my “wow” moment I also thought, then why
did you give first place to the twilight picture of a saguaro cactus?

When Galen Rowell and his wife Barbara died in a plane crash in
2002, like Steve Jobs, he took a part of the industry with him. He had
paved the way for so many of us on so many different levels through
his work in Tibet and Nepal, and many uncharted places in the world.
He was one of the original trailblazers, producing some of the best
landscape images in the world, showing us what the gold standard
looked like. Despite the oversaturation of images due to the Digital
Revolution, his work still holds an enduring beauty to this very day.

***

Unfortunately, the rest of the real world wasn’t turning out to be as
cooperative as I would have liked: As it turned out I wasn’t producing
as much as my current company wanted, though I was bringing in
more business than the last sales guy. We were still coming out of a
recession and the temporary staffing industry was struggling like
everyone else. Vince had sent me a brochure on Guyana, South
America, encouraging me to go on this trip. He indicated it was being
led by one of the top explorers in the world, nicknamed Blashers, or
Colonel John Blashford-Snell. The colonel had created “Discovery
Expeditions” as a means of eco-tourism to provide adventurers a
deeper experience than simply traveling. The idea of it was seriously
compelling. However, I would be gone for a couple of months and
that didn’t quite fit into my current employer’s agenda.

Being impulsive and perpetually dissatisfied with my life, I quit my
job, sold my house, gave my cat away, and put everything into
storage. I went to New Mexico to stay with a coworker for a few
months who had heard about my adventure and offered a landing



base while I prepared for my expedition.
I then set out for Guyana.
I would be sleeping in a hammock in the jungle, wearing army

boots, and collecting botanical specimens from the Amazon basin for
scientific study. Amongst the other projects, we would be doing
environmental studies to include ethno-biology (how indigenous
cultures work with natural resources), helping out the local villagers
with medical issues, and studying any new species we could find.

It was in Georgetown, Guyana, that I first met the legendary
explorer himself, Colonel John Blashford-Snell. He was a graduate
of the illustrious Royal Military Academy Sandhurst (RMAS), where
all the British royals go to get educated. The colonel’s notoriety
derived in part from shooting the rapids of the Blue Nile and cutting a
swath through the Darien Gap of Panama back in the 1960s.
Inspired by the travels of Stanley and Livingstone through the
darkest regions of Africa, he founded the Scientific Explorer’s
Society, and his team set out to be the first to navigate the entire
2,700-mile stretch of the Zaire River. HRH Charles, the Prince of
Wales, then persuaded the colonel to launch Operations Drake and
Raleigh, two of the great youth leadership programs in the U.K.
These operations connect young people with programs that involve
helping communities around the world in whatever ways they
needed, similar to the quests of Discovery Expeditions.

JBS, as he was normally addressed, was truly your quintessential
British explorer, replete with a pith helmet, safari fatigues, and a
walking stick with a compass plus, of course, a good book. He told
us stories of bird-eating spiders and the aggressive bushmaster
snakes that could bite through your army boots.

I became fascinated with JBS. He was not of this time or world. He
belonged in an imaginary place where mists and palm trees reside
together, just as you see on antique wallpaper with frail Chinese
fisherman or pygmies with bones through their noses. I think the real
gap he cut was between the vanishing and the new. Through his



passion he showed us what remained of those geographic wonders
that had yet to become domesticated anthills. In his commandeering
way, it was as though he demanded we share in this half-lit world
before it vanished or was destroyed. The world was thundering in a
different direction, much like Guyana’s great Kaieteur Falls that
plunges a harrowing 741 feet into the Potaro River.

It was at Kaieteur that I would sit on a precarious overhang that
jutted out over the precipice, somehow defying gravity, and watch as
the swifts torpedoed their minute bodies through the massive wall of
water to their nests behind it—a very intelligent strategy since few
predators could reach them there.

Though we all wished to disappear into the mist with JBS, we were
never really part of Club Intrepid. It is rare to view a TV program
about places on this planet that he and his kindred explorers had not
discovered first.

I sensed his passion was equal to his frustration, I think more so
because of the army ants—those human inventions that were eating
away at everything in their path. So much of the Amazon was on fire,
clearing the way for industry, and we got a bird’s eye view of the
destruction as we flew over the jungle canopy. I, too, was
somewhere in the space between, wishing to take up residence in a
world void of these interventions. JBS was very much a romantic and
a Rudyard Kipling fan. His biography is called Something Lost
Behind the Ranges, based on the Kipling poem “The Explorer.”

There were about fifteen of us on this expedition, all British except
for me and a Canadian thrown in for good measure. We were all
there to explore uncharted waters and jungles. Or perhaps to also
find something lost behind the ranges.



Till a voice, as bad as Conscience, rang interminable changes
On one everlasting Whisper day and night repeated—so:
“Something hidden. Go and find it. Go and look behind the Ranges

—
“Something lost behind the Ranges. Lost and waiting for you. Go!”

Rudyard Kipling, “The Explorer”



We completed our “jungle training” so we would know how to hang
a hammock and turn our boots upside down on sticks to keep the
scorpions from crawling into them.

We would be accompanied by members of the Guyanese Defense
Force (GDF) to help guide and protect us from any danger since we
would be close to the Brazilian border, known for its militants and
drug running. The GDF was primarily made up of large, strapping
black lads with names like Woodcock Skeet. They were fully decked
out in army fatigues and carried AK-47s. They were led by two
Amerindians (from the local Indian tribes) who were members of the
GDF and understood the jungle better than anyone else.

I was soon introduced to the class system of England, something I
wasn’t too familiar with. We had upper-class members who were
from the more prestigious London neighborhoods such as Windsor
and Knightsbridge, contrasted with others from South London or
other less prestigious parts of England. The upper class didn’t really
want to associate with the lower class and it took me a while to
realize what was going on.

As an American I was somewhere in between and wasn’t
relegated to any category.

One day early in the trip we hiked up several hundred feet to the
Kaieteur Plateau. The heat and humidity were so intense the sweat
dripped off the back of my ponytail. When we arrived we were
greeted with the spectacular Kaieteur Waterfall, the longest single-
drop waterfall in the world.

There was a seldom-used lodge nearby where we set up camp.
The lodge was elevated with plenty of room underneath to hang
hammocks. The women opted to sleep on the lodge floor, leaving the
men to hang their hammocks below.

In the evening after we ate army-like rations consisting of biscuits
and meat of unknown origin, I found a spot where I would not be
disturbed so I could relax and contemplate the jungle canopy.
Because we were on a higher plateau the view was endless. I



watched in fascination as the thunderstorms rolled in with lightning
bursting across the tops of the trees.

One evening I awoke to a thud and a grunt. Someone below me
had fallen out of their hammock. I then heard shuffling and swearing
in a male voice. He soon retied the knot that he apparently hadn’t
secured well and went back to sleep.

The next morning one of the Englishmen commented on how his
hammock broke. For some reason I found it funny and started to
laugh. He was charming and obviously not injured—only his pride. If
he took offense he didn’t show it.

This is how I met my future husband.
His name was Bob Banister and he was originally from Plymouth,

England. Yes, I was informed, the very Plymouth the pilgrims had
sailed from. He was ex-Royal Air Force and had quite the database
of jokes, except for that night when his hammock broke.

I started to integrate into the rest of the team and we soon
transcended class systems in favor of our shared experiences in the
jungle.

I was the only American and the brunt of much fascination,
especially all my gear, or “kit,” as they referred to it, from Recreation
Equipment Company, or REI. I had a particular cosmetic box that
unfolded into different compartments, including a flip-up mirror. It
was hot pink and the colonel was particularly taken with this piece of
clever equipment that was in stark contrast to the army-issue kit that
he carried.

The famed herpetologist Mark O’Shea was also with us. He would
“milk” poisonous snakes in our vicinity and climb trees to retrieve
harmless tree boas. He would grab them in his mouth like a lion
would with a cub to free his hands for the climb down with his
bounty. Besides the vast collection of scorpions, snakes, and spiders
he was collecting, he also stalked and caught a young anaconda.

When Mark strolled into the camp with the anaconda, the entire
GDF ran for cover.



Mark and his adopted assistant, fellow expedition member Darren,
carried these specimens with them throughout most of the journey,
releasing most of them before the final leg back to civilization.

I didn’t really have a fear of snakes like the others, except when I
was in the vicinity of a rattlesnake Mark was milking (as they were
naturally very angry, rattling their tails in protest). I wasn’t particularly
fond of spiders though. I couldn’t understand why the men of the
GDF were so frightened of a young anaconda.

Throughout our trip we slung hammocks in the jungle and wrapped
ourselves in mosquito netting to keep the bugs at bay. We had a
hard time escaping the infamous kabora flies of the Rupununi region;
it seems these tiny critters permeated everything and were
particularly blood sucking, even when we were doused in bug spray
and covered with netting.

One gal failed to cover herself appropriately and spent several
days in misery due to the hundreds of bites she incurred. I was more
fortunate, making sure I was covered head to toe. This is not an
easy feat when you consider the heat and humidity of the Amazon.

Guyana, as it turned out, was a glorious contrast of beauty and
hardship. Short of some warm beer and a few shots of J&B Scotch,
we had few comforts and the terrain was never easy.

One day we went spelunking for Amerindian relics in a bat-filled
cave. The temperature was typically 100 degrees Fahrenheit with
100% humidity, so when you rappel down a vine into a cave like
Tarzan and dirt falls on top of you, you achieve a certain level of filth
that will go unmatched the rest of your life. I had even managed to
transcend the grime from my days on the RPF.

I could never really get clean unless we were around a waterfall
that would double as a shower.

Some mornings I would walk into the jungle as it was waking up
just to listen to the sounds. I would pause, staring into the depths of
green, knowing that eyes were staring back at me.

Guyana is one of the few true wildernesses left in the world. It is



home to giants—giant otters, black caiman (crocodiles), anacondas,
and the largest lily pads in the world.

When we traveled down the rivers to our next destination, the
caimans would peer at us from the mangrove swamps, waiting for
someone to tip the canoe over.

Huge piranha caught by the local fishermen could take your finger
off even in a death reflex.

I watched in fascination as our local Amerindian guides walked
effortlessly through the jungle, even swamps, with no shoes. The
children who played did so, as well, with no shoes. They were
somehow connected to the soil in ways we could not comprehend,
as though their calluses were some sort of badge of honor or
endearment gifted to them by Mother Nature. They showed us plants
that could heal and the marvelous biodiversity of their land.

One day we visited the remote Mirapobo Pond, a fantastical place
teeming with exotic bird life and incredible butterflies. These
butterflies were huge; many were like the yellow swallowtails I grew
up with back in Colville, and the others came in an astonishing color
of neon blue. The pond was more like a lake and we meandered
past the massive lily pads in our dugout canoe for hours.

Several weeks into our journey we met Diane McTurk, keeper and
curator of Karanambu Ranch huddled next to the Rupununi River.
The Rupununi region is a diverse mix of wetlands, savannahs, and
jungles teeming with wildlife left relatively undisturbed by the usual
progress of industry. Here the jaguars, monkeys, and otters thrive in
a place few know about or would ever bother to venture to. Maybe
that isn’t such a bad thing.

The history of Rupununi dates back to the early days of Sir Walter
Raleigh and his famous quest for the elusive El Dorado, the City of
Gold. The myth of El Dorado alleges a magnificent city of gold
resides somewhere in the region in a sort of “lost world” setting. As it
turns out, El Dorado was a man, not a place, who would cover
himself in gold dust as part of a ritual.



The real riches for Diane McTurk were the over 40 orphaned Giant
Otters she rescued, nurtured, and eventually released back into the
wild. British born and Oxford schooled, she cared for these creatures
up until her death in December of 2016 at the age of 85.

Diane actually had a refrigerator and we enjoyed pizza and a bed
to sleep in. And a real shower! After weeks in the jungle it was a
welcome respite.

One evening as we slept a howler monkey let out a blood-curdling
shriek right outside our cabin. I don’t think there is a more haunting
sound anywhere in the animal kingdom. Legend has it they are the
loudest creatures on earth—that their howls can be heard for up to
three miles. I have met this legend and can attest to their ear-
piercing volume. I do believe that scientists have confirmed their
uncontested capacity for howling the loudest within the monkey
species. I am not sure, though, if they are in fact the loudest
creatures on the earth. But when they wake you in the middle of the
night, it would certainly seem so.

I never saw the Giant Otters as a few of us were dispatched to
help out in another village that was seeking medical help. It was a
sparse village even by village standards, but at least we had an
open-air thatched hut over our heads. I was not sure why I was
chosen as I had no medical training. I instead canvassed the
surrounding jungle for any botanical specimens I could find. I came
up empty handed.

That evening we hung our hammocks in the hut, crisscrossing one
another with our mosquito netting draping us like monster spider
webs. The full moon seeped through our webbing, and though I did
not touch the ground, I had never felt so fully connected to this earth.

One time a firefly joined me; I watched in fascination as it
illuminated my cocoon, dancing and casting shadows, mystified as to
how it could keep the light of that tiny body burning so bright. Then I
fell asleep as though in a trance. I never knew where the firefly went,
or how it got out. I did not find a body.



Though jungles can be of a disparate origin, they are the same
labyrinths shrouded in storms that rip across the vast canopies of
life, their thunder drowning the cries of the howler monkeys trapped
below. When all becomes still, raindrops seep into the mouth of a
patient mother earth; it is then the fireflies come out to play.

***

Guyana was an interesting mix of ecosystems.
In some places we were in the deep jungle, and in others there

were grasslands mixed with woodlands.
The heat and humidity were a relentless, sweltering mistress,

except at night when the temperatures dropped about 20 degrees.
Bob and I spent a fair amount of time together doing

reconnaissance around the villages where we stayed. Instead of
finding anything notable, we found ourselves devoured by gnats, or
the tall elephant grass piercing our clothing and skin. The terrain was
uninviting and it never was easy to get around.

Thankfully we never ran into any bushmasters, reputed to be the
largest of the venomous vipers. JBS alleged that they would chase
you through the jungle and sink their teeth into your army boots. I
don’t know if their reputation was a myth but I was glad I never found
out.

Many of us took to reading poetry in the evenings by the
campfires, occasionally blinding one another with our headlamps.
Most of the poetry was of English origin and I sometimes found the
verses somewhat stilted. I think the most interesting part was
listening to the British accents of my fellow expedition members as
they read. Bob and I also took to sharing my Walkman ear buds,
listening to Eric Clapton and Led Zeppelin. These shared
experiences brought us closer together and our commonalities
started to emerge.



We finally ended our expedition back in Georgetown. I surrendered
what botanicals I had (I had preserved then in a formaldehyde
solution that was supplied to the expedition) to a local botanist. I
don’t believe I discovered anything new.

After nearly six weeks it was a relief to actually walk on carpet and
have a shower. We changed into fresh clothes we had stowed at the
hotel. We ate hamburgers and explored different parts of the city.
When it was time to go Bob and I bid farewell, not knowing if we
would cross paths again.

My plane departed with a layover in Trinidad and then on to Miami.
Then I was back to reality and the post-expedition depression that

JBS warned us about. The letdown felt similar to how I’d felt after my
trip to Africa.

It wasn’t entirely clear to me what caused the depression but it had
something to do with sharing deeper experiences under special
circumstances that perhaps the rest of the world could not relate to—
or didn’t really care about. This is akin to what military veterans feel
when they come back from combat. Though fortunately we had not
been shot at or under threat of an enemy. Any threats we had to
contend with were mostly of the wild kind.

I was already familiar with this type of isolation. To a certain extent
my travels seemed to reinforce my status in this world as an outlier.

I had stood at the precipice of the longest single-drop waterfall in
the world. There is no mistaking the thunder of its force. It only
requires one misstep; there is no safety net between you and the
741-foot drop to the river below.

Looking down I imagined that under the surface of those raging
currents swam prehistoric villains that would consume you in
seconds.

It was at that moment that a flock of parrots emerged. My mind
could not reconcile that they actually existed in flocks; I had only
seen them in captivity as lonely sentinels with their wings clipped.

It reminded me of the quote by Tennessee Williams: “A prayer for



the wild at heart left in cages.”





After my separation from the green mansions of Guyana, JBS
contacted me about going to Nepal to study wild elephants. It didn’t
take much convincing since I had wanted to get there for the last few
years. Don’t ask me why Nepal was on my radar. Maybe it was an
association with Galen Rowell and his legacy as one of the great
wilderness photographers who had frequented that region. But I
wasn’t going to be trekking the usual routes through the Himalayas.
Instead, I would be exploring astride elephants for, as it turned out,
160 miles through the jungles of India and Nepal.

While waiting for this next expedition I worked some temporary
jobs to off-set my costs. I spent a few months hiking the mountains
of New Mexico and diving in the Sea of Cortez on the Gulf of Mexico
to get my diving certification, because it was something I’d always
wanted to do. I did much of this to get over the lingering post-
expedition depression.

Bob and I stayed in contact and we would be meeting again at the
Guyana reunion in London. I probably wouldn’t have made it to the
reunion if it weren’t for my next adventure to Nepal launching from
the Discovery Expedition base in Dorset shortly thereafter.

The Church was managing to stay in the news; in October of 1993
I heard that the Church of Scientology had gotten its tax-exempt
status restored, thus dodging a billion-dollar tax bill. I was pretty
disgusted with the news and years later learned that the Church,
using their usual guerilla Fair Game tactics, had harassed and sued
dozens of IRS employees to get their own way. Scientology basically
bullied the IRS into submission and the Church called off their dogs
once the exemption was granted.

New revelations of forced abortions were also starting to surface in
the media. Sometime after 1986 it became taboo to have children in
the Sea Org. This was probably due to the continuing health
violations against the Cadet Org. When I was on staff there were
plenty of babies being born. This new policy must have been
implemented after LRH died.



Whoever was in charge must be doing something to “Keep
Scientology Working.” This “whoever was in charge” at the time was
David Miscavige. I had never, thankfully, crossed paths with him.

I was disappointed that the Church hadn’t just gone bankrupt, thus
sparing so many families the destructive nature of their despicable
practices.

I grew excited as the time drew near to embark on my next
adventure in Nepal. I arrived in London on a cold and dreary January
day. Bob was there to greet me. We were excited to see everyone
again. After spending so many weeks in the jungle together when we
all looked our worst, it was nice to see the whole crew cleaned up.

At the reunion I found my slides of the Guyana landscapes and
villages being feverishly copied as they were a higher quality than
those taken by JBS or anyone else. My images were subsequently
used in brochures for Discovery Expeditions, and over the years I
would get flyers with my photos of Guyana on them. I figured that, if
anything, it was good exposure for me.

Bob visited for a few more days but had to go back to Plymouth for
work (he was employed by a large pharmaceutical company). We
hoped to reconnect once I got back from Nepal.

Before heading down to the expedition base in Dorset, I stayed
briefly with friends of JBS, Richard and Chris Snailham, at their
home in Windsor. It wasn’t a large home, and no matter the address
you might have in London, it seems the rooms are always small by
American standards. But that is of no consequence if you are a few
blocks down the road from the royals.

Richard was an avid explorer who had accompanied JBS on his
trips around the world, including the Zaire expedition that retraced
Stanley’s steps to discover the source of the Nile. Chris, his wife,
had been the expedition doctor in Guyana. They had a Jack Russell
terrier named Jenkins who had a broken jaw, so no matter how
ferocious Jenkins wanted to appear, that poor jaw was never in
alignment and he couldn’t manage anything further than a twisted



snarl.
I took him for walks around Windsor Castle. Since it was January

in England, I couldn’t say that the experience was pleasant as the
English rain soaked me to the bone.

Richard was giving a speech on his book Sangay Survived: The
Story of the Ecuador Volcano Disaster at the Royal Military Academy
Sandhurst and asked me to accompany him. So I borrowed a skirt
and blouse from Chris and tried to look as understated, but polished,
as possible as I was instructed this was a prestigious organization. I
wasn’t that familiar with Sandhurst, and had no idea the honor that
had been bestowed on me as one of Richard’s guests. I had stilted
conversations with these dapper young Sandhurst students who
probably found this young American woman rather interesting, and
assumed I must have been someone of some importance.

I felt out of place and also worried about the unstoppable run in
one of my nylons.

Richard gave his account of the ill-fated 1976 expedition up
Sangay, the highest active volcano in the world, to a riveted
audience. The volcano had suddenly and violently erupted, killing
two expedition members. He conveyed horrifying accounts of huge
rocks hurtling towards them at terrifying speeds. Richard’s arm had
been severely damaged by the spewing debris; it hung partially
immobilized at his side. I had not said anything about his dangling
arm when I first met him, thinking it would be rude. Now I knew the
cause of his disability.

After my visit with the Londoners I made my way to Dorset via the
rail system where JBS’s daughter retrieved me and drove me to the
Blashford-Snell estate. I met JBS’s lovely wife, Judith, who showed
me the spare room. I watched in fascination the next day as two men
showed up and started plucking the feathers from a pheasant in a
nearby shed.

The estate was large but not huge, with plenty of surrounding land.
The interior was something you would expect of a world explorer—



filled with exotic artifacts from fascinating places.
And then it snowed and I took to photographing the quiet

countryside of Dorset.
The Discovery Expeditions base was nearby and I helped the staff

with preparations for the trip. We packed medical supplies and other
sundries that would be required in the field. I packed my REI
backpack once again and we crammed the other supplies into JBS’s
Volvo. I soon found myself wedged in amongst the luggage in the
backseat with barely any breathing room. I would remain in stasis on
our two- to three-hour trip to the airport.

At the airport other members from the expedition base greeted us
and they thankfully excavated me from the car. From there, everyone
who was going on the trip was upgraded to business class. As it
turned out, not only was this due to the colonel’s standing and
notoriety, but also due to the celebrity who had joined us: British
actress Countess Rula Lenska.

There were about fifteen expedition members who gathered in the
waiting area. People passing by kept pointing and staring at our
group. I had no idea who the beautiful woman in the animal-skin
tights was. She had a regal air about her and people were
whispering, “Rula Lenska.”

I was then advised by one of the expedition members that this trip
would revolve around Rula and the article she was doing for Hello
magazine. She had her own photographer accompanying her as
well.

As it turns out Rula used to be in those Clairol commercials when I
was growing up, the last one being for VO5 shampoo back in 1979.
The younger U.S. generations wouldn’t remember her, but the older
folks probably would. To the citizens of the U.K. she was one of their
most celebrated actresses.

We boarded the plane and I soon found myself being fussed over,
including receiving an introductory glass of champagne. It was quite
the contrast from my trip to the airport.



We arrived in New Delhi, in all its glory and filth, with those noisy
three-wheeled vehicles, ox-drawn carts, and even elephants on the
streets. I was amazed women actually wore saris; somehow I
thought those were relics from a bygone era. The women draped the
city in their water-colored attire in contradiction to the drab facades
of their surroundings.

The weather in India was a pleasant change from the cold English
climes. The air was dry and arid with magenta-colored sunsets. The
evenings were cool and the days pleasantly warm. Our first
accommodation was the somewhat remote Quality Inn Lodge, where
we were warned about going out after dark because of the leopards.

After the plane trip and the long ride to the lodge, I wanted to
freshen up. I tried using my hair dryer and blew out the electricity of
the entire complex. They did manage to get things working again in a
few hours.

I decided to forego the hairdryer on this trip.
My roommate Wendy, an English botanist, produced a bottle of

Grand Marnier and we really needed it to keep warm. The fire in the
fireplace wasn’t toasty enough and I wound up sleeping in my
clothes, which included my Indiana Jones–style bomber jacket.

The inn itself was an older stucco structure with vines creeping
over the different buildings. It was not sophisticated by any means
and the rooms were rather spare. It has since been upgraded and
they advertise 24-hour electricity that I find interesting considering
my personal experience with a hair appliance.

Our first elephant adventure occurred at Jim Corbett National Park.
The park was named after a British hunter and tracker who helped
drive the conservation efforts of the Bengal tiger in the region. It is
the oldest national park in India and covers over 520 kilometers. We
drove by way of jeep into the park to meet up with the mahouts
(elephant handlers) who looked as though they’d walked out of a
Kipling novel, complete with turbans. We boarded the elephants—
four of us on each—and lumbered into the park at a lulling pace. The



roads were lined with tall, spare-looking sal trees and there was little
undergrowth. We were now in a different type of jungle from Guyana;
it felt much less tropical and dense. This new jungle had sparked the
imagination of Rudyard Kipling and his famous Jungle Book saga.
This was also the land of the British Raj, the English aristocrats who
ruled India from 1858–1947.

In a sense I was now living the British Raj experience but I was
much less colorful when you factored in my lack of a fashion
statement. We were simply denim- and chino-clad tourists trying to
stay awake.

The mornings were misty and there was a pervasive sense of
something prehistoric living here. We were hoping to discover the
migratory path of the elephants we would be studying in Nepal.
Instead we wound up practically falling asleep due to the anemic
pace of the elephants and lack of any real wildlife. The mahouts
were not kind to the elephants and would use sharp instruments
behind their ears to keep them moving.

We couldn’t get into the core wildlife viewing area since they really
didn’t like the idea of “tourists” being eaten, though they didn’t
specify eaten by what. If it were tigers, those wouldn’t bother us on
elephants. But for some reason we were told it was too dangerous. I
think it was just an excuse; as the day wore on we were told that any
animals of interest had migrated away from us. So we left the park in
frustration. All we had were sightings of boars, deer, and the ever-
present langur monkeys. The gates of Corbett closed behind us as
we headed back to the lodge.

Later the next day, after a rather bland lunch of eggs, some sort of
fried roll, and another attempt to stay awake on the back of a
swaying, plodding elephant, we drove to a savannah on the fringe of
the jungle. The park warden arrived, followed by a large truck. He
dropped down the back of the truck revealing a cage with something
lurking in the shadows. It was a leopard, he explained, that had been
injured by a barbed wire fence and they were going to release it back



into the park after having healed its wounds. It’s one thing to see an
animal in the zoo. Experiencing the ferocity of a wild beast in a cage
was revelatory, if not downright terrifying.

While I was genuinely fascinated, I wondered how far away I could
get before they let it go. To this day I have never experienced the
power of such rage, the ripple of formidable shoulder muscles and
the flash of those teeth. That deep-throated growl, then the shrieks.
The sheer awe of being in its presence is vivid in my mind to this
day.

I took refuge in one of the jeeps before they opened the cage. We
were of little concern to the leopard as it raced across a field into the
jungle.

A storm system had blown through that afternoon and the shoddy
roads necessitated the use of a four-wheel drive even more. The
feeder roads were even more of a mess, causing unsecured
equipment to slide out the back of one of the jeeps into the waiting
puddles. One of the video cameras was destroyed and Rula was
becoming somewhat disenchanted with the adventure thus far.

We were told there had been no sightings in Corbett of the
elephant herds we sought (and I was beginning to wonder if there
were any elephants besides the ones we rode) so we were
instructed to visit Billy Arjan Singh, the famous tiger conservationist.

Lucky for us that was our next stop.
The next morning we headed via bus towards Dudhwa National

Park, just five miles from the Nepalese border. It was estimated we
should be there in seven hours. As in Guyana, we were well off the
beaten track with little signage. Foreigners typically weren’t inclined
to come this way.

The day wore into evening and we were soon enveloped by an
inky darkness. The driver turned down a feeder road and drove us
into what looked like a river. As it turned out it was the road that led
to Billy’s house. We managed to reverse out and find the main road,
where we were deposited while the driver went to get help. We



started several small fires, I think as a primordial reaction we
humans have to ward off the darkness and whatever might be
creeping around in the shadows.

There were carnivores in those woods and I was getting a bit
creeped out. I had seen Jurassic Park the year before and I have to
admit I had visions of being snatched by some ferocious creature
and being hauled into the woods for their supper.

We weren’t far from the Dudhwa National Park entrance, so help
soon arrived, and we agreed to take refuge in one of the park
buildings. It turned out to be a virtually abandoned dormitory and god
knows what was crawling in the mattresses and blankets. I opted just
to sleep in all my clothes again. We were all bunked in the same
room. Everyone pulled out their respective spirits and we soon had
quite the makeshift bar set up on a grubby table.

In the morning I was surprised at how gorgeous Rula looked
despite our circumstances. She had a natural beauty about her and
wasn’t the prima donna that I had worried she would be. The park
warden offered to take us out on safari while JBS figured out how to
get us past the flooded road to Billy’s place. The mist that morning
was thick and the odds of seeing anything were thin. I found myself
wondering mentally through this membrane of fog in a sort of
soothing meditation.

A distant howl emerged from nowhere, something calling to us
from afar yet none of us could place its origin. Then a railway track
materialized and on it a steam train lumbered by, mixing its cloud
with the already pervasive mist. It tooted its horn, acknowledging our
presence. We stopped and watched it go by, a mix of old and young
Indian faces staring back at us. I’m sure they found us equally
intriguing.

Despite the perceived lack of adventure on this trip so far, I felt I
had surely arrived in a different dimension altogether. I was soon
broken from my trance as we turned back to discover our next mode
of transportation: A tractor towing a large flatbed trailer.



Through the muddy floodwaters we arrived at Tiger Haven, the
home of the legendary conservationist, Billy Arjan Singh. Billy’s
accomplishments included persuading Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
to turn the Dudhwa region into a national park.

This earned him the apt title the Tiger of Dudhwa.
Tiger Haven had colonial-style living quarters down to the tin tubs,

and was a destination for off-the-beaten-track adventurers and
environmentalists. Billy was renowned, as well, for his pet tiger Tara,
whom he had rescued from a zoo back in the early 70s and
eventually reintroduced into the wild. He was told by “world experts”
that you could never domesticate a tiger; it simply couldn’t be done.
But as rebellious as most conservationists are, he proved them
wrong by taking Tara under his wing.

He was a kindred spirit to the Giant Otter Lady of Guyana, Diane
McTurk.

Billy was of royal Indian heritage, having been part of a prestigious
Sikh family. Like Siddhartha (Buddha), he gave up his heritage to
pursue something nobler: Protecting the jungle beasts from
encroaching human invaders. I remember him as fierce and
passionate—for such a small person he had an immense presence.
Like famed naturalist David Attenborough of the BBC’s Planet Earth
and other nature series, he revered animals over humans. JBS
recounted that for decades Billy walked in fearless solitude through
the jungles of India, at one with all living things, especially the tigers
and leopards.

We spent a wonderful evening with him while exploring the nooks
and crannies of his home and conversing with his charming wife,
Mira. His home was simple, yet bathed in a richness that was a
reflection of the beasts he so adored. I bought one of his books,
Tiger Haven, and had him autograph it. We ate a wonderful curry,
relaxed by the cozy fire, and got drunk as we bridged the gap
between the wild and the civilized.

Billy’s brother, Kanwar Balram, or Balram as he was called,



approached me and pulled me aside. He said to me, and I quote,
“You see things more than the others; you understand things more
than the others. I mean that.” I was very moved by his comments. I
told him I would write. But I never did. When I ran across my journal
recently his business card fell out, along with Billy’s name inked on
the front. I don’t know that I am particularly perceptive or how Balram
came to this conclusion, but it added to the mystique of the moment.

The staff prepared baths for us in tin tubs just as they had during
the days of the British Raj. We spent the night in clean yet spare
rooms and awoke as the sun broke through the mist. We went out on
safari only to be disappointed again. “This is exactly the problem,”
Billy lamented; the wildlife had fled from the encroaching civilization,
not to mention the poachers who prized tiger penises and elephant
tusks. The Chinese paid good money for these trophies, especially
tiger penises as they believed they improved sexual virility.

Billy informed us he had spotted on a rare occasion elephants that
looked like the ones we sought, but upon investigation all we saw
were faded tracks in the sand. I felt rather sad from this visit because
his beloved pets were long deceased and all we got was a good look
at the river crocs. Also known as “muggers,” they liked to flex their
jaws just to remind you not to get too close. The most exotic creature
we encountered was Billy’s peacock, which strutted around the
property.

Now all of this is an even more distant memory for me, along with
Billy, who joined his beloved long-gone animals in 2010. He had
lived an isolated yet robust life amongst some of the fiercest
creatures on earth. I think he managed to pull this off because I think
they somehow viewed him as one of them: A real-life Jungle Book
character.

I can only hope he has joined them in some other haven, where
man and beast flourish together.

I lament that I never did write Balram or Billy, having gotten so
caught up in my next adventure when I finally returned to the States.



But when Balram’s business card fell out of my journal, I felt as
though I was being sent a message.

I did track Tiger Haven down on Facebook—it had all but
disappeared save for the occasional feeds on the local wildlife crisis.
The tiger population continues to dwindle and the elephant sightings
are increasingly rare.

I wish I had been more cognizant of the privilege I had in meeting
one of the world’s greatest conservationists. Perhaps if there had
been more fanfare or upscale accommodations it would have made
a greater impression on me. I was mistaken to think that the external
environment was somehow a reflection of the importance of the
treasures that resided within. In this remote area of India there was a
profound gift bestowed on me that I wish I had spent more time
contemplating, appreciating.

Bidding farewell to Billy and his fading dream, we boarded the
flatbed truck so we could get out of rain-drenched Tiger Haven.
Fortunately the weather was clear and we reunited with our bus.

We headed to Bardia National Park in Nepal for the second leg of
our trip. There we would set up camp on the Karnali River. When we
reached the border I stood aside as a cacophony of activity unfolded
—rickshaws substituting for luggage carts, passports being
inspected. There were several women on the side of the road,
literally squatting instead of sitting, in tattered saris staring into
oblivion, appearing indifferent to all the fuss.

We had boarded what was viewed as modern transportation by
Nepalese standards, with swaying gods and goddesses dangling
freely from the rearview mirror, as the rest of us braced for the
inevitable potholes.

We entered the orbit of this world known as Nepal, with its mix of
incense and burning dung. It was less of a hippy destination than
India, probably because it was more of a destination for
mountaineers and trekkers who intended to scale both physical and
spiritual heights supposedly greater than their egos.



As we entered the sacred cow of the northern Indian continent, the
landscape became more arresting as the Himalayas became more
dominant. I had the sense that I was simply passing through, the
sense that you have to move with the rhythms of it if you wish to
understand it.

This could have been due to my mental state. I had not desired to
be part of the India adventure; my desire was more about Nepal and
the undefined spirituality it represented. Short of visiting Billy there
wasn’t anything about the Indian experience that I found particularly
inspiring; it was simply exotic and I may need to venture back
someday to uncover its vast treasures.

It was on this ride that I met our Pradeep, a member of one of the
formal royal families of Nepal. He was in charge of the Nepalese
infrastructure and its unusual supply chain of elephants and
mahouts. He was one of the more influential individuals on this trip.
He was very polished and westernized with khaki trousers, Ray-
Bans, and an Australian bushman hat known as an Akubra. I
marveled at how so much of the world wants to be westernized and
how so many of us westerners would just as soon escape our
modernity.

We finally entered Bardia National Park in southwest Nepal,
located in one of the most undisturbed regions of what is known as
the Terai lowlands. We abandoned our bus and boarded jeeps as we
went further into the forest. We literally ended up at the end of a road
where tourists weren’t allowed. There they opened a gate; I wasn’t
sure who or what they were keeping out since the only fence I could
see was the dense undergrowth of the jungle itself.

We settled into tents that the Nepalese had set up for us that
overlooked the Karnali River. One of the great luxuries we had was a
brilliant rustic bar called Raja Gaj with a full contingent of alcohol—
and they could make a shockingly good Bloody Mary.

The other luxury was the latrine that the black rhinos, supposedly
rare, had taken a liking to for some reason and would loiter in the



vicinity of. We had a real toilet seat instead of a pit or simply the
dense jungle as we’d had in Guyana.

So if you really want to track the wildlife just set up camp with a
latrine and they will come to you. Not that it was intentional yet . . .

If you build it, they will come . . .
That first evening JBS recounted that on his last expedition to

these parts, the very bull elephants we were tracking had come into
camp one day and tossed the tents into the trees—fortunately with
no one in them. Everyone had made a mad dash to the river in
hopes they wouldn’t be pursued. It was fortunate that the river ran
shallow near the camp so no one ran the risk of being attacked by a
crocodile.

The more scotch JBS consumed, the more storytelling we
received; there were man-eating tigers that would run up the trunks
of elephants and sloth bears that would rip your face off. So the idea
of getting up in the middle of the night and going for a pee seemed
out of the question; when we were awoken for our morning safari I
was always the first to make a mad dash to the bathroom.

In the hopes I wouldn’t run into a rhino. Or face-eating sloth bear.
Or man-eating tiger.

We were also next to the elephant camp where they kept
domesticated she-elephants, of which there was a particularly noisy
one called Madu Mala Kali or “Honey Blossom,” who had “retired” a
couple of her mahouts. I guess she had a habit of knocking them
around until something broke. She was always hungry and would cry
all night if she wasn’t fed. Some nights we spent hours listening to
her trumpeting.

I felt bad for the handlers because they sat all night with the
elephants feeding them mixtures of rolled grass and molasses they
had spent a good portion of the day assembling. But perhaps they
were glad to have a job. They loved their “ladies” but it was not an
easy life. The elephants had to be constantly fed, then saddled with
the howdahs (elephant saddles) in preparation for safari, and then



bathed in the river at the end of the day.
Only female elephants, I was informed, were domesticated for

tourism as they were less aggressive. And unlike their African
sisters, they had no long tusks. They were quite a charming bunch
with Chan Chan, the tiger tracker, being the most charming of the lot.
I think she had the most expressive face. Ram Din, the renowned
Nepalese tiger tracker, always rode Chan Chan. Between the two of
them they would flush the tigers from the undergrowth. We spent a
fair amount of time demolishing the jungle tracking elusive Bengal
tigers.

Traveling atop an elephant was truly the only way to get around
since the jungle was so thick no vehicle could get through. Tiger
tracking was all part of the adventure. The practice dates back to the
British Raj and the thrill of the hunt. These days we just shoot with
our cameras or stare in awe at the formidable presence of one of the
largest cats in the world.

I was in all of this for the adventure. What didn’t really sink in until
later was that we were tracking the largest recorded Asian elephant
who stood 11ʹ3ʺ at the shoulder. At around eight tons he was larger
than most African elephants; Asian elephants are traditionally
smaller than their African counterparts.

This behemoth was known as Raja Gaj, the Beast of Bardia,
hence the name of the bar. He had a massive domed head that
made him look more like a hairless woolly mammoth. News of his
initial discovery had been blasted all over the U.K., the Indian
subcontinent, CNN, etc. With no Internet available at the time, I was
not aware of the scientific importance of this expedition.

JBS informed me I was the first to join up. The reason Rula joined
was because her husband, Dennis Waterman, was going to surprise
her with this trip as a Christmas present. As a fellow conservationist
she was thrilled at the opportunity.

When Rula joined, it hadn’t been difficult to get others to sign up.
We were soon informed by nearby villagers there was a man-



eating tiger on the loose; he had been injured somehow and had
taken up dining on a few of the locals. We were assured tigers don’t
usually eat people unless they are injured (not an assurance that
made anyone feel any safer). A couple of the tiger trackers actually
went out to capture him but as I recall he was still on the loose by the
time we left. As an endangered species he would be sent to the zoo
once caught.

We had Dr. Adrian Lister from University College London with us,
who was gathering and studying the elephant DNA. This required
that he trek on foot with one of the guides to gather samples of bone
and dung DNA from a local elephant graveyard. Adrian was a thin,
wiry fellow with large eyes that were bugging out of his head at the
idea of a man-eater on the loose.

I don’t think I had ever seen anyone whose eyes could get that big
with fear; you would think we were in a prehistoric velociraptor nest. I
don’t recall why the team didn’t go on an elephant. Since they are
sacred animals it could have had something to do with taking the
elephants to the graveyard of one of their own. Ganesh, the Hindu
god with the elephant head, has a special place in Hindu and
Buddhist cultures as the “remover of obstacles” of both a spiritual
and material nature.

I wouldn’t realize for another 20 years that I had somehow
acquired several Ganesh ornaments and statues without being
aware of the symbolic significance. It wasn’t until I started writing my
memoir that I realized that Ganesh icons were scattered around my
office. Is it possible, considering my obstacle-filled life, that Ganesh
holds a mythic role that subconsciously drew me to him?
Considering the myth behind Ganesh, perhaps this is what underlies
the real importance of elephants in the Nepalese culture and why
they endeavor to preserve the species.

Rula was completely obsessed with these lumbering giants and
she spent much of her time bonding with the ladies in camp. She
even bathed one of them in the river with the assistance of the



mahouts. I stuck with photographing since bonding was not one of
my great strengths back then. Even so, Rula and I took to one
another and wound up hanging out quite a bit together. The vision of
us in the evenings smoking cigarettes (yes, I had a relapse on these
expeditions)—Rula wearing her python-skin tights and safari vest
and me with my bad hair and REI gear—left a lasting imprint in my
mind. We would sit around the fire drinking Bloody Marys or J&B
Scotch, sharing an ear bud and singing off-key to Bryan Adams’s
“Everything I Do.” She said she would be acting in a stage version of
Misery and needed to work on her American accent. We didn’t get
anywhere with that one.

I think we became more interesting to the Nepalese than the
wildlife.

The mornings were cold, down to 40 degrees, but the day would
warm nicely into the 70s during our jaunts into the jungle and nearby
savannahs. Only the monkeys and the birds had a greater view than
we did. Atop an elephant you all but own the jungle. Now that
Pradeep had informed me that an elephant could kill a tiger with a
swipe of its trunk, I felt more at ease.

The monkeys had this fabulous warning system when a tiger was
around; they would squeal and warn the chital deer, who would send
a warning signal to their buddies. You knew you were close when
things got noisy.

In our quest for tigers, the elephants would push over a tree or two
as the jungle simply got too dense. We would see a flash of orange
in the undergrowth with monkeys squealing in the trees. Sometimes
we were practically on top of them, with Chan Chan trumpeting, but
we could not see them. The trek got so intense that sometimes we
would have to backtrack to retrieve hats and scarves that got pulled
off by tree branches in all the excitement.

At night you could hear the harrumph of the tigers as their mating
calls echoed through the forest. Otherwise the jungle grew very
silent, with just the rush of the Karnali River to help you forget your



troubles and reflect on the adventures of the day.

***

We gathered one morning in front of one of the elephants for a group
photo. I love that photo because we are all trying not to laugh; the
elephant decided to take a pee during the shot. I don’t know who
took those group photos but they came out a bit crooked.

After what seemed like over a week of disappointments in India,
our first day out in Bardia—and much to our delight—we found Raja
Gaj and his sidekick, the equally impressive Kancha, who was just a
shade smaller than his buddy. They were huddled around a tree,
seemingly indifferent to our presence, and it was difficult to get a
clear picture with the high undergrowth. I was able to get a decent
view of his tusks, however, and they were quite remarkable.

We sat there for quite a while and it became apparent that the
elephants weren’t going anywhere. We certainly didn’t want to startle
or provoke them. Kancha was legendary for charging at the slightest
provocation and he really meant it when he did. There was no
bluffing with this one.

So we abandoned them, with the trackers keeping tabs on their
movements so we could study them further on subsequent days.

Our experiences in Nepal surpassed our experiences in India; the
mahouts were skilled drivers and the elephants were energetic and
fearless. The Nepalese worked with an understated precision that
many customer service organizations in the world could learn from.

***

On one of our afternoon safaris, we came across some younger bull
elephants, indicating that the elephant population was flourishing



once again. The ladies stopped suddenly, perked their ears, and
started this sort of rumbling purr when they sensed the males
nearby. We moved forward slowly, as cautious as you can be
considering the tonnage of your ride, for a better look. This
unfortunately provoked one of the bulls to charge us and the ladies
started to trumpet. We wound up in the middle of this trumpeting,
blaring mayhem with nothing short of a pachyderm-turned-
locomotive racing in our direction. Some of the handlers turned their
rides around; mine slowly backed up but otherwise courageously
stood her ground. It gave a whole new meaning to “a deer in the
headlights” as I wasn’t quite clear what happens when you are
charged by an elephant while already on an elephant. Does one
crash into the other, swipe us all off with his trunk, yell . . .

Fortunately he was only kidding and broke off his charge just short
of about 15 feet. He diverted into the jungle, trumpeting as he
crashed through the undergrowth. At that point I was sort of hoping
someone had brought a flask of something to calm me down.

While JBS thought it was fun, that episode would go down as the
scariest moment of my life. And no one ever did send me the
videotape of the event though I’m sure it’s in the expedition archives
somewhere.

That night Rula and I went about our usual ritual of Nepalese
cuisine, drinking, and off-key music that entertained the rest of the
expedition members. The crescent moon hung low in the sky like an
elephant tusk against a mass of stars, interrupted by the imposing
peaks of the Himalayas.

I was lulled to sleep by the idea of a swaying elephant, the moon
and gleaming tusks. In my imagination I was in the land of the
Swaying Crescent Moon.

I must have slept hard because the next morning, after my usual
mad dash to the latrine, Ram Din and Pradeep said I was snoring
very loudly and I became the brunt of their rather charming form of
heckling.



We visited Chisapani the next day, a village that was a hub of the
Tibetan Salt Trail. I saw once again the hard life; a goat bleating as it
tried to deliver a baby that was breaching, the music of impoverished
children laughing and playing, the muddy grace of women dressed in
beautiful fabrics going about their daily chores, the apathy of men
foraging a meager living.

As we hiked up the trail we discovered women carrying heavy
woven packs of unknown goods; they were set to trek across the
Himalayas to their intended destination.

The villagers were fascinated by this rare visit from foreigners. I
took to recording this place and time as photographers do, along this
lesser trail that led to the greater byways I had been traveling.

The village itself seemed to swell momentarily with a bustle of
activity as new payloads of salt arrived. It was a precious commodity
that was mined from the fossilized deposits of the Himalayas.

Through the cracked surfaces of their hands, the villagers
absorbed the mineral purity from the weeping pores of the
mountains, then delivered their bounty to the rest of the world in the
form of crystallized tears that had once given life to an ancient sea.

***

As part of our expedition charter we were to supply needed medical
supplies to the local village across the Karnali River. A small party
comprised of two elephants and eight or so expedition members set
out one afternoon on this quest. The first attempt to cross the river
failed, and poor Chan Chan looked as though she would collapse
from exhaustion; that part of the river was too deep and the current
too fast for us to get across. So we turned around, disappointed that
we couldn’t complete our mission and having to think of another
route.

Just as we were leaving, one of the greatest moments in all my



travels unfolded before my eyes: Across the river our gaze followed
the clamor of children running north of the village. As our eyes traced
their path we saw the object of their excitement.

Raja Gaj, Kancha, and two younger bulls were wading across the
river towards the village. Yet, instead of running away, the children
were running towards them. The waterline on the Beast of Bardia
gave such a definitive outline of his scale you couldn’t have scripted
it better. Not only did I capture them crossing, but also members of
the expedition witnessing the event. The raiding party was on their
way to feast on the local crops.

The children streamed onto the shore, screaming, banging on
metal plates, and frantically shaking sticks. The elephants ignored
them as they emerged from the river and disappeared into the forest.
My 300mm lens was losing range at that point but we could see that
Kancha was peering out of the jungle at the children, with Raja Gaj
not far behind. We all sat there in our astonished impotence as
Kancha suddenly charged the children. They dodged the elephant
like a pack of wild dogs and Kancha couldn’t maneuver fast enough
to cause any harm.

These children seemed well versed in “buzzing the tower.”
To our relief, the elephants eventually retreated into the jungle.
We returned to the camp to give the ladies some rest and attempt

our medical mission another day.
Raja Gaj and the rest of his raiding party returned in the middle of

the night to feed on the maize the farmers worked so hard to grow.
So remained the plight of the Nepalese and the elephants; even an

electric fence couldn’t hold them back as they would just throw a tree
against it.

As Adrian Lister aptly observed, “They are too intelligent to be
fooled for long—almost anything you place in their way will be
overcome with time.”

It is no wonder that Ganesh has an elephant head and is called
“the remover of obstacles.” But we all know what the greatest



obstacle to an elephant is, and modernization has created a whole
new challenge for this deified creature.

After two weeks, we celebrated our final evening with a pig that
had been roasting in a pit all day. We partied hard that night and it
was entertaining watching JBS get drunk and do a jig in front of the
fire. We recounted the 160 miles we logged on elephants, the
victories and disappointments. We never saw a tiger though it was
suggested that they were within a 30-mile radius of the camp.

One of the Nepalese reported that a tiger did wander into our
camp one day while we were out on safari.

We gathered our things and I watched as they closed the gates
behind us. We converged at the Tiger Tops Karnali Lodge where a
hot shower beckoned. There I left my beat-up jungle clothing behind
—a piece of Guyana and Nepal wrapped into one.

When I left to board the bus, members from the lodge chased me
down the road saying I forgot my clothes, and I said, feeling much
lighter, to keep them. Decades later I figure they are probably too
worn for use, or were eventually burned as fuel in a fire that has now
turned to dust. Somewhere a piece of me resides in the sacred
ground where the elephants still roam free.

When I left Bardia National Park it was like a lantern being turned
down low; first it burns orange, then red, and then eventually fades
away.

The tented camp on the Karnali later became a tourist destination
with elephants and other wildlife flourishing throughout the park. But
it was shuttered in 2012 due to lack of funding. Despite an increase
in anti-poaching patrols, Kancha’s remains were found in 2001 by a
later expedition with his tusks tragically missing. No one knows
whatever happened to Raja Gaj. Legend has it that his ghost roams
the vast plains and forests of the Terai lowlands. Whatever his fate,
maybe he sensed something the rest of us didn’t and simply moved
on, away from the last great obstacle—the incursions of mankind—
lumbering peacefully in the far shadows of the Himalayas.



Such is the legend of the Beast of Bardia, Guardian of the Swaying
Crescent Moon.





I came back to a snowy England and JBS was kind enough to have
my pictures developed, saving me the trouble of having them sent
back overseas. The condition was that he could use them for
promotional and publication purposes.

Until even recently, and now into his eighties, JBS has been hailed
as the last of the great explorers. With our social media and easy
accessibility to many remote places in the world, selfies and aerial
drones have displaced so many of these experiences. In my view
there is no match for experiencing the real thing.

Bob and I rekindled our connection and spent a few more days
together before I bid farewell to the fond memories of those greater
wildernesses I had explored. I wasn’t sure if this was the end of our
relationship since it was quite a distance across the pond. It was a
sad parting and I lamented having to also return to the lesser
wildernesses of civilization.

This was about the time the IRA had flared up in Ireland and was
bombing the runways at Heathrow; I really didn’t think anything of it
at the time but was a bit disconcerted that my runway was bombed
shortly after takeoff.

I didn’t really know much about the IRA or this conflict; later it
would start making sense to me through the music of U2, Snow
Patrol, and Hoosier. Even though Bob lived in Plymouth, Ireland was
just across St. George’s Channel and he never visited due to the
decades of conflict. The people of Ireland knew too well the horrors
of terrorism and war.

I landed in Seattle and was frisked and interrogated by the
customs officers insisting I was carrying drugs; young women
traveling the world on their own back in those days were apparently
suspect—some sort of profiling I wasn’t clued in on. They came up
empty-handed and to my father’s relief I finally appeared outside
customs with the contents of my luggage in total disarray. My father
was delighted with the stories about my adventures and admitted a
bit of envy at having a daughter who was such an adventuress and



doing the things he wished he had done.
After a couple of weeks I made my way back to Arizona and the

job hunt.
Upon my return to the Southwest I gathered what belongings I had

left in New Mexico and set up house in Arizona where the
employment options were better. I toyed with the idea of being a
travel photographer and journalist. I wrote an article for Outside
Magazine and they were not interested. I did get one of my photos
published in an issue of the Royal Geographic Magazine, a U.K.
version of the National Geographic magazine.

I had tried National Geographic but didn’t have the credentials they
were looking for in a journalist, and women adventure photographers
were in the minority at that time anyway.

I tried several other magazines, sending them articles on Guyana
and Nepal with photo samples, but they were all rejected.

That dream began to fade as the rejection notices rolled in.
The work I was able to find proved to be morbidly pedestrian and

even when I reconnected with some of my friends and colleagues I
was feeling increasingly isolated. I would head out into the desert
and the occasional monsoon in search of something more
interesting.

I did eventually get some of my work published in JBS’s
autobiography, Something Lost Behind the Ranges, followed by
Mammoth Hunt featuring Rula and JBS.

Decades later I reconnected with Pradeep on Facebook and follow
his adventures around the world. He still resides in Nepal but, like
most of us, he has moved on from those remote adventures.

***

After a stint of job-hopping, I got an offer through my network from a
large staffing agency to move to Portland, Oregon. I packed up my



belongings once again and hit the road. I drove through the back
roads of Arizona to Utah, then through Idaho and on to Portland. I
was fortunate enough that my new company was also an
international company and I was able to pull a work visa for Bob. He
arrived in the U.S. in early 1995. I was able to employ him through
my company in various technical support jobs around town.

We began setting up house and moved from my overcrowded
apartment into a new home.

We got married in September 1996.
Tragically my father died two months later; the last time I saw him

alive was at the wedding. Both a funeral and memorial ensued. As a
teacher and war veteran he had a broad influence. Hundreds adored
him and came to pay their respects. He had served his country and
students well. I was fortunate enough to have forged a relationship
with him when I had the chance and the lucidity to do so. He became
a missing gap of familial connection and love that had been frowned
upon by the Church and denied by my mother.

Our limited time together never seemed to be enough, though the
bond between us had grown strong.

An aneurysm had burst in his brain and he had gone into a coma.
He was at the point of no return by the time I arrived in Seattle. He
never knew the extent of my childhood suffering as I had hoped to
put it all behind me. If he had known about the RPF and the
abandonment in general, I suspect he would have just come and
gotten me. But it was all too late once I turned 18, and my
Scientology conditioning had shut out too much of my rational mind
to realize he was simply a phone call away.

That I was just a simple phone call away from freedom.
Since he was in a coma we did not know how long he would last

and I had to return to work. My sister-in-law visited and played him
classical music. She said even in the deepest of comas he would
raise his hand as if conducting an orchestra. I take comfort in
knowing that he transcended into the welcoming arms of something



beautiful.
At one point, when I finally had some alone time with him, I

contemplated his unconscious body, wondering what was the point if
this is where we end up. All this drama to what end? The divorce, the
hijacking to California, Scientology, our disjointed family. I had been
very cavalier about death until then since we would come back to
this all over again—as if that is something we were supposed to
desire.

He passed away peacefully a few days later. My brother called
Bob, who came to my office and broke the news.

He was finally at peace. His memory now resides along the piers
of the Seattle Waterfront where we would wander in our earlier days,
at the famous Pikes Market and iconic Space Needle; he claimed
that territory long before it became a destination for residents and
tourists alike. He was the breeze that teased the wildflowers—those
quivering miracles scattered across the foothills of Mt. Rainier.

It was my time spent with him in those early years, those fleeting
moments of my youth, when the architectural swell of childhood
somehow overpowered the stench of Los Angeles. What I salvaged
from the 1970s were glimpses of a vast universe through rainbow
eyelashes, when vibrant colors and smells lulled me to sleep.

I return occasionally as a refugee; no ashes to spare but an
unbreakable bond to a secret kingdom that fathers and daughters
share—a place that favors the wild at heart.

I met my Uncle Vic for the first time at the memorial; my father had
spoken of him many times but for some reason we had never
connected. From that point forward he and my aunt became my
surrogate parents. A whole new family would evolve from this
connection that would improve my emotional literacy.

As I settled into my new life, the connection to my mother and
sisters became more distant. My sister had divorced her wealthy
Scientology husband and was now on—I believe—her fourth
husband (a non-Scientologist) and had moved to the Midwest. I



maybe heard from my sisters and mother at Christmas, if at all. I
spent more time with my brother in Seattle instead as we had a
shared bond through my father’s memory that my other siblings did
not possess.

I initially stayed in contact with my stepmother even though she
had my father’s ashes interred at the local military cemetery. She did
not spare any for his children. I soon became alienated by this and
severed ties with her.

My adventures in Guyana and Nepal had not resolved whatever
undefined mental state I was in. I thought I would have “found
myself,” though I really felt much the same when I returned as I did
before I left. No life-changing epiphanies had occurred and I just
carried on with my day-to-day activities. I’m not sure what, but
subconsciously I thought something more profound in my life should
be happening.

Perhaps it had something to do with guilt; I had never recovered
from the guilt over enjoying the simple things in life. The conditioning
from the Church remained strapped to me like a stick of dynamite. To
abandon myself to frivolous activity meant I was unworthy and
remiss in my duty to save the planet and would be met with some
sort of ultimate punishment. While the residue of this particularly
incendiary conditioning didn’t always make itself readily apparent, it
manifested in aborted writing or photographic projects, as the anxiety
was sometimes too great so see some things through. This handicap
played out its shadow dance in my day-to-day life when I
compromised on whether I should buy a better brand of shampoo. I
continued to suffer from random panic attacks well into my forties
with Bob wondering why I was having this problem.

I never discussed the Church with him, only that I was once a
member of this organization to which my mother had abandoned
me. The conversations never went much further. It was old news.

Despite my mental state, I was somehow making good money and
we were traveling and connecting with extended family and I did not



want to disrupt the status quo.



E
Mercer Lake

very year since the late 90s, I traveled to the outer reaches of
my lost childhood at an obscure lake just inland from the coast

of Oregon, a few miles from Highway 101. Around the 4th of July a
group of friends and extended family members descend on the
Mercer Lake Resort. Many of them have made this pilgrimage for
over 45 years. They were mostly my Uncle’s family and friends, and
my brother and sister-in-law would also make the trip from Seattle.

Bob and I bonded with my cousins and these friends and their
children. There could easily be over 30 of us hijacking most of the
resort.

For a short while from spring into mid-summer, western Oregon
turns into the Land of Oz with towering peaks overlooking emerald
forests and sapphire lakes that feed the streams that spill into an
endless sea.

At the lake we were welcomed to our cabins through the tattered
screen doors with an array of fishing poles propped next to them. In
the early morning the lake lay in wait for the sun, the mist clinging to
the thermals in a low sweep across the lake, and all was silent. It
was during these moments of stillness that I felt most alive. Here I
discovered the mutual understanding between heaven and earth.

Subdued conversations and boats created their own wakes but we
were somehow less concerned by these man-made disturbances.
There were no real crowds, just the occasional small clutch of friends
conversing on the beach.

The children played and napped.
A few fishermen arrived at the dock, and as time passed they

filtered out with the catch of the day and all went placid once again at
sunset.

The smell of barbecue, the chink of happy hour, and the fire pit
with its inevitable burning marshmallows drove away the evening



chill, a precursor to a welcome slumber.
It was there I became better acquainted with my Uncle Vic and my

petite animal-print obsessed aunt. On the 4th of July she would add
to her zebra-striped attire red, white, and blue rhinestone rings and a
hat. This might explain why there was never a threat of being
attacked by the local wildlife.

My husband and I were inducted into this exclusive society after
my father’s death and began sharing one of the cabins with my aunt
and uncle and at least one set of cousins.

My brother would come down with my sister-in-law and we would
partake in the great human need for community and nostalgia.
Everyone was accepted, no matter how annoying. Bob could never
fathom the appeal of roasting marshmallows over the open fire, and I
could never fathom the English taste for a pint of bitter beer. But his
opinions on the matter were silenced when the entire arsenal of
handmade, customized s’more tongs, some of them lovingly forged
from steel, appeared around the fire. Soon the young and the old
joined in this orgy of graham crackers, chocolate, and
marshmallows.

As many Americans know, the competition for the finest roasted
marshmallow usually requires too much patience. But perfect or not,
when the gooey, melted mass was removed from the fire, it would be
lovingly devoured, with bits of graham cracker and melted chocolate
hanging for dear life off the beard of an aging fisherman.

I could never be classified as being part of the exclusive
community of fishermen because I never did catch any fish. I
preferred to haul my photo gear to the beach or the forest, or to the
boat to capture the ospreys diving for the discarded perch the boys
couldn’t be bothered with.

Peacefulness always pervaded the lake, even at high noon when
the breeze felt like you were bathing in a Mint Julep: Not too hot or
cold and pleasantly refreshing.

Conversations on our cousins’ boat meandered through



recollections of earlier years and the inevitable fish stories while
trolling mindlessly for the big catch of the day. We had no cell phone
service in the area for several years so we actually wound up
speaking to one another instead of communicating with someone
who wasn’t present.

Some years bore more fish than we could eat in a fry-up, and other
years we would almost walk away without a bite. One year the only
thing Bob caught was his own finger and he wound up in the
emergency room having the hook removed. Of course everyone had
a wound story. And the drunker they got, the better the stories.

The central character during our time at Mercer Lake was my
beloved Uncle Vic, called “Mother.” He acquired this term of
endearment from having pulled wayward children out of the lake for
longer than he could remember. He was a man of small stature and
had a huge personality. His eyebrows were exceedingly bushy, along
with his full beard. You could imagine him on the deck of an old
fishing trawler, his inquisitive blue eyes scanning the vast horizons of
the sea. His favorite phrase, while pointing his index finger at you,
was “let me tell you something.” He then proceeded to wind up his
right-wing friends with intelligent political debates and then later
cackle at his ingenuity.

What was even more entertaining is that they always fell for the
bait.

He was also a gifted storyteller who could personalize historical
events, such as the Dust Bowl that hit the Dakotas, which for most of
us seemed lifetimes away.

He spent a lot of time reading and announced on several
occasions that this was a family trait. I learned that, as a family, we
really liked to read and ponder things. We liked to swap out books
and discuss their content. I was glad to know that exercising the
intellect was not a lost art in my family.

Being a photographer, I was also the keeper of the old family
photographs and we would talk of the days he spent with my father



on the farm in North Dakota, contemplating images of uncles and
grandparents I had never met. I learned during this time that Vic had
discovered at a young age the way of things—the unspoken code in
life that all is not what it seems and to never underestimate the
character of human beings.

He had a fascinating history that included the strife of surviving the
Great Depression; as a young boy he was used as a front by his
brothers to sell illegal booze during Prohibition. The farm in North
Dakota had also been buried under feet of dirt during the
interminable Dust Bowl, nearly decimating the livestock. During
WWII he decided to join the army, but found himself being aimlessly
routed around here and there until the war was over. He summed up
these challenging times with a failed marriage to the “Dragon Lady,”
his somewhat deranged ex-wife. This was all before he was 30 years
old. A few years later he met my aunt, who was divorced with two
sons. They have been married for over 50 years.

When I consider the events of the 30s and 40s I have to think
those survivors had suffered more on American soil than most of us
ever will. It’s fascinating to note the ensuing discrimination of the
farmers from Oklahoma in California—they were known by the slang
term “Okies,” which was synonymous with impoverished, ignorant,
and undesirable. Signs were set up in many agricultural stations in
California stating No Okies. They were simply destitute white people
from a different state. Many of these unfortunates were immortalized
by photographer Dorothea Lange and in John Steinbeck’s Grapes of
Wrath.

When I think of the Great Depression, the Dust Bowl, Pearl Harbor,
and WWII, I wonder what we have in comparison: September 11th,
global warming, Occupy Wall Street, the worst unemployment since
the Great Depression, and the Great Divergence—family incomes
are going down while productivity is going up and the rich are getting
richer. Add to this the casting of the unemployed during the Great
Recession as modern day Okies.



My father was never quite as astute as my uncle, who not only lost
everything he owned when he divorced from my mother, but also fell
prey to con artists who target the elderly; he wound up having his
savings wiped out shortly before his death.

Not my Uncle Vic. He had perfected the art of flying under the
radar and being content with the natural bounty of life, an
appreciation of the simple things in life. He had a genuine sense of
gratitude. He was a devoutly religious Christian, but extremely open-
minded. I wonder if he didn’t learn this charity and compassion from
the hard times.

I think fishing was a form of meditation for him. His dedication to
this sport was somewhat mythic. One gray morning at the lake we
found him on the dock, a solitary figure covered in a black garbage
bag to ward off the drizzle. There he sat, perfectly content with a cup
of brew that somehow passed for coffee, contemplating whatever
depths his mind had wandered to. When we arrived he announced
from beneath his plastic shroud that they weren’t biting due to the
cycle of the moon.

This was never registered as a complaint, only an observation.
From Vic, there were only recollections but never any bitterness. The
only time he complained was when his body started to give him
trouble and he couldn’t consume as much beer as he used to.

He told me on several occasions how my grandmother had given
my father a piano and lessons. When Vic asked why, she said that
he needed to nurture his talent; she said that my father needed
guidance and seemed to lean more towards the arts. She knew they
both would have to leave the farm someday. When my father did
leave, it was for the navy. He later bought his first trombone while
serving on the U.S.S. Enterprise and became a musician second
class. Vic never complained about the attention Grandma gave to
my father. I suspect she sensed that Vic would be more enterprising
somehow. My father always knew he was not a businessman, and
that he was more of an artist. He recounted to me on a few



occasions how he refused to have my mother put him on a treadmill,
to be more of a businessman, as that did not suit him.

My father was quite the looker and dresser back in the day and Vic
said he would come home to visit wearing the latest styles. When he
was in uniform, he looked like one of the strapping young
servicemen out of the movie South Pacific. He would frequent Trader
Vic’s in Honolulu and kept relics from there. He spent a year in
Hawaii up until the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

I never did fill in all the gaps of my heritage, but foraged enough
from the family experiences to make a meal of it. Vic had taken up
where my father had left off. The universe began its balancing act
and I began to understand the scope of my nature better. My father
loved the outdoors and loved to camp. He was an extrovert and an
artist who, under different circumstances, would have traveled the
world like his daughter. He once wished he could have been a fighter
pilot, but his eyes and math skills weren’t strong enough. I could see
myself seated in an F-15, piercing the skies and skirting the
boundaries of the sound barrier.

The time spent at the lake also became a time of reconnecting to
the natural order of things, including family ties long severed. Luckily,
this pilgrimage happened yearly with bonds forged through fishing,
marshmallowing, feasts, wine, beer, good whiskey, bad coffee, and
great conversation.

As the new millennium approached, Bob and I bought a new
house, an original Craftsman bungalow. We travelled to the U.K.,
Europe, and South Africa. In South Africa I found an unexpected
thing called apartheid; I had come for the animals and culture and
soon discovered white oppression of the likes I had never seen. The
miles of hopeless shanty towns, occupied by tribal Africans,
emerged through the fog of smoke, fires being their only source of
energy. Seeing this gave me a sense of a different kind of normal. I
have no photographs of these places. Not out of altruism but more
out of respect, I think. I felt I would be exploiting them by somehow



capitalizing on their misfortune. And perhaps buried deep in my
psyche was the wish to never revisit such a place. I set aside my
thoughts on the matter soon after I returned to the States.

I never pursued any more college studies as Bob and I were
looking to have children, and I hadn’t found college to be very
rewarding. We tried for a couple of years but as I was approaching
40, we decided to call it quits. We did not want to run the risk of any
birth defects or be parenting too late in life.

This “normal” trend lasted for about four years. But eventually the
success of the operation I was running started to attract the wrong
kind of attention, the kind of attention driven by greed and the desire
by some to take over what I had built. Instead of being pushed out, I
forfeited all I had built at the company I was working at and walked
away from it all. It was either that or be shoved out by a pack of wild
dogs. The disparaging, misogynistic bullying was simply too much to
bear.

Within a year of my departure the major account we supported
was all but lost and my employees scattered. Then I found out
through my network that those who inherited the account were trying
to blame the failure on me.

I opted for simple recruitment jobs, but the dot-com bubble
eventually burst, another recession hit, and I found myself being
bounced with pink slip in hand from one failing venture to
another. My former employers informed me that my non-compete
clauses would be enforced; this meant I could not work on any
accounts that belonged to my former employer. It was an unfair
practice that could exclude you from finding suitable work within the
industry.

I had four layoffs in a row within a span of about three years, all
with non-compete clauses in the employment contracts, but one of
the companies actually lost my documentation so they couldn’t hold
me to it. But it really didn’t matter; life as a recruiter was interminable
and the devastation of September 11th only reinforced the trauma of



the economic times. This was followed immediately by the Enron
scandal and other debacles that put the U.S. economy into a tailspin.

In Portland we had one failing hi-tech start up after another with
starry-eyed staffing agency entrepreneurs trying to recruit me in
hopes of me fulfilling their unrealistic dreams of grandeur. They felt I
could repeat the success I’d had with other companies. I avoided
them as much as possible because their formulas were nothing
original. And true to form, they also folded.

Very few agencies survived this era and all I really wanted was a
job at a larger corporation where I could move around and learn
some new skills. In a sense I was always seeking shelter from
something I hadn’t taken the time to really examine. It became
apparent to me that my lack of a college degree was holding me
back. Those who had degrees had more options available to them
and it was typically what an employer looked for in a resume.

After a few years of this continued battle with unemployment, I
joined an interpreting firm for the lowest salary I had made in 15
years. I refused to go back to the agency world, and needed to break
the endless cycle of being pigeonholed.

I wound up recruiting medical interpreters in over 150 languages
and also started up my cross-cultural studies. We supported a vast
network of refugees from war zones and I began hearing horror
stories that ranged from gang rapes, to dismemberment, to human
trafficking, to whatever horrors the human psyche could manufacture
to inflict on our fellow human beings.

Some interpreters could not manage their own psychological
stress from hearing the stories and would call in and quit. I not only
was unfazed by these stories, but I also wanted the world to hear
them. I came to realize these tales were outside the comfort zone of
most people, who would rather stick with the kind of stories destined
for reality TV.

I started to feel intense compassion for these refugees we were
recruiting and supporting. They soon became a staple of my



psychological diet.
It took several years to build trust with these communities, be it

Africans, Hmong from Southeast Asia, or any other race who had
been both abandoned and then retrieved by the U.S. I eventually
wound up having more friends from other cultures than white people.
My Caucasian co-workers were far less interesting than those misfits
I had bonded with as I could relate more to their problems than white
people problems.

And I think, due to my own experiences, I could relate to the same
sense of diaspora. Many came to this foreign land without families,
or following the loss of many of their family members. What is
generally misunderstood is that most of these refugees would prefer
to stay in their own country, where they would be at home and
accepted, rather than have to face the unrelenting discrimination that
snakes through the underbelly of society in the form of both
conscious and unconscious bias.

Coming to America with its puzzling customs, language, and
prejudices can be both hopeful and heartbreaking. What refugees
rarely do is squander the opportunity for education and freedoms
many get here. Most are extremely adaptable and industrious. But
they would all prefer to have these opportunities in their homeland. I
have watched the homesickness last for decades with survivors of
the Killing Fields, Vietnam, and among colleagues and refugees from
Africa.

And yet they have come here and many become well-educated,
industrious citizens who give back more than many native-born
Americans.

What distinguishes these refugees from so many of us is an
understated, transcendent empathy for human suffering—an almost
super-human capacity to forgive the unforgivable with resurrection
being the best form of revenge and healing.



K
What You Can’t Leave Behind

ilong had gotten married in 1993 and continued in a lucrative
career as a software engineer.

On the surface it seemed like the American dream.
Yet the hurricanes of screams still haunted his nightmares.
Mine were more about plummeting elevators and disjointed roller

coasters that would derail, leaving me falling from great heights.
And the continuing bathroom dreams. Sometimes the stalls were

in a row with no doors and crusted with something I cannot even
begin to describe. I would have a difficult time finding one that was
suitable to use. And there were always other people trying to
compete for the nicest toilet.

Much of Kilong’s extended family was still in Cambodia and he
finally had more contact with them as technology improved. He
would have occasional phone conversations with them, which
caused him to miss them even more.

In 1999, still feeling the pull of his homeland, Kilong and his sister
decided to go back to Cambodia. It was a tough and daring decision
since Cambodia was still recovering from the aftermath of the
genocide, and his wife, Lisa, was pregnant. He found these opposing
riptides pulling him apart and his PTSD flared up once again with the
ensuing sleeplessness and nightmares.

The flight was long and Kilong was wracked with both anticipation
and fear. When they arrived and deplaned they braced themselves
for what might greet them. But this time there were no soldiers in
black carrying rifles to be seen anywhere. Instead it was eerily quiet.

Kilong knelt and kissed the tarmac. He wept as the remnants of his
family ventured out to greet them.

PTSD swept him up with all vile manner of thoughts, a
convergence of emotions including a thirst for revenge, feelings of
joy, and hatred for the world and the brutal reminders that everything



he and his family had owned was no longer theirs.
They hugged and cried and set out on their journey via four-wheel

drive back to Battambang, their hometown. On the way, Kilong and
his sister studied the now still landscapes of palm trees and rice
fields.

Battambang is located in the northern provinces where long roads
wind through a maze of rice paddies and palm trees. The city itself is
heavily influenced by French architecture with balconies strewn with
orchids and other tropical botanicals.

There are markets with exotic fruits, crumbling pre-Angkor temples
that look both compelling and dangerous, and a bamboo train that
cleverly disassembles to change direction on a one-way system.

While it is all interesting to see, what remains of Cambodia today is
not an accurate reflection of the empire that once stood the test of
time. Originally, Cambodians were known as the Khmer before the
“Rouge” designation marginalized it into a war zone. Dating back to
the eighth century, they created one of the greatest civilizations in
the world, which too many people have never heard of. They are
better known as a country that was tragically reduced to rubble
under the reign of Pol Pot, but unlike the mysterious and vacant
temples of Angkor Wat, there was nothing exotic nor mysterious
about the Killing Fields that wiped out nearly two million
Cambodians.

Kilong pondered his fellow countrymen as they toiled in the rice
fields.

Cambodia still had a long recovery ahead.
He tossed out American money to the less fortunate as they

chased the Land Cruiser down the road.
In Battambang he reunited with long-dead memories. He returned

to the temple where he had spent time with his Buddhist master
Dekun Dul. The temple was empty and in a state of disrepair,
reflecting his fractured emotions.

Soon word spread of his return.



Times were desperate in Battambang, as they were everywhere
else in Cambodia. The Cambodian infrastructure was stillborn, as
most of the intellectuals had been killed during the genocide. This
left the country with mostly uneducated peasants who knew little
about building the infrastructure of a country.

During his stay, Kilong was soon approached by an old friend who
proposed the idea of assassinating the man who was responsible for
the death of Kilong’s family—a man who would claim he was just
following orders.

This could be done for a fee, of course, since times were quite
tough these days. Eight hundred U.S. dollars seemed reasonable
considering the circumstances.

The thought of payback for the atrocities of the Killing Fields was
extremely seductive. Kilong finally held someone else’s fate in his
hands—this beckoned a heady sort of power that was almost
impossible to resist. The kind he fantasized about as a young would-
be soldier once the Khmer Rouge scattered. He could possibly get
closure from such an act, a release from the mental detention camp
he found himself enslaved in since his escape from the Killing Fields.

A revenge for the death of his loved ones.
Finally, in a decisive moment, he declined, making a bid for his

humanity despite the sirens of PTSD protesting that he should do
otherwise.

With that he soon left Cambodia for his home in the U.S.
Upon his return he met his new son and held a more worthy life in

his arms. Two years later he would meet his daughter. He had finally
now laid down deeper roots.

Yet, he found himself still torn between Portland and Cambodia; he
felt he was somehow betraying the memory of his people and his
legacy as a Cambodian, once one of the great civilizations on earth.
He decided to get more involved in the local Cambodian Association,
but despite his efforts to educate and support the Cambodian
community, he still wanted to do more.



Unbeknownst to me at the time, every evening he went to the
Starbucks on Lombard Street, a mere 10 minutes from my house,
and worked on his memoirs. He finally published them in 2009. A
year later he founded Golden Leaf Education Foundation: This new
brainchild raised funds for Cambodian schools. Bob and I soon
joined Kilong and other survivors in opening their first school in
Cambodia.



golden leaf (gōl’dən lēf)—n., pl. golden leaves (gōl’dən lēvz)
1. a survivor of a heinous act against humanity, especially

genocide.
2. Golden Leaf (pl. Golden Leaves):
a. A person who survived the Khmer Rouge genocide: “Golden

Leaf, A Khmer Rouge Genocide Survivor” (Kilong Ung)
3. one who survives against extreme odds



W
Rolia

hen I first met her I had no idea that she would become such a
force in my life; it seems that most people I have attempted to

bond with over the years have simply fallen away like dead skin
cells. Perhaps these associations subsist through something bigger
than us; there is something about the physics of commonality and
shared suffering that creates a magnetic force akin to an orbiting
moon. We become satellites revolving around one another with
solidarity at our core.

In Rolia’s case there would be no shooting star as she had far
more endurance than that.

We were originally introduced at the Portland State University
campus located in downtown Portland, Oregon, sometime around
2004. I was attending a multicultural event that was common to the
campus. She was wearing an elaborate white head wrap
meticulously inset with gold embroidery. The rest of her dress was
traditionally African though seemingly starched to perfection; it
somehow reminded me of something an ancient Nubian princess
would wear.

Rolia is one of those flawed beauties who draws you in and then
spits out reminders of your own inadequacies. Despite her middle
age, her skin is smooth like designer chocolate and her eyes are
kaleidoscopes of amber; she suffers from a misaligned eye that
wanders on occasion yet doesn’t miss even the most minor
gestures. The nature of such an oblique eye condition is rare, and
while it would be visible in anyone else it is much more observable
due to her pronounced coloring.

Her angelic attire made her looks even more striking on every
level.

Her presence consumed the unremarkable lobby of the Smith
Memorial Student Union building and it was at that moment I had



officially entered her sphere. She is a very astute observer of anyone
who passes through her hemisphere and I proceeded with polite
caution. She isn’t simply African, she’s also black in America—yet
not an African American. As such she has suffered indignities and
slights from not only white people, but also African Americans.

I had been on the hunt for someone fluent in Kpelle, one of the
more popular West African languages with its center in Liberia.
Through some networking I stumbled upon a local organization
called the African Women’s Coalition. As it turned out it was Rolia’s
brainchild; she had created the organization to help African Women
refugees get settled in the U.S. They came from Liberia, Nigeria,
Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Rwanda, and the Congo, to name a few.
When we think of these countries we usually associate them with
radical Islam, civil wars, coups d’états, genocide, and finally the
kidnapping and gang raping of women and children.

Real fears.
She had also founded Kúkátónón Children’s African Dance Troupe

where she instructed not only the children at the school where she
taught, but also at-risk neighborhood youth. She was a mentor to
young girls who could have easily taken a wayward path.

She was nearing retirement and she was not dreaming of simply
relaxing and traveling the world; she dreamt of making Kúkátónón
sustainable along with opening an African Cultural Center in
Portland.

Since making her bid to study in the United States back in the 70s,
she had successfully risen above the poverty of Liberia to make her
own life in America. The ties to her family were severed by the brutal
Liberian civil wars, leaving her destitute during much of her
undergraduate work.

She is an exception to the rule that women in the most
impoverished nation in the world have no chance outside the
traditional role of the repressed African woman.

When CNN produced the documentary We Will Rise: Michelle



Obama’s Mission to Educate Girls Around the World, there was a
segment about a young women in Liberia.

Rolia texted me and said I must watch it—she was one of those
girls.

She has also become a local fixture, a celebrity of sorts, at the
Portland Trail Blazers basketball games. She is known to the fans,
and rightly so, as the Dancing Lady. She will get up from her seat
and dance, and more often than not, the camera finds its way to her
section.

Anytime we venture out together there is an effect, like an eclipse,
that occurs; people stop and gaze, approaching in fascination this
faint beacon of light. And then the moon gives way and the light
makes itself known. This is when she really shines and complete
strangers become trapped in her orbit.

She is never at a loss for words.



W

You Don’t Have to Live Like a
Refugee

hile I worked in the interpreting field I ventured into cross-
cultural studies where I learned the thought processes and

communication styles of different cultures. I have come to know
these styles and can more or less bond with people from elsewhere
because I understand how they think. It’s not about language; it’s
about a different way of thinking.

Though the recruitment work was more fulfilling, the company was
soon taken over by white men who knew the language of money
above all else. I eventually left after a few years, and started working
at a large metals recycling firm, excited to have, in my estimation, my
first real corporate job. The work turned out to be steady but
unfulfilling.

I remained in this company for about seven years. Bob and I
stayed busy with upgrades on our house. We went camping and
traveling, and I continued my photography work. My panic attacks
had subsided and the demons of anxiety had become less
pronounced.

I continued my volunteer work with the African communities and
they became the subject of much of my portrait work. In 2008 I
decided to attend the Santa Fe Photographic Workshop in New
Mexico to learn more about studio lighting from some of the best
photographers in the business. After an exhilarating week of doing
on-location and in-studio shoots, I walked away armed with new
skills in my photographic arsenal.

I started building a portrait portfolio and set up a website. I
continued my love of landscape work, sometimes chasing fog in the
dead of winter and capturing images of bridges, portals, and other
structures materializing from the mist.



My tripod became an appendage; it was my emotional crutch that
helped me still the world. It had long since replaced my 10-speed
Schwinn as a traveling companion.

Over the years I have lugged my tripod to South Africa, Europe,
the U.K., China, Ecuador, the Galapagos, Iceland, Turkey, and the
Americas in general.

As with many photographers, I prefer to do my landscape work
alone. I do not confuse being solitary with solitude. The work gives
me time to contemplate my surroundings, and I feel more at one with
the world, rather than excluded by it. In some places I have been
viewed as an oddity: This lone female hauling camera equipment
and hiking around ruins, or somewhere off the beaten track.

It was through photography that I started to channel my creative
animal. I think it had been trying to make a resurgence since my
days in Colville where I enjoyed classes on drawing and writing
poetry.

I was finally discovering the healing power of art—a place devoid
of self-consciousness where time, space, and problems cease to
exist. In this ether I keep discovering the vast richness of my
imagination.

In the Church my artistic desires were something that was
altogether dismissed. They had nothing to do with saving the planet.
Any dreams or talents were secondary to the Cause. L. Ron
Hubbard would rant on about how artists were so important to
society, yet no one was cultivating their artistic talent. If someone
became successful “as a result” of Scientology then Scientology was
working and the world needed to know about it. If they didn’t become
successful, well then there was something wrong with them.

L. Ron Hubbard was too in love with himself to care about
celebrities; his sole interest was to use their fame to help build his
empire.

Scientology had become an afterthought for me, and I had
completely forgotten about it for the most part unless something



bubbled up in the news. It never occurred to me that I was part of a
growing minority of ex-Scientologists and Sea Org members who
had left or, in too many cases, escaped. The Internet is now riddled
with these harrowing stories; too many of them who had spent their
childhoods, as I did, subjected to years in a virtual slave state.

We were becoming a different kind of diaspora.
As I see it, we could be redefined as the Lost Children of

Scientology.
The Scientology attack dogs would counter that no one was ever

missing—or forced—or misled.
That no children were ever lost in their nightmarish echo

chambers.
That there does not exist a never-ending labyrinth of resinous

hatred that calcifies even a single original thought into stone.
The Church insists that Scientology does not embrace a universe

devoid of art, beauty, love, or religious intolerance; they enhance it
because Scientologists are, after all . . .

the superior race.



T
The Death of My Mother

he recession of 2008 had taken hold and any hope of normality
soon gave way to my work schedule being reduced to part-time.

The same week I received an email from my sister (who I hadn’t
heard from in years) that my mother was not well and not expected
to last long.

My mother had moved back to Washington in the 90s since she
was retiring and I somehow don’t think her retirement income would
continue to subsidize any Scientology activities. Both her sisters
were widowed and lived in Washington, so I guess it seemed like a
logical thing to do at the time, a bond she had with them that didn’t
seem to extend to her own children. I rarely heard from her and I
think I got an occasional Christmas card with a check. In 2002, or
somewhere around that time, my sister (who had been divorced
once again) drove from California to Washington to collect my
mother. Both my aunts had now died and she was apparently alone.
She was also collecting social security, including what she got from
being married to my father and his navy pension. My mother must
have had proceeds from her prior property and together she and my
sister bought a house in the outskirts of LA.

I arrived in LA in January of 2009 with my brother and sister-in-law.
Based on the books strewn about the rooms, I realized that my sister
was also renting to a couple of Scientologists. Even though I had told
my sister that Scientology was a forbidden subject where I was
concerned, she advised me that my mother was involved in
“Scientology for Elders.”

This current arrangement echoed back to the communal living
arrangements when we first left the Sea Org decades ago.

I only spent the weekend—my two other sisters arrived after I left.
When I saw my mother I was stunned by her deterioration; she

was old, wizened, still chain smoking, and apparently couldn’t speak



(it could have been bronchitis or some such). She was in a
wheelchair as she was too frail to walk. Her teeth appeared to be
missing, which made her face look like a mummified shrunken head.
She seemed to have a vague idea that we were present though she
must have known the reason we were there. She lived in a stuffy
apartment with nicotine-stained walls on the lower floor. She slept
most of the time and worked on crossword puzzles.

Here before me was the Scientology endgame: Dried up and
borderline destitute with nothing to show for it. She was 84 with little
quality of life.

There remained no familial connection and I had no expectations
that anything would change. Hugging and kissing was left for those
back in the Pacific Northwest.

We all had dinner and caught up on the usual childhood stories, as
threadbare as they were.

When I said goodbye, suspecting it would be the last time, I
actually kissed her on the forehead. I don’t know why I did it; maybe
it’s because I had nurtured this ability to express affection over the
years through surrogate families and friends, and it was now a
welcome impulse.

She had been puffing on one of her cigarettes and in response
blew smoke in my face.

That would be my last hazy memory of her.
Scientology for Elders . . . my father’s military and social security

benefits were still being siphoned to an unrelenting and insatiable
beast.



Until death do they part.



A few months later I got a call from my sister saying our mother
had died. It was rather matter-of-fact with no mention of a memorial
or if she was cremated or anything. As is the Scientology way, it
would be viewed that my mother dropped her body; she will be back
in a baby body somewhere soon. In fact, I didn’t expect there would
be any sort of memorial for her.

I cried.
Bob wondered why I was crying over a woman who had all but

destroyed my childhood.
My response was that I was crying for what could have been.
I still have to reconcile in my mind the level of abandonment that I,

and children of cults in general, have experienced. When I read the
Facebook feeds of my friends who have loving parents, or lament
the loss of a parent, I realize they would not be able to fathom what
we Children of Scientology have been subjected to. What sort of
parent could possibly abandon their child to a such a place, and in
most cases ostracize them for leaving?

It was a sad moment when I realized that I inherited nothing from
my parents except for a trashed childhood, debt, and the ability to
make some very poor choices. Not to mention the mental souvenirs
that last longer than many people do. I could easily blame my father,
but I knew he was simply one of the victims.

Everyone is a victim in this vacuous and vicious circle of family
dysfunction.

With the passage of time the pain does fade somewhat. When the
funeral pyres of my parents’ passing finally died down there wasn’t
much left to sift through anyway.

Not even ashes.



O
The She-Monster

ver the years I came to realize there were two parts of me: The
authentic self and then this other self that is more of a

transmutation. You could call it a metamorphosis but that suggests
wholeness, like a caterpillar transforming into a butterfly.

But what happens when the caterpillar isn’t allowed to develop
properly?

It either perishes or mutates into something else.
I call this something else the she-monster—a by-product of my

childhood (or lack thereof).
The she-monster is different from the she-devil; the she-devil is

more about committing evil things, whereas the she-monster comes
from a space of rage over injustices and depravity. Both come from a
place of suffering but take different trajectories depending on their
journey. The she-monster is worthless trailer trash, a junkyard dog
with a foul mouth. She has spiraled off the continental shelf of
innocence, freediving into chasms that host only creatures of the
dark. She takes comfort in these recesses of the deep.

In her quest for balance she hijacks my emotions, sometimes
confusing the choice between fight or flight. She usually fights, but
sometimes that’s not the best option—but her rational mind has done
a runner. Her eyes do not become daggers. No, hers have become
nukes, flaring with the intensity of the sun.

Over the years I have honed our relationship, keeping her on a
short leash as she can sometimes leave carnage in her wake.
Luckily we are X chromosome (female) so that levels the playing
field a bit.

She is prone to binge eating and tequila shots, along with
righteous opinions when she decides to lay down suppressing fire on
my cortisone levels, thereby overloading my system with stress
hormones.



She is also fanatically stubborn.
I do not wish to topple her high and mighty quests. If it weren’t for

her I wouldn’t have gotten this far. She needs to be soothed and
forgiven, and on occasion handed something meaty to savage to
hold her at bay (usually a thriller or sci-fi movie). Her instincts have
become well honed over time and her moral compass is not to be
confused with arrogance. She isn’t particularly righteous.

She walks a thin line between relinquishing the pain and holding
the perpetrators accountable: Hers is not a Thomas Kinkade (the
painter whose nauseatingly ethereal images are viewed by the art
community as a purveyor of kitsch to the masses) sort of forgiveness
where rainbows suddenly shoot from your ass and all is right with the
world.

Those empaths who pride themselves on their intuition and their
ability to read people cannot easily detect this she-monster for she is
not something they are familiar with, or can readily fathom.

We second- and third-generation victims of the cult of Scientology
are a rare breed when you factor in the entire human population.
With the Church’s religious status and ability to hide behind the First
Amendment and other religious exemptions, with its Fair Game
practices that put sexual predator Harvey Weinstein and the mafia to
shame, with its endless coffers to bully government agencies and
silence their critics into oblivion, the Lost Children of Scientology
become just that—lost.

We are, in a sense, “untouchable.” Our concerns haven’t been
worth the backlash the Church is ready and willing to exact on all
who oppose it.

Scientology is an egregious, unapologetic cult that will do
everything in its power to have you believe otherwise. And by doing
so it reinforces the idea that it is just that—a cult. There is no point in
trying to unravel LRH’s teachings as they are knock-offs of other
religions, philosophies, and, yes, his archenemies, psychiatry and
psychology. All reimagined through the twisted psyche of a science-



fiction writer.
To the she-monster, for all the so-called mystery Scientology has

spawned, the mutations it has created are far more mysterious than
the church itself.



R
Mamma Vongie

olia’s mother was born on August 17, 1922 in a village in Lower
Buchanan, Grand Bassa County, Liberia. At a young age she

married and moved with her husband to a township known as
Sassatown, Louisiana, located just outside the capital of Monrovia.
There she raised her children and for over 30 years taught
kindergarten while serving as a midwife to the surrounding
community. Since elders are highly respected amongst Africans, she
eventually became a matriarchal fixture amongst the local youth,
who referred to her as Mamma Vongie.

She was part of the Bassa tribe, and like many of the indigenous
tribes they made a living off the land. They grew coffee, cassava,
rice, and other produce that they delivered to the markets in
Monrovia.

The villagers of Liberia live a demanding life that sways with the
rhythms of the land. This tropical climate boasts some of the
heaviest rainfall in the world, giving life to an abundance of natural
resources. The indigenous people navigate their days and seasons
through the language of the sun. They celebrate through the tradition
of dance and faith, be it native traditions or devout Christianity, or
both.

Liberia, like Cambodia, has two seasons: Wet and dry, or simply
hot and hotter. Both societies grow rice as a staple and have
masterfully spiced cuisine. Due to economic woes and lack of
opportunities, most of the youth do not transition from the village life
in either country. These cultures live in a parallel universe of
winnowing their harvests, each virtually oblivious to the existence of
the other.

Liberia was originally founded by liberated African American
slaves. Unfortunately this has not gone well for the local tribes, who
have been under the thumb of these immigrants known as Americo-



Liberians or “Congo People.”
Such is the irony of Liberia’s existence where the haves and have

nots mirror the rest of the world, but in this case it was flipped on its
head with the Americo-Liberians now treating the local tribes in a
similar manner to how they were treated in America. This continued
repression of the indigenous people gave rise to the bloody
revolutions that soon followed.

In the late 80s Rolia returned to visit her mother, but during her
stay the warring militias, headed by Charles Taylor, rolled into
Monrovia. Rolia witnessed the violence unfold as the death toll rose
and she was forced to flee, torn apart by the heartbreaking possibility
she may never see her mother again.

Back in Sassatown, Mamma Vongie was sheltering her five
grandchildren along with her then boyfriend. News of the conflict in
Monrovia spread across the countryside, followed shortly by soldiers
who drove into the village and began sacking, burning, and killing
anyone who got in their way.

Mamma’s boyfriend took a stand against the militia and was
immediately gunned down in response.

With Mamma Vongie being well respected in many circles, she
also knew some of the soldiers who were razing her village to the
ground. In an act of mercy they told her to escape—to run for her
life.

She gathered her five grandchildren, a bellows, and matches and
fled into the jungle.

Mamma Vongie stayed on the jungle’s fringe, gathering food from
abandoned fields and making fires in remote huts. She could make a
meal from just about anything and her immense resourcefulness
kept them alive in the months that followed.

In the distance, jungle noises were soon replaced with a
cacophony of guns, indicating that others had become less fortunate
in their attempts to escape the violence.

The instigator of this war was Charles Taylor, a well-educated man



with a degree in economics from Bentley College in Waltham, MA.
He was also a devout Baptist who kept company with the likes of
Reverend Jesse Jackson and President Jimmy Carter.

Like his predecessor Samuel Doe, Taylor had taken to using juju
rituals, thus setting the tone for his militias: Sorcery and witchcraft
are not uncommon in Africa—some of the juju rituals included eating
a human heart, thus increasing the recipient’s chances at winning
elections and power.

Those poor souls who were caught faced not only a firing squad,
but also having their hearts cut out and boiled for easy consumption.
Many of the refugees took to hiding in the tops of trees to escape
this horrible fate.

For months Mamma and her family remained in the jungle, as far
away from the conflicts as possible. Occasionally they would go
quietly to a local town to see if there was anything left to forage, but
most of the homes or huts were destroyed.

Her youngest son had been looking desperately for her to no avail;
she had remained too well hidden.

In Liberia you are referred to by family endearments even if you
are not blood. Though I am obviously not Rolia’s sister, she refers to
me as one. Rolia had another such sister, Nancy, who had not been
birthed by Mamma, but who was taken in by her during her formative
years. She too had been searching for Mamma and the children.

After six months of foraging an existence in the jungle, and with
the militias now moving on, Mamma returned to Sassatown in an
attempt to reconnect with her family. Other villagers had also
returned and she was able to spread the word through their network
of her whereabouts. The news reached Nancy who, in extreme
jubilation, let the rest of the family know they were safe. To Rolia, it
was more than just relief, it was the end of an unimaginable
nightmare that had eaten away at her body and soul for six months.

Like in the Cambodian Killing Fields, many of the Liberian soldiers
were children, coerced and tortured to do the bidding of the despot



of the moment. They doped them up and turned them into killing
machines.

In both Cambodia and Liberia, during each of their respective
reigns of terror, infants were thrown into the sky and either sliced in
two or used as target practice. Cambodia has unsparing images of
these practices at their memorials.

The first Liberian Civil War raged from 1989 through 1996. It was
deemed as one of Africa’s bloodiest with over 200,000 deaths and
nearly 80% of the population displaced.

Through whatever devices fate could afford, Mamma Vongie, a
patron of the soil and purveyor of the land, hid in the jungle for
around six months with five grandchildren, a bellows, and a supply of
matches.

She understood better than most the richness of these natural
resources that were at her disposal; anyone of a lesser calling
wouldn’t have survived.

Rolia and her husband decided to sponsor Mamma Vongie so she
could immigrate to the U.S. Another of Rolia’s adopted sisters, a
fellow Liberian herself, assisted Mamma Vongie on the first leg of her
trip to the U.S.

Mamma arrived in Portland in 1994 to the welcoming arms of her
daughter.

I did meet the legendary Mamma Vongie on several occasions and
sadly attended her funeral in 2016. She lived a long life and was a
devout Christian; she was a woman of profound faith that she
instilled in her daughter who would carry the torch, lighting the way
for the less fortunate.

Like her mother, Rolia too would become a teacher and mentor to
children, a passion that spans continents and decades.

Charles Taylor’s ex-wife, Jewel Taylor, is now the vice president of
Liberia. Charles is deservedly serving a 50-year sentence for the
atrocities committed during the wars. Jewel does not carry the same
torch as her ex-husband’s; she is pursuing a more enlightened



agenda instead.
Jewel now serves the newly elected president of Liberia, George

Weah, who is a member of the Kru tribe and a popular footballer.
This election has marked a historic moment for Liberia, ending the
domination of the Americo-Liberians, and signaling the first
democratic hand-off in decades.

As for Mamma Vongie, her legacy lives on in all the children she
and her daughter have saved, those souls who could have been
otherwise abandoned to a lesser fate.

Any child would be fortunate to have such women as their mother
—or by their proper African endearment—Mamma.

***

Rolia and I continued to spend time working on African women’s
refugee support issues, as well as her African Children’s Dance
Troupe. As a teacher she had a strong following and helped keep
many girls off the streets and pursuing their education. She, like
Kilong, knew that these opportunities were not to be squandered.
Year after year we worked and promoted fundraising and African
culture, spending time together at Portland Trail Blazers games.
Occasionally we would motor off to Sunriver in central Oregon to
simply relax together.

Christian faith is strong amongst the black community, especially
the women. Sometimes faith is all they have. Of all the minorities of
this world it is the darker-skinned female who suffers the most
heartache. While they are vocal it never seems to be enough. They
even write smartphone apps for “Driving While Black,” to protect
themselves and their offspring.

They are some of the most impoverished people known to
mankind.

I have come to know them.



I have come to feel their pain.
Through my own loss of identity I have, in a sense, become part of

them.



I, too, was a slave once.



A
The Khmer Empire

ngkor Wat back in the day was the largest city in the world—yes,
the world, and not just Southeast Asia. The Khmer reigned from

the 9th through the 14th centuries and their architecture could be
compared with Moorish creations, specifically the Alhambra, for their
ability to stun and inspire the viewer with unfathomable beauty. Both
structures are religious temples of sorts—constructed by artists,
mathematicians, and architects—that rival anything else constructed
to date. That’s because they are creations akin to poetry:
Transcendent and unattainable, the closest thing to heaven that
resides here on earth.

The Alhambra has been impeccably preserved and one’s mind
fumbles around in awe at the intricate calligraphy and the
mathematically perfect muqarnas (scalloped) carvings in the ceilings;
how is it that something made of so much wood and plaster has
survived for so long?

This can be contrasted to the sprawl of temples at the Angkor
complex that were all but consumed by the jungle for centuries,
making it into something even more exotic than when it was
originally built; giant tree roots that look more like prehistoric
octopuses grip the temples in a tight embrace, crushing them and
then releasing them to create arteries that pulse throughout the
rubble. Here, in the silence of the dawn, when the monkeys begin to
stir, something primal spills into your imagination.

You don’t come here to discover anything, you come here to
experience something like no other place on earth.

But soon the clamor of tourists and vendors arrives as they pierce
their way into your other dimension.

They come and take pictures in front of the massive roots that
have partially digested the temples. Some of the roots have now
been carved out to make way for tourist platforms. And for a time this



place loses its capacity to inspire to the hum and insults of tourism,
of which I am a part. But I am here for something altogether different.



I
The Golden Leaf

n November 2011 the Golden Leaf Education Foundation
conducted a humanitarian tour.
We were a group of about 20, a hodge-podge of well-meaning

white people, myself and Bob, Cambodian refugees, and their
offspring.

I was recovering from an afternoon at S-21, the legendary torture
chambers of the Khmer Rouge. It’s strange that plumeria still blooms
there; it seems like an odd resident. Perhaps it protects the visitors
from too many invading ghosts.

They have even kept the barbed wire that surrounds the complex.
Cambodia spares no one who ventures here reminders of the

atrocities that occurred during that terrifying reign from 1975–1979.
The survivors do not shout; no, they state in a very reserved manner
how their fathers were clubbed to death in front of their eyes.

Perhaps that was their only failing; maybe they didn’t shout loud
enough so their country suffered one of the worst genocides in
history. Or maybe there really are no words. Too many people do not
realize there ever was a genocide in Cambodia.

I watched as my fellow travelers collapsed in tears in front of
images of skulls and bones and other unsparing pictures of death.
For some this was the first time they had visited S-21 since the war. I
escaped to the upper hallways only to encounter more ghosts—
shackles and instruments of torture amongst the dry cough of
entombed dust. My vision soon became just as warped as the
pictures I was taking. I exchanged glances with my fellow travelers—
my friends who had endured thus far. They could not provide an
adequate explanation for surviving such a feat, to have survived the
Killing Fields.

Silence remained as we headed back to the hotel in Phnom Penh.
We picked up a camera crew along the way; our appearance had



apparently made national news.
The next day we stayed at a local village and as I was getting older

I no longer romanticized about hammocks or marginal living in the
jungle. We were housed over the chickens and livestock on a mat.
The bathroom was composed of a water tank with an accompanying
bucket that you used to flush the toilet.

Our hosts’ possessions were meager as they were the peasants
and their offspring who had escaped from the Killing Fields. The
elders were ragged from age, toil, and the fatigue of hope. Yet they
exhibited a profound sense of humility in our presence.

That evening we attended a festival with a traditional dance
depicting peasant life. My feet were swollen from the heat and I had
to sit as I felt as though they were going to explode. I’d never had my
feet swell to that degree before, and with no ice I could do little to
stave it off.

Soon a cadre of villagers appeared with large rice-paper lanterns.
Excitement exploded around the village. Across the countryside
they’d heard we were coming. They lit one lantern after another as if
they wished to create their own galaxy. The lanterns trailed off into
the darkness as the celebration continued, creating constellations as
they drifted to the heavens.

As I stared into the night sky we were told this was the first time
since the insurgency of 1975 that they had lit them. It was an
important event symbolizing celebration and renewal. To them it was
a deeply symbolic gesture and we were charmed and honored by
their enthusiasm.

Besides this being a seminal event for them, I was taken aback
when we were informed that they had lit them for us.

At that moment I realized I was part of something historical and
transformational for these marginalized people. Thirty-six years had
gone by since that fateful day in 1975 when their lives were turned
into a nightmare. In a remote village in Cambodia we were lighting
beacons of hope. It had never occurred to me that I would ever be



part of such a thing.
That I would experience such a thing.

***

After our orientation to the country life, and still jet lagged and
gummy from the adventure, we headed to Siem Reap, the more
touristy haven of Cambodia and its burgeoning commerce and
nightlife. It is the home of the great temples of Angkor Wat. In
contrast to our first few days we now arrived to first-class
accommodations.

We were welcomed at the hotel with juice and a well-dressed
doorman. Our room was tastefully appointed and I was able to take a
real shower.

One day Bob and I had taken to touring the outer temples and had
accidentally missed a local school meeting with our group, so
decided to head to the main temple. Unfortunately it was when the
heat was most intense, but there were fewer tourists.

I stood in the shade of the great, iconic temple of Angkor Wat, in
awe. You needed the shade because otherwise, as in Guyana, you
would melt from the heat.

It was here that my imagination ran wild.
Within the intricate mythological carvings I imagined umbrellas—

no, more like canopies, laced in constellations of gold, creating
cooling terraces that cascaded down imaginary streams of billowing
silk. I reverted to another time where I heard the elephants trumpet,
shaking the causeways as they transported the elite of the Khmer
Empire to the inner courtyards. Apsaras, the human flowers who
dance in rhythm with the scent of plumeria, accompanied the
processions. They were as delicate as the white petals that fell from
their fingertips, leaving a sensual residue in their wake.

With every step, these human flowers were watched by their



sisters, whose delicately carved portraits were forever encased in
stone. They reside on every floor of the temple, following you with a
knowing gaze from every corner, it seems, mimicking with eternal
poise the gestures that their living counterparts have reconstructed.
Their mission is to shepherd us all to the heavens.

This was truly a temple of women. There are 1,200 of these
apsaras lovingly carved into the main complex, each with her own
personality and subtle nuances.

Fatigued from the heat, I rested for a moment, closing my eyes,
feeling as though my eyelashes were sweeping the inner sanctuary
of this sacred place, creating a breeze in my wake. I began to cool
somewhat from this meditation.

I was carrying my trusted tripod and a full backpack of equipment. I
was also wearing a tie-dye headband to stave off the continual
stream of sweat that ran down my forehead. To my surprise I’d
caught the attention of a young monk who must have been no older
than 10. I must have looked like quite the oddity to him. We studied
each other momentarily, exchanged names and pleasantries, and he
let me take his picture.

He eventually ran off. He was young and didn’t demonstrate the
subdued quality I usually equated with monks. I tracked the thrill of
his play and the fiery blur of his robes with my camera across the
ancient courtyards and inner sanctuaries.

This odd recipe of such beauty and decay took hold of me. How
could something so wondrous, so captivating, have suffered so
greatly?

After that sweltering day at the main temple, to avoid the heat and
the tourists we took to visiting the temples at dawn. Free of the
encroachment of tourists and peddlers I could linger and meditate on
those other-world facades.

I became grounded somehow in this confusion-of-a-country
dispersed by hatred, yet bonded by tragedy. I wandered the temples
of Angkor like a two-year-old trying to make sense of something



remarkably larger than myself.
I could have spent weeks clambering through the rubble and

arteries, discovering what the jungle had unearthed for my delight.
But we had humanitarian work to do.

I hungered to come back after bidding a fond farewell to the
temples. We headed north to Kampong Thom along bumpy back
roads. Along the way we stopped by local villages to dispense rice,
school supplies, uniforms, and bicycles. I took images of the rice
fields, palm trees, villagers . . .

. . . and bicycles.
At one village there were about 50 bicycles lined up, which we had

purchased in Phnom Penh to be delivered to the children so they
had a means of transportation to school. The symmetry and the
backdrop of the countryside fascinated me. I spent a few hours
photographing those bikes, as well as anyone who was in my
vicinity, in digital infrared using a special filter that channels only
infrared light.

The human eye cannot see infrared light; it is a spectrum emitted
from an unseen world on a different wavelength. The digital infrared
process gives the vegetation and sky an otherworldly feel.

These images I transferred to my iPad so I could do further editing.
There is a thrill to being able to work with your creations on the road.
In the film days we hauled them around continents and had to
patiently wait for the lab to develop the negatives when we got
home.



W
Battambang

hen Kilong chose to act, he chose wisely and courageously to
expend his energies to build schools for children. We had

spent nearly a week navigating the potholes of Cambodia’s
infrastructure to reach the Ang School in Battambang where we
opened the first school for the Golden Leaf Education Foundation.
But these potholes were minor compared to the sinkhole the country
now found itself in.

This was not only a journey of resurrection, but also one of
choices. When a second chance lands in your lap, you have to grab
it with the stealth of a hawk and fly as fast as you can.

Hawks are very well equipped for this since their element is the air.
They don’t have the same restrictions as fish or things with legs.

Kilong reminds me of a hawk, which might explain his stealth for
surviving and the ability to explore greater heights. It really is
amazing he survived what he did. There were so many instances
when the Khmer Rouge could have just dispensed with him.

I had become swept along, as had those in this same group, an
accessory on this path of forgiveness and redemption. It wasn’t even
my genocide, but I was glad of my capacity and willingness to
comprehend what had happened in this country.

When we arrived in Battambang we rendezvoused with Kilong,
who had been spending time with his family. We brought vitamins for
his sister and he had to ensure she didn’t give them away. So many
who have nothing, who have lost so much, still practice the act of
selfless giving.

Kilong boarded the bus and welcomed us all with appreciation for
our journey and donations. We did not need to be there and had
spent thousands of dollars in travel and donations. What we would
walk away with was priceless.

In his memoir, Kilong had cultivated a speech that he used as a



way to express his odyssey in a nutshell. His voice cracked as he
recited the story of surviving the “devilish mother of all winds” to
come through the other side of the Killing Fields.

I could not hold back the tears as this was it—this was both the
endgame and the beginning for him. The gap that had widened over
the years had finally closed. Not with barbed wire or other metals,
but with something more existential. It could be argued that this was
about faith, and this thing called fate, but it could also be argued this
was about choices.

Kilong had survived the devilish mother of all winds. The hawk had
delivered the seeds that had taken root. He had landed, to remain for
a while, to feather his nest.

A realized dream that finally silenced the nightmares.
Out of the thunder, the sun had finally broken through.
We had bicycles, food, study supplies, and half the government of

Cambodia in attendance for the dedication of the school. The press,
who gladly videotaped my rag-tag appearance for national TV, had
followed us. One member of the press in particular was a tall
Cambodian cameraman whom I simply called Action Man. He was in
this whole gig for the experience and appeared to be aspiring to
some western ideal of celebrity.

Kilong cut the ribbon and we gave away the bounty to eager young
hands and expansive smiles. The school opened and we became
the agents of change.

Here, the lost genesis of so many childhoods became a fractal
light, like scattered fragments from a kaleidoscope that finally
coalesce. Together, they would fill an empty well known only to
abandoned hearts and minds.



“I was a leaf at the mercy of the wind. The wind carried me from
one remote part of the world to another. It blew me through
turbulence and catastrophic weather. It took me to a Khmer Rouge
labor camp and lingered for an eternity. It dehydrated me and nearly
starved me to death. I helplessly watched the most devilish mother
of all winds ruthlessly crush my tree into lifeless pulp. Like an
almighty Olympian god, when the wind wanted to toy with me, it blew
me through minefields, rockets, and bullets. While two million leaves
disintegrated, I persevered. Through an extraordinary journey, I
discovered myself. I am fortunate, and I don’t easily perish. I was a
golden leaf. Against all odds, I survived, laid down roots, and
became a tree.”

Kilong Ung, Author
Golden Leaf



We departed by way of Sihanoukville, but not without our bus
breaking down along the way. After we finally arrived we made an
immediate dash for the beach where we swam in the Gulf of
Thailand, ate gourmet Cambodian food (a welcome reprieve from
the roadside fare), and actually took some time to relax. It seemed
short-lived and then we left for Phnom Penh.

 I spent my last afternoon wandering Choeung Ek, the mass
gravesite from the genocide outside of Phnom Penh. I was greeted
by a stupa (dome-shaped Buddhist shrine) full of skulls that I studied
in a sort of morbid zen-like state. One of my colleagues commented
that she wondered if one of those was her brother.

As I walked through those killing fields I came to the realization
that I was walking on the remains of people. Teeth, bones, and rags
protruded from the earth; the rain kept washing away this mass
cover-up like a huge sifter exposing a monumental heresy. This is
how the dead spoke.

Then a sign appeared explaining this was the tree soldiers
smashed babies against. Then there was a painting depicting
soldiers throwing infants in the air for target practice.

In those quiet, innocuous green fields lay an evil that has
surpassed the event horizons of darkness, where shadows were
more like knives that silenced the landscape itself.



#noremorse



O
2012

n June 12, 2012, what I now call the Year of My Apocalypse, I
was invited by Rolia to photograph members of the Liberian

community who were graduating from Southridge High School.
They were handsome young American Liberians wearing

traditional scarves over their graduation robes. I meandered my way
through the proud-parenting maze and found myself a seat where I
could hopefully gain a photographic advantage. It suddenly occurred
to me, with a wave of sadness, that this was the first graduation I
had ever attended. I never had that slice of Americana; I never had
parents shouting with excitement at my graduation, muscling their
way around other parents so they could record their child accepting
her diploma. The tears, the laughter. These were people who really
cared about their progeny. My schooling and intelligence certainly
didn’t fit into anyone’s agenda during my formative years.

Scientologists, and their elitist belief system, contend that the Wog
education system is inferior to anything Scientology can provide: So
no need for Harvard, Stanford, Oxford . . .

None of these revelations help the Church’s branding. As a result
they have created many spinoff institutions that come under different
fronts, but unfortunately target too many children. They attempt to
recruit unsuspecting victims through various channels that appeal to
the Good Samaritan: These include Narconon, the Citizens
Commission for Human Rights, Artists for Human Rights, Applied
Scholastics, the Way to Happiness campaign, and Criminon, to
name a few.

I saw the Way to Happiness campaign at a recent event targeting
minorities.

The biggest affront to anyone who has been afflicted with child
abuse is this new trend by the Church under the wing of the Citizens
Commission for Human Rights called “fightforkids.org.” Through this



initiative, they demonize the use of any drugs and promise to save
your children from a horrible demise by ensuring they never touch
these substances. It sounds very altruistic until your child is denied a
life-saving drug after your savings account has been bled dry by their
unworkable “technology.”

The Church, to further its insane hypocrisy, receives large
donations from the creators of Humira, a drug that treats conditions
such as arthritis and other inflammatory disorders.

Scientology receives donations of more than $70 million per year
from them. All tax-free.

To further infuriate anyone with reasoning capabilities, the “fight for
kids” campaign uses a quote from the very inspirational Wog Nelson
Mandela: “There can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than
the way in which it treats its children.”

It’s a rather interesting and valid premise.
As I looked across the sea of faces at the graduation ceremony, I

felt no envy. I was glad to see so much promise and excitement.
There are too many that may never get the chance.

In a sense I believe these are the ones we really need to fight for.
I have another quote from the incomparable Wog Nelson Mandela:

“Education is the most powerful weapon you can use to change the
world.”



Just sayin’ . . .



Though 2012 had started off fairly normally—save for the
terrestrial doomsday shadow prophecy that we were all going to
perish—much did perish that year, but not all.

It began when one of my dear felines passed away, within weeks
of my job of nearly six years disappearing due to the recession.

What pickings there were for jobs were pretty slim, if not downright
insulting. The insults continued for upward of two years with me
questioning whether I knew how to use a laptop computer or whether
I had the energy levels for the position. I realized I had been
relegated to the “lollipop man” category since my only use,
apparently, was in helping small school children cross the street.
Being over 50 in America means you are so infirm that you are
incapable of normal brain functions. I was not alone; during the
Great Recession, age discrimination turned out to be a pandemic
worse than the prejudices associated with the color of your skin.

Kilong and I had also discussed returning to Cambodia; he had
started fundraising for the trip through an organization called Risking
Light. His point of returning was to find the Khmer Rouge stronghold
in Prasat and to forgive them for what they had done to him and his
family. It was a powerful thought and I seriously pondered going with
him. But the loss of my job and the lack of work made me table the
idea. I would have loved to document his story, though it turned out
that they were going to have a camera crew already.

That same month, in an epic turn of events, Comrade Duch, the
prison chief of S-21, was indicted on war crimes.

His defense was that he was only following orders.
In July one of the members of the Liberian community in Portland,

Oregon, accepted a position in President Sirleaf’s office and would
be relocating to Liberia in a few months. We all got together and
celebrated the event the colorful way the African community does.

Afterward Rolia and I went for a stroll along Mississippi Avenue,
known for its trendy shops and bars and the sad trend of
gentrification pushing the African American community further east.



It began to thunder and the sky became electric. We ducked into one
of the bars and waited as the storm let loose a torrent of rain. We
talked about our dreams. She talked of opening an African Cultural
Center in addition to the African dance troupe she taught. I told her I
dreamt about going back to school, to learn art, when I managed to
get another job—someday.

We talked of her returning to Africa. She said returning to Africa
was not a vacation to her. So she had no immediate plans.

She reminded me that it was never too late to chase your dreams.
Later that year, when we were working on the fundraising for her

dance troupe, she announced to me that she was going to apply for
a grant to go back to Liberia. She said she would want me to come
along as her photographer.

We’ll see, I thought.
She’s right. It is never too late to chase your dreams.
This time also gave me a chance to visit my cousin who was

suffering from pancreatic cancer. He had been a robust man and to
see him deteriorate, as too many cancer victims do, was
heartbreaking. He also managed to make the trip to Mercer Lake
despite his condition; we all surmised this could be his last visit.

At the lake Uncle Vic announced on the morning of July 7th that he
would be 91 years old—but not officially 91 until 10:30 AM. He was
perturbed because he had yet to catch any fish that year. He had
become constrained by the use of an oxygen tank, which made
getting around more difficult.

But he was always a determined fellow and after 10:30, and at
officially 91 years of age, he drove the golf cart to the dock and sat
where he had for 55 years. He came back a few hours later with a
fish. His birthday fish.

His age was always on the back of my mind. We discussed quietly
amongst ourselves that we did not know how much longer the “folks”
were going to be around. So over the last few years we had gotten a
bit more inventive with our time with them.



A year earlier I had convinced Uncle Vic to break out the red,
white, and blue boxer shorts I had bought him for his 80th birthday. I
hadn’t realized he had actually worn them and they had become
quite faded. I had an idea that I wanted to photograph him in his
shorts and fisherman vest, with his fishing bag and pole, down on
the dock. We had to get down there by 6:00 AM so no one would be
on the lake and send wakes that would sway the dock, thus messing
up my plan.

He was already awake when I gathered my gear. He drove the golf
cart because his lungs were giving him trouble and he couldn’t walk
that far. So there was this old man with a fisherman’s vest, red,
white, and blue boxer shorts, bare legs, and brown socks walking
onto the dock with his fishing pole and bag. Fortunately no one was
around because I figured they would have thought I was exploiting
an elder.

He was a real sport and we succeeded in this venture. If there was
anything I could contribute to the legacy of Mercer Lake it was this
image. I donated it to the owner of the resort where it sits in the main
office to this day.

Due to Vic’s age and my cousin’s failing health, Vic’s daughter
decided to make a rare trip to the lake. I sensed that the family photo
I took that day might be the last. We all stood together with the
sunshine reflecting off the blue of the lake and the majestic pines
crowding the shoreline.

I spent many silent moments that year listening to the wind in the
pines and the lapping of the water on the shore. I felt sad that
something special was coming to an end.

I pondered the many fish that had been caught and consumed, the
marshmallows that had been melted over the campfires, and the
fireworks that had been set off.

I’ve seen dragonflies land like magic in a child’s palm, while the
fish swam through the lake like slivers of glass during the stillness of
twilight.



The occasional osprey dipping into the clouds, swirling its feathers,
tossing shadows to its playmate.

As the day closes the laughter eventually fades and the embers
smolder.

Stillness reigns momentarily over our inner wildernesses.





My zen-like existence was soon shattered by the re-emergence of
the Church. It came in the form of an assault on our unlisted landline
that Bob used to call his relatives in the U.K. This indicated to me
that they had used private investigators or some similar service to
track down ex-Scientologists. They were apparently opening a
facility in Seattle.

I hadn’t been active since I’d left in 1981. This was 2012.
My sister, still a practicing Scientologist as far as I knew, had pretty

much fallen off my grid except for occasional Facebook updates. It
was possible she gave them my information.

We were on the Scientology speed-dial for weeks and Bob would
pick up and threaten to sue them for harassment.

We got calls asking for me under my previous names.
They called my sister in northeastern Washington looking for me.
But they never called my brother.
The calls came from people with foreign accents and an array of

area codes stretching up and down the west coast.
The literature started pouring in and I sent it back again asking to

be taken off their mailing list.
One morning during all this I left the house to go for a walk and a

young Asian man approached me saying he was from Scientology. I
felt so completely violated that I screamed expletives at him as I told
him to get off my property. He actually was on the curb so wasn’t
technically on my property. It wasn’t until I watched the A&E series
Scientology and the Aftermath that I realized they intentionally push
it to the point of annoyance, just far enough so they can assert their
“constitutional rights” without “violating” yours.

He wondered why I was upset. I said because I’m no longer a
Scientologist and have no interest in the Church whatsoever, and
you keep harassing my household, and, and, and . . . to me the
reasoning was pretty obvious. But to him I might as well be speaking
Klingon.

I stormed back into the house and nursed a panic attack. He



eventually left, leaving memory traces of an unhinged youth in his
wake.

It was all coming back like a locomotive.
The Katie Holmes/Tom Cruise divorce was also unfolding during

this time. I don’t know if this also gave rise to their campaigning, but I
knew this was a total and complete nightmare for the Church.

I was genuinely happy for Katie as she’d figured it out early
enough. As Good Morning America was blaring out this PR
nightmare, the landline rang again.

It was them.

***

The screams do not come at night when most of the demons are on
parade. They came in the off hours of the day in a place the birds
and grass had abandoned. In this place I’m surrounded by tin walls I
cannot run my fist through because the barbs are cleverly hidden,
and once impaled, the deeper they go.

I was reminded of their presence if I thought too long on how they
got there. Though giving the appearance of a paper cut, these
incisors are intelligent and very painful when tested. The mind is like
any muscle that atrophies; you find out sometimes too late that you
have been exercising the wrong parts. Cults and genocide have a
way of wiring your brain to think less than pleasant thoughts.

Taking a cue from Kilong I started working on my memoirs. And
like Kilong it started to give my life clarity. I didn’t have much hope at
the time that anything would happen with what I was writing because
I was all too familiar with the smear campaigns the Church was
capable of, and was anyone out there going to listen or read it?

But I could at least try and relinquish some of the demons.
I started by simply flinging syllables in the wind—free form, stream

of consciousness writing.



The Church, thankfully, never visited me again—that I know of.
And we left for a trip to the U.K. and Turkey that had been scheduled
shortly before I lost my job. My company was continuing to lay
people off and I had colleagues tracking me down even when I was
out of the country asking if I could help them find work.

No matter where you are on the planet, sometimes it’s difficult to
find an escape from your worries. I did for a little while though.

There is a ghost town called Kayaköy near Ölüdeniz on the
Mediterranean coast of Turkey. It’s a fantastic testimony to ancient
history where the Greeks drove out the Turks and an earthquake
further devastated the village. People still live on the perimeter and
you can hear the afternoon prayers as they drift across the battered
rooftops. It is built of stone, and the rubble makes for fascinating
exploration. I hauled my equipment around as I had in Cambodia
and took infrared images, imagining I was a ghost, which wasn’t too
far from how I was feeling at the moment. I walked along the trails in
solitude, only meeting an occasional tourist. The chapels were intact
with remnants of floor tiles still visible, worn by centuries of use.

After hours of hiking I decided to rest upon the rubble of one of the
old buildings that overlooked the city. I sat for a while swinging my
legs over the side, the warm breeze drying the sweat of my
adventure, with only the sound of a passing bird for company. For a
time I felt totally at peace, reveling in a state of tranquility upon a
perch of abandonment. The afternoon prayers began to echo once
again across the city. God is great.

It was the same feeling I had when paragliding for the first time
over Ölüdeniz, and then swirling over the Mediterranean like a bird.
Less of a hawk, more of a seagull.

It’s a terrifying thing, jumping off a 6,000-foot cliff, but once you’re
airborne you understand a different level of freedom. I could have
floated for an eternity—an outlier circling above the ruin of it all.



***

When I returned to the States it was back to the reality of the
protracted job hunt and ignoring calls from the Church. More like a
crash landing in my case.

I had entered several photography contests and, much to my
surprise, I won Black & White magazine’s People’s Choice
Award. While it’s great to have your work recognized, this one was
special: This was the image of the bikes we gave to the kids in
Cambodia. Many have been captivated by this image and it would
continue to gain notoriety.

As a counterpoint, tragically, my cousin lost his fight with cancer
and died on Halloween. My aunt, in her mourning, could not fathom
out-living her son. And I knew she was wondering how long her
husband was going to be on this earth. It was simply too much to
bear for a woman of 88 years. Many of their friends had died over
the last few years and the legacy of the lake was quickly coming to
an end.

We had a memorial for my cousin, and since he was a war veteran
they played “Taps” and I could barely see through the tears as I
videoed the event. Due to his deteriorating health Vic could not make
it. I visited him in November for Thanksgiving and again in December
and showed him the video on my iPad. I consoled my aunt but felt
impotent since I could not resurrect the dead.

The scenes that unfolded before me were some of the most gut-
wrenching of my life as I witnessed the slow demise of my uncle, a
beautiful spirit fighting against the rapid loss of his bodily functions.
He couldn’t even get his socks on.

The rain that December was torrential. There was Hurricane
Sandy and the massacre at Sandyhook Elementary. I really didn’t
like my name being associated with these events.

I could only sit and look out my office window at the deluge and



ponder a grief-stricken family and nation. I continued to scribble my
thoughts down in an incoherent stream of consciousness or
unconsciousness; it was hard to tell which at times.

If there was anything redeeming about 2012 it was being published
in Black & White magazine and catching up with Kilong on New
Year’s Eve.

He had, in the end, received approval from his company to return
to Cambodia in November of 2012, along with his family, to forgive
the Khmer Rouge. He looked at peace. When I asked him about his
experience with the perpetrators he said he never met with them;
due to the Tribunals they didn’t want the attention. So he never got a
chance to forgive the Khmer Rouge face-to-face. But I know he has
forgiven them in his heart as best he could. Now he is declaring his
own war on poverty by raising thousands of dollars to fund more
schools in Cambodia.





T
New Year’s Day 2013

he call came shortly after 7:00 AM. I was still asleep so it rolled
over to voicemail. In a broken voice, my aunt announced that

Uncle Vic had just passed away quietly in his sleep.
I deleted the message without a second thought; perhaps it was a

subconscious need to wipe this information out of existence, or the
denial that this happened on what seemed like the worst possible
day.

This was supposed to be a day of hope and renewal.
It was not supposed to be a day about death.
He was the last one of the Greatest Generation that was my blood.

They were all gone now. Whatever that life was, it was all gone now.
All that was left were fragmented legacies.

I think I cried the entire day; yet I was glad for the grief for there
were times in my life when death had meant nothing to me—when
grieving for family was a foreign concept. Decades ago, if I’d
harbored such emotions I was inferior. Being human was an
inconvenience.

I am glad for the inconvenience.
I recalled my last conversation with Vic at Christmas. We spent a

protracted amount of time on the phone talking about our history and
my father. He concluded with, “Goodbye, Kitten.”

It didn’t occur to me until later that he knew the end was coming
and that this would be our last conversation.

***

It was a warm day in July.
We all converged at Mercer Lake as we had done for so many

years.



The resort had let us borrow one of the larger boats that would fit
my cousins, Bob, me, and the widows. We went out to the leaning
pine that was forever waiting to collapse into the lake; so many times
I had dozed there in the boat while the boys fished. The ospreys still
had a nest overhead and would come to visit.

We took Vic’s and my cousin’s ashes and mingled them together.
Then we spread their ashes across the lake.
We returned to the silence that pervades such moments of loss.

Not wanting any further intrusions I went to sit on the beach.
Over the years, in the early mornings, I have contemplated the

lake as it cast off flares from the sun.
From it I would emerge, temporarily blinded by the surge of light

from a passing wake.
In those moments I think about drops of water and how we affect

their structure, and the intensity of the sun against the lake that
causes me to close my eyes. In this alchemy I can see a molecular
fusion through the light and I am no longer blinded by it.

There are thunderstorms that many of us will not survive; we will
die or succumb to the deluge.

We will make good choices and bad choices—many will affect
other people.

And within this confusion of choices a simple shaft of light
sometimes stuns us.

Then our vision adjusts to this new clarity.
And with this clarity comes a realization that we must scatter the

light.
I think that’s what my Uncle Vic did—he taught us to scatter the

light.
Regardless of our circumstances, we must always remember . . .

to scatter the light.

***



Mono no aware.
This is a Japanese term for the sad passing of things.
The Japanese have developed a healthy empathy towards the

transient nature of life—embracing the idea of impermanence.
They celebrate the “perfect blossom” during the Cherry Blossom

Festivals, rejoicing in all the ephemeral perfume they emit, thereby
increasing one’s sensitivity to the beauty and grace in life.

This is one of the great gifts I have taken away from all the strife—
to me there is no greater healing than that.

Four years on, the beloved leaning-tree collapsed into the
lake. After years of teetering on the brink and providing shelter to Vic
and his son, it has finally joined them. It’s now mingling with their
ashes as part of a legacy recounted amongst the residents of the
deep.

Soon after, after generations of being in the same family, the resort
my family visited for so many years was finally sold.

Such is the way of life.
Such is the sad passing of things.



W
2014

e were no longer getting calls from the Church, but they kept
sending me literature, and occasionally I received a letter

inquiring what had happened to me, addressed to one of my past
lives. I would send back a note asking to be taken off their mailing
list. For all the millions of dollars they have extracted from their
followers, you would think they could get some sort of Customer
Relationship Management System (CRM). After all, they seem to be
pretty good at hiring people who can hack smart devices, email
accounts, and haze the general public with fake Twitter handles.

I continued my photography work and ventured into mixed media.
It was here that I found joy in life and escape from the tyranny of the
job hunt.

In 2014 I finally convinced Rolia to sit for a photo shoot; it had
taken me a long time to get her into my studio since she got so many
requests, and I’d had some visions for quite a long time of what I
wanted to do. I had gotten a strip light (soft box) for the event and
asked her to come decked out in all her African fabulousness.

I had been following the National Geographic Your Shot website
and would submit images, usually only to get rejected since even
smart phones had taken over the media content, and the editors had
the luxury of feasting on imagery from across the globe. Too many
times the Japanese maple from our local somewhat famous
Japanese garden would make the top of the editor’s list. I did wonder
about editor fatigue with the tsunami of pictures they reviewed every
day.

I received email invites to submit to their Your Shot challenges and
had all but abandoned those. Then one day a request fluttered in
that I found intriguing and I figured it was worth the effort. I submitted
one of Rolia’s studio images to what was called Portraits of Strength,
focusing on women from different walks of life. This was for their



“Proof” segment celebrating National Women’s Day.
Much to my surprise and delight I was contacted by one of the

editors; they wanted to use my image as part of the segment. They
asked for information on Rolia and I gladly obliged, trying to
construct something worthy while in a state of panic.

The next day they sent me the link and there was Rolia scrolling
across the front of the National Geographic website. It stayed on the
main page for a short while. To my surprise, my commentary went
unedited; I somehow expected some correction or suggestions but
they published it as-is.

She remains on their site to this day as the anchor image to that
segment.

#Portraitsofstrength





Along with “Bicycles” from my Cambodian odyssey, the power of
those images continues to resonate with viewers.

It’s as though they had transcended this reality and I, their creator,
had become their student. I sense they have created their own myth
through the power of the subject itself.

These are the few instances where I can bring myself to actually
subscribe to something metaphysical, to indulge in the mysteries of
the unknowable, the unthinkable—to embrace the invisible muse.



I
2015

n 2015 we went to Paris; I had always wanted to see Paris, to visit
this place where many of the greatest artists in the world once

congregated.
We watched the Eiffel Tower from the Seine as it lit up like a million

shooting stars, its pulsing beacon welcoming lovers from afar. This
celebration of art in the City of Light, where beauty permeates every
corner of the French psyche, packages itself in layers of opulence
seemingly destined for royalty. We bought desserts from a
neighborhood patisserie and took these lovingly crafted delicacies
back to our apartment; unwrapping and consuming these
masterworks felt more akin to imbibing the Mona Lisa herself.

We were staying in the 18th arrondissement of Montmartre near
the Cemetery of Artists (not to be confused with Père Lachaise
Cemetery where Jim Morrison is buried).

There is a timelessness in Montmartre Cemetery where Degas is
entombed, where the spirits of the likes of Van Gogh, Dali, Picasso,
Rodin, and Hemingway reside and inspire struggling artists. Buried
beneath these dreams are the mass graves of those lost during the
French Revolution. It is a place that both stills and astounds the mind
with its meandering rows of tombs and contradictory residents.

I spent an afternoon capturing this alternate universe using digital
infrared to create a sense of transcendence against the inevitable
decay of life. This series would later be juried into one of the more
upscale photographic galleries in Portland.

We finally left for the airport after a week of making a minor dent in
the unending feast of imagery known as Paris. I ventured into the
airport duty-free shops and there on display was a lovely blue and
silver cylinder of Rive Gauche by Yves St. Laurent.

In a symbolic gesture of sorts, I bought it. Call it closure, defiance,
or acknowledging that I had gotten this far in spite of everything,



including myself. I was now taking a piece of Paris back with me—
not the entire Arc de Triomphe but a lesser more fragrant version, a
symbol inconceivable to a destitute kid who was first introduced to
this flourish of possibility on the RPF.



F
2017

rom the time I was laid off in the spring of 2012, I did not find
stable, gainful employment until January of 2017.

In my usual trade as a recruiter, I worked briefly with a former Navy
SEAL who had taught SEAL teams. He then worked in Covert Ops.
He was a fairly intense guy. He was always puzzled how men who
were far fitter than him could not make it through the SEAL training
known as Hell Week.

Many members of the Sea Org have endured a protracted version
of Hell Week. There are those who were sent to “the hole” for weeks
to years by David Miscavige for minor infractions. The hole consists
of heavily guarded double-wide trailers strung together. It is located
in Gilman Hot Springs outside Riverside, California, also known as
the Gold Base. Gold Base is the heavily guarded international base
for Scientology, complete with assault weapons, razor wire, and
security cameras. Prisoners of the hole endured extreme desert
temperatures with no air conditioning, practically sleeping on top of
one another and eating leftover slop. They were screamed at,
subjected to degrading manual labor, and in some cases physically
assaulted.

In addition to the hole, the RPF was still in full swing since it was
an LRH directive. Some, like Jesse Prince, endured the RPF for
years. Andre Tabayoyon, who was eventually put in charge of
security at Gold Base, spent six years on the RPF during his 21
years in the Sea Org.

Besides the hole, there is also the “pole.” Around this pole are
circles of raked sand like you would see at a Japanese Zen Garden.
As a form of punishment (or redemption, as the Church would have
you believe), members are required to run around this circle in the
desert heat for hours.

One of the most notable victims of this “pole” punishment was an



auditor known as David Mayo. David was Hubbard’s most promising
protégé, and renowned in Scientology circles back in the 70s as the
Church’s top technical wizard. LRH had even credited David with
saving his life during an auditing session. In 1982, when David
Miscavige seized control of Church management, he decided to
incarcerate Mr. Mayo on the RPF at Gold Base (when people
question why Miscavige does what he does there is no really good
explanation—at least not in terms fit for human consumption). In a
sworn affidavit Mr. Mayo described his experience:

During that six-month period of captivity, I was forced to run
around a tree in the desert in temperatures of up to 110
degrees for 12 hours a day, 7 days a week. For 3 months I
was under tremendous coercion and duress. I was refused
medical and dental treatment—after escaping captivity I lost
six teeth and required thousands of dollars of dental work to
save the rest of my teeth. I was not permitted to make or
receive phone calls and all letters I wrote were read by
Scientology security guards.

I’m not sure that even Navy SEALs go through this level of duress.
This provoked a discussion with Mr. Navy SEAL on true grit; that

idea of resiliency of which some possess more than others. It’s a sort
of secret sauce that many in the recruitment business would like to
know the recipe for.

I may not have cracked that code but I do know one thing for sure
. . .

. . . they walk among us.



W

Scientology and the Aftermath
Docu-series: Diggin’ in the Dirt

hen Leah Remini gave her acceptance speech at the
Television Critics Awards on August 5, 2017, for her critically

acclaimed docu-series Scientology and the Aftermath, Elisabeth
Moss, a Scientologist, got up and left the room.

This Emmy-winning Elisabeth appears in the acclaimed series
Handmaid’s Tale, a play on dystopias such as Scientology. It’s as
though L. Ron Hubbard read Orwell’s novel 1984 and thought—wow
—what a great idea . . .

Scientologists are conditioned to not listen to anything negative
about the Church. They are repeatedly told that any such nonsense
is the product of criminals, Wogs, and the press, and is essentially
fake news.

All the children abused at the hands of Scientology are #fakenews.
The Scientology indoctrination includes the idea that even if what

these apostates say is true, “they pulled it in.” We apostates brought
all of this abuse on ourselves.

My reaction to the Aftermath revelations, after decades of silence
and dormancy, was that of a person who could see or hear for the
first time. I never really wanted to go back to that place, but if I was
to eventually break free I realized that perhaps I should go back. Like
so many others, and in contrast to Kilong, I have never had closure
—just marginalization compounded by my own ignorance that
seeking help was actually O.K.

I had to watch the episodes in private though; the primordial
stench was too strong to make it a shared experience. It was in this
space that I would reside in isolation, a twisted solidarity, witnessing
tragedy after tragedy, taking it all in as if it were all my own.

I cringed in silence at all the stories resonating from the same



brutal echo chambers. The tears soon washed away what makeup
resided on the perimeters of my eyelids.

It took me several episodes for it to really sink in that we were
being given a voice—I was being given a voice.

Through the cracked fissures of the Church’s foundation we were
erupting like curtains of fire.

I had found my lost tribe.
First there was ex-Sea Org executive Amy Scobee; it was as

though she had just recently come to the realization that this
statutory rape thing was not O.K. Her tale of how she was hounded
by Sea Org recruiters to join as a teenager threw me back to my own
until now dormant experience from decades ago.

Then came the tales of molestations, rape, suicides, sweatshops,
and forced abortions. Mike Rinder and Tony Ortega blog about the
exploitation of foreign workers under religious exemption laws.

Pedophiles and rapists on the loose with a culture that primed
young, innocent girls as sex slaves through the liberal application of
policies derived from the mind of a misogynistic sadist.

Comparisons to the Catholic Church scandals are made by
Facebook fans, but critics readily point out that the Catholic Church
did eventually take accountability and did not go into battle mode to
assault its victims—unlike Scientology. Though that has now
changed with the more recent press of rampant abuse by priests.
Even the Catholic Church attempted to silence the victims.

The tragedies raged on. To the typical viewer maybe rage isn’t an
appropriate term—to a victim, it is . . .

During a Season 2 episode one brilliant young man actually
calculated the velocity of the fall he would take before he leapt to his
death. He was the brother of Elizabeth Gale, whose family
inheritance—a family estate that dated back to the days of the
Oregon Trail—was sold so her mother could continue up the Bridge
to Total Freedom. This mother dismissed and disconnected from her
daughter, her grandchildren, and her now-deceased son because



they’d left the Church.
As the weeks wore on, the slow burn of consciousness in a world

of the unconscionable started to stake its claim: All those human
rights violations and inhumane acts were for real. As insane as these
accounts sounded, it was the perpetrators who were looking like the
crazy ones now to those willing to listen to all the gut-wrenching
stories.

Mike Rinder, a longtime senior Sea Org exec turned critic,
passionately seeks atonement for the role he played—both as victim
and perpetrator—by writing blogs about the Church to educate the
uninformed.

Attacks and smear sites targeting the victims appear on the
Internet within minutes of the airing of each new episode of
Aftermath. These sites depict indictments from family members
within the Church against their apostate relatives on charges and
alleged “crimes.” They come under headlines such as “The Truth
about Leah Remini,” from the Scientology STAND.org movement,
purported to fight digital hate speech and bigotry against the Church.
This STAND ideal (Scientology Taking Action Against Discrimination)
has Twitter accounts that are composed of fake and photo-shopped
handles designed to flood the Aftermath followers with the same
vitriol over and over again. These are basically “troll farms,” the
same tactic used by the Russians during the 2016 election. The
Church doesn’t realize this is viewed as simply annoying, and an
increasingly tech savvy audience isn’t going to be so readily fooled.
To them, the harassment is about as amusing as a hamster wheel in
a college dorm.

Tony Ortega’s Underground Bunker blog circulates a news feed
about the abandoned FBI investigation that clearly called out the
human trafficking and holding of Sea Org members against their will.

Nothing was ever done.
Through all this I’m taken back to the scene of the crime—the Big

Blue PAC base and the Hollywood Inn where I turned my back on



the nothing that was left of my childhood.
Non-Scientologists, or “not-ins,” reply with tearful emojis.
Then come the death threats on Facebook against those victims

who speak out—from the Scientology trolls circling social media
where they cannot escape ridicule in the forum of public opinion.

Twitter feeds explode, with devout Scientologist Kirstie Alley taking
a stance that anyone criticizing her religion is a bigot, and blocking
the thousands who would disagree with her.

A Facebook group reports that Scientologists walk into stores and
pull the People Magazine issues with Leah on the cover talking
about Season 2 off the shelves. They demand the stores remove
them as they are a violation of the First Amendment and freedom of
religion. There is no mention of Leah’s right to freedom of speech.
The Church, as notoriously litigious as it is, has not responded with
any sort of libel suit—because they would have to prove that Leah,
and everyone on her show, is lying. And they can’t.

The last thing they want is an army of ex-Scientology victims being
deposed, opening themselves—especially David Miscavige—up to
any scrutiny.

All of these follies occur at the expense of the American taxpayer
under the religious tax exemption laws . . . and the First Amendment
right to freedom of religion.

Almost every day while Aftermath aired I was subjected to either a
new revelation, scandal, or incessant buzzing on my now
permanently silenced cell phone. “Blown” ex-members recounted
harrowing tales of escape from the spiky ultra-barrier-fenced
property that surrounds the Gold Base compound in California.
These fenced barriers were worse than anything I saw at the torture
chambers and camps in Cambodia.

Paul Haggis, the twice Oscar-winning screenwriter, made a
courageous appearance on Aftermath, calling out Scientology
celebrities, saying they need to be held accountable for all the
abuses. Scientology trolls suffocated the followers of Paul’s Twitter



feed with their iterative, unimaginative, regurgitated bile.
Paul recounted the MLK (Martin Luther King Jr.) vitriol of a

Scientology spokesperson flying into a raging fit about how dare
anyone insult David Miscavige—the Chairman of the Board—by
comparing him to the likes of Martin Luther King Jr.

To keep the heat turned on high, Tony Ortega posted a feed on
Facebook featuring Paul Haggis and his rebuttal to a recent smear
campaign against him. Paul called out Marty Rathbun, the friend-
turned-enemy, for turning Paul’s private emails over to the Church. It
was, of course, very well written since we wouldn’t expect anything
less from Paul Haggis. The skirmish continued over the course of a
few days with bloggers lamenting they were not able to get through
Marty’s laborious YouTube videos to even determine what he was
trying to accomplish. Many wondered if he was paid off, if those
emails were hacked, and other probable conspiracy theories.

The predictable Scientology smear campaigns were now
becoming a badge of honor for those who were speaking out.

Yet I would argue that “smear” or “campaign” doesn’t really
describe those hate websites the Church orchestrated; it was more
like home-grown graphic design from your kid’s after-school project.

The Church Fair Game contingent kept drumming up family
members and witnesses to attack a critic’s character, but never
denied what the victims or critics were saying.

And they never entered into a debate. Their arguments could not
stand up to scrutiny in the theater of social media. They had no
institutional memory or strategic direction, just the conflicting,
dogmatic directives of L. Ron Hubbard.

The Church continued to air their benign attacks through all
available social media channels in concert with Aftermath episodes.
All these attack squadrons, these fake trolls, were so convinced of
their higher cause they didn’t realize they were the only ones who
were. Everyone else just took out their digital fly swatters to shoo
them away so they could view the real content.



As the Aftermath series continued its rarified journey into
uncharted waters, more ex-Sea Org members published their books.
Maybe someday these will surpass the “teachings” of LRH himself.
These memoirs take aim at the celebrity contingency. Many
Facebook followers became disillusioned with these famous people
who turn a blind eye to the abuses.

Elizabeth Gale eventually lost her aforementioned family ranch
and she, along with her two boys, were evicted. She asked for help
and many of us banded together to donate where we could to
provide food and shelter and help them get back on their feet. The
proceeds from the sale of the family property went to the Church tax-
free. Her mother saw to that. In her view, her daughter and
grandsons were no doubt responsible for the condition they were in.

They “pulled it in.”
During all this mayhem (in my mind it’s definitely mayhem), my

dear Cambodian friends summoned up the courage to watch First
They Killed My Father, a memoir of the Cambodian Killing Fields
brought to the screen by Angelina Jolie and released on Netflix in
September of 2017.

My Facebook newsfeed was now dominated by Killing Field
survivors, Africans, and ex-Scientologists—a rather maniacal mix of
views.

Then, a new tragedy unfolded—the greatest mass shooting in
American history took down nearly 60 victims while injuring hundreds
of others. Kirstie Alley, who somehow considered herself an expert
on mental health, took to Twitter stating that such murderers are on
psychiatric drugs. She says the statistics prove it.

Members of the Aftermath Facebook groups commented that they
were blocked by Kirstie’s Twitter. Some weren’t even following her;
she or a Scientology troll were cross referencing the thousands of
Aftermath Facebook members to prevent them from having an open
dialogue with her.

Not so pronounced but on the same soapbox about the psychiatric



drug theory was Jenna Elfman. That must mean empirically that this
mass murderer was on psychiatric drugs, which no coroner has been
able to verify.

The next Aftermath episode unfolded with Tara and Nathan, two
child victims of the Mace-Kingsley Ranch School—a Scientology-
endorsed “camp.” This place was akin to the RPF with nuances of
the Killing Fields labor camps, replete with starvation and beatings.
Tara’s parents actually paid $150,000 for the privilege of having their
child terrorized for her “own good.” This episode actually gutted me
more than the others—I couldn’t explain why. Maybe it was when
Tara was starving and someone actually gave her a banana. Or that
Nathan was brutally beaten and his screams were caught on tape.
Or that they were ostracized by their families for being kids. So-
called parents who abandoned them and then countered with the
now-familiar malicious smear campaigns. I got the abandoned
orphan thing—I’ve lived it—I’m still working on the smear campaign
thing.

#stillnoremorse
#really-like-wow-really?

#stillnoaccountability

Harvey Weinstein’s legendary sexual exploits—as horrid as they
are—get more airtime.

In response to the sexual harassment #metoo campaign, Kirstie
Alley tweeted about the need for women to speak up but shut down
anyone asking her about the rape and molestations by the Church
that she so religiously defends. Then she continued by asserting you
shouldn’t just judge people like Harvey Weinstein—they should be
innocent until proven guilty.

The Aftermath Facebook crowd wondered why Scientologist
Danny Masterson’s Netflix series The Ranch hadn’t been cancelled.



He was accused of raping four women, all of whom have come out
with their stories in excruciating detail. But the DA’s office asked
Leah not to air an episode with their stories. Why the double
standard? Everyone on Facebook demanded answers but there
were no emojis for that.

This brought about further discussions on a passage from
Hubbard’s Dianetics:

The seven-year-old girl who shudders because a man is
kissing her is not computing; she is reacting to an engram (bad
memory) since at seven she should see nothing wrong in a
kiss, not even a passionate one. There must be an earlier
experience, possibly prenatal, which made men or kissing very
bad.

Since Hubbard’s Dianetics was one of his earliest writings, it’s no
surprise that there have been decades of recorded molestation and
raping of children within the Church.

The contracts that members (parishioners) signed under duress
were brought up and well documented by Jeffrey Augustine on his
Scientology Money Project website: The idea is to lock the
“customer” down so they won’t sue for being fleeced out of
thousands of dollars (donations). Those who seek reimbursement or
restitution are declared Suppressive Persons for complaining or
asking for their money back. The Church’s argument is the
“technology” has already been delivered, though those who were
bilked out of their life savings claim it didn’t work as promised.

More broken flowers, those victims of child abuse, came forward,
spreading their seeds in hope of creating meadows that are no
longer trampled on by a concrete underworld.

In what must have been one of the greatest PR flaps for the
Church, on September 9, 2017, Leah tearfully accepted the Emmy



for Best Informational Series, thanking all the brave souls who have
come forward—“this is for you.”

On Sunday, November 5th, Angelina Jolie and Loung Ung received
the Hollywood Film Award for best foreign film for First They Killed
My Father.

Shortly thereafter, Aftermath alumni Aaron Smith-Levin’s dog (yes,
his dog) was required to disconnect from his Scientology neighbors
due to the dog’s association with a suppressive person. Guilty by
association. Goliath, the suppressive dog . . .

Ramina Nunnelee, the mother of one of the Aftermath alumni, left
the Church, publicly reuniting with her daughter. For the Church this
took the landslide to the next level. A&E called it the Season Finale.
But it’s not really—it’s just the beginning.

The New York Times called out Harvey Weinstein’s use of the
Mossad (Israeli Secret Service) and private detective agencies to
silence his victims. Mike Rinder and Tony Ortega decided to blog
about justifiable comparisons to Scientology—citing examples of
how the Church’s mafia-like Fair Game tactics are far worse than
anything Harvey could dish out to his victims. This was not to
marginalize the #metoo victims such as actor Rose McGowan (who
is also a cult survivor), but to add perspective as to why Scientology
has gotten away with the atrocities for so long.

A couple more specials followed, then A&E turned the turret gun to
the Scientology propaganda machine, demonstrating how the
Church spends copious amounts of money convincing their brethren
that they are saving the world. They conduct Oscar-style
conventions that take place with huge fanfare and graphics that look
like they were created by a part-time gamer. Here fellow
Scientologists revel in hugely inflated membership numbers (I am
probably counted in those statistics), and the millions of people on
the planet they are saving. Miscavige chest thumps about the
leaders of foreign countries who are now on board; yet these leaders
have no real affiliation with Scientology outside a discussion with



many of the front groups parading as Good Samaritans.
In Orwell’s 1984 all this is referred to as “Newspeak.”
The Aftermath Series 2 specials ended with further education on

LRH. For the “not-ins” it was an important topic. They could not
fathom the malignant hypocrisy and penchant for eviscerating
anyone who got in his way. For the rest of us it was simply a rerun, a
shoulder shrug, and wondering if and when we—the victims—would
ever see justice done . . .

But the drama did not end as the series closed out; Paul Haggis
filed a lawsuit against Haleigh Breest, a woman who accused him of
raping her. He contended her accusations were an attempt to extort
$9 million from him. Her attorney fired back with four other
“anonymous” women who had supposedly come forward with
allegations of molestation. Paul fired back that the Church of
Scientology was behind this, exploiting the #metoo movement as a
way to discredit him. Paul predicted years ago that the Church would
attempt to malign his reputation. His prediction was well documented
in Lawrence Wright’s Going Clear: Scientology, Hollywood, & the
Prison of Belief.

It tragically couldn’t have been scripted better, down to Paul
predicting they would cover up any involvement with Scientology.

Paul’s ex-wife, Deborah Rennard, made a public statement
defending him. She was married to him at the time of the alleged
rape; she knew about his back problems and his whereabouts during
this supposed attack on Breest.

Not to be outdone, Kirstie Alley defends Danny Masterson against
rape allegations, but not Paul.

Journalist Yashar Ali took to Twitter to call out Kirstie’s double-
speak hypocrisy on sexual harassment; Kirstie called Yashar
“hateful,” but did not address the issue.

Elisabeth Moss went on to win the Golden Globe for Handmaid’s
Tale. In her acceptance speech she thanked and quoted author
Margaret Atwood: “We no longer live in the blank white spaces at the



edge of print. We no longer live in the gaps between the stories. We
are the story in print, and we are writing the story ourselves.”

Yepper—we sure are . . .
In a reversal of fortune, the global news media slammed Moss for

being a hypocrite by defending the #metoo movement while turning
a blind eye to the sexual assaults and child abuse committed by the
Church of Scientology.

Nicole Kidman won a Golden Globe as well, but did not mention
her adopted children in her acceptance speech—fans questioned
why that was: The speculation was that her father is a psychiatrist
and that is unacceptable to the Church as they (psychiatrists) are all
suppressive persons. Psychiatry is so reviled by the Church that
Kirstie Alley turned down a role in the hit series Frasier because it
was about a psychiatrist. The children Nicole adopted with Tom
Cruise are also Scientologists and keep a very respectable distance
from her. This must be heartbreaking for her. That is perhaps the
reason she did not acknowledge them in her acceptance speech.

Tom Cruise has disconnected from his daughter Suri since Katie
Holmes made her publicized split from him. Katie would also be
considered a troublesome source as well due to the damage she
caused to the Church’s reputation. (I don’t know if she was ever
declared suppressive since the same rules don’t apply to celebrities.)
Hence the reason you don’t see Tom hanging around with his
daughter.

And finally, Leah Remini and Mike Rinder wrote a well-crafted
open letter to the media defending Paul Haggis and accusing the
Church of Fair Game. The global news media picked up on the letter
and it made headlines across all the major news feeds.

I, for the most part, still cannot fathom how this came full circle for
me; perhaps it’s something greater than my capacity to understand.

But I do know it is time for the compassionate people of the world
to suspend their disbelief that what we have on our hands is a mafia-
like organization that functions more like an ill-run business and



should have its tax-exempt status revoked.
This is an organization that destroys families, decimates

childhoods, and when they haven’t succeeded in doing so, will come
back to finish the job. I, for one, am also bracing for the inevitable
impact of my criticisms.

All of this triggered me for months . . .



The cracked windshield that makes it difficult to see—there are
holes where the rain seeps in, though the drops are difficult to
swallow. The ashtrays are always full and the bottles are empty.

Your eyes are dry from too much staring.
Dust gathers on the wipers and there is nowhere to go except

away from the crowds and their broken headlights.
Empty chassis of soft tissue are left to rot, leaving nothing for the

nameless dogs and their mindless snarls.
They bark at flat tires mistaken for human flesh.
Suicide doors tattooed with prophecies of yesterday’s blueprint are

reminders of a failed turf war with the chain-link fence, now bent
inward, piercing the palpitating veins that beat out of rhythm with the
graffiti that eventually overtakes the undisturbed ground where you
were left for dead.

These symbols and smears call out your name amongst the razor
wire, a severed truth better understood by destitute clean-up crews
you buy off through that all-too-long passage of time—having been
forsaken by the false prophet that beckoned you with the promise of
an unerring future.

Ramblings of a she-monster tempest.



Someone once said the greatest battles are fought in the silent
chambers of the soul, yet I would argue that these chambers really
aren’t so silent. There are too many phantasms echoing their disgust
at ever being born. At any given time their sentiments can drive you
to madness. The battle you are really fighting is for silence, but the
idea of emptiness is a daunting deterrent.

All this is fertile ground for the Reaper.
“In the end we will not remember the words of our enemies, but the

silence of our friends.”
Martin Luther King Jr.
Or to Scientologists: How-dare-he-be-compared-to-the-chairman-

of-the-board-that-WOG-Martin-Luther-King



Throughout all this the Church rumbled in retaliation. Shortly after
Season 2 of Aftermath was announced I received a call from an A&E
producer discussing my background and the show.



Within a few weeks the first affront from the Church reached my
cell. They had never called my cell, only hazing our landline back in
2012. I was on the bus on my way home from work and didn’t
recognize the number.

It was from southern California.
It was Michael from the “chaplain’s” office of the Church of

Scientology. I hadn’t known a chaplain’s office actually existed until
that call, or had been out for so long I couldn’t remember.

I was now in the crosshairs again, but I think this time for a
different reason.

Leah Remini and Mike Rinder had awakened “Goliath” (not
Aaron’s dog); their slingshots were now within striking distance.

Now that I was caught in the crossfire, my mind had become
suspended between victim and warrior.

During the confusion of thunder and lightning it was as though the
orphan sleeper cells had awakened and we were converging en
masse from the far reaches of the planet in protest.

Ex-Sea Org members from across the planet were now pummeling
Leah and Mike with their stories.

The calls to my cell were soon followed by letters—with insistence
that I contact them about “false data” floating around and rumors of
me being “forced.” These calls were then followed by spoofed
numbers on my cell and landline, text messages from the unknown,
VOIP, the dark web, an attempted attack on my Gmail account. More
slick brochures and magazines arrived addressed to my former
identities, an extinct past I would have just as soon forgotten.

I eventually started answering the calls with “Shaylee’s Bar and
Grill.” There would be a long pause, then the line would go dead.

I had written them saying that I am no longer a Scientologist, yet
they kept calling on their clandestine “unavailable” numbers that my
tracing service easily identified so I knew who was calling. Or who
was bluffing, at least.

Then they launched an “OT salvage operation” on October 16th,



and within a few weeks the speed dialing was so intense my phone
almost vibrated off the table. It was like some sort of desperate beast
on the hunt, like a radioactive cockroach channeling from a
converted morgue haunted by the ghosts of the RPF.

I thought of Lisa McPherson once again, and the cockroaches that
ate away at her flesh. How they scattered into her dreams, then
hatched their eggs into her nightmares.

I finally shared my story with Kilong and Rolia. I had kept silent all
these years; it was now my turn to help my tribe. Kilong was stunned
by the correlations between my story and his. Rolia was reduced to
tears and could not continue to read. They gave it their blessing.
They now see the refugee in me, the Golden Leaf, the once-slave.

Christi Gordon, an Aftermath alumni, started a Children of
Scientology Facebook page. Just for us. This is our own secret
society of sorts. It’s also a refuge as some members are still on the
firing lines, experiencing verbal assaults on the street, and threats at
their homes like having their car tires slashed. These assaults occur
mostly in the Clearwater, Florida, and Los Angeles Church vicinities,
where the Church can conveniently dispatch their cronies to silence
potential critics.

They send out private investigators to tail those who might go on
the next installment of Aftermath. They deploy an army of
photographers who camp out across the street from the homes of
the victims, waiting for a shot to include on a hate website.
Investigators call acquaintances of the victims from clandestine
phone numbers, looking for dirt on the children who have already
been abused enough—to counter the mounting public relations
crisis. They call employers, insisting that the offending “bigot” be
fired—claiming they committed crimes that cannot be proven. They
relentlessly hammer our phones—and even the phones of relatives.

All of the assaults bleed out on our Facebook pages so we all
know, collectively, who’s under attack.

In a sense, Facebook has become a feeding tube to a contingent



of malnourished, battered souls. It is there we recount tragic,
horrifying moments with wow, angry, and tearful emojis so often we
probably need an emoji of own. We come from different generations
but here in this digital arcade we are all in the same space and time:
Not as has-beens—we are the never-should-have-beens. We
wonder what our lives would be like if we had never been
abandoned to the Church in the first place.

We, the lost children, are of a different sort because we are
second- and third-generation cult survivors. We are refugees of a
different world. We aren’t particularly recognizable in our anguish; for
most of us there were no services we would be channeled to—no
food stamps, temporary housing, or counseling. The support groups
have been as threadbare as our identities.

We are outliers dispensed from a noxious cult. We are part of a
disjointed diaspora of cult survivors and we don’t know how many of
us there are. We find comfort in knowing that the isolation we felt
was actually a myth. We are not alone.

In a sense we are freaks who have escaped a ludicrous circus only
to be hunted down by the handlers who run the asylum next door. A
past that has been submerged for decades surfaces only to be
surrounded by outsourced mutant sharks with cyber skills.

Throughout all the exploration of my past and the stories of the
others, parts of my otherwise jagged puzzle began to form a larger
whole.



Storms blow through the open windows, the drapes whiplash,
losing their grip. The confusion of raindrops soak the fabric, eyes like
vessels of quicksand begin to melt as the dust motes disperse,
allowing you shadowy glimpses of possibilities. Your power surges
and palpitates as the sky stuns itself with the sting of the sun, which
is in fact your soul reconciling the idea that what you’re really seeing
is yourself for the first time.

Reflections from a she-monster tempest—what the process of
writing this has done for me—I can see clearer now.



I
The Hotel California—2018

n June of 2018 a group of us second-generation kiddos met at a
loft in San Francisco—I was there only for a few hours due to my

own work-life balance time constraints. It’s a strange feeling to know
each others’ pain so well, yet we had never met face-to-face. We
also come from different generations, and to the older second-gens
it’s difficult to reconcile that these abuses are still happening, and in
many cases have simply gotten worse. I started to develop a
matriarchal feeling towards these women even though I myself,
despite my age, rebelled at the idea. Being a matriarch would only
solidify my aging process and I would not want to infer that my pain
had been any worse than theirs. In fact I discovered I was one of the
lucky ones. And one of the few who could come out and speak on
their behalf.

During my visit one of my second-gen cohorts received a call from
the Church. The irony was not lost on any of us—this small clutch of
women bonding over beer, wine, and this new thing called “hard
seltzer.”

She had also received a call at her work the night before: The
Church had not contacted her in over 18 years. This, of course, set
up speculation amongst the Facebook kiddos that we were being
“watched”—why would the Church call her after so long just when
she happened to be traveling to San Francisco to meet with a group
of “Suppressive Persons” the next day? To add to the speculation
was the call I had received from the same number earlier in the
week.

She put the conversation on speaker mode and I began video
recording the conversation on my iPhone. The possibility of what I
could do with this content began swirling through my head.

Thus began a mixed-media production of what I would later call
“You Seriously Can’t Make This Shit Up.” It’s amazing what you can



do with an iPhone, iMovie, Giphy’s, and a bit of imagination. The
content is now posted on the Aftermath Supporters Group and the
Children of Scientology website. It’s a good 15-minute romp
demonstrating the kind of world we second-gens live in.

After this first interaction with my cohorts they encouraged me to
come to New York for another meeting in September, and I obliged.
Aftermath alumni Christi Gordon, Aaron Smith-Levin, and Nathan
Rich were joining us, along with Chris Shelton, who had become a
fixture on YouTube with his “Sensibly Speaking” blogs.

There were several UTRs in attendance—what we define as
“under the radar,” those ex-Scientology kids who want to bond but do
not wish to have their picture or stories circulated for fear of
repercussions.

I arrived in Brooklyn during a thunderstorm that had delayed
several incoming flights. I don’t know if the weather was parting to let
me in or simply welcoming my presence. After I got settled I set out
via Uber to find Christi. I got misrouted to Bushwick in search of her
Airbnb—as it turned out it was actually Nathan’s place as I had
misinterpreted the text Christi had sent me. As with most of my life, I
sometimes don’t arrive at my intended destination. I stood under the
eve of a nearby convenience store to avoid the rain and waited for
another Uber to pick me up. I was easy to spot as I was the only
white person I had seen in the last few hours. The thunder cracked
and the lightning flashed as I texted Christi that I was on my way and
“what was with the weather!” She heard it too.

I kept a screenshot of that text, proof that I wasn’t just making this
up for effect.

I finally arrived at Christi’s and thus began yet another weekend of
compelling conversation and unprecedented bonding.

The next day, after most of us had arrived, we converged in
Brooklyn for dinner, then shuttled to Greenwich Village. From there
we bar hopped, talked, and walked along a Hudson River boardwalk
until 2:00 a.m. I stopped and gazed at the One World Trade Center,



taking comfort in its defiance—its presence symbolizing that we have
the capacity to rebuild, no matter how horrific the tragedy.

September 8th, 2018
Thirteen of us gathered in a room in Brooklyn . . . it was more like a
hall of mirrors in a not-so-fun-house. No matter how different we
looked on the surface, we were a blinding reflection of our mutual
suffering.

It was a gathering that consisted primarily of brutal conversations
few outside our collective could ever comprehend—three
generations of men and women, hours of grief, anger, and rage.

I left the next morning, numb, sleep deprived, and not really
processing it all. As I walked through the airport looking for water
and snacks at one of the kiosks I found myself staring at Michelle
LeClair gracing the cover of People Magazine. It was her story on
how she too had escaped Scientology. I messaged the kiddos with
my discovery.

As I boarded the plane I felt as though I were surrounded by
phantoms nipping at my heels and craved the safety of my earbuds
and distant melodies.

I threw myself back into work without much reflection short of
journaling my experience while killing time on my flight. I think
spiritually I needed a break—a time to go dormant and let the
subconscious do its work—to surrender to the gathering muse.

A few weeks later my psyche pulled the trigger—those thoughts
that come from the back of the head—without warning or reason
spoke out during an isolated evening at home. The pain had finally
come home to roost. I cannot say I will ever be able to read these
thoughts without tears or despair ever again, but it strikes me as a
message from the collective consciousness of children who have
been spiritually annihilated through no fault of their own—even that
idea does our conditioning no justice. I cannot even stake claim that
these thoughts are my own. They come from some underground



where we were, in some form or another, left for dead.
Where we . . .
feasted on one another
Gorging on the leftovers that spilled over from our isolation
A hunger that fed on itself
Through our drowning voices
We became lost in the marrow
No plea bargains here
All or nothing
Galvanized
Consumed by the weeping breadcrumbs of half-baked
memories
That slip like razor blades across our tongues
On down to our wrists
At what price comes deliverance, we ask through bleeding

mouths?
Childhoods stained by the counterfeit smears of our parents
who became nothing more than a remote control
On that plummeting elevator to hell
Gamers who knew nothing about the ledge they pushed us off
tone-deaf cannibals who left us to feed on our own broken flesh
There are no tidy Hollywood endings to be found here.

Japan
Not too long before I was to leave on vacation for Japan I received a
copy of Advance Magazine. Volume 50 issue 4. On the cover is a
Shinto shrine and a byline “the Spirit of Japan.” I was both appalled
and curious about this assault and its timing right before my next
overseas adventure. The spread was worthy of Condé Nast Traveler
with beautiful photographs and a shallow hit-and-run dissertation on
Shinto and Japanese culture. I suppose this was an attempt to be
inclusive and educate fellow Scientologists on practices that are
inferior to their own. What was left unsaid was the centuries of



cultivated discipline, wisdom, and beauty captured by the many
Haiku poets, Nobel Prize winners, Samurai, Geisha, artists—martial
and otherwise—and philosophers whose treasures will tragically
never be discovered by a rabid cult follower, because that would
mean one would have to not only take responsibility for feeling
something, but also that the cult-tribal-mind would suffer a
devastating blow and an identity crisis to an extent that would surely
result in the belief that the whole human race would soon become
extinct.

At the end of the article, in their typical supremacist fashion they
state:

And while Shinto remains a vital cultural touchstone for the
Japanese people, as a source of personal freedom and
spiritual growth, it wasn’t able to provide the technology and
answers to arrive at new states of being.

Today, thanks to Scientology and the Bridge to Total
Freedom, the centuries of searching are over, and anyone can
find solutions to an unlimited future on a path carefully laid out
by LRH.

Tokyo
We suffered through the crush of humanity at the infamous Shibuya
crossing, the busiest crossing in the world located just outside the
train station. Some folks stop and take selfies only to be ushered
from the crossing by insistent but polite whistle-blowing street police.
I switched my camera to video mode and recorded a first-person
account of the experience for posterity. Opposite the crossing is a
perfectly situated Starbucks, like a caffeinated grandstand for this
unusual spectator sport. We wormed our way to the second floor,
and after a fair amount of patience found a spot. We watched from
our perch while slowly being muscled from our seats by other



tourists with their smart phones and selfie sticks. This was the first
initiation on personal space in Japan: There really is none unless
you’re on the bullet train, airport express, or in outlying
neighborhoods. Despite feeling like I was a grain of rice in a sushi
roll, I found the country to be impeccably clean and efficient. And the
Japanese are so polite I never felt quite worthy of the bowing as if I
were royalty whenever I entered an establishment. Note to self on
self-esteem vs. humility issues.

In my life-long quest for kitsch we ventured to the Hotel Gracery
Shinjuku and the awesome life-sized Godzilla head situated on the
patio of a lovely tea room/bar. I, in my contradicting mind, had a
moment of Zen (not Zenu—please don’t confuse the two) under the
gaping jaws of a Japanese pop icon.

Not far from the Gracery is the Samurai museum in a non-descript
neighborhood that almost didn’t seem worthy enough to house 800-
year-old artifacts. In the same neighborhood is the Robot Bar that
was featured on one of Anthony Bordain’s episodes (we did not go
there—it was not the kind of kitsch we were interested in or needed
bragging rights for). Having both establishments in the same
neighborhood certainly seemed like a clash of old, classic, and noble
versus the new gamer electronic anime culture. In the museum
(which is more like a converted tea house) is a vast array of Samurai
armor from prominent families dating back hundreds of years. We
spent hours learning about the families, armor, and swords. The
Samurai were renowned for ‘Bushido.” Bushido (the way of the
warrior) are the codes and practices adopted by the Samurai that
include law of honor, obedience, duty, and self-sacrifice. One of the
most renowned bushido practices is seppuku, a suicide ritual where
the warrior slits open his stomach and then is beheaded. This ritual
is a sign of honor and bravery and is accompanied by a great
ceremony. One of the most celebrated stories about Samurai loyalty
and sacrifice is the 47 Ronin: A band of Samurai who were left
leaderless (ronin) when their lord (daimyo) committed seppuku for



dishonoring a court official, though the official should have been
punished as well. The daimyo’s entire estate was confiscated leaving
the inhabitants homeless. This was not viewed favorably by the
Samurai-now-ronin and they set out to seek revenge for the injustice.
After nearly two years of plotting they eventually killed the new
leader and turned themselves in. They all committed seppuku. Their
loyalty to the Samurai code became the stuff of legends. There is a
graveyard at the Sengakuji temple in Tokyo where the 47 ronin are
buried and every December 14th, the day of their deaths, hundreds
of worshippers gather to pay their respects.

Shinto, along with bushido, became the adopted religion and ruling
moral code for Japan. Japan has one of the lowest crime rates in the
world. Elders are revered not banished, literacy rates are some of
the highest in the world, and unemployment remains low. It is not just
religion that influences the Japanese, it is the culture that has been
passed down through generations. Fortunately, seppuku is no longer
practiced, but the influences of discipline and honor are prevalent
even in the shadows of modernization.

Tokyo, especially Shinjuku, is like Times Square on steroids. Yet
you can find corners of authenticity such as the Omoide district just
up from the train station. This place is in its own universe, packed
with locals, enveloped by smoke from the perpetually busy grills
situated in tiny stalls peppered along alley ways of hanging lanterns.
This is where Ridley Scott apparently got his inspiration for the street
scenes in Blade Runner. Once you step outside of Omoide you are
in the neon jungle of high rises and talking heads advertising
whatever product that makes false promises of youth—an aspect of
western culture that has invaded the Japanese psyche but not
consumed it.

From the crush of the Shinjuku train station and the silent
serpentine rolling of the Shikansen (bullet train) we arrived in Kyoto
where I began to shed both jet lag and tears of joy. In Kyoto I
witnessed the timeless beauty of the Gion Dori, the Geisha



performance, in a small theater located in the famous district of the
same name. We were fortunate as these performances only happen
in the spring and the fall, and they are limited at that, and we
happened to be there during the fall run. I was handed the priceless
gift of origami by a passing Geisha as she made her way to the
stage. It was a wonder to observe so closely the sensuality displayed
at the back of the neck where white make-up is applied with
precision, revealing just enough of the skin to entice the viewer.

There are more temples in Kyoto than the average person on
vacation has a chance to see. You can see them all, but it’s difficult
to stop and linger with so many tourists and many of the temples are
not that accessible—you can’t sneak into them early enough in the
morning to enjoy some solitude. Shopping proved to have the same
challenges and I had difficulty finding a Jizo statue amongst the blur
of chopsticks, fans, and matcha ice cream stands. I was particularly
interested in Jizo, who is a Japanese divinity symbolizing the
protector of travelers, women, and, most importantly according to
Japanese folklore, children, including the souls of the unborn and
those who die at a young age. Jizo’s influence also goes as far as
protecting lost souls in general.

I finally ran across a shop that had small handmade clay versions
in the window. An elderly woman greeted us, and like every other
shop I had been in, meticulously wrapped my treasure in origami
fashion. Jizo now keeps company with my Ganesh and Buddha
artifacts that I had acquired in Cambodia. I did wonder if this woman
owned the shop and if it had been passed down from generation to
generation. It appeared she had created the figurines with her own
hands, an organic process that made me appreciate them all the
more.

***



While Bob stayed at the ryokan to nurse a sinus infection, I struck
out on my own for the day, venturing to the Saga-Toriimoto
Preserved Street along the foothills of Arashiyama, just outside
Kyoto proper. Here the hordes of tourists visiting the bamboo forest
finally fell off like salmon spawning upstream. It is known as the old
quarter and the pavement turned to large cobblestones and the
entire street became a bucolic work of Japanese architecture
occasionally marred by autos and hanging laundry. The homes were
more upscale—some actually have property attached to them, thus
taking on a more rural feel. I saw an occasional local or tourist, and
maybe a taxi and the ubiquitous vending machines, but even those
took their leave the further up I went. The only sounds were the
birds, and the rustling of the trees as the occasional maple leaf
swirled to the ground. The air was clear and the sun was taking on
that receding autumnal glow that filtered through the trees. The
neighborhood seemed as though it was wrapped in a silk cocoon,
sheltered from the incursions of the outside world. I arrived at the
large Shinto gate of Atago Torii, stopping to catch my breath. Just
past the gate there stands an ancient tea house turned restaurant
with a thatched roof covered in moss.

Shinto—where the fusion of heaven and earth requires no map.
I didn’t have to be an adherent to pass through the gates or visit

the shrines—I could come and go as I pleased and all were
welcome. I felt as though I were breathing in yet another dimension
of Japan. I did not linger for very long and continued up the hill on
the road less traveled. My destination was a juxtaposition of the main
streets of Arashiyama—a contrast to my manic excursions to San
Francisco and New York—to the melt of Shinjuku Station and being
consumed by Godzilla.

After an hour of uphill sightseeing I finally arrived at the entrance to
Otagi Nenbutsuji Temple.

Like many of the temples of Japan the structures had been
destroyed by fire, typhoons, or earthquakes. And like the spiders



whose webs are so casually decimated by the elements, the
Japanese rebuild; they embrace the change knowing that life is
transient. Fragile.

Otagi is such an example of this history, along with its collection of
1,200 stone statues. These can easily be mistaken for Jizo but they
are known as Rakan and represent the disciples of Buddha. The
temple has been moved and rebuilt dating back to the 7th century. A
priest, who was also a talented sculptor known as Kocho Nishimura,
was appointed in 1955, and set out to restore the structures and
grounds in their entirety. As he rebuilt he invited visitors to create
their own statues. All of them are unique, carved by amateurs and
professionals giving life to inanimate stone, each with their own
personality. They were added between 1981 and 1991, yet they
looked as ancient as if the elements had created a patina of moss
and lichen—and even ferns sprouted here and there.

A few tourists were walking through the gardens and temple when
I arrived. They rang the large bells, thus dispersing the heart of
Buddha to the natural world before they left, leaving me alone in the
company of a thousand Rakan. Many smiled or meditated in this
oasis of calm as I studied their endless, timeless expressions. I sat
on the ancient steps of the main hall for a while, glad to release
myself to the moment and let the sweat evaporate from my body.

I felt free. Not because I had disconnected myself from the rest of
the world or had been absolved of my troubles—no, on the contrary,
because I had for a time become part of the soil, moss, air, leaves,
and stone. I had come to understand reverence in the contemplation
of a single grain of sand, the flame of a crimson leaf falling at my feet
—abandoning myself to perfectly arranged gardens cultivated out of
love for the transient nature of all living things.





E
A Murder of Crows

phemeral.
Like bolts of lightning.

As Season 3 of Aftermath approached, instead of removing me
from their call and mailing lists as I had requested, the Church
continued to badger me, trying to confirm my address and that I’m
still a member even though I haven’t been active in decades. I
continue to be an unwilling slave in their desperate attempt to inflate
their membership numbers.

Tragically, this means I’m technically still in “good standing” as a
Scientologist, but don’t want to be in any standing with them at all. I
should have been purged from their database (if they even know
what that is) long ago with the others who are now coming forward
complaining about being exhumed as well; we are not interested in
playing a zombie in their apocalyptic world.

As it stands, there is no one left for me to disconnect from who is
of any consequence.

Short of the usual mafia-like intimidation tactics, the Church has
nothing left to leverage against me expressing my constitutional
rights.

So, Scientology, with all your malicious attack squadrons, what are
you really so afraid of? That you, after all, are not the superior race?
That the world is finally seeing the truth; that you are more like an
invasive species?

That LRH could find no cure for simply being human?
You have already decided to self-select from the human race,

having no time for Wogs with limited bank accounts. Perhaps you
can evaporate into the void where you have left so many: A fitting
reflection of the empty buildings and suits you wear.

Perhaps you should withdraw altogether?
I know all about you, my old friend.



I have seen you in the vacant eyes of skulls, heard your empty
promises of Shangri-La, experienced your gang rape of the soul.

From the slums of Phnom Penh, to New Delhi, to the homeless in
Portland, Oregon, the difference between their filth and yours is that
theirs is at least honest.

I suppose I could kindly request that you never darken my door
again as you have in the past, but that would assume I’m dealing
with the voice of reason, not rabid, Pavlovian codependents.

Now I’ve had to endure the insistent squawking.
You see, in Portland, Oregon, when the solstice of summer turns

to the autumnal equinox and winter sets in, the crows huddle by the
hundreds downtown seeking warmth among the high rises. As a
precaution, when I exit the bus I always open my umbrella; it’s not
just the weather you buffer yourself against—you must shield
yourself from the rain of crow shit that coats the city.

And the chorus, the incessant squawking from the party upstairs,
can sometimes be deafening.

Scientology continues its attacks on the lost children of
Scientology, all those lost kindred souls, who may never really
escape the past, but at least can mine the possibilities of a future . . .

After decades of interviewing others I have turned the tables on
myself. You could call it the interview of a lifetime.

As I reflect on what I have written, perhaps I am a travel writer
after all, an avatar of sorts symbolizing a different sort of journey, a
modern-day explorer passing down lessons, leaving footprints in the
sand for my tribe in the hopes they are not washed away by the
storms.

My greatest hope is to give what I never got—to learn to cultivate
compassion for others but also, and more importantly, to cultivate
compassion for myself.



Y
The Children of Scientology

ou are no longer a distant idea to me or a passing dialogue on
Facebook. We have tilled the soil of our discontent together,

healing ourselves through newfound connections we were once
denied. You are my sisters and brothers whom I have shed tears
with.

We come from the indifferent gallows of hopelessness, yet despite
our afflictions there is the possibility of beauty and grace. This is a
tribute to all of those who have been denied this, to those who
continue the struggle in their attempts to reach it, and, tragically, to
those whose hopes ended in futility.

Finally, we shattered, washed-up orphans are finding refuge from
the storm; from the depths of the suffering we surface from our
memories.



In the wake of angels we fuse together like glass.



T
After the Thunder

here exists a spare road that deviates from the circle that
surrounds Sauvie Island in Oregon. This is where the children

cycle and from it you can see the well-tended but empty fields and
orchards and Mt. St. Helens with its cataclysmic reminder
dominating the landscape below it. This world smells of nature, of
innocent bystanders, and the traffic remains almost non-existent.
Even in Forest Park the trees cannot hold back human intervention,
but here on this particular road there is nothing worth intervening in,
so you can stalk the perimeter undisturbed.

I did make the mistake of grabbing an electrified fence once and
survived to tell the tale of its existence. It was an unfortunate
reminder of civilization but I could still cycle that road and it would
lead to no destination except itself. There were no photographs to be
taken because it’s not something that demands to be remembered or
relegated to time. I would not venture to impose such an insult.
Some things are best left to the other senses—to that unknowable
ether that was never meant to be captured but is part of your little
queendom that exists above the ruptured peaks of humanity.

Here, when the rains come the floodplain swells and the marshes
overwhelm the tender reeds.

The deluge eventually dissipates and the sun appears.
Such is the rapture that unfolds before my eyes.





#wearethestorm



#payitforward



T
Epilogue

he Thunderstorms of Eden is perhaps my final act of teenage
rebellion, played out as a sort of calling. Through the writing of

this memoir I have gained closure by examining all the good and bad
stuff, and I have been fortunate enough to find some redemption
through works of compassion. Anger is a justifiable emotion, with
revenge an equally justifiable cohort. We can easily become slaves
to these mistresses. I had to work through all this, warts and all, to
the other side of suffering. To deny the existence of the bad means
denying the existence of the problem in the first place.

There is no fixing a problem you “don’t have.”
As a wise Navajo once pointed out, “You cannot wake someone

who is pretending to be asleep.”
I was throughout this post-Scientology life afflicted with the pull of

wanting freedom and shelter at the same time. My psyche was split
between the struggle of fight or flight.

It wasn’t until recently I realized the degree to which I was
condemned to an existence of isolation; not being given the choice
to join a cult in the first place led to a lifetime of exclusion. If there
were choices (as the Church asserts we second-generation
survivors or RPFers were never “forced”), they were bounded ones,
akin to the choices you give a prisoner in a cell—a sadistic sort of
mockery.

Now, with the truth being revealed, I was able to finally turn the
lock to that prison cell. When the latch finally moved I was able to
finally summon the strength to push the door until it became
unhinged, letting it break free and slam mercifully to the ground—
kicking up the dust that slowly settled, revealing in that moment of
silence: It had all been such a lie.

And what an epic lie it was.
The Church of Scientology could have just as well left me alone.



Yet they called down the thunder, so there you have it. But they will
fall regardless as any entity that does not evolve, or is simply
unsustainable, rarely survives. But it’s not “game over” for some of
us: As a second-generation cult survivor my risk of suffering a heart
attack, stroke, cancer, or other autoimmune-related disease is 32.9
times higher than the general population. Tragically this could very
well cut my life span by an astonishing 20 years.

The children of cults, and our brothers and sisters who have also
experienced a smorgasbord of child abuse, suffer from a
phenomenon known as Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACEs.

What this means is that even though we have managed to leave
Scientology—Scientology has not left us. It has left its signature in
our DNA.

It is estimated that over 34 million children in the United States
alone suffer from some form of ACE. If that does not warrant a
classification of epidemic I’m not sure what does.

I determined my ACE score while listening to a TED Talk by Dr.
Nadine Burke-Harris. An ACE score is a scale devised to determine
the levels of certain types of child abuse; anyone with a score of 4 or
more is likely to develop behavioral or learning problems (or both) as
they age.

I learned that mine was 5.
Those of us with higher scores comprise 13–17% of the

population. That’s a lot of people when you factor in the 331 million
people in the U.S. alone.

The ACE scale caps at 10, a score meaning you could have been
beaten, raped, or shot (or all three) and live in an environment
riddled with domestic abuse. This is not simply a socioeconomic
problem targeted at marginalized communities (think of all the school
shootings). It is just as prevalent in middle and upper-middle class
families.

Thankfully, you can hold the inevitability of a health or mental crisis
at bay.



It comes in the form of proven practices such as mindfulness,
meditation, eating right, exercising, and hugging trees. Despite
relatively good health for my age (58), I know that I have diminished
lung capacity and the anxiety attacks have taken a toll on my
cardiovascular system.

Though the odds have been stacked against me, I keep myself
strong through the diligent habits of the aforementioned diet,
exercise, and mindfulness I have adopted.

And by helping others.
And this is where the revolution gains traction. It’s not one of those

causes that subscribes to shouting, though it should. Our weapons
are not of the traditional sort, and they are not simply words—they
are knowledge won through the cliché of great suffering and
resolution. Our weapons are as intricately carved as any wielded by
the great warriors of the past; like layers of folded steel, when
molded as one, we form a tensile strength as formidable as any
army.

Leah, Mike, and their many supporters have founded a 501(c)(3)
non-profit called the Aftermath Foundation
(www.aftermathfoundation.org). You can sign up to help out those in
transition and also to donate.

As far as the rest of the warriors go, let me begin by first
introducing you to some subject matter experts (bad asses) in the
areas of child abuse, cults, and healing.

Bad Ass #1: Nadine Burke-Harris—Nadine recently published a
most profound piece of work called The Deepest Well: Healing the
Long-Term Effects of Childhood Adversity. This book should be read
by the entire human population. In it she describes the medical
problems spawned in abused children including rampant
misdiagnoses of ADHD. I never had symptoms of ADHD until later in
life; I did not know that my symptoms were really a product of my
former abuse in the Church, and what I had really wasn’t ADHD. Her
work affirmed my affliction and also made me feel both crazy and



less crazy at the same time. She should get the Nobel Prize or
something like it—I’m not just gloating—her work is absolutely
revolutionary.

Bad Ass #2 (double dose): Janja Lalich and Karla McLaren who
wrote Escaping Utopia: Growing Up in a Cult, Getting Out, and
Starting Over. Karla is also a cult survivor and their work has
spawned the new label “Second-Generation Cult Survivor.” We are
the children of cult members who weren’t given the choice by our
parents to join. In my follow-up section On Cults, I describe in further
detail the dominant attributes of cults. Buyer beware and if you’re still
“curious” about Scientology—you’ll have further reason not to be.

Bad Ass #3: Dr. Joe Dispenza who wrote Evolve Your Brain: The
Science of Changing Your Mind. Joe delves into the neuroscience of
our brains (some of these same concepts are also included in Bad
Ass #1’s book). This is scientifically proven research on practices
such as mindfulness and meditation that is helping everyone from
military veterans to abuse victims rewire their brains for the better.
He has several books out now and does workshops. He doesn’t
badger or incarcerate his followers or call you a bigot if you don’t
agree with what he does. He doesn’t fleece money from his patrons
and runs his business as a business. His work, like that of Bad
Asses #1 and #2, is based off of sound scientific studies, not the
unproven rants of a science fiction writer.

I hope living vicariously through my journey will awaken your spirit,
and that you too can benefit from these gifts the cosmos so wisely
handed to me as if to say, “There is important work to be done here
—to help those whose childhoods have also been lost somewhere
behind the ranges.”

And to always remember to . . .

#scatterthelight



This is us



Visit http://www.focaldreams.com/ for the full image gallery of
“Something Lost Behind the Ranges,” cataloging my journeys to
Guyana, Nepal, Cambodia, Europe, and the Middle East.

http://www.focaldreams.com/
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On Cults

ults are not limited to religions, though Scientology and the
FLDS (the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day

Saints) are the more notable religious-based organizations that fit
the cult profile. Other cults include the Children of God,
Transcendental Meditation, the Twelve Tribes, Jung SuWon martial
arts, and the Worldwide Church of God (now Grace Communion
International).

A cult is a group or a relationship that stifles individuality and
critical thinking, requires intense commitment and obedience to a
person or an ideology, and restricts or eliminates personal autonomy
in favor of the cult’s worldview and the leader’s wants and needs.

Most notably, second- or third-generation cult survivors who were
born into or grew up in a cult were not there by choice. Sadly,
because they were children, they often experienced some of the
harshest effects of the practices linked to the groups’ utopian ideals
and world-changing beliefs.

In Janja Lalich and Karla McLaren’s ground-breaking research on
second-generation cult survivors, they have discovered patterns that
apply to all cults. The following is from their book Escaping Utopia:
Growing Up in a Cult, Getting Out, and Starting Over:

The group’s sense of purpose is intense and urgent.
The belief system is rigid, righteous, and exclusive, other

beliefs are criticized or ridiculed.
Members are expected to become perfect true believers;

there is no room for doubt.
The belief system is elitist; it is the only true path and the

ultimate solution.
The belief systems promotes specific and demanding tools,

practices, and rules, and has a structure that converts



members into perfect followers.
Members endure extensive indoctrination sessions—through

Bible lessons, political training, recruitment training, self-
awareness lessons, meditations, criticism sessions, group
rituals, study and lectures, punishments, and so forth.

The belief system is perfectionistic, with all-or-nothing
requirements that must be followed to the letter.

Members are rewarded for subordinating themselves utterly
and/or shedding their previous identities (family, job, home,
finances, name etc.).

The group is strongly hierarchical, and with an inner circle of
true believers who have special access, power, and privileges.

Members are expected to contribute their money, their time,
their resources, and their labor to the group in order to be seen
as serious and loyal followers.

The belief system is transmitted personally by the leader,
who cannot be questioned If the leader is deceased, this may
be done through writings, videos, and/or audio tapes, as well
as by top leaders’ testimonials.

The group creates internal and external enemies who are
portrayed as threatening the very survival of the group.

Members who question, break the rules, or leave are
shunned or demonized, and may lose all contact with group
members, including their own family members.

As a second-generation cult survivor I can attest to the importance
of recognizing and championing the ongoing education of the
general population regarding cults—especially for the sake of the
children.
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